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			TO THE READER

			Thank you for taking a chance on this book and an indie author who is totally new to this game. I need to declare that this book sits more within New Adult Fantasy than Young Adult, and, as such, some of the events and actions found within this book might not be suitable for anyone under the age of sixteen - it contains adult language, violence, sexual content and inferences to death and torture. 

			Please read at your discretion and thank you once again for daring to take a step into the world of Aileryan. I hope you enjoy the story!
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			Prologue

			In the beginning there was fire.

			The fire was darkness and power. It was all encompassing and slowly consuming her. It rippled from her body, and it shaped and bent her; she was the conductor and the composer of the song it sang as it burned, and blazed, and devoured. Flowing through her veins, it raced from her fingertips to find its place in the world. 

			With a shudder, the earth ripped beneath her. It heaved and split, the sound it made tearing the air. The fire was life, and death, and birth, and rebirth – and she was combustion and passion, unbridled and unchallenged.

			With flames on her feet, she walked her newly carved landscape. She was an alchemist now, a creator, destroyer, transformer. From the deepest corners of that fiery darkness, she called forth her children. As the dawn rose golden and red with her fire, she lifted her arms and welcomed the light, the heat, the radiant power, into what remained of who she once was.

			Somewhere within, a voice remembered. 

			Her last thought, before the fire consumed her completely, was to protect, to guard, to both end and begin. A circle within a circle, time within time, shedding skin, an ancient spinning wheel, and the light that would shine in the darkness.  

			A girl with a crown of flames and a will, not easily bent. 

			A girl yet to find herself, to reach within and discover who she was. 

			In the shadow of fire, her children waited as she became a whisper of ash and smoke, floating from the world on a breeze pulled into the sky. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  One

			Heart hammering, Ash rushed into her room and slammed the door, leaning against it. Her palms were tingling, her scalp itching. She ripped her white cap off; it fluttered to the floor like a broken bird as she pulled her hair free and let the red strands fall around her face.

			Groaning, she shoved her hands into her armpits. ‘No no no no no.’

			The magic would come anyway, racing to life with a mind of its own.  Pulling gulps of air into her lungs, Ash closed her eyes, trying desperately to steady herself, but all she could see was flame. If she concentrated hard enough, she could bring it under control – she had to – but how could she control what she didn’t understand?  

			The normality of drifting voices from passing foot traffic and the reverberating echo of wagons on the cobblestones outside the Academy walls taunted her. Always, always, the fear of death gripped her and before she could stop herself, she was thinking of what it would be like to die, to dangle from the gallows with a rope tight around her throat, her feet scrabbling for purchase on nothing but thin air.

			The sulfuric stench of burning hair filled the room. Horrified, Ash ripped her hands from her armpits. Flames sprang to life on the back of her hands and she slapped them ruthlessly on her legs; instead of extinguishing them, the movement gave the flames further life. As they ripped up her arms, she was sixteen again, terrified as the power she didn’t know lay dormant inside her flung itself into the world. She was back home in Brenveil, cowering under the might and roar of fire as the silo and the stores of grain went up in smoke. The flames ripped up her arms as a strangled sob escaped her lips.

			Ash had gone over that night in her mind more times than she could count. Jarlath had taken the blame. Her friend had spent two years in the prison camps of Garlathe – for her. 

			Earlier that day, the representatives from the Mage Council had come, and Jarlath had been assigned to the army, and Ash would be sent to the Academy to train as a White Woman, a healer and herbalist. Somehow, she had thought that Jarlath would be going with her – they’d spent nearly every spare moment together since they were children. 

			That was the catalyst. That had been the cause of the silo fire. 

			Realising the truth, she’d run off and hidden, waiting for him to find her and calm her as he always did. But, this time, her fire had risen with her anger, her despair at being separated from the one person who understood her engulfing her; before she knew it, the silo and the fields surrounding it were burning. Great plumes of black smoke rose like a snake to block out the sun. They had run for help, hand-in-hand, eyes burning. The men were already on their way, the Water Mages on their heels. 

			Once the fire was out and the smoke had settled, the questions began. 

			Ash hadn’t spoken to Jarlath since that night. She’d watched as he was dragged away, a man on either arm, to be locked up in a windowless room and await the arrival of the Watch. For two days, he sat alone in that darkness. She’d tried to see him but had been turned away every time. She’d cried, pleaded, and thrown herself at the guard’s feet, but the man was unrelenting in his duty and her father had dragged her away. The black carriage had come, and Jarlath had been bundled in, the door locked. She hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye and had watched, broken-hearted, as he was driven away. She later learned he was bound for the prison camps – his, her, crime considered an accident. She hated herself for not speaking up, for letting him take the fall. But in that moment, before they’d burst from the smoke, he’d grabbed her hands and pleaded with her not to say anything, so she didn’t.

			Jarlath was bold and cocky; the two of them had been thick as thieves as children. Their shared mischief and cunning melded into a deep friendship that Ash had secretly hoped would be something more, but they were torn apart before she could do anything about it. She had to be content with his letters for the moment, until they saw each other again. Then, maybe, she’d work up the courage to finally say something, instead of letting what she felt burn away in the pit of her stomach. 

			The flames licked at her skin hungrily, as if they too remembered the night they were first set free. Someone knocked furiously on the door. Ash pressed herself harder against it, willing them to go away.

			‘Ash, it’s me. Let me in,’ a voice hissed.

			Ash hesitated, then stepped away as Nerida tumbled into the room, pieces of blonde hair coming free from her students’ cap to fall over her cheeks. Her face tightened as she noticed the flames and hurriedly closed the door. 

			‘Oh no, Ash, not again!’

			‘I know, I know, but I can’t control it!’

			‘If the Mages …’

			Fire magic was forbidden. There hadn’t been a fire caster in over a hundred years, not since the Rift was created, ripping the earth apart. Ash knew the story – every Merawuld child knew the story of the Red Witch, Faleria. Every child knew fire was dangerous, to be used and controlled by the Marshals. Stories of the horrors that lurked within the bowels of the Rift was enough to keep every man, woman and child fearing the flame. It was only the fae who played with fire now, and it was the fae witches who made sure the monsters stayed in the Rift.

			Ash had never been afraid of fire. As a child, she’d been drawn to it, the red and orange tongues that danced in the fire pit in the village square beckoned her blood. The village flame was guarded by the Marshal, a young man who would let Ash linger longer than necessary when she passed, smiling at the wonder and excitement on her girlish face – a face that was nothing more than the picture of childhood curiosity. That Marshal could never know that the fire sang to her, called her, as it had called her every moment since. Ash had tried hard to keep it contained, pretending that it wasn’t part of her, but whenever she passed the cooking hearths or the small fires beneath the braziers in the herbalists’ rooms, she couldn’t help but notice the flames leap higher, the fire begging her to embrace her power. 

			Nerida had found out by accident, not long after they’d started their studies. Overwhelmed by what lay before her, Ash had spent a moment weeping on her new friend’s shoulder, before she shoved Nerida away, flames crawling over her skin. A tense silence had followed, where Ash stood there burning, Nerida watching in dismay. She thought that was it, she was for the noose, but Nerida had simply picked up a pitcher of water and tossed it over Ash. The shock of the freezing water was enough to push the magic away. Dripping, Ash waited, Nerida still armed with the empty pitcher, until a devious smile crossed her friend’s face. 

			‘And here I was thinking these six years were going to be boring.’

			They’d been firm friends ever since, but it made Ash uneasy. She trusted Nerida with her life, but the fact that someone else was now burdened with her secret was painful. There had been several incidents since then; it was no wonder Ash was struggling with her studies when she spent half the time looking over her shoulder. She’d learnt one true thing about her power – it was connected to her emotions. It was hard work to keep everything inside, and Ash hated it ferociously. 

			Now, Nerida put her hands on her hips, her expression fierce. ‘Can’t you just, I don’t know, make it go away?’

			Ash laughed and her fire laughed with her. Nerida backed away as flames dripped from Ash’s fingers, catching on the woven rug on the floor. Cursing, Nerida stamped on the orange tongues.

			‘Distract me,’ Ash gasped.

			‘Okay, your soldier friend.’

			‘Hardly a distraction, Nerida! Emotions, remember?’

			‘Okay, okay … the Mabon festival?’

			In two nights, the city would come together to celebrate the Dark Mother and the coming winter. The Chief White Woman, Radella, would perform the ritual in the largest of the public squares. Ash loved the Mabon festival, where they thanked the Earth for her bounty and prepared to welcome the darkness of winter. This year, the final year students would take part, bearing the sickles, scythes, and baskets of rich red pomegranates, corn husks, and candles through the winding streets and place them on the white stone altar. Voices floated past the door as Nerida continued to put out the tiny fires bursting to life all over the floor – gossip about Mabon and the Hunt, where the young men of the Academy would don masks and race through the city streets. It was all performance though, nothing like the rituals held on the farms, where men would race into the forest and hunt for real. The one who brought back the largest trophy would be given the best wine to drink, and be gifted baskets of corn and apples. Ash remembered the night Jarlath had won the hunt, the pride on his face as the villagers showered him with food and jugs of sweet wine.

			Ash pushed Jarlath from her mind. ‘Will the Queen be there this year do you think?’ she asked. She had never seen the Queen. Known as the Child Queen, Rowena was not much older than Ash, and had ruled since her tenth birthday, when her parents died during the last outbreak of plague in the city. She had heard whispers that Rowena had no power at all – it was really the Mage Council, and the High Mage, Gedeon, in particular, who ruled Merawuld. 

			Nerida stomped on the last of the flames. They both looked in dismay at the burnt rug as Ash pushed the fire back down into the pit of her, where it sizzled and writhed like a living thing.  She shook her hands free of the magic and examined her arms, her hands, the long slim fingers that always mixed up the healing potions, looking for anything that would give her away. A small burn could be explained as an accident in the potions room, a bigger one on a cooking mistake; only, students weren’t allowed in the kitchens. But, as usual, her skin was unchanged – smooth and pale, her fingers slightly misshapen, the wrists fragile-looking.   

			Nerida was staring pointedly at the rug. 

			After a moment’s hesitation, the girls shoved it under the bed and Ash changed her herb and wax smudged dress for a clean one before pulling on her boots. Once she could no longer feel her palms tingling, though she was still pale and dizzy, the girls walked the long hall together, the lanterns throwing dancing shadows on the walls as they passed. 

			The large dining room was already full of students eating their evening meal at wooden tables scrubbed smooth with age. The Academy had existed for almost fifty years; hundreds of students had passed through its doors, sat at these very tables and, Ash thought, probably ate the same boring food. As Ash and Nerida found a seat, polite chatter thickened the air; no one shouted here. It was so different from the farm, where there was always the sounds of work and the rumbling calls of cattle mingling with the bleating of sheep. Ash still hadn’t gotten used to such quiet. She didn’t know how it could be so quiet when a city, with all its people and bustling about, was right outside their gates. 

			A serving girl dressed in soft grey set their meals down – bread and soup, hard cheese, and a platter of fruit – and hurried away. Ash kept her hand steady as she poured them both water from a ceramic jug set on the table. What she wouldn’t give for a fruit cordial, but food in the Academy was simple, meant to keep the body healthy, because, ‘a healthy body equals a healthy mind.’ 

			Nerida reached for her drink, lowering her voice. ‘What are you going to do about it? You can’t hide it forever, Ash.’

			‘I’ve hidden it this long, but I don’t know if I’ll graduate,’ Ash whispered back. The Academy had been her home for six years, as familiar now as her village: the four stone walls and the Healer’s Tower, reaching to the sky in the centre of the grounds with gardens of fragrant herbs surrounding it. She could name each one of those herbs, its properties, when to harvest it, how to use it. She just couldn’t seem to actually use any of it correctly. It wasn’t her fault the herbs didn’t boil to the right temperature. It wasn’t her fault she’d mixed up shepherd’s purse for lady’s mantle. The flowers were similar. Sort of. 

			‘You’ll be fine,’ Nerida insisted. ‘You’ll ace the tests and don’t worry about the practical stuff – I’ll help you.’ 

			‘Where do you want to be sent?’ Ash asked her friend. After graduation, the new White Women and Cunning Men were posted to the towns and villages of Merawuld. Nerida was counting down the days until they graduated. Unlike Ash, she was good at her studies, both the theory and the practical. Ash had no doubt she’d stay here in the city, possibly sent to either the Keep or the castle to tend the royal family, where the best and brightest ended up. 

			As Nerida started gushing about all the things she longed to see in the world, Ash chewed her bread. Where did she want to be sent? Not back to Brenveil – there was no space for her there, though she should probably visit her parents. There were conversations she didn’t wish to have, and people she didn’t wish to see. Most of the men who worked the fields with her father thought Ash was a wild, feral thing who needed to be kept under tight control. There had been many whispers, and not everyone believed Jarlath had started the fire. 

			On the farms, the harvest would be over, the wagons loaded and ready for the journey to Tyllcarric to fill the store houses with the food that would feed the city’s population over the dark winter months. Her parents would be able to relax, the hard days of labouring behind them, at least for a while. Their last letter had been brief, as always. Her father couldn’t write more than a few basic words and her mother wasn’t fond of wasting words. They had always imagined Ash would stay in the village, but then the Mages had come to administer the tests in elemental powers of earth, air and water. Ash had failed those tests of course and it appeared her future was set – she would stay in Brenveil. Then, the offer of an education and a place in the world was thrown her way. 

			She had effectively exchanged one prison for another – students weren’t permitted to wander around the city at their leisure, and most of the last six years had been spent behind Academy walls with her nose crammed in a book or watching herbs boil and steep, or tending the medicinal garden the students kept. Still, it was the preferred option. Getting out of that village had been the best thing she’d ever done.

			Nerida was asking where Ash would like to go after graduation. ‘Maybe I’ll stay here. There are always postings in Tyllcarric,’ she said, though she hoped it wouldn’t be so. She wanted to feel the wind in her hair and the grass beneath her feet. ‘Maybe I’ll get to be a travelling White Woman, go where people need me. I could do that. Maybe I’ll get to see the Rift.’

			Nerida gasped. Her spoon slipped from her fingers and crashed into her soup, splashing peas and the thick, white liquid onto the table. Nerida looked around swiftly. ‘Ash! Seriously, don’t joke about that, especially after ...’

			‘Of course, you’re right,’ Ash said quickly. 

			Nerida mopped up her mess surreptitiously and continued eating while Ash pushed her soup around her bowl, her appetite having fled. Where would she be sent? She swallowed, caressing her pocket. Jarlath’s letter was stashed there, its folds grown soft from so much reading and re-reading. She had it memorised. 

			•••

			The bloated orb of the moon cast her glow on the city, pale fingers of ghostly light trailing over the cobbled stone of the streets, casting strange shadows on the faces of the buildings and the people. Ash lifted her chin towards the sky, letting the moonlight kiss the skin of her brow and glint in the fire of her hair. Her hair was loose and fell over her shoulders, almost to her waist, deep red in the darkness. Usually, she tried to hide her hair, the colour too much like flame in the daylight; but tonight, as they celebrated the spoils of Autumn and welcomed the coming winter, she was happy to let it free. The deep red robes she and the other students wore seemed to drink in the glow, sucking the pale light from around them. 

			They wound through the narrow streets, carrying baskets loaded with offerings to the effigy of the Corn Mother. Almost twice as tall as a man, the idol had been positioned in the centre of the town square, where the column of crimson-hooded figures were now making their way. People lined the streets to watch them pass, throwing leaves collected from beneath the autumnal trees, causing a shower of yellows, browns, oranges and reds to rain down. Ash’s basket was filled with blackberries brought in from the farms and the other students carried offerings of grapes, pomegranates, apples, hazelnuts and acorns. She smiled from beneath her hood at the joy in the air, the seriousness of the day-to-day seeping from the faces of the people around her as the air of celebration took hold. 

			After the ceremony, there would be feasts across the city, in the four smaller squares. The tables were already set up, waiting for the plates of meat and gravy, the roasted pumpkin and carrot, potatoes, baskets of freshly baked bread and trays of fruit. The smell of roasting meat and vegetables from the cooking fires wafted over the crowds.

			Ash’s stomach growled. Fasting was another part of the rites, and she hadn’t eaten since dinner the previous evening. She grinned, spying Nerida up ahead. She could almost hear her friend’s moaning and see her patting her hollow stomach.

			Towering over the heads of the winding procession was the Corn Mother. Made of corn husks and wheat, she represented the spirit of the fields. Stationed near the Corn Mother were the water witches who, after the offerings were complete and the Hunt was done, would drench the Corn Mother with water, a charm to ensure the rain for the next season. The Corn Mother would stay in the square all winter, until she would be divided up and sent out to the villages to be ploughed back into the ground, allowing her spirit to return to the earth in time for spring.

			The people believed the year and the seasons to be part of a great wheel, turned steadily throughout the year by the Mother of All. After Mabon, the wheel would turn towards Samhain and the growing darkness that would reach its peak at the winter solstice. Light would return to the world on Imbolc, when the goddess Bridghe would coax life back to the fields and the orchards. Ash avoided the festival of Beltane as much as she could. The bonfires kindled across the country pulled at the magic she kept hidden within. 

			The line of students stopped. Ash peered around the person in front of her, searching for any sign of Queen Rowena, but there was only Radella and the Mages from the Council. There was no sign of the High Mage. She imagined him looking down on the celebration from a window in the Keep, high above the city.

			Radella stood before the Corn Mother, her ash-blonde hair braided and decorated with feathers and leaves. A hush fell over the crowd as the White Woman, in a dress the colour of wheat, a red cord around her waist, raised her arms to the sky. ‘The season is changing,’ she said in a voice that rang with power. ‘The Wheel has turned once more. Now, when light and darkness are equal again, we must look inside ourselves.’

			Ash closed her eyes obediently. 

			She saw smoke and fire. Panicked, she opened her eyes and focused on Radella, focused on her breathing. Her lips trembled as she noticed the Mages, standing behind Radella, their robes dark with shadows. She took a deep breath, willing her mind to be still, to think of her studies and graduation. The life she wanted but wasn’t sure she would get. 

			‘As winter approaches, we prepare for the cold, the barren earth, and the quiet dark. But as the Cailleach gets ready to walk Aileryan, Maiden spring lies in wait. As we must.’ Radella paused. 

			Ash could feel the quiet energy of the crowd. Behind her, she could sense the young men from the Academy, their restlessness, their anticipation as they waited for the Hunt to begin. Radella continued speaking. ‘Before we can grow and change and emerge renewed, we must let go of the things that hold us back. Of the things we cannot control.’ She stepped aside and gestured to the altar, thanking the earth for her bounty and inviting the students to lay their offerings. 

			As people around her murmured their thanks for the harvest, Ash moved forward with the others and laid her basket at the effigy’s feet, peering up into the corn-husk face. She stepped away and took her place to the side while the last of the baskets was brought forward. Overhead, the stars winked at them against their indigo backdrop and Ash felt a shift, a stirring within as a man stepped from the shadows and lifted a long golden horn to his lips. 

			The young men who would take part in the Hunt jostled nearby, stripped to the waist, their bare chests painted with swirling patterns and lines. The horn sounded, the note pure and clear. It echoed off the buildings surrounding them and lifted into the night.

			‘Let the Hunt begin,’ Radella called. There was a whooping noise from the men; as one, they turned and ran, the crowd splitting to let them through, cheering and encouraging. The noise thrummed through the earth, and that sound, that almost unearthly sound of the horn, lingered in Ash’s ears.

			She waited, her anticipation rising as time edged forward. Nerida was beside her, her face alive with the magic of the celebration. In the middle of the square was the fire pit, a Marshal guarding it as usual. Ash could smell the smoke of the smouldering coals and could feel the heat of those flames, imagining the orange tongues licking and curling around the wood piled up near the Marshal’s feet. 

			Her hands tingled.

			She took a step back, her breathing swift and fast. Nerida turned to her, smiling, then frowning as she took in Ash’s expression.

			‘Ash?’

			Ash shook her head. 

			Let go. Something whispered to her. She started and took another step back, Nerida following, concern scrawled across her face now. In the distance, Ash could hear the men as they ran, hear their breathing, their feet pounding on the stones, could smell their sweat and the adrenalin that fuelled them. Her blood burned. 

			Let go.

			I won’t, she thought, pulling her arms around herself, tucking her hands into her sides as she felt it and willed it not to come. Heat. In her veins. In the very marrow of her. She glanced around in panic but the crowd pressed closer as they awaited the return of the men. As the first of the masked faces appeared, the crowd roared. Ash couldn’t look away, watching as he raced towards Radella and the Corn Mother, his arms slick with sweat. She could see the intense concentration on his face and something deep and primal surged in her veins, some calling from another time. 

			Let go.

			She stumbled and Nerida reached for her. Mouth dry, Ash pushed her friend away as her fingertips surged with heat and her veins boiled. Her hair began to lift as heat and power raced along her skin, from the top of her head to her toes curled tightly in her soft leather boots as the hunter came closer. She bit her lip hard, tasted the red rust of her blood, but it wasn’t enough. Her fingers burnt as flames licked her skin. Someone near her screamed. The masked man faltered. People raced away from her and she could taste their terror, their fear. Of her. Of what she was. 

			The full moon continued to bathe the square in her light, milky and pure, and the fire in the pit crackled and called to Ash. The flames crept up her arms, lifting her hair from her scalp in a halo that burned and danced around her face. 

			Ash let her fire free and left the stone blackened and the wind dripping with sparks. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Two

			The High Mage, Gedeon Reich, was seated at one end of the long table, its rosewood so polished he could see his reflection; ash-coloured hair combed neatly back from his forehead, his dark eyes, and smooth chin. He shuffled a pile of paper, cleared his throat and looked at his Queen, his face a perfect picture of grandfatherly concern.

			The Queen was watching the sun pass by the window again. She spent much time gazing out windows; too much time, Gedeon thought. He wondered what she saw, or what she wanted to see. She had not paid him a shred of attention, so focused on the world outside that window. 

			He cleared his throat again; she glanced at him over her shoulder, her expression bored enough to anger him. He let his air magic swirl around his head, solidifying his mask. 

			‘Your Majesty – Rowena – we need to take these threats seriously,’ he said in his softest voice, indicating one of the many pages he held. ‘The Chieftain of Estilleon’s messages have become more threatening.’

			‘I have read Hadrian’s entreaties,’ Rowena said. ‘I didn’t perceive any threats, just a continued wish for trade, which, as I’ve said before, seems perfectly reasonable to me.’

			Gedeon smoothed his fingers over the papers now spread before him. ‘With winter coming, we need all our resources for the people here. Forgive me, Your Majesty, but the threats are there. They are hidden, but I can sense them.’

			‘I forgot you can do that,’ she mused. ‘Read a person’s thoughts through the written word.’ Rowena turned to stare at him, her blue eyes shrewd. ‘Tell me, do you read my letters, Gedeon?’

			He gasped, pressing a hand to his chest in offence. ‘I would never begin to—’

			She waved a hand and he fell silent as she approached the table, the crisp material of her crimson gown rustling as she took her seat. ‘No, you wouldn’t. How long have I ruled?’

			‘Almost fifteen years, Your Majesty.’

			‘And in that time, have we had any real need to go to war?’

			‘No, but—’

			‘Prove to me that Hadrian is truly proposing war and we will act. Until then, I will not send my army any closer to his borders, in case it does provoke him to engage us in a war that we will have started.’ Rowena fingered one of the papers spread over his desk and met his eyes. ‘Skirmishes and minor conflict on the borders are one thing – expected almost – but outright war is another, is it not?’ 

			She had grown much from the child Gedeon had installed on the throne. Now a tall, slender woman, she was pale as cream, her skin shining with the sunlight that eased into the room through the wide window, long blonde hair falling loose around her shoulders. A large moonstone glimmered on her throat, held by a small silver chain, and she wore a simple crown of silver.  Rowena Liliya was, Gedeon feared, growing in other ways as well. Although she rarely left her palace, she was sharper, her eyes and ears missing nothing. He wondered just who was reporting back to her. 

			‘What of the fire caster?’ The Queen asked.

			‘We have her in the prison, as is customary under these circumstances,’ Gedeon answered smoothly.

			‘The prison?’ Rowena said, her gaze steadfast. ‘She is not a criminal.’

			‘Fire magic is forbidden, Your Majesty,’ he said, unable to prevent a slight patronising lilt from colouring his tone. 

			‘Is she to be executed? Is the order there, in that stack of paper you carry?’ Rowena nodded at the bundle of parchment in his hands.

			He inclined his head, steepling his fingers under his chin.

			‘It is not her fault she is what she is. I doubt she would choose it, given a choice.’ Rowena traced her fingertips over the polished wood of the long table. ‘I would like to meet her, I think.’

			‘It is not a nice business, my Queen. I hate for this to have to happen to one so young.’ 

			In truth, Gedeon hadn’t decided what he would do with the girl yet. Her arrival at this precise time opened doors he had never dreamed existed. As he saw it, he had two options: let the girl live under close guard, train her to use her magic, and, in time, she would trust him and see that he was right in all things, much like the Queen. Or, he could execute her. It was what the public expected, after all; but he was reluctant to kill her. This sort of power hadn’t existed in over one hundred years. 

			Gedeon had seen her explode from his window on Mabon night. The bright column of flame had lit the city in a golden hue and, rather than cower with terror, rather than run from her like the people down in the square, Gedeon thought only of the beautiful, deadly power in the girl’s veins. After Darian had used his power to calm her magic and the Watch had dragged her off to the cells, Gedeon had hurried to see her, to see with his own eyes this creature who may as well have been pulled from his dreams.

			A tiny thing, thin and starved-looking, as all Academy students were, she lay on the narrow cot in the cold, dark cell, eyes open, her expression blank. Her hair still smouldered, but there was not a mark on her flesh. He stood in the dark watching her for hours, until, at last, the girl slept. 

			How she’d remained hidden for so long was something to ponder another time. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, what he really wanted was to use her. He didn’t imagine it would be too difficult to convince her. Her young mind was surely pliable, easily manipulated for someone with his powers and – he risked a sideways glance to where the Spirit Rake stood, blending perfectly with the shadows – the invisible arsenal he had at his disposal. Such a weapon on his side would make his allies look twice at him and, more importantly, think twice about betraying him. 

			Maybe the girl could be used as a bargaining chip. He could imagine how thrilled Kiarda of Veshlir would be to get her claws on a fire caster to use in her pointless vendetta against her forest-dwelling kin. And Hadrian might not understand exactly what the girl was, but he understood power, lived and breathed it. 

			Gedeon would never hand her over to either of them. He’d put a knife in her belly himself before he let that happen. 

			He forced his attention back to Rowena. ‘What is it you would like me to do?’

			She examined her fingernails. ‘Let me meet her. Then I will decide.’

			‘She is dangerous, my Queen. I’m not sure that is a good idea.’

			‘Dangerous?’ Rowena echoed. ‘How so?’

			‘She is untrained and untested.’

			‘You think she would deliberately harm her Queen?’ Rowena folded her arms in a challenge. 

			Gedeon bristled; there had been more challenges lately than he wished, but he kept his expression composed. ‘Of course not.’

			‘I will meet her. Have her fed and bathed and bring her to the palace. Keep your Spirit Rake handy, if you think she is truly so dangerous.’

			Gedeon stood, pushing his chair back. It scraped across the stones, the screech settling into the room, sinking into the corners and mingling with the shadows that lurked there. If he had Bloodstones, he would bind the girl, just for a while, so Rowena could see her for herself and have her little chat. The stones wouldn’t render her useless, but they would make it harder for her to use her magic. He could use an Air Mage, he supposed, but he wasn’t certain how the girl’s fire magic worked yet, or if air magic alone would be enough. 

			Rowena was watching him. He bowed, collected his papers and left the room, thinking how right he was – the brat was growing up and harvesting her own opinions. 

			That was likely to slow things down. 

			His envoy from the North was due to arrive back in the city any day now. Grayson had sailed with the merchant ship, The Esperance, and the stockpile of weapons Gedeon had arranged. So far, his pilfering from the royal stores had not been noticed, and the glamours he’d left in place of the real goods were truly convincing. The weapons had been a demand from the Queen of Veshlir – enough swords, daggers and bows and arrows to equip her soldiers, as well as food and other goods. Kiarda wanted cloth, furs and parchment. It would take many months for her to get what she wanted, with each voyage up the coast taking weeks and becoming more treacherous the closer they got to the depths of winter, when the sea-ice grew and spread across the water. 

			Gedeon passed through the gilded front doors of the palace, walking the short distance to the Mages Keep in silence, Darian following on his heels. The Mage Council was due to meet tomorrow evening and he needed to go over what he would tell them in regards to the fire caster. No one, besides Darian, knew anything about his agreement with either Kiarda or Hadrian. The Spirit Rake knowing was a risk, but it was one Gedeon needed to take. 

			Climbing the steps to the back entrance of the Keep and opening the heavy wooden door with a flick of his wrist, he hurried down the cold, dark halls. Passing the empty Council Chamber, he slipped into his office before anyone noticed he had returned from meeting with Rowena. With a sigh, Gedeon set the bundle of papers down on the polished wooden desk. He caught a momentary glimpse of his reflection: his irritated eyes and tight lips. Darian went to the window to peer out, his large frame blocking the sunlight from entering the room. 

			The Spirit Rake had a way of sucking the light from everywhere around him, something Gedeon assumed was connected to his unusual power. Darian was more than an Air Mage – like an Air Mage, his power allowed him inside the minds of others, where he could read their thoughts and emotions; but, unlike an Air Mage, Darian could manipulate those thoughts and emotions indefinitely. He could create physical ailments where there were none, and he could control the very space around him as well as controlling the physical element of air – something only achieved by the most masterful of Air Mages. Gedeon wasn’t entirely certain of the limits of what Darian could actually do, but he was very interested in finding out. His next task would be a test of sorts. 

			‘Can you be gentle?’ Gedeon asked.

			The Spirit Rake turned to him. ‘I can.’

			‘I don’t want her mind destroyed, understand?’

			Darian nodded his dark head. ‘What do you need me to do?’

			Gedeon steepled his fingers, resting them beneath his chin. ‘She is sick and is unable to meet with the fire caster. She has changed her mind.’ He glanced at Darian again. ‘She does not wish to engage in a trade deal with the Chieftain of Estilleon.’

			The Spirit Rake nodded and swept from the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Three

			A steady stream of people and horses moved along the dust-cloaked road to the city, and Jarlath willed them to move faster. He’d already lost two days on the road. Built not far from the Sparkling Waters, Tyllcarric was the jewel of the land. It was the centre of trade, commerce, education; not to mention the Mage Council and the seat of the Crown. 

			A series of small creeks and burns wove through the landscape around the city. The earth surrounding Tyllcarric had been long stripped of trees, the forest pushed back to small pockets between the nearest villages and the city. No matter what direction a traveller approached, Tyllcarric rose from the ground, as if imposed there, driven into the earth by human hands. 

			The closer Jarlath got to the city, the thicker the crowds and the smoother the road, merging in a steady throng from a rough track, marked with holes and dips that mercilessly caught the wheels of wagons, to smooth cobblestone. Mabon signalled the beginning of Trade, and the road was full of afternoon travellers from all over Merawuld. Tradesmen and their apprentices, merchants and their servants, farmers and their wares; some had been travelling for a week. Great snorting draught-horses dragged wagons loaded with baskets of wheat, corn, barley, and oats; barrels of whiskey and wine, rolls of fabric and serving wares, root vegetables and their sister crops, along with soft, sweet fruits. 

			His journey from Fendale had taken him past fields where the last of the wheat and barley were being cut, the workers swinging scythes, bundling, and tying the reaped crop, ready for transportation to the mills. He’d watched the men work, sweat glistening on their brows, the muscles on their broad backs rippling under the drenched fabric of their shirts. Old Wives followed the men through the rows, pouring libations and chanting, thanking the Mother for a bountiful harvest. He thought of his father and younger brother, Finn, back home in Brenveil as he watched the men at work, and when the smell of the sun-heated grain reached him on the autumn breeze, his mind strayed to familiar ground.

			Jarlath had replayed that night at the silo in his mind constantly over the years. Every time he thought of it, he could still smell the smoke, still taste the choking dust from the burning stores of grain, and feel the incredible heat of so much flame, free and uncontained in the world. He could still hear the fear and horror in Ash’s voice as she unlocked that forbidden power from deep within herself. 

			Although she was feisty and strong, he knew how much her magic scared her. It had been a surprise to him – he’d thought he knew everything about her and, if he was being honest, it terrified him as well. That kind of magic left a shining sign in the air over her head – she was marked and, eventually, she’d be discovered. Jarlath didn’t know a lot about magic, but he’d never known anyone to keep it hidden the way she had. 

			He wished he’d been able to talk to her about it; they’d exchanged dozens of letters over the last six years, but he knew not to mention her magic – especially when she was living in the shadow of the Mages Keep. His letters from when he was in the prison camp were definitely read before they were sent, as were hers before he received them. So, he kept his words light and cheery, and Ash did the same. It made him long for air magic, so he could grasp what she didn’t pen in ink. 

			Six years was a long time, but he had ten days leave and he intended to spend it with Ash; doing what, he didn’t care. Her letters, while happily received, were not the same as hearing her voice, or seeing her face. He wondered if she had changed much and, his gut clenching, if she had missed him as much as he had missed her. 

			Jarlath pulled his horse aside to let a carriage pass. The windows were cloaked in red curtains - representatives from each of the villages would petition to Mage Council; if the produce from their region was best, contracts would be signed for another year.  

			Stretching above the walls and decorative towers of the city was the Healer’s tower, lit from behind by the sinking sun; beyond it, the spires of the palace and the Mage’s Keep were visible. When Jarlath passed through the vaulted access gates and into a wide square with cramped, meandering streets branching off from it, all he was focused on was finding a comfortable bed and then going to the Academy to see Ash. He wanted to take her out for dinner somewhere nice, to see her burnished head glow in the firelight, to know if her skin was as smooth as he remembered. More than anything, he just wanted to talk to her. 

			The city was quiet, a hush lingering over the sandstone buildings and guild houses. Jarlath rode past the tanners and the blacksmiths, the bakery and the wash house, heading further into the city where he would find an inn. Up ahead, the Mage’s Keep stretched into the sky, all sharp angles and grey stone; it was even more imposing than the palace, an eerily sombre guardian cloaking the buildings below in its shadow. 

			Jarlath expected more people in the street, more excitement for the festival that was only just beginning. Instead, there was a member of the Watch at every corner, their black uniforms stark against the soft tan of the official buildings. He dismounted and took hold of his horse’s reins, hooves echoing off the cobble-stones and shuttered windows as he walked slowly, leading the animal through the streets. 

			At any given time in a city this size, let alone at this special time of year, there should have been stalls in every street, merchants and vendors setting up and already selling from crates and boxes on the back of wagons. There should have been children shouting, dogs barking, the smell of cooked meat and bread wafting through the air. Instead, the few people Jarlath did see wore fear on their faces, the tightness that came from terror. A notice was pinned to a wall and he paused to read it. 

			A curfew, effective from two nights ago, issued by the Queen and signed by the High Mage.

			A big-bellied man in dark clothes hurried down the street with shuffling feet and laboured breath. 

			Jarlath stepped towards him and asked, bluntly, ‘What’s going on? Where is everyone?’

			The man jumped in fright, his jowls wobbling. Then, noticing the army insignia on Jarlath’s coat, he relaxed slightly. ‘Trade is cancelled; well, the festival is anyway.’ 

			‘What happened?’

			The man muttered something about a fire on Mabon night garbled together with an apology and something about the curfew, before stepping around Jarlath and disappearing quickly down the street. 

			Forgetting about finding an inn, Jarlath pulled his horse forward in search of the nearest beer house, where he would be able to ask questions and open his ears. The closer he got to the centre square, the more people he encountered; although all were in a tremendous hurry, their faces tight, and the silence was thick. Worry tight in his throat, he hitched his horse to the railing in the street outside The Sickle and Stone. 

			Full of bodies and stinking of sweat, the atmosphere of the beer house wrapped around him like a cloud as he pushed the door open. He stood a moment, scanning the dim room, the uneasy quietness, then picked his way through crowded tables to a seat near the window. Outside, the Marshals in their orange shirts hurried through the empty streets with their brass buckets, making their way to and from the fire pit in the centre of the city square. Always guarded, the fire pit was one of the most important landmarks in any place, whether it be village, town or city. The fire was never allowed to go out, so precious a thing it was.  

			A girl in a grey serving dress wove between tables, a tray balanced expertly on her up-turned hand. She paused by Jarlath’s table and placed a mug of ale in front of him. ‘On the house, soldier,’ she said as he reached for the coin purse at his belt. He thanked her and she gave him a wink as she left. 

			The table beside him was occupied by two men wearing the blue armbands of Ashlar, a farming community east of the city. Jarlath studied their faces covertly, tuning in to their conversation, wondering what two apple growers would have to look so worried about. 

			‘I heard it was a flame witch,’ the younger farmer said, setting his mug down. 

			‘Bullshit. There aren’t any fire casters anymore.’ This man was older, though the men shared the same heavy-set eyes and hooked noses; father and son most likely. 

			The first man laughed. ‘There is now. Word has it, she was a student at the Academy, training to be a White Woman. She’s had them all fooled for years, the sly bitch.’ He spat on the ground. ‘They say she let her magic loose on Mabon. You can still see the scorch marks in the main square. They’d better get rid of her before she burns the city down, or rips another hole in the earth.’ 

			‘We shouldn’t gossip. Let the Watch and the Mages deal with her.’

			Jarlath set his mug down, his heart thundering in his ears, and leant towards the table. 

			‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked. 

			Both men glanced at him suspiciously. He didn’t blame them; thieves were always out in greater numbers during trade, and with this new piece of news and the curfew ...  

			Jarlath shifted so they could see the emblem of the army on his shoulder and gestured for the serving girl to bring more ale. 

			‘A fire caster you said. Who caught her?’ Jarlath asked the men as the serving girl placed three more mugs on the table.  

			The older of the men drank deeply. When he was forced to lower his tankard to draw breath, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand with a sharp inhale, droplets of ale catching in the hairs on the backs of his knuckles as they brushed over the bristles on his upper lip. ‘The Watch have her, that’s all I know. She’ll probably swing by tomorrow eve.’

			‘They’ll want to question her first, won’t they?’ the younger man asked. 

			The man turned to Jarlath, eyes burning with undisguised excitement. ‘What do you think, soldier? Will the witch hang?’

			‘I would say so.’ Jarlath drained his mug, hoping they couldn’t see his trembling hands or hear the furious pounding of his heart. He concentrated on keeping his expression interested and slightly scandalised but, inside, he was screaming. Ash. Ash. Ash. 

			‘Heard she’s a pretty thing,’ the younger man said. ‘Red hair and everything. Shame.’

			Shit.

			‘Careful, son,’ the father said. ‘You wouldn’t want anyone thinking you sympathised with her, or you’ll be in the cell next to her.’

			Jarlath turned back to look out the window as the conversation moved on to the harvest, the hastily consumed ale churning unpleasantly in his gut. On the other side of the city – past the inns, and beer halls, and cathouses – through the winding streets of the lower town, was the prison. Leaving some coin on the table, he slipped into the street to collect his horse.

			The streets had filled with throngs of travellers just like Jarlath who had come far, unaware of the cancellation of the Trade or the strict curfews. With the crowds now milling hecticly about, and loaded wagons littering every available space, it took over an hour to reach the far side of the city. The Watch called the curfew and he cursed, urging his horse into a trot and earning himself more than one rude gesture from pedestrians as they hurriedly shifted out of the way. 

			The prison, a large, rectangular building of grey stone, loomed out of the darkness. The Marshals had lit the oil lamps and the licks of orange flame fluttered in the breeze, casting shifting shadows over the rough walls of the prison. Jarlath dismounted and quickly removed his jacket, draping it over his saddle-bags that bore the army’s insignia. Heart pounding, he shed his outer shirt and stuffed it into one of the saddle-bags. Now, dressed in dark trousers and a woollen shirt, he looked more or less like any other merchant or city dweller.

			Inside, a large man with dark eyes was seated behind a desk. He watched Jarlath with a bored expression when he entered. It was cold, the room lit by a solitary lantern, throwing much of the space into a gloomy half-light. 

			‘What do you want?’ the man grunted. He sipped from a tankard at his elbow, the scent of ale spreading through the dim room. ‘Get on home.’

			‘I’m looking for a job,’ Jarlath said.

			The man laughed sourly. ‘Ain’t no jobs here, boy.’ He had another drink, smacking his wet lips in satisfaction. ‘Tell the truth – you’re here for the witch. Yeah, ya are. Been a whole heap of folks coming in, wanting to see her.’ 

			He gave Jarlath a stern look from under thick brows. ‘Now get out, unless you want the cell next to the red-headed bitch. Curfew has started.’

			Jarlath took a step closer to the guard. ‘I heard she is a student at the Academy.’

			‘Yeah, she was,’ the man said, putting heavy emphasis on the past tense. ‘Now get out before I get up from behind this desk and kick your scrawny arse.’

			Jarlath held up his hands, backing out of the prison. At least he knew for certain she was there. Now, he had to work out what he was going to do about it and do it, fast, before they dangled her from the gallows in the city square. 

			He’d taken on the role of looking after Ash long before the silo fire. Her red hair was enough to attract the wrong sort of attention, and the superstitious old women of the village had muttered about her with their caustic tongues for as long as he could remember, making signs to ward off evil whenever they spotted her. Everyone was certain she’d cause nothing but grief for her parents – honest hard-working folk who were respected by the community. 

			That respect did not extend to Ash. Jarlath had knocked Hel Bainbridge, a boy a few years older than him, square in the nose to stop him stripping Ash naked to search for a witch-mark; and twisted Malin Cummins’ arm behind his back so he couldn’t snip off a lock of Ash’s hair, so his hag of a grandmother could make a protective charm against her evil eye. 

			Ash bore it all and never complained. It was only when they were alone and sitting high in the branches of the tree near the creek that she let it out, hissing and spitting like a feral cat, making threats against half the village and cursing at the other half in language that would make his grandmother turn over in her grave. She never asked him to help her, not once, but he did it anyway. 

			The night wore on and it was hours later before the guards changed their shifts. By then, Jarlath was twitchy with nerves and anxiety, his plans changing every moment. All of them ended badly, but he still had to try. If he could, he’d stop the wheel from turning so he could steal another moment with her, no matter how fleeting it might be. If that meant he was about to throw away his whole life, for her, then so be it.

			


			From across the street, hidden in the shadow of a building, he watched a tall, skinny man enter the prison and, mere moments later, the dark-eyed giant wandered out. Jarlath thanked the Gods – a skinny fellow would be easier to dispatch. He watched the first man until he disappeared from sight, then looked up at the sky with a frown. There were a few hours until dawn lit up the city. He chewed his lip briefly, his horse snorting softly in his ear, then dashed across the street, keeping his feet light. 

			The desk was empty. A narrow hall loomed out of the darkness to the right of him. He darted into the shadows, ears straining; there were cells on either side of the hall, some occupied, some not. The prisoners on the other side of the thick iron bars slept on low cots, barely covered with thin blankets. 

			The skinny man was standing in front of the last cell at the end of the hall. 

			Jarlath paused, his breath tight in his chest, pressing himself against the shadowy wall. 

			‘Come on sweetheart,’ the man crooned. ‘Just a demonstration. It’s awful cold in here. What do you say?’

			‘I say piss off,’ a voice snapped and Jarlath grinned.

			The guard laughed. 

			The cells were lit with two lanterns, hanging from the wall between two empty cells. Jarlath crept through the dim light towards Ash’s cell, rushing forward when he was close enough, and slammed the handle of his knife into the guard’s temple before the other man could realise what was happening. 

			Jarlath hadn’t seen the Mage. Wind blasted him, pushing him back against the bars of Ash’s cell. He couldn’t move, couldn’t reach his weapon, not that he knew how to fight magic. The bars behind him became hot; wincing, he forced his head around just far enough to see a pair of hands slide through the bars. Flames shot from those hands. The Mage’s eyes widened and she ducked the plume of fire, her magic slipping. 

			Free, Jarlath shot across the floor, grabbing the Mage around the neck, holding her tight to his chest, his forearm pressed against her throat.

			‘Don’t kill her!’

			‘I’m not going to kill her,’ he said. He held firm, long enough to stop the flow of oxygen into her lungs, firm enough that she couldn’t escape his grip. Eventually, she went slack in his arms. He set her down gently, next to the unconscious guard.

			Ash’s face appeared between the bars, wearing the fierce expression he remembered, her eyes bright and her hair a wild tangle. He reached his hand through the bars; she grasped it tight – her skin was still warm and he could feel her relief, her worry. ‘Jarlath, what in the Gods are you doing here?’

			‘Rescuing you,’ he said simply. 

			She shook her head. ‘No, not this time. I won’t have you punished for me again.’

			‘Bit late don’t you think?’ He motioned to the bodies on the ground. 

			‘You’re a fool,’ she chided, releasing his hand, her breath forming clouds in front of her face. She was shivering; her feet were bare and she was wearing a deep red robe, left over from Mabon, which meant she’d been here nearly two nights already. 

			‘We always said you were the smarter one.’ Jarlath examined the lock on the cell door; realising he would need keys, he returned to the unconscious guard, unhooking the bundle of keys from his belt. He ignored Ash’s protests, fumbling until he found the right key and the lock fell away in his hands. 

			He swung the door open and she stepped into the hall. She was like a bird, so thin and weak looking, not at all like the girl he remembered from the farms. Worry was tight in his throat. ‘Are you hurt? Did they hurt you?’

			She shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’

			‘How did you do that? I didn’t think you could control it.’

			‘I can’t’—she shrugged—‘but I really didn’t want her to hurt you.’

			He squeezed her hand gently and she threw her arms around him, holding him tight. A shudder passed through her body as he hugged her back. 

			‘Come on. Let’s get out of here,’ he said.

			They hurried across the street to where Jarlath’s horse waited. He mounted swiftly and pulled Ash up in front of him. Her long red hair fell across his arms, smelling faintly of lavender as she settled against him. The robes did little to hide how thin she was, and he unconsciously tightened his grip on her. 

			‘Now what?’ she whispered.

			‘We can’t leave just yet; the city gates are closed. When they open, I’ll smuggle you out.’ After that, he had no idea.

			‘Jarlath—’

			The clatter of hooves made him look up sharply. Four heavily armed men in black rode into the street, stopping outside the prison. The Watch. They dismounted and went inside, chattering amongst themselves. Jarlath dug his heels into the horse’s ribs and steered the animal through the winding back streets, dodging wagons, carts, bodies, and dogs. Dawn was close, the oil lamps snuffed, the beer halls silent. 

			‘Where are we going?’ Ash whispered. 

			‘To see a friend.’ Jarlath tugged on the reins, leading them into a narrow alley. Piles of rubbish littered their path but the horse picked his way through with sure feet. A door near them opened and a man stumbled out, blind drunk. He blinked at them then moved off down the alley. Jarlath hitched the horse, then removed the saddle bags, swinging them over his shoulder and draping his thick jacket over Ash – who managed to scowl and smile at the same time.

			The smell of garbage was pervasive, invading their nostrils and coating their tongues. With Ash following close behind, Jarlath knocked twice on a door. When it swung open, a young woman in a red dress leaned easily in the doorway, one hand resting on the latch. She saw Jarlath first and smiled broadly, that smile froze when she noticed Ash. 

			‘The fire caster? Gods, Jarlath.’

			‘We need a place to stay. I can’t take her to the inns,’ he said urgently. 

			‘No. You’ll get me killed,’ the woman hissed, putting her hands on her generous hips and looking at Ash with combined terror and interest.

			Jarlath lowered his voice. ‘You owe me, Gem.’

			She stared at him a moment, then stepped aside. ‘One night. If the Watch come looking for her, I don’t know you, understand? There’s a room upstairs you can hide in. Be gone by curfew tomorrow night.’

			They followed Gem through dark halls filled with the lingering scent of incense and sweat. They continued up a set of stairs, passing numerous doors that, while closed, could not disguise the sounds and obvious activity behind them. Jarlath felt his cheeks heat and he cleared his throat as Ash poked him in the back. He glanced at her over his shoulder; her eyebrows were raised, lips pursed into a smirk. At the end of the shadowy hallway, Gem pulled an ornate key from deep within her pockets and unlocked the door, pushing it open wide enough for them to step inside the room.

			‘Lock the door behind you,’ Gem instructed, passing the key to Jarlath. 

			She pulled the door shut, Jarlath locking it swiftly then tucking the key into his pocket. There was a narrow window, dressed in heavy deep red curtains and a bed with a musty red coverlet. 

			‘Curfew?’ Ash asked in a small voice.

			He nodded, telling her to sit. He had to get her out of the city, and fast. Behind a dressing screen in the corner of the room there were boxes of clothes.

			‘Ash, come back here a minute,’ he said softly. 

			Her bare feet moved across the floorboards and she stuck her head around the screen.

			He motioned to the boxes. ‘There should be something in here.’

			She nodded and he stepped out from behind the screen, leaving her to dress. He sat on the bed, watching the light from the lantern flicker across the walls, his head spinning and hands trembling with what he had just done. If they were caught, there’d be no prison camp this time – he’d swing alongside her. 

			He could hear Ash muttering to herself, rummaging in the boxes. Eventually, she reappeared wearing a pair of trousers, boots, a dark shirt, and a man’s jacket, with some extra clothes bundled under her arm. He nodded, then crossed to the window and peered out before pulling back with a hiss.

			‘What is it?’ Ash asked.

			‘The Watch.’ As long as they didn’t come in here and search the place, they would be okay. He risked another look, letting out a breath as the men moved on. ‘They’ve gone.’ He turned back to Ash and gave her a bold grin. 

			She launched herself at him, throwing her arms around his neck. 

			He squeezed her tightly, relaxing into the familiar feel of her. Even after all these years, he’d forgotten nothing about her – her smell, the feel of her hands, her laugh. Too soon, she pulled back, studying him. 

			‘Thank you,’ she whispered. 

			He shrugged awkwardly, not knowing what to say.

			‘But really, a cathouse, Jarlath?’

			He examined his fingernails, his cheeks heating. The walls were thin in this place and Ash lowered her voice when she spoke next.

			‘Gem?’ she asked. He caught a hint of a tremble.

			‘She came to the camp, years ago. The officers like to reward themselves for all their hard work.’ 

			When they met that night, Gem had been working in a cathouse in Garlathe, the Bengali, and had been brought in by the camp supervisors, along with a few other girls. Many of the prisoners had fallen over themselves to get a look – the first women some of them had seen in months. One of the prisoners, a big bellied man named Brin, insisted Gem see him as well. 

			Brin was a known informant, and the supervisors usually turned a blind eye to anything he did that was outside the rules, and that included grabbing Gem by the arm and trying to drag her off. The guard escorting her across the grounds didn’t do a thing to stop it. When she’d fought, Brin slapped her so hard her head snapped sideways; and, still, no one did a thing.

			Jarlath’s feet had started moving before the rest of him did. He’d never seen a man strike a woman before, and the sight of her lips reddened with her own blood stirred such a rage inside him, he didn’t realise what he’d done until Brin was sitting in the dirt clutching his broken nose. Jarlath was locked up for two days, tied to a post at the perimeter of the camp with no food or water. That night, Gem had spoken to him through a gap in the wooden barrier that surrounded the camp. Her words were brief – a thank you, followed by an invitation that if he was ever in Tyllcarric, to look her up at the Sphinx. 

			Ash sat on the edge of the bed. Her face glowed in the dim light, so pale she appeared translucent. He remembered her skin shining with the sun’s kiss. Gone were the plump cheeks and toned arms – she wore a pinched look, eyes too large in her face. 

			‘What happened?’ he asked eventually. 

			Ash put her face in her hands. ‘I couldn’t help it. The fires on Mabon, that heat, that power … I couldn’t keep it in anymore.’ She glanced at him and then away again. 

			He smiled sadly. This was hardly the reunion he had planned, but she was here, and safe – for the moment. He sat next to her and slipped an arm around her casually, like he used to. The heat of her seeped beneath his skin, settling comfortably in his belly. She rested her head on his shoulder and they stayed that way until they heard footsteps in the hall. Her muscles bunched beneath his hand.

			‘It’s me.’ Gem’s voice was muffled. ‘I’ve got some ale and bread, if you want it.’

			Jarlath gave Ash a squeeze and a smile, moving cautiously to the door. He pulled his gun from his holster before he eased the key into the lock, but it really was only Gem outside, a tray in her hands. She raised her eyebrows at the weapon, coming into the room to set the tray on the table near the lantern, glancing at Ash quickly before turning to go. 

			Jarlath reached into his purse, pulling out a handful of coins. ‘Take it, Gem.’

			She shook her head, the silver drops at her ears dancing. Some strands of her blonde hair had come loose, floating down to caress the sharpness of her cheekbones. 

			‘Consider us even.’ She patted his cheek with cool fingers.

			‘Thank you,’ Ash said quietly.

			‘Just don’t get caught here.’ She shrugged and left, Jarlath re-locking the door behind her before pouring two ales and holding one out to Ash. 

			He had no idea what they would do next; he was thinking on his feet, had been since the conversation with the farmers in the beer house. He’d get her out of the city and maybe head north, across the Sparkling Waters, and then …? There was nothing north of the river except the fae forests of Eshlune and, beyond that, the ice of Veshlir. Neither seemed like a viable option, and going west, over the mountains to Estilleon … that was never going to happen. He smothered a sigh. How was he going to keep Ash safe when he couldn’t even decide on a direction?

			‘Jarlath…’ she began. ‘The army … they’ll never take you back. You’ll lose everything you’ve worked for. Find me a horse and go back to your life, this is my problem.’

			He shook his head. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Four

			Mabon had been and gone; Senan had felt the shift as the equinox began and ended. He stepped from his cottage into the cool grey of the morning. Here, he was hidden from the world, the trees grown up around him and stretching their branches over the roof protectively. His home for nearly fifteen years, coated in fae glamour to look like another piece of the landscape. 

			Sometimes a lone traveller would wander past, drawn deep into forest without knowing it, following the fae roads that wound through clumps of birch, their slender trunks twisting together along the edge of the stream that caught fallen leaves and fractured sunlight with crystalline fingers. The traveller would find himself deeper in the trees, scratching his head, with no idea why he was there. If he blinked slowly enough, he might see a door appear in the landscape – a mouth to a place that wasn’t there moments before. Then he’d shake his head and continue on, forgetting why he’d stopped in the first place. 

			Senan moved silently through the forest, Oden a panting shadow on his heels, master and hound bound by the invisible thread between them. The trees were silent as sentries beneath the grey sky as the dawn crept closer and mist swirled across the ground, like a soft blanket spread over the earth. The smell of the forest floor – damp earth, musky and sweet – was carried on the breeze that sauntered from the east, tickling the leaves, setting them quivering. 

			Unlike the other oblivious wanderers, Senan followed the fae road with purpose, the woven line of soft moss-covered earth that stretched across the ground, leading him towards the Sparkling Waters and the river crossing. He waited just inside the tree-line until the sun crowned in a brilliant parade of scarlet and pinks. With a deep breath, he tapped his forehead once and felt the magic shimmer over him, tingling his skin, then emerged from the trees and joined the main road, the gravel crunching beneath his boots. Oden vanished, his shadowy body sliding into nothing, but Senan could still feel the dog’s presence at his side. 

			Low-lying clouds curtained a piercing blue sky and, up ahead, a small crowd gathered at the river crossing; a few merchants trying in vain to sell their trinkets to the scattering of people who lived close to the fae forests – the failed Witches and Cunning Men, Wise Women and halfkin, their horses snorting in expectation of the coming crossing. His eyes fell on a woman in a red dress, a battered coat held protectively around her body. Most likely an escapee from a cathouse, he thought. She was a pale, thin creature and he felt a stab of pity for her, wondering what she’d wanted to be, what she’d been chosen for. He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to sell themselves to strangers; but then, he didn’t really understand people. He’d thought he did, once, but those people had turned on him the moment they could, threatened by something different.

			A body joined him on the path. ‘Does my father know you’re coming, Witch?’

			Senan didn’t break from his shuffling stride. ‘I’m sure he does.’ No one but the Fae called him Witch; everyone else called him the Anomaly. 

			Senan had been born with more than one elemental power. Like all young people in Merawuld, he’d been tested for fae magic at an early age. For thousands of years before humans arrived on their crude ships, refugees from a warring country over the sea, the fae had occupied the land. It was said that the fae were so taken by the humans they let them stay, and the two races lived side by side for over a hundred years, sharing their knowledge of magic and the natural world. 

			It was the fae who taught the humans blacksmithing, horsemanship and the power of herbs and flowers to heal. But the human life is short, and the fae stretch on for hundreds of years. Gradually, they drifted away into the forests, only to be glimpsed occasionally; but their legacy remained in the blood of their human children, and their children – through the generations – until less and less were born with fae magic in their veins. 

			‘How long have you been here this time?’ Senan asked in a low voice.

			‘A few days. Long enough, really.’

			‘And you didn’t think to visit, Mahelivar.’

			Mahelivar smiled, then quickly grew serious. ‘There’s a rumour … about Estilleon,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I heard some men talking in the beer hall, and outside the cathouse as well.’

			‘And what were you doing outside a cathouse, I wonder?’

			‘Please. I don’t need to visit a brothel.’ Mahelivar shook his head; a piece of cinnamon coloured hair came loose, spilling over his shoulders.

			Up ahead, the line of passengers waiting for the ferry stretched along the road shuffled in anticipation as the ferry master lowered the gate, calling for the carts first. There was nothing that marked Senan as a Mage – the spell he cast on himself before he left the shelter of the trees was a strong one, and he’d made sure his staff appeared a mere walking aid. Where a man of forty stood, the passengers would see an old man, with white hair and a stooped back. 

			It was always easy to make people see what they expected, and no one paid him much attention as the ferry master, a fat man with a bushy beard, released the mooring lines. The boat moved slowly away from the bank, driven by the Air Mage at the prow, who was unknotting her length of white rope, setting the wind free. She was young, her blonde hair caught up in a series of intricate braids, dressed in the white that denoted her Mage status. Senan wondered if she liked her posting. 

			Most young Mages, himself included, imagined glorious futures for themselves. The reality was much different. Weather Diviners were mostly sent to the Observatories that littered the towns and the landscape; Air Mages to the boats and airships, sometimes the farmlands to help drive the winds of pollination. Earth Mages were invariably sent to the farms and orchards to manipulate growth of plants, Water Mages to the cities and towns, or the farms for irrigation. The People of the Delta and the Swamps needed no Mages – they were attuned to their watery world. It was in their blood, in the colour of their skin – the soft greens of the Swamp or the blues of the Delta – and the delicate webbing between their fingers and toes, marking them more fae than human. 

			The ferry pulled away from the bank, gliding gracefully across the Sparkling Waters. Senan settled himself on a crate, groaning for effect. A merchant woman smiled at him, offering him water; he sensed his fae companion, his hood covering his face, roll his eyes. Nothing more than a shadow, Oden curled at his master’s feet, one eye on the fae in the long cloak. 

			Some of the passengers hung their heads over the edge, watching the silver river slip by. The Sparkling Waters chuckled as the ferry cut through them, their melody ringing gently through the air. Some said the Waters were cursed; others simply claimed their melody came from the magic of the fae, who created the shining river that wove through the land. A forked river, the Sparkling Waters flowed in one direction to the Delta and to the sea in the other, forming the borders of Merawuld. 

			In the west, the Ghostly Peaks towered above the earth, their tops scraping the clouds that clung permanently to the mountains. Senan turned his gaze north to Eshlune, a landscape of forests, waterfalls, and deep valleys where giant deer and shadow horses roamed. The Rift lay between the river and Sitra, the fae capital, meaning the only way to reach the city was to cross the burning abyss in an airship strictly controlled by the fae. Not many made that particular journey; once the ferry docked, people would turn left towards the Swamp, or right towards the watery world of the Delta, where its people lived in specially-crafted, floating structures. 

			He and Mahelivar watched the water in companionable silence; a selkie leapt into the air, vanishing again with hardly a splash. She would swim upstream, where she would torment travellers, until some fool flung themselves into the waters after her and drowned. 

			‘I saw Fox. She asked after you,’ Mahelivar said abruptly.

			‘Did she?’ Senan muttered. The ferry bumped against the shore. 

			‘She said you offered to buy her.’

			Senan adjusted his grip on his staff. ‘It was all I could think of, at the time. She hates Gedeon, and he won’t let her go easily. Someone with her skills is highly sought after. She’s still at the Persian?’

			Mahelivar nodded. ‘She hates that too, but says she has no choice. If she wasn’t halfkin, I’d buy her myself and bring her back to Sitra.’

			Senan looked at the fae in surprise. The merchants began to disembark the ferry, slapping their horses on the rump, the wagons and carts rolling off the boat, the gravel road crunching under foot and wheel. 

			‘I know,’ Mahelivar murmured as they followed the last of the merchants. ‘Halfkin aren’t allowed in the capital. A ridiculous rule that should be changed. There are more halfkin than trueblood these days.’ 

			‘That’s very liberal of you, Prince of the Fae.’

			‘Don’t call me that,’ Mahelivar said bitterly. ‘It’s wrong, the way they have to live their lives.’ They watched as the group of merchants split, some left and some right, their wagons rolling away into the trees. Senan watched the ferry until it pulled from the shore, and then, when he was sure they were alone, he let his disguise melt away. It felt better to be in his own skin, wearing his own face. 

			Oden at his heels, he followed Mahelivar into the forest, where spears of golden light shot through the trees. They passed no one and no animal stirred in the undergrowth, no birds alighted in the branches. The silence was thick, eerie, and Senan gripped his staff tighter, such was the effect of the Rift on everything around it. 

			The airship was moored, empty as usual. The fae Weather Worker on board hailed them eagerly. 

			‘Thank the Stag,’ he breathed. ‘You were meant to be here yesterday – with Kestrel,’ he added pointedly to a seemingly oblivious Mahelivar. 

			The gangplank was lowered and they climbed aboard. Within moments, the ship was airborne and they glided effortlessly towards the sky, above the twisted canopy of the woods that gave way as the Rift spread beneath them, a great gaping wound that pumped noxious smoke continuously into the air. Senan hung his head over the edge of the ship, one hand over his lower face, to peer with watering eyes through the swirling mustard-yellow smoke to the darkness below. All was black and red, fire and stone, a pit of wondrous horror. Along the edges of the Rift, the fae Witches’ cairns sat; simple structures of stone, built to withstand the heat and smoke, with enough space inside for two - a Witch and a warrior.

			When civil war threatened to tear the lands of the fae apart, the three children of the King Laherias were divided – Rhodiri and Faleria sought to support their father, who had willingly gifted the land to the humans and passed his crown to his son. But Kiarda, their sister, saw their father as weak, and sought to take back the lands of Merawuld and Estilleon. To prevent further bloodshed, Faleria tried to stop her sister and her supporters in a cage of fire, but the magic she unleashed was too great and, instead, she opened the earth. Faleria became ash on the breeze and the split in the earth, now known as the Rift, had existed ever since, serving as a fiery prison for the beasts of flame she had unwittingly created. It was a source of great fear for those in the human lands. 

			The airship drifted higher, rising by magic and the hot slipstream pulsing from the Rift, until it floated to the ground in a clearing bordered by trees. Mahelivar thanked the fae Weather Worker and they stepped off onto the grass, heading silently into the trees once more. They passed through a forest of golden oaks, white birch, and crimson maples that blazed like fire in the faintly glowing light that filtered through the leaves overhead. 

			Light shimmered in the distance, the barrier between the worlds – it lined the edge of every leaf, every branch and every tree. They glimpsed the black of the Fae Guard, who vanished as quickly as they appeared, as they passed through rows of stately golden poplars, oaks, rowans, and elder. Senan stopped, savouring the scent and power of the trees, the melody of their branches dancing seductively in the warm breeze. He tilted his head to the sun kissed canopy, the blood-warm air tracing the length of his body, soothing him like a mother’s lullaby. 

			Mahelivar chuckled. ‘Come on. You can bring your pet.’

			‘Oden isn’t a pet,’ Senan reminded him.

			‘Yes, your familiar. Did you ever think of ignoring him?’

			Senan glanced at the shadow dog at his feet. No one could see Oden unless they were a Witch, or unless Oden wanted to be seen. And no one, not even Mages, had familiars anymore. ‘How could I ignore him? He chose me.’ 

			Senan had known about his powers since he was a child. His mother had been overjoyed when his earth magic had manifested, but when his air magic revealed itself, that joy had quickly turned to terror. But he couldn’t hide forever, and had taken the tests like everyone else. He’d played with his powers enough to be able to use his earth elemental power to dampen air. It allowed him to pass the tests and be accepted into the Mages Guild as an Earth Mage. 

			He’d fooled them for years, but air has its own need and temperament, and when Oden appeared on the day he turned twenty-one, there was no denying it any longer. Gedeon had had suspicions about him for years, and the older man was happy to be rid of the quick, young Mage with the sharp mind and sharper instincts. It was pure luck that Senan escaped the noose and a very public execution. An outcast with an uncertain fate, he spent his time moving between his forest home, to the fae court in Sitra, and the People of the Delta, who didn’t care what he was. 

			The trees thinned, the path leading them to a wide expanse of lush grass as green as emeralds, and, beyond, the shining walls that surrounded Sitra. Green banners fluttered from the turrets, and the giant stone statues of the Mother of All held a pair of grand, oak gates covered in intricate carvings of trees and animals. They swung wide to reveal a white-stoned street that led to a market square, with fae traders selling meat, fruits, spices, clothes, and jewels. The square was bordered with shop-fronts – jewellers, a bakery, a shoe shop. From the square, where fae women in long billowing dresses and men in richly coloured tunics browsed, the streets led left and right to the housing quarters, and straight ahead to the palace. 

			There were curious glances as they passed, the Prince and the human Witch. They stepped through another set of carved gates into a courtyard with a sumptuous garden – well-manicured beds of foxglove and petunia dripped with colour; there were stately hedges covered in tiny white flowers that smelt as sweet as wild honey, and bluebells and snowdrops that poked their heads through the grass. A lake lay in the centre of the grounds, willows weeping over its bank, dipping long branches in to taste the water. 

			Further on, past the lake and the fae basking in the morning sun, was the palace. Bathed in golden light, the sight of those white stone antlers rising from the roof of the grand building a familiar comfort in Senan’s heart. He was always at peace here. 

			Mahelivar nodded to the guards and the doors to the palace opened at his touch. 

			They passed through the entrance chamber and Senan followed Mahelivar down a wide hall hung with artwork so detailed they could be real flowers and animals he was looking at. Gold was woven into the very walls of the palace, spreading like metallic veins across alabaster skin that caught the sunlight streaming in from the wide windows stretching from floor to ceiling. The double-oak doors at the end of the hall were closed. As they approached, Mahelivar flicked his wrist and the doors swung open to reveal a large dining hall with a long, gleaming wooden table and dozens of chairs. 

			The fae King stood with his back to them by the window at the far end of the room. His antlers stretched proudly from the dark curls on his head, wrapped in soft velvet like the stag in the forest.

			‘The Mage-Witch graces our halls once more, and you’ve brought my son home, too, I see. Tell me, friend, do you come bearing good tidings?’ Rhodiri Enthelme asked in his honeyed voice. He was wearing a deep green tunic of fine silk, and a jewelled belt hung around his waist. Rhodiri turned and crossed the room to meet them, clasping Senan’s hand warmly. 

			‘You’ve aged,’ he stated, touching Senan’s cheek gently, as if to confirm the wrinkles and lines that marked the Mage’s face were real. 

			‘You haven’t,’ Senan replied. The fae King was as youthful and glorious as the first time Senan had seen him almost twenty years ago, when the young Prince found him hiding in the forest after escaping the Mage Council. It was in Sitra that Senan learnt to truly master his magic and, for a time, he considered staying here; but the forest, his forest, called him back. He made the journey once a year, around Mabon, to visit the fae, usually entertaining the rogue Prince in his humble home at least every two months, or whenever Mahelivar felt the need to defy his father. 

			Rhodiri turned his attention to his son. ‘I send a guard with you for a reason.’

			‘I know.’

			‘We will talk more about this later,’ he told Mahelivar.

			‘What’s to talk about? Kestrel was making too much noise so I gave him the slip.’

			Rhodiri raised his eyebrows. ‘A fae guard was making too much noise? If you want to get yourself killed running after useless halfkin in the human lands, I don’t know what else I can do, Mahelivar. There are more pressing matters to deal with here.’

			‘I don’t see why they can’t be here,’ Mahelivar said stubbornly.

			‘What did I ever do to deserve two such headstrong children,’ the King muttered, shaking his head. ‘It’s a conversation for another time.’ He gave his son a warning glare, clapping Senan lightly on the back, guiding him to the table and inviting him to sit. Moments later, dishes of food had appeared. 

			‘Join me for lunch. Eat, please,’ he gestured at the plates of steaming meats and vegetables, soft cheese and bread. 

			Senan’s mouth watered. A fae girl appeared and proceeded to serve them, piling the plates high with food. The smell made Senan dizzy – food was never this good anywhere else. 

			After they had eaten, the food and their empty plates vanished into nothing, though they continued to sit and drink wine from golden goblets. Outside the dining hall, Senan could hear faint voices. He glanced out one of the long windows; in the courtyard outside, where trees draped their branches and flowers turned bright faces to the sun, a group of children played.

			Senan’s thoughts shifted to the halfkin, and a certain halfkin in particular. At least, through Mahelivar’s spying, he knew she was still alive. The halfkin existed with a foot in both worlds – theoretically at least. Some possessed powerful elemental magic, but most managed to scrape by with their other talents: pickpocketing, horse thieving and, he thought with sorrow, working the cathouses in the city. 

			Talk turned to other matters as the King tapped his chin with long fingers. ‘There has been increased activity in the Rift, at the northern end. I don’t know why but the Chieftain of Estilleon has been watching us. Laeli reported sightings of his soldiers this side of the Ghostly Peaks. They’re bold to come that close to the Rift.’

			‘I’m surprised you let Laeli out of your sight,’ Mahelivar mumbled, earning a raised brow and pinch of the lips from his father. 

			‘The people of Estilleon don’t fear it,’ Senan said. ‘To them, the Rift is no more than a story told to scare children. They don’t fear it because they don’t believe what comes from it. They have no fear of fire either.’

			Mahelivar turned his impatient green gaze on Senan. ‘The rumour I heard is that, allegedly, Hadrian has been exchanging letters with Gedeon – without Rowena’s knowledge, of course.’

			Rhodiri waved the information away. ‘Probably trying to negotiate trade, again. It’s a fool’s errand. The Mages don’t believe Estilleon has anything to offer them and their puppet Queen has no say in anything. The Mages are happy enough to trade with Kharpode, and occasionally with the Delta. In truth, the Mages consider the Chieftain and his people heathens. It’s a mistake, and might end up being a costly one.’

			Mahelivar shook his head impatiently. ‘That’s the least of anyone’s concerns right now, especially the High Mage. They arrested a fire caster.’

			‘Impossible,’ Rhodiri murmured. 

			‘She was a student at the Academy in Tyllcarric. She exploded on Mabon night in the main square, as that ridiculous parody of the Hunt was ending. You can still smell the smoke.’ 

			‘Where is she?’ Senan asked breathlessly. 

			‘The Mages have her.’

			Rhodiri gripped his son’s arm. ‘We can’t let them execute her. Find her and bring her here, however you can.’ He paused, rubbing at his face, seeming suddenly much older than he appeared. ‘If there is a chance of undoing my sister’s magic, we need to take it.’

			‘I heard something else as well,’ Mahelivar added. ‘From a sailor. He’d been directed to travel up the coast and moor at the old north port, before the ice drifts became too difficult to navigate through.’

			Rhodiri was frowning.

			‘Who is that far north?’ Senan asked, knowing the answer already.

			‘Kiarda.’ The King’s voice was heavy. ‘What is she up to?’

		

	
		
			Chapter  Five

			Thalion rode his horse hard, pushing the animal across plains of tall, frost-bitten grass and stunted trees, their trunks twisted and gnarled, spiked leaves pulled tight against the cold. He passed through bedraggled villages where the occupants gathered to watch him ride by with dull eyes. In Reyshorn, a particularly forlorn place, he let his horse slow and pulled a handful of coins from the leather pouch tied to his saddle. These he pressed into the hand of a shivering woman, the hem of her dress dragging in the ground and four pinched-faced children clinging to her. He rode on, wishing he could do more, could give more, but he was expected home. 

			It would not be long until the thick snows of winter covered the land and they were plunged into near darkness for weeks on end. Thalion’s breath misted in the still air and the horse’s flesh twitched beneath him as the sun slipped away and night’s curtain began its quick descent. He picked up the pace as he crossed the plain and turned towards Wilderun. The land began to slope steadily upward and Thalion gave his mount a swift kick, letting the horse have its head. The sooner they were both out of the creeping cold, the better. 

			Up ahead, rising out of the earth, was a great stone castle, all dark corners and shadow, surrounded on all sides by thick high walls. Three towers reached above the walls, ending in sharp peaks silhouetted against the deep purple sky. Cruel spikes that folded inwards then curved to the sky bordered the battlements and soldiers, armed with axes and crossbows, patrolled the tops of the walls. 

			Thalion crossed the stone bridge, the water below a frozen arm, twisting under the battlements and past the storehouse and ale hall. He stopped at the stables, where his half-breed servant was waiting to rub down his horse. Leaving the beast with the boy, he turned quickly towards the castle, the smell of roasting meat wafting from the kitchens.

			The guard hailed him as he swung open the heavy oak doors, revealing the dark, gaping mouth of the castle. ‘Going to be a rough one this year.’

			Thalion glanced at the clouds hanging heavy in the distance and frowned.

			Lanterns were lit along the walls, and the chill of winter was already creeping through the castle. He hurried towards the Great Hall, a long rectangular room with grey stone floors and walls, and a vaulted ceiling. There were four slit-like windows cut into the wall, the view outside capturing the sweeping plains that stretched across the land. In the centre of the Hall was a worn wooden table, long enough to seat thirty men. Unlit candles were set at regular intervals along it, the only source of light coming from the fireplace cut into the far wall. Two chairs were sat before it. 

			Hadrian Liulfur, tenth Chieftain of Estilleon, stood by the nearest window. The large village of Whitemouth could be seen in the distance, a disorganised scattering of buildings hunched on the landscape, hunkered down from the cold winds that shrieked from the north for most of the year. To the north, beyond the castle walls, Boreal Forest met the Tundra, a barren stretch of land where nothing thrived for most of the year except wind, glaciers and icefall. Its crevassed surface of jagged ice was constantly shifting and changing with the seasons and, sometimes, the hour. 

			The passage through the mountains there was treacherous and seldom travelled. Only the most experienced hunters risked the flow of the invisible tide and towering columns of ice that toppled without warning. The permafrost made agriculture impossible, forcing the people to rely on hunting birds and whatever larger animals they came across. For those who crossed the mountains and glaciers in the short summer, seals could be found basking on the floating fields of ice off the windswept coast. 

			Thalion wanted to take his seat and stretch his feet to the flames, but he didn’t. The shadows in the room were long and deep, the firelight flickering over the walls with the sporadic breath of the fire. He picked up a log from the basket on the hearth and fed the fire, the flames licking hungrily at the wood, sparks shooting into the chimney with a pop and a fizz. The two shaggy dogs on the rug lifted their heads at his presence; he reached down to give them a pat.

			A jug of mead and two pewter goblets sat on the long table. He poured himself a drink and returned to the fire, throwing off his furs and draping them across one of the chairs. 

			Hadrian didn’t turn from the window. ‘What did you find?’

			‘The northern end of the Rift is as closely defended as ever, and I spotted fae guard close to the Peaks. They must have seen our scouting parties.’

			‘They fear us.’

			Thalion wasn’t sure he agreed. The fae feared nothing.

			A hard land bred hard men. Hadrian had been made Chieftain young, after the unexpected death of his father during a border skirmish with the desert warriors. By the time Thalion was born, his father ruled his wintery lands with iron claws. Each of the nine villages appointed a Chief to rule them, but all were answerable to the Chieftain. The Chiefs and the Chieftain met twice a year to discuss what each village would need and to pay the tithe, in either coin or goods. These gatherings took place at the beginning of summer – when the melts arrived and the land became wet and swampy, when the fens and frost-cracks filled with water, and at the beginning of winter before the thickest of the snows had fallen. 

			Hadrian was known as the Wolf. In his younger years, he’d been a fierce warrior, rarely beaten, cunning and strong. His eyes still shone with determination and grit, but the Wolf was greying – his hair was shot with white around the temples and the lines on his face were deep, a map of the life he had lived. Thalion didn’t feel he knew his father outside of the man he was as Chieftain. It had been the two of them for nearly twenty years, but they’d never been overly close. Hadrian was as distant and sharp as he’d been when Thalion was a child whose father was a god-like figure, a mythology in himself, surrounded by stories and mystery and spoken about in reverence. Hadrian wasn’t a god though – he was a man who burnt with ideas of revenge and triumph.

			It wasn’t that Thalion didn’t agree with his father – they should be trading with Merawuld. He just didn’t agree with Hadrian’s methods. The Chieftain was as blunt as an old axe; people here were used to his gruffness, but obviously Hadrian’s directness hadn’t been appreciated on the other side of the mountains. Thalion’s suggestion that his father try being less demanding and more conciliatory had ended in a lecture about strength and power – and when he was Chieftain he’d understand.

			Thalion understood now. He wasn’t a grubby kid anymore. He was thirty-three, old enough to be trusted to make important decisions, or at least take part in them. But the old Wolf was stubborn, and no one dared to cross him. Hadrian’s bite was as bad as his bark. 

			Clouds gathered quickly and an icy rain began to fall. Hadrian held his hand out the window, catching some of the small droplets. They glimmered like tears in his palm. 

			‘This will lead to war,’ Thalion said quietly. 

			Hadrian’s brows lifted as he turned to look at his son. ‘So what if it does? The time has come for us to take our place in this world. I am tired of our people being forgotten. I am tired of my envoys being dismissed. I am sick of those Mages in their pretty palace, and those foul fae in their forests. My armies will march across the land, spilling blood and destroying everything in their path. Even the mighty Enthelme’s will fall before my feet.’ 

			‘The Bone Mother is close,’ Thalion reminded him. 

			They both knew what that meant. Endless cold, winds that shrieked across the land without mercy, and snow, as hard and thick as granite. It was always tough. Many went hungry over the winter months and when Thalion’s mother was alive, she had been able to convince her husband to spare more to help the villagers; but, with her gone, Hadrian believed keeping the belly of his army fed and watered was more important than a bunch of scraggly peasants, even if those peasants kept his coffers full. 

			When his father remained silent, Thalion asked, ‘What will you tell the Chiefs at the gathering?’

			Hadrian had turned back towards the window. ‘I will tell them what I tell you now: that the time for waiting is over. They will follow me,’ he added with calm certainty. 

			Thalion drained another mug of mead, gave the hounds a pat, and left his father to his brooding. The halls were still, a chill in the air that was permanently etched into the stone, the lanterns casting sharp circles of yellow light in the darkness. His bed was calling him; after days of sleeping rough, the thought of falling into the soft furs and drifting off by the light of the roaring flames was a welcome one. There was a servant waiting for him outside his door, but Thalion just wanted to rest, so he sent the boy away. 

			His chambers were sparsely furnished, with a large bed, stacked with lush furs and woollen blankets, and a huge fire burning in the hearth. Thick rugs adorned the hard, stone floor and ornately woven tapestries hung from all the walls, depicting scenes of battle and victory. Candles burned around the room in wall sconces and on the mantle. A heavy wooden chair draped in a wolf pelt sat before the blazing fire, the symbols of the wolf carved into its back and, in the corner behind a wooden screen, there was a bathing tub and wash stand.

			Thalion noted the bed and the girl who sat on it – a welcome home present, no doubt. He ran a hand through his hair, studying her. Her eyes were fixed on the floor, hands clasped tightly in her lap; but she couldn’t hide the tremble in her fingers. He’d seen her before, in the castle grounds helping the women with the chores. Her mother worked in the kitchen. She was young – too young, barely seventeen. He searched his memory for her name— 

			‘Talia,’ he said gently; she looked up, eyes wide. ‘You can go.’

			‘I’ll get in trouble,’ she whispered.

			‘I won’t tell if you won’t. Just don’t let him see you for a while.’

			She smiled, her taut face sagging in relief. ‘Thank you.’

			As Talia left, Thalion took a seat before the fire, slipping his feet free of the heavy boots and stretching his long legs towards the flame. He watched the fire, the dance and coil of the glowing tongues, wondering why everyone on the other side of the Ghostly Peaks feared the flame so much. He knew the stories of the Fire Witch that created the Rift, and he thought again of the fae Witches he had watched from the trees working their magic, the sparks of flame that shot from their fingers, and how the fire disappeared into the darkness of the Rift ... to what? Feed the beasts that lay within? He didn’t know, but he trusted his father’s instinct on this. The fae were hiding something down there. A weapon, perhaps. It would bring great power and himself great recognition if he could claim it. 

			There had been peace in Estilleon for generations, not counting the odd skirmish on the border with the dark-skinned warriors of the desert, or the soldiers from Merawuld along the edge of the Peaks. The army had grown fat and lazy, the men training hard and having nothing to do with that training. Just over twenty years ago, Hadrian and the Chiefs had introduced the Stadium, a monthly contest that pit the men’s fighting skills against one another. 

			Held on the full moon, all Thalion had wanted when he was younger was to be in the Stadium. He’d grown into an accomplished warrior and done just that, with many wins under his belt; but he also had the scars to prove how hard he’d worked for those wins. It was nothing more than was expected of him. 

			Thalion had never known war, but he had known hunger and cold. When winter set in, the snows were several feet thick, isolating the villages from the castle at Wilderun. Those long, cold months were hard; winter was getting longer and colder as each year passed. Thalion knew his father cared for his people, in his unforgiving way; which was why he’d sent his son to spy on Sitra. 

			Hadrian hated the fae. He despised their wealth, their ever-green lands that ran with riches, with food and warmth. He hated that the merchants from Merawuld never made the journey over the Peaks. It meant Estilleon stood alone in all things. 

			Before he slipped out of his clothes and into his bed, Thalion thought of his mother. Cleodea had been a tough woman, as strong and sure as the snows; but beneath it, beneath the dark furs and pale face, the ice-blonde hair and sapphire eyes, was warmth and compassion. She was the only one brave enough to cross the Chieftain, who in turn could never refuse anything she asked. She made sure the people were fed, that the yearly tithe was not too harsh, that aid was given to those who asked for it. Her husky voice echoed in his ear as sleep claimed him. 

			


			It was dawn when his father’s messenger wrapped on the door. Thalion pulled himself from his bed, crossing the cold stones to fling open the door. The messenger handed him a piece of parchment folded in two. Thalion crossed to the window; the day had broken grey and foggy. Snow was coming. The first flakes would fall before the day was out, but they wouldn’t settle yet. Soon, his land would be covered in a thick white blanket that would last months. 

			He unfolded his father’s note, ignoring the cold wind that slipped into the room and teased the skin on his bare chest to gooseflesh. He would be returning to the Rift, and, this time, he must bring home a prize. His blood hummed. 

			The adrenalin of the Stadium was nothing compared to what he had to do next. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Six

			Fox slipped into the Persian as the last customer was shown the door. She headed straight for the stairs, hoping to sneak into bed before Elena noticed she was back. The cathouse was silent but a thick, heated air hung in the building, the dim light casting small pools of burnt orange around the walls. Fox had one foot on the steps when a voice spoke behind her. 

			‘Should have used the window.’

			Fox turned swiftly, fingers on the knife at her belt.

			A striking woman sat at a table along the far wall of the waiting room, her dark hair elaborately bundled on top of her head. Pearls dripped from her ears and graced her slender neck; Fox had considered snapping that graceful column more than once. 

			Elena smiled and poured two drinks, sliding one to the edge of the table. ‘It’s not poisoned, Fox. You’re my most celebrated girl. You know that, kitten.’ She sipped her drink delicately. 

			Elderberry wine. Fox could smell it, like she could smell the cheap perfume worn by the girls and the sweat that stained the sheets; it was the familiar reek of men and money. She thought about the pouch hidden in her room under a loose floorboard, the coin stashed there her ticket to freedom. 

			She didn’t know which was worse, her contract with the Persian or her contract with the Mage Council – more specifically, her contract with Gedeon. One sold her; one had her kill for them. Either way, she was just a means to an end for them and, for now, she just had to do the bidding of both masters until she was free to do her own. 

			As a halfkin, Fox had never had any control over her life. Considered stateless since the testing, she was too fae for the humans and too human for the fae. She watched Elena carefully as she crossed the darkened room to snatch the goblet of wine from the table. Not for the first time, she wished she had a shred of elemental power – just a glimmer – merely enough to have kept her from the streets and seen her sent to the farms. She would have preferred anywhere else, even if she laboured the rest of her life. 

			Though she might not have any powers, she had inherited the speed, strength, and graceful charm of the fae from her mother – a cathouse whore who died when Fox was eight. Orphaned, Fox and her brother found themselves on the streets of Tyllcarric. The Nalendrah children managed to survive for almost ten years, using their fae charm and quick fingers to pick pockets and pilfer food from market stalls. 

			One day, her brother failed to return to the shack they shared with six other halfkin, tucked away at the end of an alley in the lower town. She knew he’d been sold; it didn’t take much to find out he’d been picked off the street and whisked away in a cart filled with other unlucky halfkin whelps. Slavery had only been a rumour up until that point. 

			Elan’s disappearance was enough to frighten them all, and Fox woke one morning to find herself alone, the others packed up in the night and fled. Hungry and desperate, she knew she was easy prey, so she stole a blade and learnt to use it. She learnt to stitch herself up, to follow her nose, using her heightened senses to sniff out money, power, and, later, blood. For years, Fox had continued to survive by the skin of her teeth – until she picked the wrong pocket.

			When the Watch caught her, she figured she’d spend the rest of her long life in the prison camps, but the High Mage had another idea. Seeing more than just a scrawny girl who hissed and spat, drawing blood without hesitation, Gedeon realised what she was, what she could do. He decided he could use her instead. 

			Now, her reputation was legendary. A seasoned hunter who always found her mark. Though Fox preferred to work in darkness, somehow tales of what she accomplished in the dead of night always found their way into the light. 

			Yet she wasn’t free. Gedeon paid her well, but Fox needed more money if she was to buy her freedom. Elena was more than happy to take on a halfkin worker, and men, Fox had learnt, didn’t care what blood ran in your veins – at least when they were looking only to bury themselves in you. 

			The whole city had heard about the fire caster. Fox fingered the hilt of her knife again, wondering how long it would be until Gedeon’s messenger arrived. The last one was a man who hadn’t paid his taxes, a big-bellied, blubbering fool who had pissed himself and begged her not to kill him. The one before that, a woman who’d robbed her husband blind before she left him. Tonight’s had been the usual – a thief and murderer who’d escaped the Watch. The Watch were brutes, lacking finesse. Sometimes, a clean kill was what was needed. 

			She drained her wine, savouring the sweet liquid on her lips. When she turned to leave, Elena’s silken voice cut through the haze of the room. 

			‘You work for me tomorrow night. Don’t forget.’

			Fox supposed it could be worse. 

			If it wasn’t for the Anomaly, his quick hands and his murmured spells, she’d have most likely bled out and died in the forest. The halfkin hunters, four dark-skinned Kharpode men, had backed her into a dense grove while she was tracking a man who’d skipped out on his debts. She’d set her knives free, managing to seriously wound one man and slice another, but even with her skills, she was outnumbered and outmatched. 

			The halfkin hunter’s knife had embedded deep in her side; not enough to kill straight away, but enough to subdue her so they could get her in their wagon, where they’d drug her and whisk her away, like they did so many others. Senan had come out of nowhere, making short work of the hunters in an impressive display of magic. 

			He’d rescued her; she acknowledged it when it was dark and sleep was encroaching. Having fended for herself for so long, she found it hard to accept help, and to give it; she definitely found it hard not to think about the outcast Mage and his soft voice. He had saved her from worse fates, she knew. 

			Closing the door to her room quietly, she asked herself for the hundredth time why she didn’t just leave this city. She knew how to hide. Courage, it appeared, wasn’t as romantic as the bards made it out to be. It took more guts to survive in this city than it did to live hidden away somewhere, and something long broken inside her decided to earn her right to live free, regardless of what that living actually looked like. 

			Shedding her jacket, Fox caught sight of her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. Though she liked the colour of her slightly slanted eyes – like amber under sunlight – they were too large for her face, which was pale and slender, the skin smooth. It was a fae face. Many a man liked her eyes. They also liked her long limbs, her grace and strength. Human enough to be acceptable to them, fae enough to be exotic.

			She grimaced at herself, watching her dark brows knit together and her eyes darken. Turning from the guilt and hate she saw on her face, she stripped off her black pants and shirt, kicking them into the corner where they’d stay until she washed the blood from them. She could smell it, that red salty rust. 

			Fox pulled on a night dress and sat on the bed while she cleaned and sharpened her knives. 

			Somewhere else in the city, in the palace, the Queen was sitting down also, perhaps on her bed, slipping her feet from her dainty shoes, her servant unwinding her hair and running a brush through her golden locks. Fox scowled and rubbed harder at her knives. How grand it must be to have been born to such fortune, such luck. People like her never had the cards of fate turned favourably on them; Rowena would be a Queen until the day she died, while Fox would go on surviving. 

			She’d learnt to walk through life with her head held high. Queen, assassin, whore – what difference did it make? In reality, they were both women, both existing at the whims of others, both following whatever the Morrigan had in store for them. 

			Fox finished cleaning her blades; they gleamed and she smiled down on them proudly. Life owed her nothing, she knew that. She also knew that she had to take whatever she could from it. There was no point moaning– there was no one to listen, in any case. No one cared. 

			The girls in this place were just like her – lost and desperate, looking for a way to stay alive and off the streets, where more than one back-alley whore had had her throat cut and her body dumped outside the city walls. Fox wondered if Rowena, in her shining palace, ever thought about those girls – if she even knew about them at all. She blew out the candle and lay awake, staring at the darkness, until the first rays of the sun were creeping across the city and seeping through the window. She managed a few hours of sleep before Elena was wrapping loudly on the door. 

			‘Messenger for you,’ Elena said, sounding bored. By the time Fox opened the door, she’d gone – most likely returned to her perch in the front room where she could pounce on customers as soon as they came in. They weren’t open for business yet; it was still hours until the girls rose from their beds and fought over the washroom, then spent another hour dressing themselves in scraps of red – lace, gossamer and silk – and dousing themselves in perfume. Fox knew more than one of them kept a blade under her pillow, and more than once she’d helped Elena clean up the mess. The girls were never punished – one good thing about Elena is that she would fight for her girls and their safety. There were strict rules for the city’s cathouses – no violence, no weapons, and no hands on any girl who didn’t volunteer to be touched. It was perhaps a little much to stipulate the girls in the cathouses wish to be touched.

			Fox never wished to be touched. 

			Gedeon’s messenger was a young boy, new to the job, with a nervous tick to his left eyelid. He gave Fox the sort of look that told her he knew exactly what and who she was. She held out an impatient hand; the boy put Gedeon’s note in her palm, careful not to touch her skin. She unfolded the note, stumbled her way over the words, then gave it back to him. A droplet of perspiration slipped down his cheek and she wrinkled her nose.

			Elena uncurled herself from the shadows and crossed the room to lean in the doorway. ‘Tell your master she works for me tonight,’ she drawled. ‘I have bookings for her.’ The boy jumped, blush staining his cheeks as he took in Elena in her black lace and pearls, the pale silkiness of her skin. He nodded, swallowing audibly.

			‘He said—’

			‘He said what?’ Elena asked, sliding further into the room. She circled the boy, her eyes roaming every inch of him. ‘Gedeon said what?’

			‘He said she had to come tonight,’ the boy stammered, his voice rising to a squeak as Elena ran the tip of a finger across the back of his neck. She moved away, back to her corner, where she sat down in a rustle of satin and lace and crossed her legs, her skirts shifting to reveal a slice of long, pale thigh.

			‘Fine,’ she said airily. ‘This is a great inconvenience. I’ll have to rearrange things, offer up another girl, cheaper mind you. You make sure you tell your master how bad for business he is.’

			The boy stood there, trembling, a kitten before a lioness. 

			‘Get lost,’ Fox told him, and he fled back into the street, the door snapping shut behind him. She narrowed her eyes at Elena. ‘Do you have to play with them like that?’

			Elena laughed, twirling a piece of hair around her finger, her smile devilish in the buttery light sneaking between the heavy red curtains over the window. Fox snarled and stalked up the stairs, cursing Elena and Gedeon and every foul human and fae in the world. Elena’s glamour was expert, but Fox knew what she was, had always known. She could smell it on her, the magic cast on her otherworldly skin. If the other girls or the customers guessed, no one said a word, but most looked on Elena with fear-laced desire. Elena, Fox gathered, was not unhappy about that. She enjoyed her power. 

			Fox also knew that Elena was a spy for the fae King – information she’d gleaned through the thin walls and loose lips of those who came and went from this place. She wondered did he know just how miserable life was here? Of course, he didn’t care. The fae cared nothing for the halfkin, so why would the King of all people give a single shit about the pitiful existence of a halfkin whore like her? It only made her hate his kind more. Sometimes, she wished it was the fae she got to plunge her knives in.

			In her room, with the curtains pulled wide, Fox sat on her bed and took out her knives, spreading them before her on the bedspread, the sunlight glinting on the silver blades. She ran the tip of her finger down each one, tracing their length, thinking of what they had done for her. Tracking was her talent, killing her skill – her knives coming to life in her hands. 

			Gedeon wanted her after dark. She glanced out the window. Hours to go, to sit here and wait ... to think. She hated the thinking part. In the square on Mabon night she had seen the plume of fire rise above the buildings, so bright and alive. As people ran from it, Fox had pushed towards it, needing to see. 

			On her knees in the middle of the square, with the Watch slowly circling, was a girl wearing a skin of fire. Fox’s gut coiled in revulsion when Darian, Gedeon’s personal Spirit Rake, stepped forward. The girl’s face went slack, her limbs liquid, and the Watch pounced, hauling her upright and dragging her from the square, body as limp and compliant as a child’s toy.

			Fox knew from other halfkin in the city that the girl had escaped the prison, managing to elude the Watch for days. Now, it was Fox’s turn. She picked up one of her knives; it had a short, wide blade and she turned it over in her palm, feeling its weight. Then, she threw off her sleeping gown of red and dressed in her form-fitting black. She clipped her belt to her hip, sliding three small knives into it. Another went into her boot. Working her long hair into a braid, she tucked it beneath her clothes and pulled her hood up to cover the pale glow of her hair and face.

			As night threw her shroud and the doorbell chimed to announce a customer, Fox slipped from the window and onto the rooftops, dancing her way across the city roofs. No one looked up; if they did, she would be nothing but a shadow flitting across the corner of their vision. She passed the market square, vendors packed up and gone for the day, little pick-pockets gathered in alleys divvying up their spoils. Women with baskets on one hip and a child on the other, big-bellied men on their way to the beer or gaming houses. 

			She saw one of her regular customers, a tall lanky man in a neat jacket, and grinned; she wished she could see the disappointment on his face when Elena had to make excuses and offer him another girl. He wasn’t a bad man. He was gentle with her, his hands soft, but he was still another man willing to use her and that – Fox scowled – made him as terrible as the rest of them. 

			Fox dropped from the roof of one of the Mage Houses; inside, two Mages, men, were preparing their evening meal, the Fire Marshal ducking out the door with his bucket of smouldering coals. He didn’t notice Fox lurking in the shadows. 

			The Mage’s Keep loomed large over the city, a grey stone, many-windowed, ostentatious monstrosity, the delicate spires of the Queen’s palace poking up behind it. Built on a hill, Tyllcarric spread out before the grand buildings – a city on its knees. Fox darted up the hundreds of steps to the heavy oak door of the Keep, not sparing the guards a second glance. They swung the door wide for her and she went in, the Keep enclosing her in its dark embrace. She opened her senses, her fae hearing and sight, the things that made her so good at what she did.

			Gedeon was in the main hall, seated before a roaring fire. It was always cold in the Keep, the chilly air sneaking in through slits of windows to huddle in the corners of rooms. Fox approached the High Mage on light feet. The room was bare – no artwork or any lavish furnishings – just the long table, a dozen chairs with a dinner setting for one, and the throne-like chair Gedeon occupied, angled to face the glowing fire, a twin chair beside it. 

			He didn’t turn when he addressed her. ‘How lovely to see you, Fox.’

			He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes black in the semi-darkness, motioning for her to sit. She perched on the edge, unwilling to let herself give in to a moment of comfort in his presence. A stuffed crow sat on the mantle above the fire, watching her with dead, glassy eyes. 

			The High Mage appraised her. She stared back, dreaming about shoving one of her blades into his throat as she took in the hooked nose, dark brows, thin lips, and long face. His hair was long and loose about his shoulders, the colour of ash. She knew he could see the knives at her belt, the tension in her muscles. 

			Eventually, he smiled, a slight curving of his lips, his slash of a mouth seeming unused to the action.

			‘Do you want her dead?’ Fox asked bluntly. She’d start at the prison, get the girl’s scent.

			‘I want her alive, and brought back to me. Kill whoever is with her. You have two days.’

			‘I’ll need longer than that if she’s left the city.’

			Gedeon waved his hand dismissively. ‘A week then.’

			Fox nodded and stood. As she turned to go, Gedeon spoke again.

			‘This is very important, Fox. More important than you or I. I don’t need to remind you what happens if you fail me.’

			Fox kept her face composed as Darian stepped from the shadows. She hadn’t sensed the Spirit Rake. He unnerved her more than she liked to admit. What he could do was not natural. No one should be able to enter another person’s mind and twist it like a piece of cloth, wringing from it scraps of information, or bending it until that mind was pliable and happy to do whatever Gedeon wished. 

			‘Happy hunting, Fox,’ Gedeon said softly.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Seven

			The city at dusk was a different world. Chaos spread across the streets as people rushed to finish the day’s chores before the bells from the Keep rang out and the Watch called the curfew after dark. Ash and Jarlath dodged women carrying baskets of washing, children running about their ankles; merchants with their wagons and cranky dogs; and people heading out for a meal or a drink before night fell. 

			Jarlath was taking her to a gaming house, to see another of his friends. The city was bathed in dusky shadows as they hurried from one street to another, Ash’s heart beating like a battle drum, her head spinning. They had stayed a second night in the disused room at the cathouse, Gem bringing them food and escorting Ash to use the bathroom several times. Jarlath had given her the bed, bunking down on the floor, despite her protests. 

			The conversation between them had ebbed and flowed, each skirting around the situation they found themselves in, content to relive past memories and shared experiences. Tucked away in that little room, the outside world was held at bay; but once morning came, and Gem told them they had to go, there was no more avoiding the issue. They slipped into the street just after dawn, while the majority of the city was still sleeping. 

			They passed a couple of stray dogs as they stuck to the darkened back streets and alleys, each one narrow and lined with overflowing bins, broken furniture and the occasional piece of abandoned clothing. Gem had sold Jarlath’s horse for him, and he had a pocket full of coins that jingled. Ash didn’t think anyone would be game enough to rob him – the simple clothes he wore couldn’t hide the bulk of his arms or chest, and he left his weapons in plain sight. 

			They’d spent the day hiding out at the end of an alley, eating what remained of Gem’s hastily gathered supplies, Jarlath’s hand never far from his weapon and his eyes never leaving their surroundings. By the time night started to fall, Ash was starving, tired, and in desperate need of a bath. Her nostrils were filled with the stench of garbage and shit; sewerage ran freely along the edge of the alley and she tried to breathe through her mouth and not think too much about it. 

			The gaming house was tucked away at the end of a narrow, winding street. The building’s façade consisted of two columns and a grey stone archway with ‘The Solstice House’ painted on it in ornate black lettering. Several horses were hitched to the railing outside; they snorted and flicked their tails, swishing away insects that nibbled on their warm flesh. Next to the gaming house was a cathouse called The Lynx and a beer hall – the Blue Axe – on the other side, flanked by residences tucked in tight against each other. 

			Jarlath gripped Ash’s hand. ‘Stay with me, okay?’

			‘Is this a good idea?’

			He smiled. ‘We call it hiding in plain sight. It’ll be fine, Ash. Trust me. They’re looking for a woman and if you keep your hair hidden and your face down, no one will know any different in those clothes.’

			She nodded. She had never been in a gaming house before. The noise coming from the dark building crouched against the cobble-stones was an indication of what to expect, and, as Jarlath threw the wooden door open, that noise rose up and wrapped itself around them like a heavy cloud. Ash made sure her hair was hidden beneath the hat she’d taken from the cathouse and she tried to project an image of herself as a boy as she followed Jarlath into the building; but she had no idea how a boy was meant to walk or hold his body. She could only hope no one bothered to look too closely at her.

			Inside, dark hardwood beams supported the upper floor of the building, lanterns hanging on thin chains at equal intervals along them. The cavernous room was windowless, the lanterns crafting cones of soft light beneath them. Ash followed Jarlath through the crowded space, trying not to look like she was about to jump out of her skin. There were dozens of round tables covered in dark cloth, and booths along one wall. All were occupied and all the patrons were men of varying ages, playing card games that Ash remembered from her childhood, when she would watch her father and the men playing after a hard day in the fields, sitting on upturned crates under the shade of the large peppercorn tree where they ate their lunch. There was a dealer at each table, a halfkin who, with a flick of a wrist or shift of quick fingers, sent dice rolling and cards sliding across the cloth. 

			Jarlath headed towards the bar, and Ash dodged out of the way as a blonde girl, another halfkin carrying a beaten metal tray expertly on one hand, came towards her, the tray piled high with mugs of ale which she served to a large man and his friends at the table nearest Ash. The noise was a living thing, the air was thick with the smell of ale and bodies. At the bar, a long cherrywood barrier separating the staff from the clientele, Jarlath was talking with a tall man in a black hat, wearing a burgundy waistcoat over a crisp, white shirt. 

			Ash edged closer as Jarlath reached back to hand her a mug. She sniffed and wrinkled her nose, but sipped at it anyway, her thirst winning out. A roar went up from one of the tables as Jarlath lent forward to talk to the tall man again. The man gave Ash a quick look, then nodded, beckoning them both to follow him. 

			He paused to open a door hidden away at the back of the room, then ushered them in, shutting the door firmly behind them. He took off his hat, running a hand through sandy coloured hair, cut fashionably around his smoothly shaven face. Ash wrung her hands nervously as he looked at her, blue eyes alight with interest.

			‘Well,’ he said, his voice as warm as the afternoon sun, ‘haven’t you caused a stir?’

			She looked at Jarlath in alarm.

			‘It’s okay,’ he said soothingly. ‘Yasper is a friend.’

			Yasper gave her a bow, his lips curling into a smile. ‘Yasper Kavita. You’re safe here, don’t worry. I won’t be handing you over to the Watch anytime soon, regardless of the reward.’

			‘Reward?’ Ash squeaked.

			Yasper nodded, moving to pour them drinks from the decanter on a small table in the centre of the room. He handed one to Jarlath, one to Ash, taking the mug of ale from her hands and setting it on the table. ‘Whiskey. Better than that crap we serve out there.’ He drank his in one go. ‘Apparently, the Mage Council are willing to pay highly for information on your whereabouts. Fortunately, no one seems to know you’re involved, Jarlath, although there have been soldiers looking for you. Running away from the army is frowned upon, my friend.’

			Jarlath sighed. ‘Can we hide here?’

			‘Sure. Through there’—he pointed to another door hidden in the shadowy back corner—‘is a bed. Should be big enough for the two of you; you’re only a tiny thing,’ he added, glancing at Ash again.

			Her cheeks flamed. ‘Oh, we’re not—’

			‘Thanks,’ Jarlath said quickly. 

			Yasper grinned. ‘I’d better get back out there. They’ll all be gone in a few hours. Curfew is still on so we have to shut up early or risk a fine. Anything to squeeze more coin out of us honest businessmen.’ His grin widened. ‘Anyway, I’ll bring some food in later. Make yourselves at home.’

			After he left, Ash tipped her head back and let the whiskey burn its way down her throat. She poured herself another and drank it too. 

			‘Ash …’ Jarlath murmured. ‘Getting drunk isn’t going to help.’

			‘I know,’ she said, setting the glass down and sinking into a plush armchair near the table. ‘Who is he? How do you know him?’

			‘We were in the prison camp together,’ Jarlath replied. ‘He’d been in there about a year before I got there, but we were released at the same time. Yas came here, and managed to buy a share in this place. He owns it outright now, as far as I know. We kept in touch over the years.’ 

			‘Why was he in the camps?’

			‘He was a thief; probably still is, I don’t know. All I know is he’s a good man.’

			Ash fidgeted, picking at her fingernails. ‘I’m grateful to him for hiding us but, Jarlath, we can’t stay here. How are we going to get out of the city now that there’s a reward for me?’

			Jarlath was quiet, looking at the floor; on the other side of the door, another loud cheer went up, followed by the sounds of a scuffle and then, a gunshot. Ash leapt to her feet and Jarlath drew his weapon, but no one came bursting through the door. Moments later, they heard Yasper’s voice, telling his patrons to settle down, that drinks were on the house and to keep playing, everything is okay. With a sigh of relief, Jarlath put his gun away and sank into the other armchair. They looked at each other across the table, the decanter of whiskey and its matching glasses between them, catching shards of light from the narrow window above their heads.

			Without a word, Jarlath poured two more drinks; by the time Yasper returned, the whiskey was gone and the room was bathed in darkness. The tall man carried a lantern in one hand and a tray with bread and two bowls of stew in the other. He set both down on the table, eyeing the empty decanter.

			‘That was top shelf,’ he said simply.

			‘We’ll pay for it,’ Ash blurted, alarmed at the slur in her voice. Her limbs were heavy, her head like cotton-wool, thoughts skipping around unchecked and unable to be controlled. She swallowed as a vision of flames pushed its way inside her brain. 

			Yasper laughed, shaking his head. ‘Figure you needed it anyway. Curfew has started, so the place is empty. I’ll get you some water for a wash and a couple of extra blankets. It gets cold out here, sorry.’

			‘Yas, we have to get out of the city,’ Jarlath said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He was clear-eyed, his voice steady. ‘I can pay you,’ he added, but Yasper shook his head. 

			‘I can get one of the boys to organise a horse. Food and provisions for the road are no trouble,’ Yasper paused, his gaze sliding to Ash. ‘That hair … you’ll never get out without being noticed, Red,’ he said, and she had the feeling he’d just given her a nickname. Yasper reached up to scratch at his head; Ash could see the tattoo on the inside of his wrist as the cuff of his shirt fell away – a small cross; the thief’s mark. 

			‘I could cut it,’ Ash said. ‘Or dye it maybe?’

			Yasper shook his head. ‘I’ve a better idea. One of my halfkin guys, Biel his name is, does a mean glamour. No one will recognise you once he’s through. A true fae would know, of course, but you’re not likely to run into one of them in the city.’

			Jarlath nodded. ‘Can we trust him?’

			‘He owes me,’ Yasper said simply. 

			Ash pulled her arms around herself as the cold started to creep in. Five days ago, she was tucked up in her bed at the Academy dreaming of the Mabon celebration and the parade, thinking about her studies and talking about the future with Nerida. Now, she was a fugitive, and her best friend had turned himself into a criminal to save her. She stood up suddenly, swaying slightly; both men looked at her in surprise.

			‘I don’t want you to come with me,’ she told Jarlath. He opened his mouth to object but she cut across him. ‘No one knows you’re involved. Get me out of the city and then turn around and go back to your life. Tell them you were ill, had to visit a sick relative, something. I’m sure they’ll take you back. You’re a good soldier. A good man, Jarlath. You don’t need this. It’s my problem.’

			‘Ash—’

			‘I’m serious,’ she said, her voice rising and breaking at the same time, afraid to blink in case the tears she could feel brimming spilled over and ran down her cheeks. Jarlath opened his mouth but she shook her head, turning her face to the floor. 

			‘Where will you go?’ Yasper said gently. ‘I mean … no offence, but you look like you’d fall over in a strong wind. You won’t get far without him,’ he nodded in Jarlath’s direction. ‘There are all sorts that lurk by the sides of the road just waiting for something as pretty as you to fall into their hands – believe me, I used to be one of them.’

			Ash collapsed into the armchair, her head falling into her hands. He was right. She’d never make it further than the next village without Jarlath, and she figured she’d have to avoid all the towns and villages – she had no idea how far the story of Mabon night had spread, or whether the Watch was searching for her outside the city. If, by some stroke of luck, she did make it past the villages, what then? She had only ever travelled from Brenveil to Tyllcarric. She had never seen the Sparkling Waters, or anywhere, really. 

			She looked at Jarlath, her friend who had risked everything for her, not once, but twice now. She noted the weariness on his face, hidden behind his soldier’s mask, his mask, the one he had always worn. Once, she had loved him for his seemingly uncontrollable need to help people, to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves, but now, that selfless part of him had ruined his life, and could possibly get him killed. 

			‘Where will we go?’ she asked desperately. 

			‘Don’t worry about that now,’ Jarlath answered, but he was frowning. 

			‘I need to go to sleep,’ Ash muttered. Guilt was a living thing in her belly, squirming and writhing, making her feel sick. 

			Yasper nodded and opened the door at the end of the room for her. She thanked him without looking at him, not wanting to see his pity. The air inside the small room was stale and crisp, with a bed large enough for two, a wash-stand, and basin. She slipped her boots and hat off, shaking her hair free, and climbed into the bed fully clothed. In moments, she was asleep.

			Ash woke before dawn, as she always did, her body attuned to the cycles of the sun and the moon. Jarlath was sleeping beside her. He lay on his stomach, his back bare, the grey light that seeped through the tiny window playing on his skin. She’d been in such a deep sleep that she hadn’t noticed him come in, hadn’t felt the bed dip with his weight. She wanted to touch him, run her fingers over him. She watched him sleep instead, watched the way the muscles on his back shifted as he breathed. His skin was crossed with light purple lines and she leant closer, curious, and recoiled when she realised what they were. 

			Scars. She’d heard the rumours of what the prisoners were subjected to, but Jarlath had never said anything, and she hadn’t asked, not wanting to know if it was true or not. Floggings were common; death not so much, because a dead man can’t work. 

			Ash wanted to vomit. That guilt came racing back; it was her fault he was here, her fault he’d been in the camp in the first place. She may as well have whipped him herself. Goddess knows what else he’d endured for her sake. She thought about Yasper. Did he bear similar scars? 

			The air was still chilled, so Ash slipped her boots back on, pulling her fingers through her hair to work out the tangles, bundling the great mass into a bun at the base of her skull. Careful not to wake Jarlath, she eased the door open to find a pitcher of water and some fruit waiting for her in the other room. Even though her stomach was aching and empty, she ate little, picking at a few grapes and an apple. Her head was heavy and her thoughts still scattered. The gaming house was silent, the old building creaking as it shifted and settled around her. Yasper must have rooms upstairs, she thought, glancing up at the ceiling. There were muffled footsteps above her, and outside, the noises of the city floated in through the narrow window. 

			Yasper came downstairs. Ash listened to him whistle as he approached the door at the back of his establishment. He smiled when he saw her; he was dressed in a blue jacket and dark pants today, his white shirt crisp and glowing in the early morning light. His hair was neat, his face soft. He stretched luxuriously, sinuous as a cat. 

			‘Sleep well?’ he asked her, coming to snatch a bunch of grapes from the table before popping them one by one into his mouth. 

			‘Not really,’ Ash admitted. Once the whiskey wore off, her sleep had been plagued by dreams of fire and a beast of flame that stalked across the landscape. Her heart thumped painfully as she thought of it, the great head and strong body, the hooves that burnt the ground where it stepped. She shivered, pulling her jacket tighter around herself, abandoned completely by her appetite.

			Jarlath wandered into the room, bare-chested and bleary eyed, rubbing at his face. His skin was sallow and there were bags under his eyes. His hair stuck up in all directions, the brown curls wild from sleep. 

			‘Morning sleeping beauty,’ Yasper said, a little too loudly. Jarlath groaned, making his friend laugh. ‘Right kids, Biel will be here soon.’

			Jarlath was suddenly wide awake. ‘So quickly?’

			Yasper nodded. ‘He doesn’t know that she’s here,’ he gestured at Ash with a handful of grapes, ‘but it won’t be a problem. As a halfkin, he knows what it’s like to be hunted.’

			‘What’s his story anyway?’ Jarlath asked, ducking back into the other room to grab his clothes. He slipped his shirt on, followed by his boots. 

			‘Same old, same old. Not wanted by human or fae, the poor bastard has spent his life on the streets of this shithole of a city. I met him not long after I came here, while you were off playing soldier. He’s a nice enough guy, a little on the quiet side, but he’s trustworthy, Jarlath. He won’t give you away. The Watch would just as soon lock him up as they would pay him the reward, so he’s got nothing to gain by handing you,’—he glanced at Ash again— ‘over to them. You may not have noticed, but all my staff are halfkin. Got to look after the little guys.’

			Yasper held out a bag Ash hadn’t noticed him carry in. ‘Couple of sets of clothes, enough food for a few days, nothing fancy – just bread and fruit, some dried meat, and water – and I’m sure those weapons Jarlath carries aren’t just for show. You’ll be eating roast rabbit in no time,’ he said, giving Ash a wink. 

			‘Thank you,’ she managed quietly. 

			


			When Biel arrived, Yasper led him into the back room. The halfkin was small, with slender limbs and a looseness to his body that spoke of his inherited fae gracefulness. His hair was dark as shadows, and his eyes were a faint purple. He didn’t smile, his face devoid of any emotion. Guarded, Ash thought, and scared – he knew exactly who she was. Biel turned from them to Yasper.

			‘Fox will be on her trail,’ he said simply. 

			‘Who’s Fox?’ Ash asked warily. 

			‘An assassin; works for Gedeon,’ Yasper explained. They all froze as footsteps echoed in the street, slowing near the window; Ash saw a dark shape pass by. Yasper’s hand dropped to his gun; the feet moved on and Ash let out a breath. She was so tense from running, from sleeping in snatches, from eating whatever they could find. She hadn’t bathed in days, and wondered if this was to truly be her new life – looking over her shoulder, living in constant fear. Fear that Jarlath tried to distract her from, but he had run out of jokes and tales of life in the army. 

			‘I think we can avoid her,’ Jarlath said.

			Biel shook his dark head, looking at Ash. ‘She’s halfkin, like me. Tracking is her thing. And killing. But she won’t kill you. She’ll catch you and bring you back to the Keep.’ He nodded at Jarlath. ‘You, though, she will kill.’

			‘I’m not scared of a girl,’ Jarlath muttered.

			‘You should be scared of her,’ Yasper said. 

			Ash shuddered. Biel was still watching her, his fingers twitching. She’d never seen fae magic at work, and had definitely not experienced it. She wondered just what he could do with those long fingers, what kind of power he possessed. Yasper had assured them he could do what they needed. Keep her hidden in plain sight. Ash steeled herself, straightening her shoulders. 

			She gave Biel a nod. ‘Okay.’

			The halfkin moved to stand behind her, instructing her to relax. Ash did as she was told, her heartbeat so strong and fast she was certain he could hear it. Moments later, his fingers touched her temple, his skin cool and smooth. He trailed his fingers over her face, her hair, the magic in his hands tingling and itching. Ash wanted to scratch but she held her hands steady at her sides, fingers curled into fists. Her face and scalp started to burn. She was about to ask if that was normal when Biel stepped away, and the heat faded.

			She opened her eyes. They were all looking at her. ‘Well?’ she asked. ‘Did it work?’

			Yasper’s lips curled. ‘Oh yes.’ He led her across the room, where a small mirror hung on the wall. Ash gaped. She didn’t recognise herself at all. Her red hair was now a muddy brown, her skin marked with the freckles she remembered from her days on the farm, where she saw more sunlight in one week than she’d seen in years in the city. Her cheeks were plumper too. She leant closer, scrutinizing herself. If she turned her head slightly, she could still see her true self under the glamour. She just had to hope no one looked closely at her.

			‘Thank you,’ she told Biel, who merely shrugged his thin shoulders.

			‘Do you know how to use it? Your magic,’ he clarified. 

			She shook her head, deflated again. 

			‘Find the Anomaly. Or better yet, go to Sitra,’ he said quietly, nodding to Ash and Jarlath. ‘Good luck.’ Then he was gone, the door closing gently behind him.

			They waited until the sun rose fully and the streets became a bustling market ground. No one paid them any attention as they slipped from the front door of Yapser’s place, following the crowd into the main city square. The sky was a clear and brilliant blue, the autumn sun creating soft patches of warmth, caressing the faces of those around them. Jarlath took hold of her hand and they wove their way through the people gathered around market stalls selling meats and brightly coloured fruits, vegetables and sweet breads and treats dripping with honey. The smell of spices drifted on the air and Ash sniffed, savouring the scent as the crowd stalled and a man with a long beard stepped from behind a cart and held up a piece of pale blue cloth to her face.

			‘It suits you,’ he proclaimed, his hawkish eyes moving over her features; features that weren’t, but were, her own. Her stomach clenched. Could he tell?

			Jarlath tugged on her hand and they were moving again, between stalls of dyed cloth and jewels, caged birds and baskets, between sweaty bodies and the stink of unwashed clothes and hair. Music floated through the air; drums, viols, flutes, and the unmistakable nuance of a storyteller soared above the music. She saw a few students from the Academy and ducked her face away as they passed snake-charmers and snail-sellers from Kharpode, Jarlath’s hand strong around hers, before they burst from the square and into a side-street. Ash looked back over the square and felt like they were standing on the edge of a human sea. 

			It hardly seemed real; at Mabon, she’d thrown fire all over this place. People had run screaming from her, trampling others in their blind panic before she’d collapsed on the ground, her fire a sizzling, living thing that coiled around her body. She remembered hearing someone shouting close by, a woman’s voice, telling them not to hurt her. Radella, Ash realised. Then her fire went out, and the men of the Watch had pounced on her, a Mage holding her body and mind compliant with his magic. Having someone inside her head like that … Ash shook herself. She never wanted to encounter a Spirit Rake ever again. They were rare, she knew, like her.

			Jarlath released her hand to check the pack he carried, muttering about thieving fingers. Satisfied everything was accounted for, he took her hand again and they moved calmly through the narrow street, passing through the smaller square and heading down another side street towards the stables, where Yasper’s friend was waiting. He handed Jarlath the reins to a great chestnut beast, saddled and ready to go. 

			Jarlath secured the pack to the saddle, then swung onto the animal’s back, pulling Ash up behind him. He turned the horse back the way they’d come, crossing the smaller square that led to the main gates.

			Ash’s heart thundered. This would be the true test of Biel’s powers. She tightened her grip on Jarlath’s waist and buried her face in his back.

			The man at the gate didn’t bat an eyelid. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Eight

			A fire caster. Mahelivar couldn’t yet process what that meant, but he knew his father was thinking about the Rift. They’d spoken many times about the magic Faleria used to create it and the best scholars had laboured over the secrets of the Rift for years. There were Fire Witches amongst the fae, but none were as strong as Faleria had been. 

			For a while, Rhodiri had thought Laeli might be the one; but, though his sister had tried, her magic wasn’t strong enough either. She was, however, the best they had, and her job guarding the Rift was an extremely important one – as much as Rhodiri didn’t like to admit it. It had been a sore point between them for eighty years. It didn’t help that his sister had the tendency to be reckless.

			He and Senan had made camp, far enough from the main road not to be noticed by passing traffic. They had several days of walking before they reached the outer gates of Tyllcarric. Mahelivar stared into the flames, a frown between his eyes, his lips a thin line, mulling over the task that lay ahead. 

			Entering the city was easy – there was no law to say he wasn’t allowed in – but getting into the prison or, if the Mages had moved her, the Keep, wasn’t going to be that simple. He’d use his magic if he had to, but he knew that doing that would lead to questions. He wasn’t willing to put his father in that position, but he also wasn’t willing to stand by and watch the girl die for what she was. 

			‘You’ll need me,’ Senan said pointedly. ‘If Gedeon has her, you’ll need me to help you get in. So you may as well stop thinking about giving me the slip.’ 

			‘Bloody Air Witch,’ Mahelivar muttered. ‘Get out of my head.’

			‘I couldn’t get inside your head if I wanted to. It’s written all over your face.’

			‘Speaking of heads – I thought there was a price on yours?’ Mahelivar said quietly, poking at the embers with a long stick. Sparks shot into the sky, floating away into the night. ‘Why risk it?’

			‘The girl must be terrified,’ Senan replied.

			‘You and your rescuing of strays.’ Mahelivar glanced at Oden, who sat at his master’s feet, watching him with his glowing green eyes. Senan scratched the shadowy dog behind the ears. 

			‘The cells are coated in iron,’ Senan reminded Mahelivar. He climbed to his feet and stretched his back, picking up his bow. He slung the quiver of arrows over his shoulder. ‘I’ll get dinner, shall I?’

			‘A fat rabbit, if you please.’

			The Mage-Witch rolled his eyes and slipped into the darkness. Mahelivar opened his senses to the night – he heard an owl launch from its perch, digging its claws into something small and furry seconds later. He heard the trees settling, their branches soughing gently, bark scraping bark. A fox yipped in the distance, high and sweet, and he could hear Senan, blustering about in the dark after a rabbit. Mahelivar grinned; he couldn’t wait to tell the Mage-Witch just how much noise he made. 

			The breeze shifted. Mahelivar’s nostrils flared. As the leaves rustled behind him, too quiet for human ears, he let his hand fall to the dagger at his hip, his fingers caressing the hilt. His sword was out of reach, so the dagger would have to do. 

			He leant forward slightly, shifting his weight with ears pricked, the skin on the back of his neck exposed and vulnerable. The footfall was light – delicate, but purposeful. He withdrew the dagger, flipping it in his hand, blade curling away from his body, hilt grasped in his fist and the muscles in his legs coiled. His magic flared under his skin.

			Cold steel pressed against his throat before he could move.

			‘I don’t want to spill your blood, fae, not tonight.’

			‘Fox,’ Mahelivar said with a smile, ‘how long have you been tracking us?’

			‘I wasn’t,’ she said simply. She forced his head back until he could look up into her tight face, into those amber eyes that flamed with the aquamarine traces of her tracking magic. ‘You’re just a bonus, I suppose.’

			‘You’re after the fire caster,’ Mahelivar guessed.

			Fox’s lips curled. ‘And what do you know about her?’

			‘I know she’s dangerous.’

			‘Please, she’s a child.’ Fox laughed. Her hand didn’t falter; the blade pressed closer to Mahelivar’s skin. She had no allegiance to him, to anyone. If he played this wrong, she’d kill him, he had no doubt of it. He swallowed tightly. He didn’t want to hurt her but he would, to save his life. His fist clenched; beneath them, the earth stirred.

			‘She’s young, yes, but she’s untrained, and that makes her dangerous,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for her as well. Rhodiri wants her.’

			‘And we mustn’t keep daddy waiting,’ Fox said bitterly. Mahelivar felt the force of her anger. The blade bit into his skin. 

			Suddenly, he was free. He leapt to his feet, his dagger held out as Senan stepped from the trees, one hand outstretched. The bow and two rabbits dangled from his other hand, blood dripping onto the leaves. 

			Fox was folded up like cloth on the forest floor. Mahelivar touched his throat – his fingers came away smeared in blood. He could smell it, the red rawness of it. 

			‘Took you long enough,’ he grumbled, sliding his dagger back into its leather scabbard. He touched his stinging throat again. 

			Senan set his weapons and their dinner down, moving to where Fox lay, picking up her head and cradling it gently. ‘Help me. She won’t be out long.’

			‘I’ll help you tie her up,’ Mahelivar muttered. ‘She’s after the girl.’

			Senan’s fingers stroked Fox’s cheek, pushing her hair to the side; her ears were small, slightly pointed. Beneath her left ear, Mahelivar could see the brand, the mark that claimed her, the skin puckered and shining. ‘Gedeon won’t kill her, not yet.’

			Mahelivar reached for Fox’s feet. Her eyes snapped open and she lashed out, kicking him swiftly in the chest. He stumbled back, his fae body twisting like a cat’s as he righted himself easily. Fox flipped her legs up and over Senan’s head; the Mage-Witch was taken by surprise but he recovered quickly, wrestling the halfkin until he held her firm to the forest floor with both his strength and his magic. 

			Tree roots coiled from the earth to wrap around Fox’s wrists and ankles. She struggled violently, an animal in a trap, her collection of knives and daggers glinting scarlet in the fire light. Mahelivar could smell them both – Fox’s fear, her desperation, and Senan’s despair and regret. Their scent rose around him like a cloud, sweet and enticing. 

			‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ Senan gasped. ‘Fox, don’t make me ... please.’ The last word was strangled, raw and rough. Mahelivar wondered again what had passed between them, the outcast Mage and the halfkin assassin. He laughed; they both looked at him in surprise.

			‘What a pair you make,’ he chortled. 

			‘I should have slit your throat,’ Fox growled. Mahelivar laughed again. 

			When she was settled by their fire, arms bound and still grumbling, Mahelivar thought about killing her. It would make his mission easier, no matter the pity he felt for her – for all halfkin. He shot Senan a sideways glance. The Mage-Witch would never forgive him; and, he realised, he would never forgive himself. It wasn’t Fox’s fault. She’d survived; more than most halfkin were able to do. He had to admire her for that. 

			‘You can’t have her,’ Senan said softly. He was sitting close to the halfkin, his knees angled towards her stiff body. Fox said nothing; she turned her face away stubbornly. Mahelivar watched her across the fire, studying the sharp line of her cheeks, the almond-shape of her eyes, the glow to her skin, and the long, slender limbs. The markers of her fae heritage. 

			The air crackled and fizzed and a warm breeze rose from nowhere. 

			Fox snorted. ‘Your air magic doesn’t work on me, Witch.’

			‘Then let common sense work on you instead,’ Senan snapped wearily. He ran a hand over his short, dark hair. ‘They’ll kill her, Fox.’

			‘And? I don’t care about that. I care about being paid.’

			‘Let us take her back to Sitra,’ Mahelivar said quietly. 

			Fox’s eyes blazed. ‘So the fae can control her? You’re as bad as the Mages. Neither of you actually care about the girl, about what she wants.’ She turned on Senan. ‘Maybe she doesn’t want her power. Maybe ...’ she paused, then shook her head. ‘In killing her, I’d be doing her a favour.’ 

			‘Then help us – help me,’ Senan pleaded. ‘Tell Gedeon she got away.’

			Fox stared into the flames. 

			‘Do you want me to burn you to make it seem more convincing?’ Mahelivar offered. Flame flickered from his fingertips. 

			Fox growled at him. 

			‘I can protect you,’ Senan told her in a low voice. 

			‘No one can protect me,’ she replied bitterly. 

			‘What I want to know,’ Mahelivar said, ‘is why you’re lurking around out here in the forest and not in that hole of a city.’

			Fox smiled secretively. ‘The fae don’t know everything then. The girl escaped. She had help, obviously. No one gets out of those cells and away from the Watch without help. Or a hell of a lot of magic.’ 

			‘Magic she doesn’t yet know how to wield,’ Senan said. ‘Are you sure she left Tyllcarric?’

			‘I can’t sense her there, so I figured she’s hit the road. She and a friend, a soldier from the look of him, were seen leaving Yasper’s place so I assume Biel had something to do with it. She’ll be glamoured,’ Fox added.

			‘Where would they be headed?’ Mahelivar asked.

			Fox shrugged. ‘Sitra, I’d guess. Biel hero-worships you lot. Why, I don’t know.’

			Senan stroked his chin. ‘Fox, have you heard anything about shipments going north?’

			‘Do you think I listen to every rumour?’

			They waited. She rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, there are ships sailing north at least once a month. They have been for a while now. What’s on them, I don’t know. Where they’re going exactly, I don’t know. Nor do I care,’ she added pointedly.

			‘You could find out,’ Senan said softly. 

			She glared at him. ‘No.’

			The fire crackled between them. Mahelivar sighed. Bloody halfkin making his life difficult. Senan rose and prepared the rabbits; soon, the pitiful carcasses were roasting over the coals. It was hardly enough, but they shared the food, eating with their fingers, tearing the meat from the bones with teeth and nails. 

			After much debate, he allowed Senan to untie Fox’s hands, and then allowed the halfkin to sleep next to their fire, her long body coiled into a ball of tension and spite. Come morning, as sunlight filtered through the trees, she was spread out with her head tucked into Senan’s chest, his arm tight around her, his chin resting on her head.

			• • •

			Gedeon folded the note in half with perfect calm. He placed it on the table in front of him, smoothing it flat with his fingers. The room was silent, nothing but the crackle of the fire in the hearth and the scrape of his fingers on that folded piece of parchment as he continued to stroke it. The Marshal in the corner shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Gedeon glared and the boy dropped his gaze immediately to his feet, back rigid.

			Gedeon reached for his wine with the hand that wasn’t caressing the cheap parchment of the note. Outside, he could hear the bells ringing and the men of the Watch calling for the curfew the Mage Council hadn’t deigned to lift. As long as the people feared the fire caster, they would maintain their power. 

			That the fire caster managed to escape in the first place irked him. He should have just killed her, but now the Queen wanted her back and at her side like a shiny new toy. He’d had the Watch looking for the girl for days now, and there was no sign of her. He knew she’d have had help escaping the city; possibly halfkin help. He scowled. Perhaps it was time for another sweep of the streets. 

			A serving girl entered with his dinner. She sat it before him and backed away quickly, never raising her gaze to his face. He set his wine down, reaching for a hunk of freshly baked bread. He could not tear his eyes from the parchment beneath his fingers.

			How dare she? Fox had never refused him. Had never missed a mark. What was different this time? What had caused the smirking halfkin who gladly took his coin in exchange for a life to back away now? She claimed the girl slipped away, but he could sense her lies. She hadn’t written the note, he knew that, but he couldn’t sense who had. 

			He sat in the lonely room until the light from the fire faded and one Marshal had been replaced with another. His dinner tray was long gone, his wine long drunk. His hand trembling with rage, Gedeon unfolded Fox’s note once more. He read it again, letting his magic slide over the short, traitorous words. 

			She’d left him with no choice, yet another thing to do, another mess to clean up. The next shipment was due to leave in a few days and he had assured Kiarda that he would personally oversee the supplies. It meant less was heading out into the markets, but it would be easy enough to come up with some ruse that people would fall for. There would have to be rations this winter.

			His alliance with Hadrian was less certain. He wasn’t sure how much he trusted the Estilleon Chieftain. Where Kiarda’s vengeance was justifiable, Hadrian’s left the taste of worry in his throat. It had to be about more than trade. Sure, there had been requests, and each time they’d been refused the skirmishes on the borders picked up again. He thought about the army – it was probably time to convince Rowena to sign an order to shift a regiment closer to Estilleon. A training exercise, he would say. Nothing will happen.

			Gedeon smiled. 

			In a perfect world, it would be too easy. Hadrian would help Kiarda take back the forest from her brother, and she would help him wage war on Merawuld. Meanwhile, Gedeon would keep feeding the Queen enough to keep her signing whatever damn papers he put in front of her. He would supply Kiarda with her weapons and resources and, when the time came, they would both help him – this war providing the stepping stone he needed to swoop in and save his country. The grateful citizens would love him for it.

			There were two problems Gedeon could see: one wore a crown of silver, the other a crown of fire.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Nine

			Dew clung to the leaves on the forest floor and glinted on the spider webs strung between the trees. The wind whispered through the top branches of the great forest, a golden rain of leaves trickling down. Up ahead, the mist parted, snaking over the ground like ghostly fingers. 

			Laeli Enthelme stepped between the trees, feeling a shiver pass over her body. She paused and glanced behind to see the mist had risen up and engulfed the trees, their branches floating above it, suspended on a wet grey blanket. 

			Rhodiri had called her to him before she left Sitra, worry drawn across his brow.

			‘I’m sending you north, you and Bran,’ he said, offering her a goblet of sweet wine. Laeli took it, sipping it delicately. ‘That was the last place Hadrian’s spies were sighted. I want to know what they are doing. Capture who you want, kill who you want.’ He gave her a fierce look. ‘Do not, under any circumstances, take unnecessary risks, Laeli.’

			Her excursions to the Rift were the highlight of her otherwise dull existence. Her mother had tried for years to get her to be a proper princess – ‘smile, Laeli—no, not like that, you’ll scare people, you don’t want them to think you’re snarling at them’ – and her father was still trying, although he’d mostly given up. The games of the court and matters of state held no interest to Laeli. She had no desire to party and gossip, or sit around simpering in a pretty dress while other people talked around her. 

			Mahelivar was far better suited to that life than she was, when he wasn’t running around on the other side of the Sparkling Waters chasing after humans. His fascination with the humans amused her. She couldn’t see what was so appealing – to her, all humanity was unable to rise above the baser nature of their flaws – desperation, greed, lust, and an insatiable desire for power. Laeli didn’t know what her brother did in the human lands exactly, but he was always in a foul mood when he returned and she had learnt it was better to avoid him altogether. 

			There must be more to life, Laeli thought, stepping over a fallen log, than pretending to like people, listening to their talk of nothing, and doing her duty to her father and her people. 

			Her father hated her job. It was too dangerous, he always said. Her argument was that she didn’t deserve special treatment, and if it was acceptable to send others out here, why not her? She was a powerful Fire Witch. They needed her. In the end, her father couldn’t go against rules he’d written himself. 

			Further ahead, Bran was waiting for her, leaning against the trunk of a tree in a shady grove, his long muscular arms crossed and a frown on his face. She knew what he was thinking already – that this mission was a waste of time. Like Rhodiri, he didn’t consider the Estilleon Chieftain to be any sort of threat. She liked Bran, but thought sometimes he was too rash, too eager to fight. He protected her while she calmed the beasts in the fiery pit, but he wished he was elsewhere – most likely running around the borders with the fae guard, dealing with bandits and halfkin and a few stray humans. 

			Bran nodded as she reached him and fell into step beside her, his feet making no noise as they passed over rock and leaf. He wore the dark uniform of the guard, and carried a quiver of arrows and a bow on his back, a long sword at one hip, a shorter one at the other. Knives hung from his belt. 

			‘We’ll stay in the northernmost cairn tonight,’ Bran said. ‘And cross the Peaks tomorrow. There is a place just beyond the mountains where we can watch and not be seen. There is no cover across those plains though, and we’d never make it into one of the villages without being seen. I’ll glamour us and have to hope it’s enough.’ 

			Laeli nodded. She trusted Bran with her life, and he had saved it once before, when a group of bandits came upon them on their way back to Sitra after a stint at the Rift. Exhausted from the continuous working of her fire magic, Laeli would have been killed if it wasn’t for Bran, who had leapt into action and sliced his way through three men before they could blink. Surely it was desperation, Laeli had thought as she’d helped Bran pile the bodies high for burning, that led men to try and ambush the fae. 

			That was the moment her father had almost banned her from stepping foot near the Rift ever again. But, after a month, he’d given in to her persistent badgering and had possibly even been glad to see the back of her for a while – as was everyone, especially Solen. The captain of the fae guard had taken her father’s side, which wasn’t surprising, and just gave her another thing to add to her long list of Solen-related grievances. 

			The permanent haze of the Rift hung in the air, the smoke bitter and choking. Granite boulders clumped the edges of the path. A crow was perched on a fallen log, peering at them with dark, solemn eyes. 

			At this far end of the Rift, close to the border with Estilleon, it felt like winter already; as if the Cailleach had arisen to walk the dark days and haunt the nights until she turned to stone. Laeli and Bran travelled along the edge of the ripped earth. Within the deep fiery darkness, she could hear the Lasair prowling in their prison. 

			Laeli peered over the edge, the magic in her blood rising in response to the molten red and orange glow below. Some scholars believed they were the lingering effects of Faleria’s magic, but none knew where the Lasair had come from. They were made of flame; they breathed it, consumed it and were the fire. The one thing they knew about the Rift for sure was that if the beasts were fed, their tempers were soothed enough that they stayed where they were. 

			It was dark when they finally reached the northern cairn. Despite the dangers, Laeli loved it out here, cradled between the forest on one side and the Rift on the other. The Ghostly Peaks climbed into the sky in the distance, their snow-capped summits scraping the clouds. She sniffed the air. A storm was coming. The rain here was tainted, tasting of chaos and smoke, and the heaviest of falls could not quench the burning fires of the Rift. 

			It was deathly silent. No birds sang, no animals stalked the forest. Even the wights gave this place a wide berth, sticking closer to the borders between the worlds and the thick forest on the other side of the Rift. Bran dumped their packs in the cairn, then bent to clear some ash away from the fire pit. They would have to cook and eat quickly, before the rain arrived. Laeli wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. The cairn kept the rain out, but couldn’t stop the chill from creeping in, or the wind from whistling through the gaps in the stone, making for an uncomfortable night of tossing and turning and little sleep. 

			The air crackled with the electricity of the coming storm. They cooked a simple meal over the fire, eating quickly. Inside the cairn, Laeli arranged their packs and food supplies neatly; their cooking utensils, bowls and cups sat on the small table against the far wall, even though they’d only be there one night. She slipped into her bedroll as the wind howled through the forest. Branches soughed, their groaning melody filling the night. She was almost asleep when Bran sat up, hissing at her to stay where she was.

			Fear flooded her as she opened her senses to the night, scrambling for her weapons. 

			Something was out there. 

			Bran was on his feet, his sword drawn, face tight. He motioned her back, into the corner of the cairn and she obeyed, shifting silently, pressing herself deeper into the darkness. Outside, the sky groaned as Bran slipped into the rain-soaked world. 

			Something about this was different. Bandits never attacked in the dark, knowing that, with their superior sight and hearing, the fae soldiers would turn them into ribbons of blood and bone. 

			Laeli jumped as the sound of steel striking steel cut through the night. She slipped into a crouch, buckling on her scabbard, sliding the twin swords against her back and crept to the opening of the cairn.

			Bran shouted a single word. Run. 

			As wings of light fluttered across the dark pit of the sky, Laeli saw him, his lithe body ducking and weaving around a sword wielded by a tall man in a cloak of fur. Two dead men lay on the ground, Bran’s dagger protruding from a chest. As Laeli watched, Bran’s opponent crouched and swept his leg wide, catching Bran off guard. Her companion tumbled to the ground and, before he could get to his feet, a sword swung through the air in a precise arc. 

			Laeli stared in horror as Bran’s head was swiftly sliced from his body. Slowly, so slowly, it fell, toppling to the ground to bounce and roll away. Laeli’s dinner rose like a snake and she turned to the side and vomited. 

			The sky opened, and as veins of light cracked the black canvas of night, the man in furs looked up and saw her. His sword glinted as he approached, blood dripping hypnotically to the ground. 

			Bran’s blood; fae blood. 

			Without another thought, Laeli sprang from the cairn and sprinted for the safety of the forest. The trees reached for her, inviting her in; she bent her head and dove between their trunks, taking shelter in their branches, in the roots that snaked from the earth and the rocks and soft grass that spread across the forest floor. The sky ripped apart again, illuminating the trees, the forest bending and swaying in the fierce wind as the storm intensified. 

			She pushed on, running at a reckless pace that no human could match, until her lungs burned and she fell to her knees in a puddle of dirty water, her breath coming in pants that shook her to the bone. She was still a long way from the border, from safety. 

			Laeli took a deep breath, preparing to run again, but the point of a sword pressed into her spine. 

			‘Get up, Witch.’ The voice was low, husky, his breathing quick.

			How had he kept pace with her? Slowly, she climbed to her feet. Rain ran down her face, beading on her lashes, slipping beneath the collar of her shirt. Her fire magic was all but useless in the rain. Without something to spark it, to feed it, her magic was as damp as the ground she stood on. 

			She clenched her fists, picturing the fiery inside of the Rift. Her magic sparked then went out as she saw Bran fall again. This man, whoever he was, was a skilled warrior to kill a member of the fae guard like that. She swallowed, shifting her weight to the balls of her feet, swinging around and drawing her twin swords in a fluid motion, sending them flying. 

			They sliced the air as the man stepped back. 

			She attacked with one sword and he blocked her as she brought the other up towards his ribs. She’d cut him to pieces if she had to, but he evaded her attack easily, dancing out of her way. 

			She twisted both hands in large circles, calling the water to her; rain converged on her swords, drops spinning faster and faster in time to the movement of her hands. Through the curtain of water gathering around her swords, she could see the human – see the amazement on his face. Laeli drew her swords together and a barrage of arrow-shaped water flung itself at her opponent, smashing into him with such force he stumbled. 

			She grit her teeth, attacking with speed he couldn’t possibly match, her arms a blur in the rain-soaked air. Her swords sang, but, frustratingly, he again slipped from her reach before coming in fast, long sword glinting. Raising both her swords to counter him, the force of his blow rattled her bones. 

			He kicked her hard in the stomach, sending her tumbling to land in a heap on the drenched ground. Rain ran in rivers over her skin and she blinked it away, licking her lips and springing to her feet as he approached her again. He feinted left, drawing her in, his other hand reaching beneath his furs. 

			He’d left himself open and Laeli lunged towards him, prepared to drive her sword through his chest, but his hand flicked out, a chain swinging through the space between them to wrap around her body. 

			Immediately, her skin began to burn, the fabric of her shirt spitting steam into the rain drenched night. She struggled, trying to keep a hold on her weapons; but the world was beginning to spin – a kaleidoscope of rain and light and a blood-drenched sword. She would not beg, would not succumb to the iron’s power. 

			Her hands weakened and her swords fell to the ground. 

			The man smiled. Holding the chain tight, he pushed the point of his sword against the tender skin of her throat. Shadow dusted his chin and jaw. 

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘that was fun.’

			‘If you’re going to kill me, just do it.’ 

			His lips curled. ‘I’m not going to kill you, Witch.’ He tugged on the chain. ‘Walk.’ He led her back through the trees towards the cairn. As they passed, she dared a look as she was dragged north through the forest, her head spinning, blood boiling. Already, vines and grass were curling around Bran’s lifeless body.

			There was no rest; the rain was relentless, and so was her captor. Whenever she stumbled, he pulled hard on the chain.

			‘I can’t ...’ Laeli breathed, ‘... the iron.’ She tripped over a tree root and sprawled face-first between the leaves. The world was collapsing, the edges blurring. 

			He hauled her to her feet like she was made of air and she fell against him, spitting leaves and dirt, her face pressed into his chest. The furs he wore were soft, still smelling of animal. Wolf. There were no wolves this side of the Peaks.

			‘Estilleon,’ she mumbled.

			‘Very good.’ 

			Before she fainted, she wondered how long it would take to die.

			


			When she woke, it was to a dark roof, but not a cairn. A cave then. The storm was still raging, but she was dry; a fire was simmering not far from her, its light flickering like frantic fingers along the roughly hewn walls. 

			The chain was gone, as was the terrible numbness that had gripped her, but he’d bound her wrists and ankles with rough rope. She focused on the fire, attempting to draw on her magic, but her body was weakened and her head still spinning. Her magic was nothing more than a slight sizzle beneath her skin.

			Her captor sat opposite the fire, watching her. 

			She stared back. His eyes were a dazzling blue, his jaw strong under the dark stubble. He had shed his fur cloak – it lay beside him, the smell of wolf permeating the small space between them. In the cloak he was as big as a bear; without it, she could see the true size of him. He was lean and sharp, his arms and shoulders tight with muscle. In one hand he grasped a knife, in the other dangled a medallion, swaying back and forth hypnotically.

			‘Where am I?’ Laeli asked. 

			‘We are in a cave at the foot of the Ghostly Peaks,’ he answered.

			‘How did we get here?’ The Peaks were hours from the cairn, a tough walk through the trees and thick undergrowth.

			Those blue eyes burned and he said, ‘I carried you.’

			Laeli shuddered to think of his hands on her unconscious body. ‘Who are you?’

			‘I am Thalion Liulfur, son of—’

			‘I know who you are,’ Laeli cut in. If he was anything like his father, she could be in serious trouble.

			His eyebrows rose. ‘And you are?’

			‘Your prisoner,’ she snapped, holding out her hands. She felt like reminding him he would be nothing more than another useless human without her family and the country they’d handed over to his kin hundreds of years ago. She snuck another look at him. He wouldn’t let her go even if he did know. She could read that in the determined lines of his face. How she wanted to blast him right out of the cave and pluck out his eyes. 

			‘My father takes great interest in the Rift of yours,’ Thalion said.

			‘It isn’t ours,’ Laeli replied. 

			‘I’ve seen you – your kind – at the edge, working your magic. Why do you do that if you don’t lay claim to it, to the powers it has?’

			She gave him a disbelieving look. ‘Do you not know? What lies within?’

			‘I have heard stories,’ he said, sitting back. He stretched long legs out to the fire. He would be a handsome man, Laeli thought, if he wasn’t holding her prisoner. 

			‘What have you heard?’

			He rubbed his chin, his fingers rasping over the stubble there. ‘That it is inhabited with monsters of fire created by magic. But these monsters have never been seen. So that makes me wonder – are they really there, or are the fae hiding something?’

			‘Hiding what?’

			He shrugged. 

			‘You’ve never seen a fire beast because we keep them trapped.’ 

			‘Maybe.’

			‘You’re a fool if you think you can control the Lasair,’ Laeli said simply. 

			He continued to watch her, her skin crawling under his gaze. ‘You’re not afraid of me?’ he said after a while. 

			She snorted. ‘You’re a child playing with things you don’t understand.’ She twisted onto her side so she could see his face. ‘You need to let me go.’

			‘No,’ he said and she sighed, clenching and unclenching her fists.

			Thalion chuckled. ‘I wonder … how badly do you want to live, Witch?’ He tossed the medallion at her. 

			Laeli eyed it suspiciously – it was a wolf’s head, jaws open wide. 

			‘Put that on.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I’ll untie you.’

			She stared at him in disbelief.

			He smiled. ‘I would rather you were comfortable, at least for now. You have a long walk tomorrow.’ He jerked his chin at the trinket. ‘Over your head, under your shirt, near your heart.’

			Laeli swallowed. ‘Why should I trust you? You killed Bran.’

			‘He took out two of my men before he died. He put up a good fight,’ Thalion mused. ‘As did you.’

			She didn’t acknowledge the compliment, didn’t acknowledge the slight awe in his voice that he did nothing to try and hide. Bran’s death weighed on her – she should have helped him, should have tried harder. She shouldn’t have run. With a deep, unsteady breath, she pushed the image of Bran’s lifeless body from her mind for the moment, forcing herself to focus.

			Thalion was watching her, his gaze pinning her to the wall of the cave, the heat of the fire a barrier between them. She sat up slowly, her head spinning, looking around the cave. Escape was impossible while she was bound like an animal. She would have to be smarter than him if she stood any chance of getting out of this situation alive.

			Laeli reached for the medallion. ‘A little help?’ 

			He narrowed his eyes, but got to his feet and came to kneel at her side. He took the medallion from her hands and slipped it over her head, sliding it under her shirt to rest near her heart. She kept her face turned away from him, jumping when his fingers touched her flesh. A buzzing filled her head; not painful, not like before, but enough to numb her senses, and her magic. 

			‘Iron,’ she spat. 

			Thalion nodded. ‘I will untie you now. If you strike me, or try any of your magic, I’ll kill you. If you run, I’ll catch you.’ 

			She held out her wrists and he slipped the knife between them, slicing through the thick rope. He caught her eye, held it a moment, then released her feet. His skin shone with a thin layer of sweat and his breathing had quickened; she felt her heart begin to race at his closeness. Gods damn his human self.

			‘I’ve caught one fae this night. I could always catch another.’ He gestured across the flames – there, coiled like a snake, lay his chain. Thalion laughed as she scowled at him. 

			He won’t be laughing long, Laeli vowed silently as he returned to his side of the fire. 

			‘The storm is still raging. The wind howls like a beast. We will leave in the morning,’ he told her simply. 

			The iron medallion buzzed and twitched against her skin. As Thalion chewed through a hunk of dark bread, Laeli tried to keep a hold of her thoughts, tried not to let them slither away with the poison slowly creeping through her. He was smart, this man – this small amount of iron wouldn’t kill her, but it would keep her subdued, keep her magic from its full strength. 

			Using magic while bound like this would be painful, but she could endure it. She had to get away, get back to Sitra and tell her father what had happened. She glared at Thalion across the flames. By morning, she would be free, no matter what. 

			


			The night wore on and the storm continued. They watched each other, the firelight sharpening his features, his every smile devilish. She traced the line of his jaw with her eyes, his strong brow and at least thrice broken nose. He, in turn, was studying her, his gaze unashamed and feral. 

			‘You don’t sleep, Witch?’

			‘Do you, Coldskin?’

			‘Coldskin,’ he murmured. ‘I think you’ll find my skin rather warm.’

			Laeli lifted her chin. ‘You would dare touch me?’

			He laughed, a deep throaty laugh. ‘It’s been a long night and will be a longer journey tomorrow. Maybe we both need to relax. Come, little Witch. Come and warm me.’ Thalion patted the space beside him. ‘I’m here if you want me.’

			He was such an arrogant fool but with the iron and the storm suppressing her fire magic, she needed to get close to him – touch amplified her abilities. Could she really burn him? Scald that deliciously pale flesh? Her water magic wasn’t strong enough to counter the iron’s poison, and her earth magic was dead in her veins. The fire crackled merrily between them. It would be enough to provide her a spark if she needed it. 

			Laeli glanced at his handsome face again, her senses starting to spiral. She blamed the medallion, blamed the shock at Bran’s death. It had nothing to do with the hulking man sitting opposite her, with his ebony hair and the firelight dancing on the cut of his cheekbones, reflecting in those eyes, like they had captured the sky… She tore her gaze away. 

			He waited, so sure she would do what he wanted. She knew what she would look like to him: pale, shining skin, eyes the colour of the forest at dusk, the pomegranate red of her lips and the rich earthy brown of her hair. She knew how humans reacted to the fae; she could see it in him, in his breathing and how his gaze never left her face, in the tension of his shoulders and the muscles of his neck. 

			He was just a man, after all. 

			Laeli forced a smile onto her face. Slowly, she climbed to her feet, stretching luxuriously. Thalion watched her with suspicion; but his eyes lingered on the shape of her body. Her fingers twitched as the fire crackled and she willed it inside her veins. 

			Circling close to the back of the cave, her eyes on Thalion’s face. Laeli could smell the heat rising from his body, mingling with the searing heat of the fire. She didn’t know which flamed her blood more. 

			His eyes flashed in the firelight as, outside, lightning streaked across the sky again. 

			She had to get out of here. This time, she’d really give him a run, see just how fast he was. Laeli leapt over the fire and made for the mouth of the cave.

			He was on her in a second.

			She hadn’t even made it one step into the welcoming dark. 

			He pulled her against his chest, one arm tight around her, that dagger pressed against her throat. She swallowed, her breathing heavy. The medallion pulsed against her skin. 

			Thalion put his mouth close to her ear. ‘What did I say about running?’ 

			She closed her eyes as his breath touched her skin. He traced the line of her cheek with the point of the dagger. She could feel the firmness of his chest against her back, could feel the heat from his body and her blood, her traitorous blood, roared in response to the contact. 

			He walked them backwards, deeper into the cave, an arm tight around her middle, his fingers pressed into her ribcage. She struggled; the dagger touched her throat again.

			‘Fine,’ she spat. 

			He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his body and into hers and her breathing quickened. Further back they moved, until he spun her around to face him, keeping her tight against him. He didn’t speak, just stared at her, those blue eyes combing her face, tracing every line of her features, as if committing her to memory. She could feel the swift rise and fall of his chest as his breathing became shallow. 

			The air crackled between them. His hand was on her lower back now, the other still holding the dagger; his arm faltered, and, as he licked his lips, Laeli snapped, unable to hold it back any longer.

			She pushed him backwards and tore her shirt away, leaving her in a close-fitting, cropped undershirt. The heat from the flames touched the bare skin on her arms and belly, and she was burning where she stood, drowning in heat and the steady pulse of the blood moving in his throat. 

			Without taking his eyes off her, Thalion removed his thick woolen shirt. 

			She didn’t bother to try and hide it as she looked at him. His chest was broad, with whorls of dark hair creeping towards the base of his neck and running in an unbroken line down his body, disappearing beneath his belt. Beneath his skin, he was solid muscle and strength, his torso carved from the rock around them. She let her eyes travel lower, to his leanly muscled thighs and the sharp line of his hips. 

			Great, Laeli thought bitterly. He was absolutely stunning. It had been too long since she’d been touched. Her head was spinning, senses spiraling dangerously. She desperately wanted to have his hands on her again.

			Thalion endured her scrutiny with a smirk. ‘I could always take the rest off.’

			Gods, yes please.

			Bran’s face flashed into Laeli’s mind. She suppressed a scowl and stepped forward. She would do what she needed to get out of here, and nothing more. 

			Eyes glazed, Thalion dropped the dagger to close both arms around her. 

			When his lips touched hers, Laeli exploded. A sweat broke out on her forehead, trickling down the side of her face, and she forgot how to breathe. His kiss was forceful, driven by blind desire. She shoved him to the ground and straddled him; one of his hands was tangled in the depth of her hair, the other gripping her hip. His lips were on her throat and she blinked, dangerously close to losing control, to drowning in his flesh, his scent and the taste of him – the heat of his skin and the hardness of his body. She blinked again, forcing her mind to focus. 

			Laeli caught his cheeks and kissed him again, ignoring the tang of his lips, ignoring his groan as it sank inside her. Her magic moved slow, sluggish from the iron that still branded her chest and her tumbling, whirring senses. She pushed her hands to his face. White light radiated between her fingers and Thalion tore his mouth from hers as an unearthly scream ripped from him. He thrashed about like a wild thing, his hands scrabbling, trying to close around her throat. She scrambled away from him. His eyes opened and he blinked, unable to conceal his terror. Laeli sucked deep breaths of air into her lungs, trying to still the furious pounding of her heart. 

			‘You’ve blinded me, you fae bitch,’ he howled. He clawed at his eyes.

			‘Not forever, unfortunately,’ she said, her voice ragged. She dusted herself free of leaves and dirt. 

			Thalion’s head twisted from side to side desperately, a low moan escaping his lips. His eyes were wide, blank and milky white. 

			Laeli smiled, stepping easily out of the way as he swung an arm at her, cursing her in a strangled voice. 

			She found her clothes, then crouched to address him. ‘If I ever see you on this side of the mountains again, Thalion Liulfur, I’ll slit your throat myself.’

			With the hilt of his dagger, she struck him hard across the head. He was dirty and unkempt, but in that moment, more beautiful than anything she had seen. Her senses screamed – the scent of dirt and sweat and burning wood was tantalisingly sweet, and she could hear the steady, rhythmic beating of his heart. 

			Laeli was hardly aware of breathing as she stared unblinking, unmoving, at him. What a bed it would be to lie beneath the hard muscle of his body, the unyielding flesh and sinew of him. Time ceased to exist as she put one foot forward, unable to look away from him, the rise and fall of his chest, the dark mass of his hair, the sheen of his skin, his vulnerable body lying there unprotected and still. 

			She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood – the salty tang of it on her tongue pulled her back to herself. With a sound of disgust, she dragged the wretched medallion over her head and tossed it in the flames, watching as the orange tongues coiled around it hungrily. 

			Thalion stirred. 

			Laeli took one last look at him. She should kill him – open his throat with his own dagger – but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She’d be no better than he was.

			Outside, the rain had stopped. Dawn was coming; the sky was beginning to lighten, rays of gold snaking through the thin layer of cloud. 

			By the time Thalion awoke, not a trace of her remained. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Ten

			Ash rubbed at her aching hips. Riding was not something she was used to. On their second day out of the city, Jarlath had left her hidden in the forest and gone into the village of Cannich, returning with enough food for a few days – a week at most if they rationed it – and a horse, a quiet animal who sensed Ash’s inexperience. The horse was gentle with her, although the saddle wasn’t.

			Biel’s glamour had worn off quickly, so they made sure to keep out of sight. They had left Cannich and its cloth warehouses, then Hawick and its iron and blacksmiths forges behind, riding for most of the day. Jarlath reckoned they were two days of steady riding from the ferry and the Sparkling Waters. The closer they got, the bigger the knot of anxiety in Ash’s stomach grew. 

			There was just over a month until Samhain, meaning there was just over two months until the Winter Solstice. Ash couldn’t bring herself to imagine where they might be at both of those turning points. She hoped fervently that they were somewhere safe, especially on Samhain. Wandering around the forests on the night where the veil between the worlds was at its thinnest was asking for certain trouble. She had no desire to be caught up and swept away by the Wild Hunt, or encounter any headless riders of flaming eyed faery horses. 

			Dusk was approaching. The nights had been growing increasingly colder, the days shorter, and they had set up camp just off the main road – far enough into the forest so anyone passing by would not notice them, but not deep enough that someone could sneak up on them without being seen. Jarlath had found them shelter under the thick canopy, and the forest floor provided a soft bed of grass and leaf litter.

			Jarlath dusted the last of his bread off his hands, picking up the bow and arrow he’d also managed to find. ‘I’ll get us dinner,’ he said. 

			He hesitated but she smiled. ‘I’ll be fine. I don’t imagine anyone is likely to come wandering past.’

			He gave her a serious look, his expression dark and full of shadows. ‘If they do …’

			‘I’m not going to use my magic, Jarlath.’ This was something they’d argued about, besides him refusing to leave her and return to his life, which she had begged him to do multiple times since he’d broken her out of the prison cell, and almost daily during their week on the road so far. But he was as stubborn as she was and their arguments went nowhere except in circles. When he’d suggested she could easily deal with anyone who bothered them by burning them to a crisp, she’d been so horrified she couldn’t speak. His casual talk of such violence troubled her, because the boy she’d known would never have spoken like that. 

			‘Ash—’

			She glared at him. ‘I won’t kill.’

			‘At least take the dagger then.’ He nodded at the knife sitting by the fire he had made them. She got up and scooped it off the ground, tucking it into her belt.

			‘Happy?’ she snapped, then pulled at her hair. ‘I’m sorry. I just …’

			‘I know.’ He managed a small smile before slipping into the trees, arrow notched and at the ready.

			Ash sat cross-legged before the fire. The magic in her veins pulsed as she stared at the orange tongues licking and kissing at the wood. She willed it away, pushing it as deep inside herself as she could. 

			She was exhausted, mind and body about to cave in on themselves. She thought about Nerida and the others at the Academy. What must they think of her? Ash glared at the flames. She should be getting ready for her graduation and her posting, yet here she was, sitting in a pile of dry leaves in the middle of Langanian forest, somewhere between Tyllcarric and the river crossing. What Jarlath thought they’d find on the other side of that water she didn’t know. He didn’t know, and that was part of the problem. He was the one making decisions, yet he was as lost in this as she was.

			She glanced in the direction he’d gone. If she unwound her horse’s reins from the tree where she’d hitched the animal and slipped away, he’d find her in hours. She was mortified for thinking it in the first place, but it wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind. All Ash had ever wanted was to find her place in the world. After the silo fire, that desire was stronger than ever. 

			She’d spent her whole life disconnected from almost everyone except her parents, and Jarlath, and now, as soon as she’d been beginning to sense her belonging at the Academy, it had been ripped from her, stolen by the unasked-for and unwanted power that lurked in her veins. She was glad at that moment she couldn’t see her reflection – she wasn’t sure she wanted to see the depths of her self-hatred.

			While she knew she was being hard on herself, it didn’t stop the knowledge that this was her fault. Again. She flexed her fingers. Her greatest fear was harming someone with her power; she feared this more than she feared death. Sometimes, in the early hours when Jarlath was snoring beside her, his face crushed into the pack he used as a pillow, she wished she could turn back the wheel and refuse to come out of that prison cell. 

			She snorted, shaking her head. He’d have just dragged her out anyway. There was no escaping – that was who Jarlath was. What she didn’t know, now more than ever, was who she was.

			Air Mages could manipulate the space around them – the weather, the wind, and some could read thoughts and emotions. The most powerful Air Mages could even travel the astral plane. Some, like Spirit Rakes, could kill with their power, stopping the breath in the lungs and pushing their way into a person’s brain. 

			A Water Mage could draw water from the earth, could control the ebb and flow of a tide, and could use their power to freeze or boil liquid; whereas the powers of an Earth Mage allowed them to draw life from the soil, as well as put it to sleep. They could shape rock, were skilled in the use of herbs, could read ley lines and harness the power of crystals. Powerful Earth Mages could create rips in the ground.

			Where did that leave her? All Ash knew about fire magic was it was dangerous and her ticket to a quick death. She knew she was immune to fire – she’d never been burnt in her life. Fire seemed to respond to her and her to it. She swallowed, turning her gaze to the fire before her.

			It hissed and spat; sparks leapt and the flames danced higher, her magic drawn to the surface by the smell of burning wood and the melody of crackling fire. It started in her palms, as always, and spread the length of her arms. This time, too weary to fight it, she let go, hearing Radella’s voice in her mind, the voice that spoke of change on Mabon night. She was tired of fighting that which had always been there. 

			Ash closed her eyes, feeling that flame encase her. It washed up her chest and along the back of her neck, lifting her hair, teasing it until it floated above her, part of the flame itself. 

			She opened her eyes to a world on fire. 

			She was the fire. It was her and for the first time, as flames licked her skin, Ash smiled as she pulled it back inside herself until there was only the campfire burning and the sweet scent of the earth. She breathed deep, letting that scent ground her.

			A movement in the corner of her eye brought her flame back to life instantly, beating and pulsing against her palms as her heart beat and the blood pulsed in her veins. She’d told Jarlath she wouldn’t kill but now, as the skin on the back of her neck constricted painfully, she realised she’d lied. 

			A twig snapped behind her and Ash twisted around, bringing her hands up, flames crackling.

			Standing at the edge of the clearing was a man so utterly beautiful it took her breath away. He was so pale he almost shone. His eyes burned, sloping up at the edges like a cat, his cinnamon-coloured hair bound in a plait showing off two slightly pointed ears, and his high cheekbones cut a delicate shape in his smooth face. A straight nose led to a full mouth and a slightly pointed chin. He was tall and slender, wearing pants the colour of the earth and a deep green shirt that shimmered when he moved. At his hip he carried a small dagger and a waterskin. 

			He was, she realised, a fae.

			He raised a delicate eyebrow. ‘The fire caster.’

			His voice was like honey over silk, smooth and rich and sweet at the same time. Ash stared at him, but before she could speak, another man stepped from the trees, a hound as black as a moonless night slinking by his side. It lifted its sleek head and regarded Ash with interest, but did not move. 

			‘This is her?’

			The fae nodded. 

			The other man, shorter and thinner, dressed in a faded green jacket and worn pants, looked at her in concern. ‘Put it out, girl. Dampen your magic.’

			Ash shook her head. 

			‘We won’t hurt you.’ 

			That voice! Like music. She held her breath, unable to look away from him as she climbed to her feet. He moved swiftly, closing his hands over hers and slowly, without her consent, her magic softened and fell away. 

			‘How did you do that?’

			‘Your mind is wide open.’

			He was more perfect up close and she was strongly aware of her messy hair and the dirt on her skin. He was staring intently at her, green eyes devouring her face, and she felt herself go weak at the knees, her head racing, her pulse pounding. A fire of a different sort had begun deep inside her, throbbing and pulsing through her veins.

			The other man approached them; he held a staff like she’d seen the Mages carry. Panic rose in her chest and she pulled her arm free of the fae’s grip, taking a quick step backwards.

			‘Stay away from me,’ she warned, thrusting her blazing palms towards them, nodding at the staff. ‘I’m not going back.’

			‘Senan isn’t a Mage,’ the fae said in caressing tones. ‘Well, not really anyway. Have you heard of the Anomaly?’

			Ash nodded sharply. Everyone had heard that story. 

			‘Well, now you’ve met him.’

			She looked to the other man, Senan, in amazement, remembering Biel’s command to find the Anomaly. She let the fire go out as her knees collapsed and sank to the ground, falling into the leaves. 

			The fae was at her side in an instant.

			‘She isn’t used to the magic,’ Senan mumbled, coming to kneel by her other side. Up close, he wasn’t as old as he appeared. His skin was lined but his eyes sparkled in a face that was otherwise grave and serious. ‘It drains you,’ he explained to her gently. ‘That’s why you feel weakened whenever you use it.’

			‘I never use it,’ Ash whispered. 

			The fae helped her stand, leading her back to the fire, the touch of his hands causing her heart to race and a sweat to break out on her forehead. She was shivering violently, her teeth chattering, brain rattling in her skull. She wanted to vomit, or faint, or maybe both. A blanket was draped around her shoulders.

			‘Who are you?’ Ash managed to ask.

			‘My name is Mahelivar Enthelme,’ the fae said. ‘And we’ve been looking for you.’

			‘Us and everybody else I suspect,’ Senan mumbled. The black dog, like smoke and shadow, lay its head in his lap. He scratched its ears absently. He noticed Ash watching the dog. ‘You can see him?’

			‘Can’t everyone?’ she said, curious when he shook his head. ‘What is he?’

			‘A familiar.’

			She shook her head. ‘Mages don’t have familiars.’

			‘Well, I do. His name is Oden.’ Hearing his name, the dog lifted his head, turning blazing eyes on Ash. She held his gaze, until the dog yawned, showing rows of sharp teeth, sharper than a normal dog’s. He settled himself again, though Ash had a suspicion the dog understood every word they said.

			‘Are you a Witch?’ There were no human Witches anymore. 

			Senan smiled. ‘I suppose I am. I was born with two elemental powers. Once, this was not common, but accepted. Then, after the fae left the humans to these lands, the Mage Council established themselves and suddenly, more than one power was not allowed. The tests,’ he glanced at her, ‘were created not to find those with power or help young people choose their path in life, but to find the unnatural, the heathen – people like me.’

			‘The longer it has been since my people roamed the land, the less humans are born with traces of fae magic – what you call elemental magic,’ Mahelivar said softly. ‘Those who possess it – Senan here, and you, and the High Mage, for example – are more powerful than the Weather Workers or the White Women or Cunning Men, who draw on slivers of the fae touch for herbs and healing. Then there are the halfkin, blessed – or cursed – with enough fae magic to make their lives difficult.’

			‘What about fire magic?’ Ash asked. ‘I know the story of Faleria and the Rift.’

			Mahelivar leant forward. ‘Do you really? Or do you know only what the Mages want you to know?’ 

			Before he could say anymore, Jarlath stepped from the forest, two satin-furred hares in his hand. Seeing Senan and Mahelivar seated around their fire, he dropped the hares and loosed an arrow, his movements as sharp and slick as a whip. The arrow would have found its mark, but Mahelivar lifted a hand and it soared away to embed itself in the trunk of a tree. Jarlath reached for the dagger at his belt, his expression deadly.

			‘Don’t!’ Ash said pleadingly. ‘It’s okay, really. I think,’ she added.

			Jarlath came closer, his fingers still resting on the handle of the dagger, prepared to draw it any moment. He beckoned to her with his free hand. ‘Ash, come here.’

			She didn’t move, pulling the blanket tighter. ‘This is Senan, the Anomaly,’ she said, pointing at the man with the shadow hound asleep on his leg. ‘And this is Mahelivar, a—’

			‘I can see what he is,’ Jarlath cut in, his voice cold. He addressed the fae. ‘What are you doing here? We don’t have anything of value.’

			‘I beg to differ,’ Mahelivar answered. ‘Do you know what she is? What she can do? Do you have any idea of how important she is?’

			‘I’ve known her since we were children,’ Jarlath said waspishly. ‘You don’t have to tell me how important she is.’

			Ash looked at him in surprise. She had never heard him use that tone before, not even when he was bloodying the nose of some village snot who’d insulted her. Jarlath held the fae’s gaze while he bent to collect the hares, moving closer to the fire. Ash rose and took the dead animals from him. He bent his face close to hers.

			‘We need to go,’ he said urgently.

			She shook her head. Her senses were scattered like stars across the sky; breathing was difficult and her arms and legs trembled. ‘It’s alright. They’re not going to hurt me.’ She gestured to the hares. ‘You’re welcome to join us for dinner, if you like. It isn’t much though …’

			Senan reached into the bag he carried, pulling out a loaf of bread and some apples. ‘Someone ate the rest,’ he said, offering the food to Ash with a sideways glance at Mahelivar. ‘But consider this our contribution to the feast.’

			No one spoke while Ash prepared the hares, skewering their bodies and setting them to roast in the fire. No one spoke as they ate. It was possibly the most uncomfortable meal she’d ever eaten. Jarlath didn’t take his eyes from the fae’s face. 

			‘You need to come back to Sitra with us,’ Mahelivar said eventually. ‘You’ll be safe there.’

			Jarlath shook his head.

			‘Look, you’ve got the Mage Council, the Watch and an assassin on your trail,’ the fae argued.

			‘She promised …’ Senan objected quietly.

			Mahelivar scoffed. ‘We both know her promises are useless.’

			‘You’re talking about Fox,’ Jarlath cut in. ‘We were warned.’ 

			‘I was glamoured before we left the city but it faded after a day,’ Ash said quietly. 

			Jarlath shifted in his seat, his expression tight. ‘There are posters up in the villages, and people are talking.’

			Ash swallowed. ‘They are? Why didn’t you say?’

			‘I didn’t want to frighten you,’ Jarlath mumbled. He didn’t look at her when he spoke; a sure sign he was holding something else back. 

			‘What else?’

			‘The Watch. They were in the village.’

			Silence fell; the fire crackled and fizzed. The magic in Ash’s veins surged in answer.

			‘I’ll go with you,’ she told Mahelivar quietly, frowning at Jarlath’s downturned mouth. She turned to him. ‘What other option is there? They can help. He’s the Anomaly, Jarlath. The Anomaly! If anyone knows how to hide from the Mage Council and the Watch, it’s him.’ She risked a look at Senan, who gave her a wry smile in response. She put her hand on her friend’s arm. ‘And Biel said to find him, or go to Sitra. Now it seems both have come to me. That has to mean something, doesn’t it? Will you come?’

			‘Try and stop me,’ Jarlath muttered, eyeing Mahelivar and Senan suspiciously.

			They packed up what little they carried and set out immediately, hoping to cover some ground before night fell. Mahelivar faced the trees and waved his hands. Two horses trotted out of the forest, so black they were like living shadows. Ash gaped. These were no ordinary animals. They were faeries, with glowing eyes and coats that shimmered in the half-light trickling between the branches above them. 

			‘You might want to disguise those,’ Jarlath commented, swinging himself into the saddle. His horse shifted beneath him, dancing and pawing at the ground. ‘If we hadn’t been spotted before, we certainly will be now,’ he muttered, pulling hard on the reins. His horse drifted close to the faery beasts, drawn to them as Ash imagined all things must be to the magic of the fae. 

			They rode fast, Ash bouncing around in her seat, and slept tucked in a grove of trees that draped their branches around them like a cage at Senan’s swift hand motions. Jarlath merely grumbled, but Ash was astonished at the magic. She had never seen any of the students at the Academy use their earth magic in such a way. The most she had ever seen was the tempting of a seed to unfold from a pot of soil. Senan explained softly that it was more than just earth magic – he also manipulated the air that existed in the very cells and fiber of the plants as they grew. 

			


			The following morning dawned foggy, and they rode out of the forest cautiously, Mahelivar glamouring Ash and the faery horses before they stepped onto the ferry and crossed the Sparkling Waters. Although she’d longed to see the shining river, Ash found herself unable to look over the edge of the boat, watching the Weather Worker at the prow as they skimmed and skipped over the water. 

			From the ferry, they rode into the trees, and Ash was amazed to see a ship moored to the land, great white sails billowing in a smokey wind.

			She realised where they were.

			The Rift sliced through the earth ahead of them and Ash’s blood surged. She made to kick her horse forward, but Mahelivar appeared in front of her, blocking her path. She frowned at him and he reached into his pocket and removed a piece of cloth.

			‘I need to blindfold you and suppress your magic, just until we’ve crossed,’ he explained. ‘If you can’t see the fire, can’t sense it, you won’t react to it. I’m sorry,’ he added, moving towards her, ‘but this is for the best.’

			Ash nodded, having no choice but to trust him. She suspected he could make her do whatever he wanted with both his magic and those enchanting eyes. She sat very still as he tied the blindfold tightly around her face, shutting out her sight. Then, he turned his magic on her senses and although she could still feel her fire, it was subdued, the throbbing that usually existed in her blood now calm, like a beast that had been soothed. 

			‘Can’t you suppress my magic permanently?’ she asked quietly. 

			‘It wouldn’t last more than a few days.’ It was Senan who answered. ‘Your magic is part of you, Ash. You can’t just rip it out or pretend it’s not there.’

			They boarded the airship, the faery horses vanishing as quickly as they had arrived. The other horses were stripped of their tack and sent on their way with a sharp tap on their rumps. Ash let Jarlath take her hand, his arm around her back, guiding her, the warmth of him sinking through her clothes. He was mumbling under his breath about the blindfold and the fae, but she squeezed his hand and he stopped. They rose into the air and Ash bunched her fists in Jarlath’s shirt as the ship drifted higher, the climb smooth and steady.

			Despite Mahelivar’s spells, she could still sense the Rift. She knew when they were over it. The smoke that everyone else choked on was sweet to her and she breathed deep, pulling it into her lungs, into her blood. She clenched and unclenched her fists, a tingle spreading through her fingertips. Then, the feeling was gone, and they had left the Rift and its fiery insides behind.

			When they were far enough away, Mahelivar removed the blindfold. Ash blinked as light speared through her vision, bright and clear. The land swept away, the forest stretching on as far as she could see. Stately ash rose from the earth, their golden leaves bathing the misty forest in an otherworldly light. Rowans clung to large boulders scattered about the ground, small birds dancing amongst the branches snacking on the tiny red berries. Marigolds and shepherds’ purse grew in small clusters at the base of the trees, a bouquet of gold, dusty orange and white. 

			Mist rose in long pale strands from the tops of the trees. The rain was a light drizzle, and she smiled as the sharp wind blew a cloud of fine water onto her face. A chorus of birdsong stretched through the forest and echoed from tree to tree. 

			They passed through a shimmering space of air that tingled when it touched her skin and the birdsong became louder and more beautiful than any she’d ever heard before.

			‘Welcome to Eshlune,’ Mahelivar said. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Eleven

			Mahelivar saw the humans settled and went to find his sister. His father’s recount of the attack on the northern cairn left him unsettled, but not as much as Bran’s death and Laeli’s almost-kidnapping. He had left Ash with the soldier, who Mahelivar thought would happily drive a blade into his heart if he could. The soldier, Jarlath, did a poor job of keeping his affections for the girl hidden. 

			He was a handsome man in the human sense, not quite twenty-five, with short chestnut hair. His skin was tanned a deep golden brown from his outdoor life. Whenever Jarlath was near, an intense heat radiated from him towards Mahelivar, usually accompanied by his sharp brown-eyed gaze. The source of this dislike soon became evident whenever Ash glanced his way - Mahelivar had almost laughed. The boy thought he would steal his heart’s desire, and was sorely jealous. Mahelivar in turn had not taken an immediate fancy to the solider, with his arrogant eye and quick mouth. But, he knew Ash would never have agreed to come to Sitra without him. 

			The air was chilled, the sky beginning to darken. Winter was coming, and soon the days would shorten and the nights would become chilled. Snow would fall in the high country in the north, covering the tops of hills in a cool white blanket, but never in Eshlune, where the forest remained green and the grass lush all year round. 

			Mahelivar stepped into the cool shade beneath the trees, at once feeling their calming strength and power. He allowed his thoughts to wander. The meeting with Rhodiri had been quick. His father was preoccupied, sending staff scurrying off to organise rooms for Ash and her friend, but Mahelivar hadn’t missed the spark of excitement that flared in his father’s eyes when he realised who Ash was. 

			Mahelivar stopped by a stream that wound its way gently through granite rocks and dips in the earth. Leaning beside the water, he cupped some of the fresh, cool liquid into his hands and drank lightly, opening his mind, letting the energy of the forest pass into him, that power buzzing in his blood. He found Laeli under a tree, her knees tucked up, her chin resting on them. She was dressed in a long gown the colour of sunlight-kissed leaves, her hair wild and free down her back. 

			He was always struck by how different his sister was out of her Witch’s uniform, those swords strapped to her back, her hair bound and her face fierce. Without the harsh clothes and the weapons, she appeared soft and gentle. Until she opened her mouth, that was. He’d always assumed it would be him to inherit the throne, not because he was older, but because, if he was honest with himself, he wanted it. And he knew she didn’t. If she did, he’d have stepped aside for her, because regardless of her feelings about the situation, a rule under Laeli would be fair. 

			She looked at him long enough for him to see the pain on her face. 

			‘I’m sorry about Bran,’ Mahelivar said, seating himself on the grass beside her. A movement in the treetops alerted him, and he let his gaze drift upwards. High above their heads, faery lights glimmered. The Cruicai were out, flitting between the branches, chattering loudly. He watched them for a moment; shy creatures of pure energy, they were made of the light that catches between the branches of the trees. They were no bigger than a large moth, with translucent wings and tiny pointed human faces. He turned back to his sister, touching her arm gently, gesturing to the treetops. She looked up and smiled sadly. As a child, she’d been infatuated with the tiny faeries. 

			‘I wish I could have stopped it.’

			‘You’d probably be dead as well,’ Mahelivar replied. He stretched his long legs out in front of him as a gentle breeze teased loose strands of his hair and the shadows deepened. ‘I’ve been worried about the Estilleon Chieftain for a while – I don’t think this will be the last we see or hear of them. Do they really think we’re hiding a weapon in the Rift?’

			He listened as Laeli recounted her story, noting the slight colour that rose in her cheeks. He knew what she’d left out but he was curious, and had to ask.

			‘Why didn’t you kill him? The human?’ 

			‘I couldn’t.’

			‘Because he had a pretty face?’

			Laeli turned a scowl on him but her cheeks were flushed. ‘Because I’m not a butcher, brother dear. And his face wasn’t that pretty. I did blind him.’

			‘Yes, I remember your party tricks.’ Mahelivar reached up to touch his brow. 

			‘Was there something specific you wanted, Mahelivar, or are you just here to piss me off? I was having a lovely day before you arrived.’

			He smiled. ‘Well, although my latest adventure with humans doesn’t seem half as fun as yours, it was more fruitful,’ he said. 

			Laeli raised her eyebrows. 

			‘I’ve brought the fire caster back. She’s here, in Sitra, and she needs your help. She has no idea how to use her magic and I can’t think of anyone better to help her learn than you.’ 

			‘You mean father can’t think of any better way to keep me here, where I’m safe and under his eye?’ Laeli said in a low voice. 

			Mahelivar didn’t respond. It was an old argument; one they had had too many times to count now. Instead, he stood, the sun breaking through the light cloud and skimming across the grass in a gentle parade of gold and green. ‘Are you coming?’

			His sister scowled again, but followed him back through the trees and across the sweeping lawns, into the courtyard, past the fountain singing its watery tune, and into the palace. The decision to involve Laeli in all this was Mahelivar’s own. He had told her the truth – there was no one better than she to help Ash – but if it meant she was home and safe, for the moment, he’d happily take that win as well. 

			The humans were seated in a small room off the main hall, late afternoon sunlight pouring through the windows, ricocheting off Ash’s flaming hair, beads of ruby light scattering through the air. Jarlath was pacing, his hands clenched at his sides. One of those hands unfurled and reached for his dagger as he realised they were no longer alone. He was wound so tight, the scent of his frustration and worry permeating the air, Mahelivar was surprised he hadn’t split himself in half.

			Laeli sniffed. ‘Someone’s in a foul mood.’

			‘Ignore my sister, she has no manners,’ Mahelivar said with a roll of his eyes. He introduced them quickly. ‘Laeli will help you,’ he told Ash, who was staring at his sister. 

			‘Help me with what?’

			Laeli stepped closer. ‘So young. And so tiny. Is there any muscle on you, girl? Never mind. You want to know about fire?’ 

			‘You’re a fire caster?’ Jarlath asked roughly.

			‘I’m what humans call a Witch. I can do many things, but fire,’ she paused and held up her hand; flames flickered on her fingertips, ‘is my specialty.’ She trailed her fingers through the air – the fire followed obediently, the orange tongues dancing to their master’s tune. Mahelivar folded his arms as Laeli turned her palms skywards. Fire shot into the air and spread above them like a cloud. 

			‘Show off,’ Mahelivar muttered. 

			Ash looked at him, her eyes glazed. ‘Can you do that?’

			‘My brother’s main power is earth, although he can make enough of a spark to be more than annoying,’ Laeli said with a smirk. She snapped her fingers and the cloud of fire vanished. ‘I can teach you enough that you can control it,’ she told Ash, ‘but true fire magic, like you have – I can’t teach you to wield it.’

			‘I’m not sure I want to be able to wield it,’ Ash admitted in a quiet voice.

			‘It scares you?’ Laeli asked; Ash nodded. ‘Good. It should.’

			‘Laeli …’ Mahelivar warned.

			His sister turned to him. ‘She needs to know the truth of what’s inside her.’ She cast her eyes over Ash again. ‘You need to sleep, rest, eat, and bathe. Relax. I can’t help you when your mind is preoccupied.’

			‘You’re safe here,’ Mahelivar added. ‘Both of you.’

			Jarlath grunted his thanks. At Mahelivar’s nod, a fae servant slipped into the room, asking the humans to follow her, as their rooms were ready. They went, the girl glancing back over her shoulder to catch his eye as they left the room and vanished down the hall.

			Laeli raised her eyebrows at him.

			‘Do shut up, sister,’ he muttered.

			‘Now who has a pretty face?’ She skipped away before he could grab her, her laughter echoing down the hall. He smiled, glad that there was still something to laugh about – for Laeli in particular. 

			He found his father and the Mage-Witch in the council room, sitting opposite one another at the smoothly polished rosewood table. 

			‘I’ve alerted the Council to the fire caster’s presence,’ Rhodiri said. ‘And now, I’ve had a thousand questions about the Rift and my sister’s magic. I’ve said nothing about the shipments going north. They know about Bran and they, like you, seem to think it is something to worry about, so we will keep a closer eye on the Estilleon Chieftain.’

			Mahelivar nodded and eased himself into a seat beside Senan. A platter of cheese, grapes and berries sat in the centre of the table. It looked untouched so he picked at the fruit, popping a grape into his mouth. He watched his father as covertly as he could, noting the sheen of perspiration on his brow and the pallor of his skin. 

			‘You’re sick,’ he said to Rhodiri bluntly.

			His father’s gaze was steady, his eyes burning bright. ‘Winter approaches.’

			‘But not for months yet.’

			‘This will be my last winter. It is my time, son. The forest will call me this solstice.’

			Mahelivar’s stomach clenched. ‘Does Laeli know?’

			Rhodiri shifted in his seat. ‘No. I will tell her closer to the time. Don’t look so grieved, Mahelivar. You have always known this would happen – my time is over. Yours has come.’

			‘I’m not ready,’ Mahelivar muttered; Senan lay a strong hand on his shoulder.

			His father smiled. ‘You are. You will rule this land and you will do it with dignity and integrity. You will weather the storm of our enemies west of the mountains, and continue to negotiate with the Mages and the human Queen, and, now that the last Fire Mage is with us, you will heal the Rift – and the land.’

			‘And what about Kiarda?’ Mahelivar asked quietly. 

			Rhodiri’s expression was fierce. ‘My sister will stay in her world of ice and snow if she knows what is good for her.’

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twelve

			Training to use her magic with a fae Witch was not something Ash ever imagined she’d be doing. Nor did she imagine she’d be setting fire – willingly – to things. Yesterday, Laeli had her burn a tree. Ash was mortified, staring at the blackened trunk and singed leaves, but Mahelivar had waved his hand and the tree sprang back to life, clean and untouched. The day before, it had been leaves that Jarlath and a handful of children, staring wide-eyed at the human in their midst, had raked into careful piles. Ash had to direct her flames to the leaves, which had been easy enough, but she had been unable to cause the leaves to combust with her mind alone. Defeated, she’d gone to bed grumbling, incredibly thirsty and with her head pounding.

			Today, it was just her and Laeli. They were deep in the trees behind the palace, a mass of gold and orange leaves raining down on them, carried on a breeze tinged with the first touch of winter. Ash couldn’t stop touching her clothes – they were made of material so soft they hardly felt real. Laeli raised her eyebrows and Ash pushed her hands into her lap. The Princess did not fit with any of Ash’s ideas on what princesses should be. 

			Laeli was loud and rude. She rolled her eyes constantly and today, instead of a gown of silk like she was wearing on the first day they met, she was dressed in dark, form-fitting pants and a shirt, her long hair braided, two swords strapped to her back. She’d smiled wryly at Mahelivar’s suggestion of a guard accompanying them, gesturing to the swords that Ash guessed weren’t for decoration.

			‘The thing you need to understand about fire is that it has to destroy in order to create,’ Laeli said, juggling tiny balls of fire between dexterous hands. ‘Fire renews and cleanses. It purifies. It’s the element of transformation. You can’t create change without destruction. Fire never surrenders, Ash. If it can’t burn through something, it burns around it. It is dangerous and volatile because it has a will of its own.’

			Ash nodded. She had felt that will. ‘What can I do with my power?’

			‘You can burn things, obviously, and you may be able to create an aura of fire,’ Laeli answered.

			‘Can you do that?’

			‘No. My magic is different to yours. Usually it needs a power source – the Rift, for example, or a hearth fire, for me to draw on. Sometimes I can create fire by just imagining the flame, but not always. It’s volatile magic,’ she said with a smile. ‘You, however, are different. Your power comes from inside you.’

			Ash chewed her lip. ‘What can you do with your magic?’

			‘I can use it to defend myself, and I can use it as a weapon, but you have to mean it, Ash, or it won’t work. Humans are terrified of fire, which is why they’re so scared of you. I can conjure a shield of fire if I want, and could probably create a firestorm, but that would drain me completely I think.’ Laeli paused, letting the flame in her hands crawl up her arms. ‘It doesn’t hurt me, either, like you. Have you ever seen anything in the flames?’

			‘Like a vision or something?’ Ash frowned. ‘No, but I usually avoid looking into the flames, because whenever I do, I …’

			‘Combust. Yes. Divination through flame isn’t common. Most Fire Witches can’t do it and before you ask, I can’t either.’ The fire crept back down Laeli’s arm and reformed itself into a ball in her palm. She told Ash to hold out her hand, and she passed the ball of fire over. Ash watched it, let it slide around her fingers gently. 

			‘Tell me about the Rift. How did she make it?’

			Laeli sighed sadly. ‘No one knows for sure. It was during the civil war – well, the attempted coup – when my father’s other sister, Kiarda, was trying to take control of Sitra and the Forest Kingdom.’

			‘Other sister? Wait, was Faleria …’

			‘The easiest way for you to understand our history is to show you,’ Laeli said. She held out her hands. ‘It won’t hurt, I promise, but you might have a headache later.’ She smiled her encouragement, and slowly, Ash lay her hands in Laeli’s, the cool silkiness of the fae’s skin soothing against the constant tingle in her palms. Ash was told to close her eyes; from behind the darkness of her lids, the sounds of the forest grew louder – the sweet melody of birdsong, the brush of the wind against the leaves on the poplar trees above them, the crystal-clear water that wound its way through the landscape in the valley beyond the palace gardens. Without warning, a barrage of images burst into Ash’s mind. She gasped; Laeli held her hands firm, her voice telling Ash to relax, breathe, let it come …

			


			Before the arrival of man, the fae had existed in the lands for thousands of years. They travelled widely, and made their home in the forests of Eshlune. They built their shining city, Sitra, and the smaller settlements of Avivers and Levalun. They established themselves in the hot desert lands and the chilly region of Estilleon, and travelled further north, into the ice of Veshlir, and built a city, Vellir. 

			Several hundred years ago, boatloads of humans arrived from across the sea, coming from war-torn regions in the West. The desperate humans were allowed to settle, and slowly spread across the land, finding themselves in the fae towns south of the Sparkling Waters, which they named Merawuld. Tyllcarric grew into a thriving human city and became the main centre for trade and commerce. The humans were ruled by the fae, who happily mingled with the new arrivals, sharing with them art and music and culture, including the mythology of the earth that the humans have continued to follow since their arrival. 

			Some humans grew restless, as was their nature, and travelled over the Ghostly Peaks into Estilleon, where the cold and harsh environment shaped hard people. They travelled into the desert, and in both places were welcomed by the fae who ruled the land. The human population increased, and many fae formed relationships with the humans, from which offspring with elemental powers were born. 

			Even though the fae loved the humans, life was not kind – those who had started families had to endure the pain of watching their loved ones grow old and die, so the fae returned to Sitra and the smaller settlements of Levalun and Avivers. The human population continued to grow, and children with magic continued to be born long after the fae had left. These children became known as Mages and trained at the newly established Academy in Tyllcarric. 

			The wheel of the year continued to turn and some of the fae believed they should not have handed over their lands to the humans so willingly. The humans cut the forests down, milled its timbers and began to exploit the riches of the earth. The children of Laherias, the King – Rhodiri, Kiarda, and Faleria – were divided on the issue of humans and their activities. 

			Rhodiri and Faleria were happy with the arrangement their father had made, believing the humans needed a guiding hand once again, but Kiarda abhorred the destruction of the landscape and the greed of the humans. When Laherias died and was returned to the earth, the crown passed to Rhodiri. Kiarda attempted a coup and tried to steal power from her brother, intent on putting the humans back on their ships and sending them out into the oceanic wilderness. 

			War broke out between the different factions within the fae kingdom. To save her brother and her people, Faleria used her fire magic, intending to trap Kiarda and her supporters. But the magic Faleria used was too great. The earth split and the Rift grew. 

			But where fire destroys, it also creates, and Faleria created beasts of flame - deer and birds, bears and wolves, small cats and possums. Faleria perished, becoming ashes and drifting away on the breeze. The beasts, known as the Lasair, were contained within the Rift. Rhodiri, the new King, was devastated at the loss of his sister, and in his anger, banished Kiarda and her supporters into the icy north, where they were to remain. 

			In the human world, fire became a thing of fear. Due to the Rift and the horrors it brought, the Mage Council decided that they would have control over fire. They set up the fire pits and appointed the Marshals, who tended the pits in each village and distributed fire to the people. Over time, the elemental power of fire became extinct among humans, and there were no more fire casters … 

			


			Ash ripped her hands free. Laeli was watching her closely. 

			‘She didn’t mean it,’ Ash whispered. ‘Faleria. We’ve always been told it was intentional, a way of cutting the fae off from the rest of us. I never thought to question …’

			‘People have a way of believing what suits them,’ Laeli said softly. ‘Too many people believe the fae are dangerous, that we just want to use and play with humans. The faeries of the forest, the wights, they most definitely want to do those things, but they are their own creatures and not ours to control. They were here before us and will be here long after we are all gone. They are part of the landscape, part of the fabric of time.’ 

			She paused, glancing up at the trees. ‘Faleria destroyed the earth, and the Lasair were borne of that destruction.’ She dropped her gaze to Ash again. ‘Fire destroys, but it also creates. You have to remember that. It can be a weapon, but it can also be a light in the darkness.’

			Ash nodded. She flexed her hands; fire sprang to life on her palms. She thought of what Laeli told her yesterday. The fire was part of her; it was hers to control, to command, to shape. Ash poured all her concentration into the flames dancing in her hands. She thought about what she wished to see and slowly, the flames converged on each other, wrapping around an invisible core, until there were two balls of flickering fire in Ash’s hands. She grinned. They were misshapen, more like boxes than balls, but she was thrilled. 

			‘Very good. Now put it out,’ Laeli commanded and Ash did what she was told. ‘Good. Now bring it back. Make something else. Not a shape this time. Try something living.’

			Ash watched the flames flicker. A bird took shape in one palm, then another. Then a cat, a deer, and a hare, which danced in her palm and up her arm. She let the fire go out, her head starting to spin, but she wasn’t as tired as she used to be when she used her magic; she no longer broke out in a sweat and the dizziness was short-lived. 

			That night, she and Jarlath dined with the King and his children, as well as Senan, looking tidier than Ash had ever seen him in the fine clothes of the fae, and two of the fae Councillors, who spoke little but looked at her constantly. When Ash stepped into the dining hall, she barely recognised her childhood friend. Dressed in a deep red shirt of silk and dark pants, with his hair combed and his face shining, Jarlath was a stranger to her. Oddly nervous, she took her seat by his side, her heart skipping a beat when he flashed her a smile and, when his knee bumped hers under the table, her breath hitched. 

			‘Are you alright?’ he asked, leaning close to her, his voice low. 

			Ash swallowed. She could smell him – water, soap, and the sun – Jarlath always smelt like warm sunshine on grass. Her throat was tight and she managed a nod, praying her cheeks weren’t visibly red. She ate, but her appetite had fled, her stomach twisted as she snuck a glance at Jarlath, who was happily tucking in to his meal, his plate piled high. 

			Sometimes, she caught him looking at her in a way that made her think he wished he was somewhere else, not stuck in the middle of the forest in the most opulent and grand place she’d ever imagined. She wondered did he regret it, pulling her from that prison, but she didn’t ask, partly afraid he’d say yes. Without his steadying presence, she didn’t know how she’d cope. She needed the familiarity of him right now when things were so unfamiliar. 

			The candles in her room lit themselves when she entered, making her jump. A week in this place and she was still not used to the casual magic, the way it was entwined with every aspect of life. The bathtub filled itself at her thought, food appeared on the table whenever she was hungry, and she could swear the walls had ears. Yesterday she had spoken out loud, wondering where she’d put her jacket, and when she turned around, there it was, laid out on her bed as if she’d just shrugged it off and tossed it there.

			Ash studied the cover of the book Mahelivar had given her yesterday – Magic and the Elements. It was another of those things that surprised her – how everyone knew what she was thinking, especially the fae Prince, who was there whenever she turned around, his green eyes locked on her face. Her cheeks burnt at the thought and she shook her head. It was purely coincidence, nothing more. She was the fire caster; apparently, she was all-powerful and the owner of a destiny she wasn’t sure she wanted. 

			Sighing, Ash set the book on her night-stand. She was out of her depths here, and was constantly reminded of it. At the Academy, Ash had been the one to ace a test, until it came to practical skills. Now, practical was all she was good at. Her magic rose at her call and she was learning to control it, but what it was, she didn’t really understand. Having spent most of her life keeping it hidden, she had no training in elemental magic. 

			Her lessons with Senan had helped somewhat – he was more patient than Laeli, willing to spend all the time she needed working through things until she understood them. She knew about elemental magic from her studies, but reading it and having it flow through her were two vastly different things. Then there was Mahelivar, her third tutor. He was focused on the Rift, and what he believed she could do there. Somehow, she was meant to heal the earth. 

			Ash laughed. She didn’t know how she was supposed to do that when her magic refused to listen to her most times.

			She changed into her nightgown, laying the deep blue dress of silk carefully on the ottoman at the end of the bed, still amazed that such fabric actually existed. At her thought, the candles went out, and Ash climbed into her bed, her thoughts on that great rip in the earth that she still hadn’t seen. She could sense it whenever she closed her eyes, whenever she called her power and felt that fire ignite on her fingers. She needed to see it, and soon. It was invading her dreams; she dreamt of fire, and of creatures of fire. The Lasair, Laeli had called them. In her dreams, Ash was not afraid of them. In her dreams, she smiled as they came to her, coiling themselves around her body, their heat mingling with the heat in her own skin. 

			Ash turned on her side, nestling into the pillow, when the faint trill of a pipe and violin floated to her ears. Delight tingled her body and, without meaning to, she was out of bed and on her feet. Straining, she heard the haunting music again. Ash eased the outer door to her room open, stepping into the shadowy fold of night.

			She followed the beguiling sound across the lawn and through the trees, stepping as gently as she could, risking a guilty glance back the way she had come – Jarlath would kill her if he knew she was wandering alone into the forest. She swallowed and made to turn back, but the music swelled, louder and more rhythmic than before, driving her forward, all thoughts forgotten. 

			Up ahead, two slender figures danced in a small clearing under the milky moonlight. Creeping silently closer, Ash uttered a small gasp. Two maidens with long flowing hair, so beautiful they could not be of this world, were moving together in the lightened grove. Their skin was as luminous as the pale face of the moon, their gowns were soft and appeared to be made of the stars, swaying and glinting as they spun and twirled to the melodies of the unseen pipe and violin. 

			They smiled as they danced, their bare feet gliding across twigs and densely cluttered leaves. Tiny flowers of pure light, like sparkling gems, sprinkled under their feet where they brushed the earth. Ash laid her weight against the trunk of a tree, scarcely believing what she saw.

			‘They are the Gwenhwyfar, the White Ladies.’

			Ash swung around in fright. As if conjured by her earlier thoughts, Mahelivar was standing under the trees, a pale vision of masculine perfection. Breathing deeply, she made herself relax.

			‘I heard their music, so I followed,’ she said softly. 

			‘Such is the way of the human.’

			‘What are they?’ Ash asked. Above her words, the strange music of the White Ladies continued to play, drifting in and out of her heart, twisting and rendering it. She ached for the sound, and wished the faery musician could play on forever. 

			‘They are faery but not fae. We call them the White Shadow,’ Mahelivar’s voice floated to her ears with a sweet music of its own. ‘They are nature spirits, made of the earth, the rock, the mountains, the moonlight.’ 

			They watched the Gwenhwyfar dance in silence, until Mahelivar bid her goodnight. Ash watched the outline of his slender form until he had faded from sight, her skin burning as if he had caressed with more than words. Realising the unearthly melodies had ceased, she turned quickly back, finding that the Gwenhwyfar had vanished. As silently as she could, Ash entered the clearing. 

			Bathed in the moonlight, and still hearing the haunting faery tune in her heart, she imagined herself one of the White Ladies, dancing tranquilly with the earth. Tiny white flowers rested on the mass of leaf litter and she finally understood the role of nature spirits. They were the renewers of life, helping maintain the delicate balance of the land. She’d read about them in her texts at the Academy, but had never seen one. How could she, surrounded by stone walls in a city? She thought again of the visions of the past Laeli showed her, of the human need to destroy and strip the land bare.

			Fire flickered to life in her palm. Destruction and creation. Ash smiled, bending to brush the petals of one delicate flower. They were soft and velvety, shining like stars in the night sky. At her touch, the small flower folded onto itself, and disappeared back into the earth.

			• • •

			Ash wasn’t in her room. 

			Jarlath’s gut clenched. He didn’t know why he was here exactly, only … there’d been something in her eyes at dinner that made him want to come. It wasn’t an invitation, as such, but the way she’d looked at him, or hadn’t looked at him, had his palms sweating and his head spinning. 

			He wandered around the room, wondering if he should go searching for her, but he had no idea where to start. Maybe she was with Laeli somewhere? Maybe she’d gone for a walk. She was safe here, he knew that, but still his shoulders were tense and his mouth dry. The whole time they’d been apart he’d always known where she was and had known she was safe. Now, everything was different. She was different. 

			Her bed was unmade, and her clothes were draped over the ottoman. He swallowed. That dress … he reached down and touched it gently, feeling the softness of the material. Somewhere in the back of his mind was the knowledge that, not too long ago, that material was wrapped around her skin, around that body he’d touched so casually many times before. Seeing her in that dress … that was different as well.  

			A movement outside the wide glass door caught his eye. Mahelivar, crossing the lawn and heading in the opposite direction. Jarlath’s muscles relaxed and he let out a breath, his eyes tracking the Prince as he vanished from sight. In his peripheral vision, something else moved beneath the trees. Something white and glowing. Jarlath narrowed his eyes.

			Ash. In her nightgown. Outside in the dark with … 

			His fists clenched. He forced himself to breathe, steady breaths in and out through his nose, never taking his eyes off her as she skipped across the lawn, a wistful smile on her face. He stepped away from the glass, moving into the shadows near the door. 

			She was humming to herself as she slid the glass aside and slipped in, that smile still planted on her face, her eyes bright. 	

			‘Do you have any idea how worried I was?’ Jarlath spoke before he could stop himself. Her eyes widened in surprise, the smile falling from her face.

			‘Jarlath! You scared me!’

			He didn’t move as she took a deep breath and approached him. His own breathing was sharp but he made himself still as she reached up and pressed her palm to his cheek. 

			His insides exploded and he turned his face into her hand, letting the soft warmth of her skin calm him. ‘This place is sending me mad,’ he said quietly. 

			‘Why?’ she breathed. 

			The heat from her skin was inside him, mingling with the fire that was sizzling there. His heartbeat roared in his ears, his blood pulsing with a burning need. He wondered what she’d do if he put his arms around her right now. Mahelivar’s face flashed into his mind and he stepped away from her. 

			She was frowning. ‘Jarlath?’

			‘I feel useless,’ he admitted, his eyes on the floor. He couldn’t look at her face, at her mouth, those ripe lips, brushed pink like roses.

			‘You’ve never been useless, Jarlath. Where has this come from?’

			He began to pace, the shadows swallowing him as he moved from one side of the room to the other. Ash conjured a ball of fire. It floated above her palm, throwing light across the room. Jarlath stopped, staring at the glowing ball, at the stark reminder that she was no longer the girl he’d always known. Or maybe she was, and he didn’t know her like he thought he did. 

			‘That,’ he said roughly. ‘You don’t need me anymore, Ash.’

			The words hurt, dug a hole right through the guts of him. Her eyes flashed and that ball of fire grew larger with her anger.

			‘So, that’s what this is really about? Your crappy mood? This is about you, Jarlath. About this need of yours to always tell me what to do. You think you’ve got all the answers and now, when you don’t, you’re going to leave me to deal with this alone? To deal with the Mage Council and the Watch and whatever the fae expect of me – alone?’

			‘You’re hardly alone though, are you?’ he snapped. ‘You’ve got a fae prince following you around everywhere. I saw him come back from the forest, and then you skipped in here smiling and happy.’

			The ball of fire flickered and faded. ‘What in the world—’

			Jarlath laughed, a deep pained sound. Before she could say anything else, he turned and left, the door snapping shut behind him, his head a mess and his body on fire.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirteen

			The first snows had fallen, a thin white blanket that kissed the ground. Thalion pulled himself reluctantly from his bed. The fire was shimmering in the hearth, its warm light thrown around the room. Naked, he stumbled his way to the chair before it, holding out his hands. 

			It had taken nearly two weeks for that fae Witch’s magic to fade, and there had been moments when, trapped in the darkness, Thalion wondered if his sight would ever return. His men had found him, trapped in that cave like a wounded beast, and they’d journeyed back into the mountains through the pass, over rock and earth slick with frost, the horse’s hooves slipping with each slow step. The terror of blindness was not something Thalion would forget in a hurry and he vowed that if he ever saw that Witch again, he’d run his sword through her without a second thought, cut off those hands so she couldn’t work her sorcery.

			Those hands. He rubbed at his face, trying to push the memory away, but it came anyway. The way her hands felt against his skin, those long fingers that left fire in their wake; and those lips, so sweet and soft, like they weren’t quite real. His heart sped up, his palms grew sweaty and he could not help the images that flashed through his brain. He could not help wondering what it would be like to watch her come undone. He wanted to hear his name drip from her lips, to see her head thrown back and her eyes wide and glassy, that luscious hair in a wild tangle on his pillow as he buried himself inside her. 

			Cursing, Thalion found his clothes, trying to push the fae witch from his head, but his brain was mush, his blood, bones, and muscles molten inside his skin. His insides ached with all the ferocity of a wound. He splashed his face with icy water but the thoughts remained, a constant reminder of what she’d done.

			He’d kill her, that’s what. Undo this blasted spell she’d put on him. 

			She’d haunted his dreams; it was her face he’d seen behind the lids of his ruined eyes.

			The door to his chamber opened without warning and his father stalked in. Hadrian’s face was set in hard lines. He stopped by the fire, eyeing his son with what Thalion knew was distaste, a look usually reserved for servants who’d spilt his wine or the half-breeds that Hadrian thought were less than the dog shit left behind in the halls. 

			‘You failed me,’ Hadrian said simply. It was not the first time they’d had this conversation; blind and terrified, Thalion had crawled into his bed to be comforted by his father’s cold regard and even colder assertions that Thalion’s life would not be worth living if he screwed things up again. 

			‘It won’t happen next time.’

			‘No, it won’t.’ Hadrian wandered to the window. 

			Thalion waited, ignoring the ache in his eyes. Everything was still too bright and raw, but he knew better than to complain about it. His father turned to face him.

			‘Tomorrow, we will have a guest.’

			‘Who?’

			Hadrian shook his head. ‘You don’t need to know yet.’

			‘Father—’

			‘You look like shit. Clean yourself up.’ Hadrian swept from the room, the door closing with a bang that echoed around the bed chamber. 

			Thalion frowned, sinking back into the chair by the fire. Dismissed like a child. Not important enough to know what was going on. It shouldn’t surprise him by now, but it always did. He sometimes wondered if his father wished he was a different sort of a man; Thalion did his duty, always, although it was never enough. Just once, he wished his father would look on him with pride. He vowed to return to the Rift and collect the fae weapon, even if it killed him and even if he didn’t truly believe they needed it, or if it existed at all. There had to be a better way to do things. 

			


			By the following morning, Thalion had had enough of sitting in his room like a ten-year-old. He would go for a ride, head out onto the plains and let the wind strip the worry from his body. He made his way through the halls, coming to a stop outside the Great Hall. The door was open a crack, and he lingered as his father’s voice floated across the chilled stone.

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘Absolutely.’ The speaker was female, her voice deep and rich. ‘There is no point doing anything else until then. Let your men handle the Rift. My brother’s guard and his Witches will be so preoccupied with their hole in the ground their resources will be stretched thin. It will make taking control of Sitra easier with the fae guard out of the way and the Witches exhausted. You will have to hit them more than once.’

			‘Convenient,’ Hadrian said in a low voice. ‘Let my men be led like lambs to the slaughter while yours do what exactly?’

			Hadrian was pacing, his footsteps echoing, each step sure and measured. His hands would be behind his back, fingers laced together. The pacing stopped and Thalion risked a glance into the room. Hadrian stood before the fire, his brows drawn together. The stranger sat in one of the wing-backed chairs, her face hidden from Thalion’s view. She lifted a hand, gesturing towards Hadrian. Her arm was bare and pale, covered in swirling bands of black that snaked from her wrist. 

			As he watched, blue flame sprang to life in her palm. The air was sucked from the hall, pulled towards that fire, and all warmth fled the castle. Thalion’s breath became mist. A fae, here? What was his father playing at?

			‘You don’t trust me,’ she said silkily.

			‘Not entirely,’ Hadrian replied bluntly. 

			‘If you need proof of my loyalty, I will send some of my warriors to aid you, if you feel you cannot manage the fae guard on your own, that is. I had heard rumours that your warriors are some of the best in the land. They will need to be, to take on Rhodiri’s soldiers.’

			Hadrian grunted, but let her insults slide. ‘The fae guard are that skilled?’ 

			‘You’ve never faced them, have you? Yes, they are that skilled. They have superior strength and speed and they have a lot longer to hone those skills and sharpen their senses than any human does. They are formidable.’ She paused. ‘You’re not scared of a few fae soldiers, are you, Chieftain?’ 

			‘Of course not,’ Hadrian scoffed. 

			The woman stroked the arm of the chair as if it were an animal in need of petting. ‘Think of the power we will wield. With the fae of the forest out of the way, there will be nothing to stop us from achieving what we both want. And if Gedeon holds up his end of the bargain, come the winter solstice, Eshlune and Merawuld will be ours.’

			One of the dogs lifted its shaggy head. To Thalion’s dismay, the animal trotted towards him. 

			His father looked up. ‘Listening at doorways like a woman, are we? You may as well come in.’

			Thalion swallowed, the slobbering mongrel dog, the traitor, butting against his hand. He opened the door wide and slipped inside, not going any further into the room. The air was chilled, despite the fire that blazed in the hearth. 

			Hadrian did not introduce the woman; she didn’t rise from the chair or look at Thalion at all. ‘You are to return to the Rift. No prisoners this time. Kill all fae you encounter. Gather the men you need.’

			‘But—’

			‘No questions, boy. Those are your orders. I don’t need the fae Witches anymore. I want them dead. I don’t care how you do it, just kill them. Understood?’

			Thalion dropped his gaze. ‘Yes, father.’

			Hadrian nodded, dismissing him with a flick of his hand. 

			Thalion pulled his furs closer, heading for the stables, his head full of questions he would not ask. Ducking into his father’s official meeting room, he raided the large collection of coin from the tithe. The coins jingled in their leather pouches in his pockets. 

			The stable-boy was waiting for him, Thalion’s horse saddled and ready to go. He raised his eyebrows, and the boy dropped his gaze, muttering about knowing the horse would be needed.

			Thalion studied the boy, realising he didn’t know anything about the young man who had tended his horses for several years. He’d never taken the time to actually look at him before. He was a scrawny creature, with wild blonde hair that stuck up in all directions and a pinched face. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Elan Nalendrah, my lord.’

			‘I’m not a lord. You can use my name.’

			The boy nodded, still not lifting his gaze. The horse butted him with its soft nose; he turned back to give the animal a pat. Delicately pointed ears poked through his hair. 

			‘You’re a half- breed?’ 

			Elan nodded again. ‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘How did you come to be here?’

			This time, Elan looked at him, his amber eyes hard. ‘I was sold, my lord. The halfkin hunters picked me off the street in Tyllcarric city. They drugged me and the next I knew, I was here, at the castle.’

			‘You were kidnapped?’ 

			‘Yes. There is more than one man who deals in human flesh alongside horse.’ 

			Thalion frowned. How had he not known this? The half-breeds worked the fields, scoured the hills and ranges for whatever food they could find. They were expert hunters and trackers, and worked in the kitchens and the stables and, occasionally, the beds of Hadrian’s men. Thalion had always been led to believe they came here willingly.

			‘Are there slave dealers here? In Estilleon?’ he asked Elan in a low voice.

			‘There are slave dealers everywhere,’ the boy answered bitterly. 

			Thalion made a mental note of that. ‘How long have you been here?’

			‘Fifteen years.’

			‘Fifteen years?’ Thalion said in a low voice. ‘You can’t be serious. You don’t look any older than twenty.’

			Elan smiled. ‘Another curse of my heritage. Long life. Not as long as the fae, but longer than a normal man.’

			‘How long?’

			The half-breed shrugged. ‘Who knows? Most half-breeds don’t get to live as long as me.’ He glanced at Thalion nervously. ‘My life isn’t that bad. I’m not a free man, but I’m alive, which is more than I can say for others like me.’ He excused himself, disappearing back into the stables. 

			Thalion stared after him in amazement as he tried to remember how long Elan had been tending his horses. Had he never noticed before, so caught up in whatever else was going on in his head? His mother would have noticed, Thalion thought. She’d have asked the questions he just asked a long time ago. His thoughts strayed to the fae Witch, and to the one he’d killed near the Rift. Bran. How long had he been in the world before Thalion ended his life?

			Shaking his head, he swung onto the horse and rode from the castle, the wind whipping his skin almost painfully. He would do what his father demanded, riding out to the closest villages to gather the men he would need for this mission, but it would be difficult with winter coming. By the time he’d reached Fairhorn, snow was drifting across the village, settling on the roofs and the dirt streets. People stopped what they were doing to watch him pass. 

			He was disconcerted, unable to shake what Elan had told him about slaves from his mind. He found the Chief, Frode, in the tavern, large hands clutching a hunk of meat. He peered at Thalion from under heavy brows, his skin burnt by the wind, dark hair a wild tangle. He hesitated, then gestured for Thalion to join him. A thin girl in a threadbare dress brought a mug of mead and Thalion found himself looking at her ears, feeling mildly better when he saw they were round, like any human, but the next girl, who came to see if he wanted food, was obviously a half-breed. She had the same pinched face as Elan, the same nervous grace. Questions brimmed on his lips but he pushed them aside for another time, focusing on the matter at hand.

			As Thalion waited for Frode to finish eating, he sipped at his mead, letting his eyes rove around the dark room. The shutters on the windows were pulled tight against the chill of the wind, which whistled shrilly around the edges of the building, whipping up dust and pulling flakes of snow from the sky. A fire roared in one corner of the room, casting an orange glow that spoke of warmth. Several men were huddled close to it, drinking mead and talking in hushed voices. 

			The tavern was virtually empty; most people were out in the frigid weather, furiously preparing for the long nights and light-starved days that were to come. The livestock would be herded inside barns, the smaller animals – chickens and fowl, dogs and cats – would spend the winter in houses, sleeping alongside their human masters. 

			Frode finished his meat, pushing his plate to the side and reaching for his mug. The Chief was nearing fifty, his hair and beard fading. 

			‘Five men you say?’ He took a swig of his drink. ‘At this time of year? I need all able-bodied men here helping with the winter preparations.’

			‘It’s by order of the Chieftain,’ Thalion said evenly. He placed a small pouch of coin on the table between them. ‘You’ll be well compensated.’

			Frode slid the pouch over. He didn’t bother to open it, looking at Thalion with interest. ‘It’s not usual for Hadrian to compensate.’

			‘He isn’t,’ Thalion replied. Understanding flashed across Frode’s weathered face. He slipped the pouch out of sight with a nod. Thalion stood up. ‘Five men. Ready to ride in four days. I’ll meet them on the Plains.’

			Frode looked up at this. ‘You’re crossing the Peaks? With winter coming?’

			‘We’ll be back before the heaviest snows,’ Thalion promised. He left Frode to his mead and the warmth of the blazing fire, riding on to the next village, Reyshorn, where he had the same conversation and offered the same compensation to the Chief, Runa, a handsome woman with a scar cutting across her cheek. 

			She pocketed his coin, promised men and asked no questions, although her eyes shone with curiosity. The next stop was Wildeview, where he arrived as darkness was falling. The Chief, Ulfe, accepted his request and his compensation with a nod, giving him a bed for the night. The following morning, in the street outside Ulfe’s house, Thalion tucked the empty coin pouch into his saddle bags, the horse snorting as he adjusted the girth strap. He’d chosen Chief’s he knew would remain silent about the coin; his father would fly into a rage if he knew Thalion had just returned the tithe they collected last summer. 

			By the time Thalion rode from Wildeview, the roadside was littered with drifts of snow. He skirted around Reyshorn and Fairhorn, heading for the castle. He handed over his horse to Elan at the stables, telling him to have the animal ready to ride hard in four days. Elan nodded, unbuckling the saddle and heaving it off. Thalion left him to his work and returned to the Great Hall to find his father waiting for him. 

			There was no sign of the mysterious woman, and the room was warm, the fire crackling, the dogs spread out before it, melting into the rug. Thalion ate a terse meal of stew and bread with his father, sneaking glances at him from the end of the table. 

			‘Out with it,’ Hadrian said.

			‘The half-breeds,’ Thalion began. 

			Hadrian took a long drink from his mug before answering. ‘What about them?’

			Thalion decided quickly not to play word games; his father hated anyone who didn’t clearly speak what was on their mind. ‘Is there any chance for them to earn their freedom?’

			‘You sound like your mother,’ Hadrian snapped. ‘Inherited her bleeding heart, have you? No boy, there is no way for them to be free. Their own kind don’t want them, so I take them. That’s charity, by the way. I don’t have to let them in here. They could stay on the other side of those blasted mountains and rot, working in whore houses and selling themselves on the streets. They should be thanking me.’

			‘I’m not sure—’

			‘And what would you have me do? Set them all free and give them a piece of this miserable land so they can watch their crops and animals die in the winter? They’re better off where they are,’ Hadrian said. 

			‘You could give them the choice,’ Thalion argued.

			His father eyed him suspiciously. ‘Where has all this come from? Did that fae bitch do something other than nearly blind you? Did she mess with your head?’ he paused, shaking his head. ‘You’ve always been useless. Can’t do anything right, can you? All you had to do was bring the Witch back here but no, you couldn’t even do that. She’d have found you an easy target.’ Hadrian laughed. ‘Did you get to stick your cock in her at least?’

			Thalion pushed his chair back. It scraped against the stone loudly, waking the dogs, who came trotting over hoping for table scraps. Hadrian tossed the remainder of his meal on the floor; the dogs leapt on it, the sound of crunching bone echoing around the hall. 

			‘They’re loyal beasts,’ Hadrian mused. He looked at his son. ‘I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking it would only take a few seconds to run that sword of yours through me, a few more seconds to gut me like a fish and leave me here for the dogs to finish.’ He reached down to scratch one of the animals behind its shaggy ear. 

			Thalion’s fists clenched. 

			‘But you don’t have the balls,’ Hadrian sighed.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Fourteen

			The Rift came into view, that smouldering, stinking pit that Laeli had been drawn to since its creation. Usually, she would hover near the edge and peer over, imagining the flames reaching for her, orange fingers and tongues creeping up the edge of the earth and crawling towards her. Her job was a double-edged sword – part of her longed for the marvels of the Rift, for the power that lurked within. The other part was as equally terrified as everyone else. 

			She had wondered over the years if the other fae Fire Witches felt the same elated terror she did, but she had never asked – afraid of the answer, afraid the question would mark her somehow. More importantly, afraid her father would find a way to prevent her from going near the Rift. 

			She could understand his fear. His own sister had created this unnatural place, her magic ripping the earth apart and spreading its insides open. That his daughter was so drawn to the place filled Rhodiri with a horror he could not give voice to. Laeli did her job, and refrained from staring into the pit too long. She fed her magic over the edge, food for that which lurked within, and she tried not to think too hard about it. 

			Rhodiri had first noticed her attraction to the Rift not long after its creation, when she’d wake in the night shaking and sweating, and talking excitedly about beasts of flame. As she grew, Laeli’s fire magic became obvious, as Mahelivar’s earth magic had. Her brother mastered the elements of earth, water and air, while Laeli’s power always leant towards fire. She could manipulate the elements of earth and water as well, inheriting both from her parents, but fire was the gift her aunt had left her.

			Now, she led two humans through the forest towards the smoke and fire that called her always. She could sense Ash’s excitement – the girl had been asking about the Rift since their first lesson together, and Laeli had forestalled her, always finding something else for the fire caster to focus on.

			She had run out of excuses.

			The trees thinned and, behind her, Ash was dancing in her excitement; her eyes wild and that flame-coloured hair spread out around her head, moving in an invisible wind that came from the girl itself. Mahelivar had told her it was a bad idea, but weeks without seeing the Rift had Laeli desperate to go herself. She had caught a glimpse of her face as she left her room to collect Ash and Jarlath, and she recognised the frantic look in her eyes, the colour splashed across her cheeks. The other Fire Witches wore a similar expression when they returned from the Rift, an almost feverish excitement that danced through their blood. 

			Laeli stopped walking, forcing herself to stay beneath the trees. Ash turned to her, her young face begging permission, and Laeli nodded, unable to refuse the girl. How could she refuse that which sang in her blood? No more than she could refuse her own elemental desires. 

			Ash moved close to the edge, Jarlath shadowing her, his hand held out. He’d throw himself in after her if she fell, Laeli thought, despite whatever had happened between the pair. The whole palace had been dripping with the scent of their anger at one another, their frustration with this whole situation. Although she hardly blamed either of them – their lives had been completely wrenched from their control. She knew what that felt like. 

			Laeli opened her mouth to tell Jarlath not to stand too close but he jumped back when flames shot along Ash’s arms.

			‘You need to control it,’ Laeli called to her. ‘Shut it down with your mind, like we practiced.’

			‘It sings,’ the girl called back. She took another step closer to the edge. 

			‘Put the fire out, Ash.’

			She sensed the girl close her eyes and pull all of her concentration into herself. Time ticking forward in slow motion, the flames went out, until a ball of heat rested in Ash’s palms. 

			‘Now come away,’ Laeli demanded. Ash glanced at her over her shoulder and Laeli had the horrible feeling she was going to throw herself into the belly of the Rift. Jarlath must have sensed it as well, because he stepped forward purposefully and closed his hand around Ash’s thin arm. She let him draw her back, until they were standing with Laeli beneath the trees, enveloped in the waterfall of shade. 

			‘Why does it affect me so much?’ Ash asked. 

			Laeli went to answer her, then froze, holding up her hand. An arrow whizzed across the Rift, thudding into a tree. Another arrow followed the first, narrowly missing them and Laeli dropped to the ground, heart thundering. Behind her, Ash and Jarleath had done the same. The girl’s palms were on fire, the white of her eyes filled with sparks. 

			‘Get back to Sitra,’ Laeli ordered in a low voice. 

			Jarlath crept to her side. ‘What’s going on?’ 

			‘I think the fae are under attack.’ 

			He gave her an incredulous look. ‘Who in their right minds would attack you?’

			‘I know someone,’ Laeli murmured. ‘Go back the way you came. Protect her with your life,’ she added, gesturing at Ash, crouched at the base of a tree. She pulled a dagger from her belt and pressed it into Jarlath’s hand. 

			In the distance, someone screamed and the sound of clashing swords rang through the forest from the opposite side of the Rift. Laeli leapt to her feet and ran, ignoring the cry of objection behind her, ducking and weaving her way through the trees. The airship came into view, the Weather Witch frantically scanning the trees on the other side of the smoking pit.

			‘Take me across,’ Laeli demanded, jumping into the ship. He shook his head and she grabbed him by the shirt front. ‘Take me across now!’

			‘But—’

			She shook him. ‘King’s orders,’ she lied and he nodded, moving to stand at the prow of the ship. 

			Wind rose from nowhere and the giant sails fluttered and filled. The ship took to the air like a bird. Smoke stung their eyes and filled their lungs as the airship sailed across the Rift towards the forest on the other side, hovering above the tree line.

			Laeli peered into the chaos below. People ran through the trees; swords clanged and arrows flew through the air, some finding their mark, others sailing over the edge to be swallowed by the fire. 

			The fae were outnumbered; there were three Witches and their guards at this end of the Rift and now, Laeli realised with a sinking stomach, their posts were abandoned. As she watched, a man wearing fur ran down a Witch, his sword slicing her head from her body, the flames on her fingers dying with her. Frantically, Laeli scanned the forest and her blood ran cold. 

			There, walking through the trees, was a Lasair, its body pure flame, the great head raised as if sniffing the air. The forest burned, flames spreading from its feet and racing along the ground, devouring everything with a terrifying hunger. Laeli trembled. How had it escaped? How were they going to contain it? The Lasair lifted its head, as if sniffing the wind and she crouched on the deck of the airship, hiding herself, but her heart was thundering so loudly she was certain the beast knew she was there. 

			Only twice since its creation had a Lasair escaped the belly of the Rift. Once while they were still learning about the creatures, and once when a Fire Witch had exhausted her power and a Lasair had crawled out, hungry for the flame.

			The Weather Worker was shaking, but he lowered the ship as far as he could until it kissed the tops of the trees. Pushing her fear aside, Laeli hauled herself over the edge, clinging to the side of the ship, feet braced against the side. Someone below gave a shout and an arrow sailed past her ear. 

			As the airship passed over a gap in the trees, she let go.

			The forest rushed to meet her; she grabbed at a branch and swung herself over it, perching like a bird. A man in furs lay on the ground at the base of the tree, two arrows embedded in his chest. Quickly, she climbed down, landing lightly, her weapons already drawn. The man was dead. Laeli left him there, moving swiftly through the trees, clearing fallen logs and stepping around bodies. All around the air was saturated with death and fire. 

			Further into the trees, severed limbs were strewn like fallen branches, bodies scattered like pebbles. Laeli’s stomach rolled but she pushed on through the soupy smoke, her fae sight stretched to its limits. Two wailing figures stumbled from the gloom, flames trailing them like capes, their furs on fire. They fell, arms flung wide to embrace the earth as their flesh sizzled. 

			Laeli vomited, emptying her stomach until her eyes streamed, her throat ripped apart by smoke and fear. The sound of screaming died in a rattling gurgle. 

			Something tugged on the edge of her senses. A mind. Alive. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve, sending her mind reaching through the confusion until she found him. She hurried through the trees, her senses locked on to blood and a raging heartbeat. Not fae, but human. 

			A gust of wind cleared the smoke and up ahead, revealing someone sat beneath a tree, the ground around his body blackened. He gripped a sword in one bloodied hand; his other clutched at his side. His breathing was laboured. He looked up and she stopped dead in her tracks as she took in the bright blue eyes that had been stalking her dreams.

			Thalion. 

			His face tightened as he recognised her too. ‘You! Get away from me, Witch.’

			A hot wind smelling of the Rift tore through the forest. ‘Get up and run, fool!’ Laeli shouted. The wind snatched her words, threw them to the sky. The ground beneath them trembled. Cursing, she moved closer, stopping a few feet away from the reach of his weapons – or his nasty arms.

			‘That thing …’ he began, his expression wild.

			‘Come on, get up,’ she insisted. 

			He hesitated, then climbed to his feet. Without warning, he swung the sword at her clumsily. She danced out of its reach.

			‘Seriously? Fine. Stay here and face the Lasair.’ She gestured to the bodies around them, charred and smoking. ‘Look, you’re wounded. It’s tracking you. It can smell your blood.’

			‘You’re lying,’ he said through gritted teeth.

			‘I can smell your blood. That’s how I found you, Thalion Liulfur.’ 

			His voice croaked. ‘My men …’

			‘Are dead,’ Laeli snapped.

			He regarded her warily. ‘Where will we go?’

			She chewed her lip. They were too far from Sitra, too far from the ferry and the airship was gone. ‘The People of the Swamp,’ she said quickly. 

			Thalion nodded and sheathed his sword. She set off through the trees, stopping every now and again to check he was still following her. They were moving too slow. She wasn’t entirely sure the Lasair was tracking Thalion or not, but it wouldn’t be long before something else found them, drawn by the scent of blood and death. 

			They ran, the forest slipping into darkness around them, the shadows lengthening and reaching charcoal fingers through the trees. Laeli glanced back again. Thalion was leaning on a tree. They’d never make it and they couldn’t be caught out here when night dropped her curtain completely. Laeli hurried to his side; he recoiled but she ignored him, pulling his hand away from the gaping wound in his side.

			‘Someone got you good,’ she commented, straightening and rummaging in the pouch at her hip while he watched her. ‘I think … yes. I can’t fix you, but I can make it so you can move easier.’

			He shook his head.

			‘Stubborn pride will only get you killed quicker,’ she snapped, pulling the cork from a vial of blue liquid all those who worked near the Rift carried. She held it out to him; he shook his head again, suspicion coating his face. She sighed. ‘There is another option.’

			He narrowed his eyes. ‘What?’

			‘I could cauterise it.’ Laeli held up her spare hand - flames licked her fingers. 

			Thalion cursed and took a stumbling step back, his face drained of colour. 

			She smiled. ‘What? Scared of a little bit of fire? Then drink the potion. If I wanted you dead, I’d have left you back there. It’ll stop the pain, and slow the bleeding.’ She held the vial steady; slowly, he took it in a blood smeared hand. Never taking his stormy blue eyes from hers, he drank. She watched his throat move as he swallowed and her mouth went dry.

			 Not now, she chastised herself, ruthlessly pushing away the memory of what he looked like half-dressed. 

			The potion took hold quickly enough – Thalion’s eyes cleared and he stood up straight. Growling vibrated through the forest. They looked at each other in alarm, then he gestured for her to lead the way. They couldn’t fight it, not with their weapons, but she promised herself she’d give a quick end to anyone they found breathing and burnt. The ground quaked again. 

			They kept running, Laeli dodging trees and leaping over fallen logs on her light fae feet. Thalion was noisier; his breathing sharp and quick, loud to her ears and the ears of anything eldritch that lurked nearby. Rocky outcrops popped from the ground, scattered about the forest and they took shelter behind one so Thalion could rest. 

			His brow was littered in droplets of sweat, his chest rising and falling with the deep breaths he pulled into his lungs. The smell of the Rift was coming closer. Laeli risked a peak. The Lasair was smaller than she expected, with four legs, flaming hooves and a great mass of antlers. A stag of fire. An abomination of the Gods’ creature, of its power.

			Was it following her? She swallowed at the thought. 

			‘How far?’ Thalion asked her when she ducked back down. 

			‘It’s close,’ Laeli answered. She gave him a dubious look. ‘Can you run, human? Faster than you’ve ever run before. Head through the trees there,’ she pointed. 

			‘And where will you be?’

			‘Giving that thing a run for its money,’ she said grimly. 

			He surprised her by shaking his head. ‘It’s suicide. You’re fast, but I don’t think you’re that fast. That thing … the way it moved.’

			They stared at each other, eyes locked together, the forest growing darker as time inched forward. Laeli could feel the energy of the earth, the fire throbbing through the soil and rock beneath her feet as the Lasair moved through the trees. She took a deep breath and stood, the muscles in her legs coiled and ready to run as she slipped both swords into their scabbards.

			Thalion’s fingers wrapped around her wrist; her flesh burned in response to his touch. 

			‘I don’t … I don’t even know your name,’ he whispered. 

			‘It’s Laeli,’ she whispered back. ‘Your father … now that you’ve seen this creature, seen what it can do, what it did to your men …’

			‘I have a duty.’

			‘Duty?’ she spat, ripping her hand free. The beast was coming closer; Laeli could feel it reaching for them, seeking and probing. ‘Get to the swamps. I’ll be there by morning. If you want to live, don’t stop for anything, understand? Night is the realm of the wights. Don’t look at them, don’t speak with them, and don’t stop.’

			She didn’t wait for his reply. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Fifteen

			Thalion stumbled through the forest. The trees were never-ending. He had lost his bearings long ago, but refused to admit he had no idea where he was going. He was certain he was still headed in the direction Laeli pointed, but some … thing … had appeared and scared the wits out of him and he’d run blindly through the trees, knocking his face on a low-hanging branch and almost taking his head off. He wiped at his nose and his fingers came away bloody – he cursed. 

			How he longed for the wide-open spaces of his home, with its windswept beauty and the chill that let you know you were alive. He didn’t understand his father’s obsession with this forested hell. He stopped to catch his breath, bracing his hand against a tree trunk, clutching his side with the other. His wound ached, but at least he felt no pain, thanks to that potion. 

			Thalion took a deep breath and stumbled on. He heard water, felt droplets kiss his face and the air became cooler, sweeter somehow. Trees clustered together, their branches clothed in moss and lichen. Grey swirls of mist danced across the ground, crawling over white barked trunks and granite monoliths that sprang from the earth like fingers. A pool of water, its surface a silver mirror, spread across the ground, bird-sized insects hovering in the thick air. Thalion stared, mesmerised, as the surface started to bubble in an unearthly metamorphosis, and a female form coalesced from its foamy face. 

			She glided towards him, arms reaching, and his brain shrieked, his muscles liquifying as a primal fear rose and snagged in his throat. The bubbles fell away, and standing before him was a woman with long hair like the sky at dawn, slender as a willow wand, her body translucent and fluid. Waterweeds snaked through her glorious hair and her skin shimmered like moonlight on water. She bowed her head in his direction and his blood exploded as he began to blush, vulnerable and weak, as naked as the day he was born.

			She opened her mouth to speak to him and, with a fierce cry, he pulled himself away and ran, Laeli’s warning clear in his mind. When he dared look over his shoulder, she was gone, the tide marks of ripples remaining. Eyes he couldn’t see tracked his stumbling progress through the trees. 

			The stench of death stalked him, footsteps keeping pace with his ragged steps, and he thought he saw, from the corner of his eye, a beast with one eye dragging a spiked club along the ground. Small fingers tore at his clothes as he ran, knotted in his hair, giggling all the while and he heard the faery pipes, the music so unearthly sweet that he paused a moment but a voice growled low in his ear and he fled again, driven by fear so potent he would never forget its taste. On and on he ran, over rocks and roots until he burst from the trees, blinking and shaking.

			A long stretch of grass, dark with the night, lay ahead of him. Moonlight shone down on the world in a hazy glow. Thalion squinted. Across the grass, the strange structures the swamp dwellers made grew out of the landscape. He sheathed his sword and hurried across the grass, the smell of death still following him. The fetid brown water of the swamp bubbled and swirled and he took a step back. 

			There was no way across, no way to reach the island in the middle of that soupy water. He looked about blindly, straining in the darkness, jumping back when a fierce wail ripped through the night. Where was Laeli? He thought about the creature of fire that had so easily ripped apart his men and the fae guards, strewing their limbs across the ground, and felt sick. 

			Without warning, an arrow landed not far from his feet. He drew his sword, heart hammering, stepping back. Another arrow followed; he took another hesitant step backwards, realising he was being driven, herded like an animal. The people of the swamp used poison on their weapons and he swallowed as another arrow whistled past his ear. His soldier’s instincts sensed something behind him and he turned quickly, thinking he’d see Laeli, but instead, a horse emerged from the trees and trotted across the grass towards him.

			This beast would see me home, Thalion thought. He held out his hand and the horse came closer, warm air billowing from its nostrils. Its coat was sleek, its mane long and flowing, as black as midnight. It shimmered in the moonlight; it wanted him to ride it. He extended his hand to the horse, inching towards that soft nose and the molten pool of its eyes.

			‘Don’t touch it!’ Laeli raced across the clearing to throw herself between Thalion and the horse.

			‘Get out of the way,’ he snapped, pushing at her. 

			She ignored him, addressing the horse instead. ‘Be gone,’ she hissed, making a slashing motion through the air with her hand, and the horse vanished, its eyes flashing iridescent green. She turned to Thalion. ‘I told you not to talk to any of them.’

			‘But …’

			‘A faery. A shapeshifter. It would have given you a ride, yes, and then likely drowned you somewhere and eaten you.’ She turned from him and headed for the swamp. ‘Humans,’ she added scathingly under her breath. 

			He caught her arm; she was all hard muscle and his face flamed as he remembered what it felt like to hold her, to put his lips on the silk of her skin. She shook him off with a growl.

			‘What about the monster?’

			‘It’s still out there,’ she replied, glancing back towards the forests. She fixed him in a deathly glare. ‘And it wouldn’t be at all if you and your men hadn’t slaughtered my people. I managed to contain it.’

			He gaped at her. ‘How?’

			‘I made a cage of rock and fed it enough fire to keep it happy, for now. The airship has gone and it’s a two-day walk around the Rift, so I’m stuck out here with you for the night. I’ll get back to Sitra and we’ll work out what to do with it then. I’ve got nothing left, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to throw yourself on the back of faery horses. I wouldn’t be able to save you again,’ she said quickly, turning her burning gaze on him. ‘What were you thinking? No, don’t tell me. You were doing your duty.’

			‘Why did you save me then?’ he retorted, face still flaming. He refused to acknowledge she was right. He was doing what was expected of him, what he’d been commanded to do. She didn’t know his father; didn’t know what Hadrian would do to him if he failed. She couldn’t blame him for this.

			Laeli made a disgusted sound. ‘Believe me, I didn’t want to, but the Rift and its horrors were created with fae magic. It’s our responsibility.’ Her beautiful face transformed into a sneer. ‘Don’t think you’re anything special. I would have done the same for anyone.’

			Chastened, he followed as she made her way to the edge of the swamp. No arrows let fly this time. Laeli bent down, reaching into the water to lift out a rope. Slowly, a thin bridge emerged from the belly of the swamp, dripping with water and slime and weeds. She secured the rope to a peg protruding from the bank and stepped lightly onto the boards.

			‘Don’t fall in,’ she instructed him tersely. ‘Unless you want to die.’

			‘I can swim,’ Thalion muttered, annoyed at feeling useless, annoyed at the weakness he had shown in the forest when the faeries were tormenting him. She couldn’t know it, unless reading minds was another fae power she possessed.

			Something eased through the surface of the water; a horse’s head emerged then sank back until only its eyes were showing. It was green, it’s skin and mane blending perfectly with the colours of the swamp. It watched him intently with black, bottomless eyes. 

			‘A waterhorse,’ Laeli said simply. ‘Ignore it.’

			Thalion followed her onto the bridge; the thin timbers swayed dangerously under his weight. Laeli danced ahead of him on feather-light feet, uncannily graceful and controlled. He stumbled after her, more aware than ever of his human body and its clunking movements, the waterhorse’s lilting voice in his mind. It wanted him to swim with it and maybe, just maybe, he thought, risking a glance at Laeli’s straight back, that mightn’t be a bad decision. 

			Part of him wondered if she’d saved him just to drive a knife between his shoulder blades while he slept. He focused on his feet, his progress painfully slow, and by the time he stepped from the bridge onto the island in the middle of the swamp the sun had risen, bathing the world in watery autumnal light. He could hardly believe he’d spent a whole night in that forest of wights. Thalion glanced back – the waterhorse had faded into its sodden world. 

			They were being watched. He reached for his sword but Laeli’s hand shot out, her fingers spread and he found his body seized by her magic. ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘They’re peaceful people.’

			‘I thought your magic was gone?’ he said accusingly.

			‘This isn’t magic, just a trick even children know,’ she replied. ‘No weapons.’ 

			He nodded, and she released the magical binds. He wondered why, that night at the cairn, she hadn’t used the full force of her powers on him. The small bit of iron he’d made her wear against her skin couldn’t have had that much effect, he thought, looking at her. Her magic was obviously powerful, to contain that monster of fire. She could make him throw himself onto his sword, or into the swamp to be food for faery horses. She was watching him, her brows drawn together, uncertainty in those knowing eyes. 

			They moved away from the water, heading into the village. The swamp dwellers lived in a series of small huts made of reeds. A log tower stretched into the sky. There was movement on the top; archers, Thalion realised. A slight figure emerged from one of the huts, female, with long dark hair and skin the colour of reeds. She moved closer, her large amphibian-like eyes travelling over his face and body, his clothes. 

			Reaching a long-fingered hand towards him, she approached purposefully. He made to step back, but Laeli shook her head. Swallowing, he forced himself to be still as the swamp-woman pulled at his furs. He thought she must want them, so he stripped the cloak off and handed it to her, but she shook her head, gesturing at him.

			‘Your wound,’ Laeli said softly. ‘Show her.’

			Warily, Thalion lifted his arm, twisting his body so the woman could see the seared and damaged flesh. She tutted, withdrawing into the hut. He looked at Laeli blankly; she gave him a ghost of a smile – it transformed her whole face and he realised that was the first time he’d seen her smile. Not that he’d given her much reason to smile. 

			He swallowed away his guilt as the woman came back, this time with a large clay pot between her hands. Her fingers were webbed, like a frog, and as the sun continued to climb into the sky, her skin shone, greens and browns mixed together, shot through with muted blue. Muttering to herself in a language he didn’t recognise, she plunged her fingers into the pot, gesturing at him again.

			‘Take your shirt off,’ Laeli instructed and he did so, wincing as the fabric came away from the wound. The swamp woman tutted again, then smeared the ointment over his skin. When he looked down, his wound was covered in brown muck, the smell of the swamp wafting from it. The woman returned to her hut, and didn’t reappear. Thalion glanced at Laeli in wonder.

			‘You’ll live,’ the fae said with a twitch of her lips. She held his gaze, those green eyes boring into his, before she turned away. He picked up his shirt and his furs, following Laeli as she moved between the huts, towards the centre of the island. There was an open space surrounded by more reed huts. They didn’t see anyone else.

			‘Are they faeries?’ Thalion asked. The air was chilled and watery, mist dancing across the island surrounded by swamp, so he wrapped himself in his furs once more. 

			Laeli shook her head. ‘A long time ago maybe, but they possess no magic or trickery now. Once, this whole area, from the Peaks to the other side of the river, was covered in water, but the swamps and the bogs receded into this corner of the land, and the people who lived in that watery space followed. They are their own people now, like the people of the Delta. Not quite faery and not quite human either.’ It was probably the most she’d ever spoken to him in one breath without insulting him, her voice soft, the exhaustion of the night clear on her face. 

			‘But you can understand their language?’ he asked.

			‘Yes.’

			Laeli ducked into another small hut, and, not knowing what else to do, he followed. An old man with green skin was seated on the ground before a pot of something simmering over a fire in a metal brazier. Smoke coiled up and into the air through a small opening in the roof. Whatever he was cooking smelt wretched and Thalion hoped that he wasn’t going to have to eat it. The man looked pointedly at Thalion, and then at Laeli, and they conversed for a moment in that same strange language that sounded like water breaking over rocks and dry earth. Laeli shifted beside him; she nodded once, then motioned for Thalion to follow, and they stepped back into the murky light that shrouded the swamp.

			‘He says we can stay until daybreak tomorrow.’ She gestured to the space around them. ‘Until then, we are welcome to eat, rest, whatever we need.’

			The day passed in a mist of heat, insects and shafts of buttery sunlight that stretched through the gaps in the cloudy sky to brush their skin. Sweating, Thalion took off his furs once more, settling back against them as the swamp dwellers went about their business. The warmth of the sun kissed his bare chest, settling inside him and making him drowsy. No one bothered them; a few young ones paused to stare and point, but they were hastened away by mothers who didn’t spare the fae and the human a second glance. As if this was second nature to them, sheltering those who needed it. Perhaps it was, Thalion thought. 

			The swamps were bordered on one side by flat grasslands, stretching to where the mountains stumbled and the border between Estilleon and Merawuld lay. On the other side was the Forest of Wights Thalion had stumbled through, his shirt wet with fear. Beyond that was the Rift and the fae forests. He wondered how many wayward travellers had come tumbling from that wight-infested ground to find themselves standing on the edge of the swamp, desperate and terrified.

			Laeli didn’t speak one word to him all day; she barely even glanced at him. As night closed in and the temperature plummeted, a fire was lit in a large metal basin in the centre of the square, which slowly filled with people, their green skin turned dark. It was, Thalion realised, a communal cooking area, as people took their turn cooking meals over the gently simmering flames. 

			They were offered food and Laeli told him it would be rude to refuse. So, he took a lump of what appeared to be bread, biting off a chunk to discover it was sweet and airy, tasting of water, and was given a misshapen ceramic bowl of stew. He ate, trying not to think about what might be in the stew. His father’s face flashed into his mind again and he scowled. 

			Laeli hadn’t moved for hours, sitting quietly not far from him. It wasn’t lost on him that, that night in the forest, she hadn’t begged for her life, not once. He was hyper aware of her; the curve of her cheek, the line of her jaw, the bow-like shape of her lips, the long limbs and the dark streak of her hair. 

			‘I need to know why,’ she said as they found themselves alone again. 

			Thalion shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t think he’d ever stop hearing the unearthly screams as that monster of fire charged into the fray, running those great antlers through body after body, human and fae alike. He’d never forget the dreadful stench of seared flesh. He swallowed away the taste of blood, of burning. ‘I was following orders.’

			‘I should gut you.’ Laeli’s voice was a hissed whisper. 

			‘My father … he told me the power of the Rift would be ours,’ Thalion stammered. 

			Laeli’s eyes flashed. Her rage was a vicious, primal thing. He swallowed as she slanted closer to him, so that the sweetness of her breath fanned his face. Her glare tore him apart, broke through the barriers he’d constructed around himself, smashing through his warriors shield with ease. 

			‘You’re a fool,’ she snapped. ‘Nothing but a human fool. Because of you and your orders that beast is now out in the world. I don’t know how we’re going to entice it back to its prison.’ 

			‘Prison?’

			‘Yes, prison,’ she snarled. ‘Did you think them pets?’

			Thalion’s mouth went dry. ‘I didn’t know.’

			‘I tried to warn you, that night you and your chain ensnared me.’ Her eyes were cold, chips of green ice. He cleared his throat, searching desperately for the right words, for anything to stop her looking at him like that. 

			‘I’m sorry. I truly am.’

			Her gaze was unfaltering. ‘No, you’re not. You’re just another idiot corrupted by the idea of power.’ She made a noise of disgust. ‘Now that you’ve seen that power, seen what it can do, do you still think it’s something you, a human, can control? No one can control it, not even us.’ 

			‘The High Mage …’

			‘What about him?’

			Thalion rubbed at his hair. ‘Gedeon wrote to my father a few months back. I don’t know what about. All I know is, after he’d read that letter, my father was more certain than ever we could control the Rift.’

			Laeli growled low in her throat. ‘I have to get back to Sitra. I have to warn the King that the High Mage cannot be trusted.’ 

			‘And what should I do?’

			‘You?’ She turned blazing eyes on him. ‘Do what you like. Run home to your father and tell him of your great escapades. I leave at first light.’

			He hesitated, not sure why he was telling her, but he needed to make amends for the death, for the thing he had unknowingly set free. Thalion took a deep breath and pushed his father’s face from his mind. ‘There was someone else … who came to see my father. I never saw her face but I heard her voice and … she was fae.’

			‘Are you telling me one of my people is involved in this?’

			Thalion shook his head. ‘She wasn’t like you … not really. She … I don’t know how to explain it.’

			‘Try,’ Laeli hissed between her teeth.

			‘I only saw her hands. They were very pale, like the snow and ice that forms caves in the far north, close to the glaciers and the icefall. And the room was cold when she was there, colder than usual. The fire did nothing to warm the air. And her voice … like the winter wind over the land, fierce and chilled.’

			He saw some realisation, some recognition, dawn on Laeli’s face. He opened his mouth to question her, but she turned away from him. She said no more and as the night wore on, it grew steadily colder. Laeli sat with her knees tucked under her chin, arms wrapped around her legs. Thalion hesitated, then shrugged his furs off and held them out for her.

			She raised her eyebrows. 

			‘It’s cold,’ he said.

			‘So?’ 

			He waited, and with a sigh, she reached over and snatched the furs from him, wrapping them around herself. She gave him a foul look, then curled into a ball on the ground, facing him, those green eyes fixed on his. He looked away, and when he glanced at her again, her eyes were closed, but she wasn’t sleeping – her breathing was shallow and he could feel her annoyance.

			Morning found them both under the furs, curled together. She was using his arm as a pillow, her back pressed into his chest, her arse in his lap. Thalion was perfectly happy to stay where he was, his face buried in her hair, but she wriggled around and stretched, pushing against him, a contented noise sneaking from her throat. He waited. Any moment now … 

			Laeli froze, then hissed through her teeth. She sprang to her feet, taking the furs with her; the warmth of her body was quickly replaced with the searing heat of her stare.

			‘Such a restless sleeper. I wonder who you were dreaming about,’ Thalion said sweetly, smiling up at her. What he didn’t tell her was that he’d dreamed of her as well, of her face and her body held close to his, the feeling of her skin, still on his fingers. 

			Her glare could cut stone. She tossed the furs at him, scooping her weapons from the reeds and buckling on the scabbard. Without a word, she stalked from the square, as angry and pissed off as she’d been last night. Thalion scrambled to his feet and collected his sword. 

			None of the swamp people were anywhere in sight. They crossed the slim bridge; mist clung to the surface of the water, swirling and dancing in a breeze Thalion couldn’t feel. There was no sign of the waterhorse, but he imagined he heard its watery voice in his head again as Laeli unhooked the bridge and let it slide back into the water. He pulled his furs around himself, crossing grass wet with dew, following in Laeli’s wake. Her scent lingered on the fur and he breathed her in.

			She stopped abruptly and handed him a small pack she pulled from nowhere. ‘Food and water to see you home.’ It was a challenge, he understood, and he reached for the pack hesitantly; he brushed her fingers with his own and a bolt of heat shot through him, scattering his thoughts and stealing his breath. He gathered himself with effort while she watched him closely. He could sense her disappointment in him and something twisted deep in his gut. 

			The sun crept closer to the horizon; he could feel it, that shift in time that preceded sunrise, some memory from an ancestral past ringing within him. In a world where light was scarce and half the year was near-darkness, he held the sun in reverence, took a moment each day to watch it rise, to let it touch his face through the wide window in his room. He turned his face automatically as the sun edged over the land.

			Laeli was still watching him. ‘What will you do?’

			‘I didn’t think you cared.’

			She looked away from him, towards the growing light in the east. The first rays of the day touched her face, shifting that pale skin into smooth gold. It reflected in her eyes and he sucked in a breath at the otherworldly beauty of her – a stark reminder of who she was, what she was; what they both were. He had his duty, and she had hers. He was a fool to imagine, even for the briefest of moments, that there was something between them, something borne of bloodshed and shared terror. 

			Laeli turned from him without another word; he reached out and caught her wrist, pulling her back towards him, not wanting to let her go, not yet.

			‘What should I do?’ he asked.

			She held his gaze. ‘You should go home.’

			‘And if I don’t want to?’ He tugged on her wrist; she moved closer, so close he could see each eyelash. 

			Slowly, so slowly the wheel stood still, she pressed her body against his. He stroked the flawless skin of her cheek and ran his thumb across her mouth. Her lips parted, and when she kissed him, his knees buckled and his heart seized. 

			Too soon, it was over and by the time he’d opened his eyes, she was striding for the wickedness of the faery forest, for the cover of those timeless trees. At the tree-line, where light met shadow, she turned to him.

			Her face collapsed – regret, worry, then resignation. ‘Goodbye, Thalion.’

			Then she was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Sixteen

			Darian did his job well. Gedeon shuffled through the papers on his desk. Confined to her bed with a mysterious sickness no Healer could alleviate, the Queen had, as was her policy, handed over the signing of all official documents to her most trusted High Mage. Gedeon allowed himself a smile. While he didn’t want to kill her, having her out of the way would make things easier. 

			His plans were progressing. Grayson had returned on The Esperance, cargo safely unloaded at the old north port, collected by Kiarda’s people and loaded onto sleds to be ferried across the ice to Vellir, where she cast her eye over her gifts. Kiarda was a selfish creature, he’d decided after their conversation yesterday through the amplitheoir she’d sent him. Rather than her thanks for his painstaking efforts, he received another list of demands, much the same as the last, but this time, she wanted Bloodstones. What she’d do with them he had no idea – unless she was hiding a fire caster among her people, the stones would be useless to her. 

			He made a mental note to keep a closer eye on the fae Queen and her movements. It wasn’t like he had a supply of Bloodstones ready to send her – not that he would. The vein of Bloodstone found within the earth in the mines outside Garlathe had excited him, that piece of news arriving not long after the fire caster decided to show herself, as if the Morrigan had finally played him a hand he could work with. Already three prisoners had died in the mines, but that wasn’t something Gedeon needed to worry about. There was always scum on the streets of every town who needed a short stay in the prison camps, and there were always the halfkin street walkers and thieves in Tyllcarric he could send south. It would mean less slaves being sent to Estilleon, but he was certain he could convince Hadrian it was temporary.

			The Estilleon Chieftain had indeed done exactly what Kiarda had hoped and attacked the Rift. Hadrian’s desire for power was greater than Gedeon had guessed – it was insanity to engage the fae guard and their Witches in battle, but at least it would have made Rhodiri pay attention and shift his concerns away from any rumours he might have heard about the High Mage and the human Queen.

			With his enemy and his allies focused elsewhere, Gedeon was free to ensure his own plans moved forward. He lay the pile of pages out on his desk, studying the first: an order to move the army closer to the Estilleon border. It wasn’t time yet, but by Samhain, Gedeon would sign that order and have it sent out to all the army camps throughout Merawuld. It would take less than a week for the men from Fortrose to march and set up a station on the grassy plains near the border, longer for the others to join them from Fendale and Kenmore, but Fortrose was the largest camp with over two hundred men. It would be a sufficient start.

			After her seemingly miraculous escape, Gedeon had asked for and received all possible knowledge about the fire caster from the Academy. He had spoken to her friends. The girl, Nerida, had shook with nerves but had let slip that the fire caster had a friend in the army, who Gedeon had discovered had conveniently left his regiment and gone missing. 

			The fire caster, the last Fire Mage. Ash, her name was. The daughter of farmers, unassuming people who hadn’t realised what the girl was. He’d followed the trail of rumours surrounding a silo fire back to Brenveil, not surprised at all to find Ash and her soldier friend at the centre of it. The boy, Jarlath, had spent two years in the prison camps to save her from the noose. It was obvious to Gedeon that the soldier would do whatever was necessary to protect the girl. Perhaps he needed to send someone out to the village to speak with the boys’ family. There was a younger brother, and brothers, Gedeon knew, usually kept in contact. He made a note on a blank page to follow that trail as well.

			What concerned him more was the letter he had received from the fae King. The Watch had found no trace of the girl in any of the villages and towns, which led Gedeon to suspect she’d crossed the river. And there was nothing on the other side of that river but Eshlune. Rhodiri had sworn he had no knowledge of the girl, and although a highly skilled Air Witch, the King hadn’t veiled his thoughts carefully enough. Gedeon had picked up traces of the truth from Rhodiri’s letter, rising from the page to whisper in his ear. If she was indeed in Eshlune, getting to her wasn’t going to be easy. He could only hope that Kiarda, when she made her move, scared the girl into the open, where he would have someone waiting to pounce on her.

			He glanced out the window. The sun was high. The Council meeting was due to start within the hour. It left him just enough time to check in on the ailing Queen. He changed his robes for ones of dark grey – not quite the colour of mourning, but sombre enough to perfect his picture. He smoothed back his hair and ran a wash cloth over his face, catching sight of his reflection. Gedeon concentrated on his features – just a touch of glamour, enough to darken the shadows under his eyes, make his skin paler, his mouth downturned with worry. He let his fingers linger on his skin a moment, allowing his air magic to flow through him, soothing the thoughts that raced around his brain. His fellow Mages of the Council would be fools to try and read his thoughts, but some of them were truly ambitious and any information found floating within the stone walls of the Keep was stored ammunition. 

			Gedeon waved his hand. The water in the wash basin arced into the air, flowing smoothly across the room to settle in the potted plant near the window. He smiled, straightening his robes. He stashed his pile of parchment in the bottom drawer of his desk, locking it with a small key he kept on a chain around his neck, hidden beneath his clothes. 

			Darian was waiting outside the room, the Spirit Rake’s face as calm and composed as ever, the shadows on his face needing no glamour. 

			‘I want you at the meeting today,’ Gedeon told him quietly. In a place like this, the walls had ears. ‘I need to know what the council truly think about the Queen and about the Estilleon Chieftain. We may have a problem with the fae.’

			Darian nodded, disappearing down the hall towards the meeting room, where he would slink into the shadows. The Council had no objections to Darian, but Gedeon knew the man made them nervous and forced them to be always on their guard, their thoughts carefully monitored. Darian himself was a reminder to the council of the power Gedeon wielded. 

			In the palace, the Queen was propped up on her pillows in her opulent bedroom of gold and red furnishings, sunlight trickling through the wide windows like water from a fountain. She smiled when he came in, gesturing for him to approach. She was pale, a deathly sheen to her skin, but her eyes were focused.

			‘How are you my dear?’ Gedeon said, grasping the hand she held out for him.

			‘I feel fine, Gedeon, but for some reason, I cannot get out of this bed. It’s like my body has decided it will stay here, regardless of what I want,’ she answered, her mouth pulled into a scowl. ‘The Healers cannot say what is wrong with me.’

			‘I wish I could help you.’ Gedeon sat on the ornate chair positioned near the bed. ‘You must do what the Healers say and remain here, my Queen.’

			She sighed. ‘With winter coming, there is much to do. I trust the contracts with the farms and the merchants were finalised, despite what happened at Mabon?’

			Gedeon nodded. ‘They were, your majesty.’

			‘What of the fire caster?’

			Inwardly, Gedeon cursed. He gave her a sad look. ‘I’m afraid the girl escaped, not long after her capture.’

			‘Why was I not informed?’ Rowena demanded sharply.

			‘You were unwell, your majesty.’

			‘Have you found her?’

			‘No,’ Gedeon said, doing nothing to hide his disappointment. ‘I have tried, but she has vanished. It is my fear that she has gone to Sitra, to the fae King. He will not let her go so easily. I am afraid, also, that the Anomaly has had a hand in this as well. Possibly he orchestrated her escape from the prison. We know he is a friend of the fae.’

			Rowena frowned. ‘Rhodiri has her?’

			‘That is what I believe, my Queen.’

			The Queen sat up higher on her pillows, her blonde hair falling across her slim shoulders. ‘Then you will write to him. Tell him I demand the return of the fire caster to Tyllcarric. And have the Watch search the forest for the Anomaly. I want him brought here for questioning.’

			‘That is a good plan, your majesty. We cannot allow the fae to hold such power over us.’ Capturing Senan would be the icing on the cake. For years, the man had haunted Gedeon’s dreams – Senan was the one that got away, and he’d been waiting for the opportunity to renew the search for the outcast Mage-Witch. He had tried many times over the last twenty years, but the man managed to slip through every trap and trick laid for him like water through a sieve. 

			Rowena turned a worried face to her High Mage. ‘You think the fae would use her against us? Is the Rift not enough? What more could they want?’

			‘It pains me to speak of it,’ Gedeon said softly. ‘But I am worried that Eshlune is not enough for them anymore. Perhaps they regret gifting the lands to the humans all those years ago and wish for them back.’

			Rowena’s face hardened. ‘What of Estilleon?’

			‘There is talk of war. It is a rumour, my Queen, and nothing for us to worry about yet, but, I wonder, should we increase the number of soldiers stationed near the border? Have the ranks at Fortrose move out and supply fresh men to the garrison there?’ 

			The Queen’s face was still. Eventually, she nodded. ‘It seems our friends are to become our enemies, and our enemies have grown bold. Send more men to Fortrose, but I also think we should station a regiment nearer the Rift. If Rhodiri is turned against us, we need to be able to monitor their movements as well.’

			It was better than he could have hoped. Gedeon nodded and bowed, telling her to rest, not to worry, everything would be managed and would soon be under control.

			It wasn’t until he left the palace that he allowed himself to smile. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Seventeen

			Kiarda stood at the window. A storm blew across the ice and the melody of the wind, the notes captured and released by the ice, and its echo over the land sank inside her.

			Her land. The one her brother had banished her to all those years ago. She didn’t mind the cold – after a hundred years she was used to it, and, after a hundred years, her people were still here, thriving despite the barren landscape. They had learnt to hunt and fish and survive. They had doubled their numbers within a generation, then again and again, until a community of over five hundred existed beyond the Tundra that served as the border between the ice and the leafy green of the forest. The halfkin had come to them later, half-starved wretches who, having found no sanctuary in the forest, found what they were looking for in Kiarda’s icy wilderness. 

			There were humans amongst her people as well, the outcasts and the misfits, those who didn’t have a place anywhere else. Some were skilled with magic, some not, but all, bar the very young and the very old, were skilled with a weapon. Once Hadrian added his men to her ranks, her army would swell. 

			Hadrian had been easy to convince. His lust for power and his need for revenge made him weak; his eagerness pliable, his stubborn pride like clay in Kiarda’s hand. Slowly, over the last few months, she had let her plans and her own desires eat into his, until his will was hers. Without her, he would have never thought of claiming the Rift, would never have believed he could claim it. He couldn’t, Kiarda knew that but, at this stage, he didn’t. When the time was right, she would turn his attention to Sitra itself.

			The High Mage was different. His desire for power was more encompassing than Hadrian’s. Gedeon wanted control. He wanted the power of the fae gone from the world. Well, Kiarda thought with a smile, he might find that particular wish of his not easily granted. If he expected her to simply vanish back to her snows after she conquered Eshlune, he would be disappointed. 

			Her vision stretched beyond the forest.

			Samhain was approaching and, after that, the solstice would draw them into its wintery embrace and they would celebrate the depth of the darkness. The sun would stand still, rising in the same place each day for three days, and at this turning moment, everyone would hold their breath, waiting for the sun to return them to days of longer light and warmth. But here, in the north, in this permanent winter, where sun and warmth were scarce, the solstice was merely another day of dark and cold. 

			For Kiarda, it meant something different. This was the year her brother’s power would diminish, she could sense it, had sensed it for years. This was the year her power would ascend to something greater than it had ever been. Come Samhain, the power of the God would slip underground, waiting until rebirth after the Solstice. 

			Sitra would be left weakened, Rhodiri’s protective magic waning with the moon. She didn’t believe for a moment that his son, that simpering child she’d last seen clinging to his mother’s skirts, would ever possess the power needed to rule. Then there was the daughter, Laeli. A babe when Kiarda and her followers had marched from Sitra, heads held high, into the icy north of Veshlir. Even as a child, Laeli had Faleria’s skill with fire, and that made Kiarda nervous. She had tried over the years to scry for her brother’s children, finding their minds locked tight, the key no doubt held by their father, who would know of the dangers facing the royal children. 

			Kiarda turned from the window as the door to her chambers opened and Eira came in. She cast a critical eye over her daughter, and nodded in approval at the girl’s pale face, her wintry hair and slender form. Eira had had many lovers over the years, and many proposals, but Kiarda had never agreed to any of them. There was something greater in store for her daughter. 

			‘Soon you are to be a bride.’

			‘So you keep reminding me,’ Eira said, sitting herself on her mother’s bed, running her hands over the lush white furs. 

			‘Once everything is done, kill him. Unless, that is, you want to keep him around.’

			Eira snorted. 

			‘Besides,’ Kiarda said smoothly, moving away from the window to cross the floor and sit beside her daughter, reaching up to press her palms against Eira’s cheeks. ‘When Samhain arrives, I will go in search of the Cailleach.’ 

			‘How do you catch a goddess?’ Eira asked quietly.

			‘By offering her that which she does not have,’ Kiarda explained. 

			‘Eshlune,’ Eira said. 

			Kiarda nodded. ‘I can’t think of a more glorious place for her to spread her cloak, can you?’

			Eira frowned. ‘Do I have to marry him?’

			‘We have had this discussion,’ Kiarda said simply. ‘You do not have to like it, Eira. You do not have to like him. We all have to make sacrifices in order to get what we want. What we deserve,’ she added firmly, staring into her daughter’s eyes. ‘It doesn’t have to be for long, my darling. Just until Eshlune is ours. Once we have taken the kingdom from my brother, Estilleon will be next. We will have no need for Hadrian or his son.’

			‘You plan to kill them both?’

			‘I plan to kill whoever I need to, Eira. And you should as well.’

			Kiarda stood, crossing the room to gaze out the window again. Come Samhain, she would walk out into the icy wilderness of the tundra that separated Veshlir from Eshlune, and the Cailleach would come to her, as she had every year for the last one hundred. The blue-skinned hag would always shy away from the one question Kiarda was desperate to know the answer to: when would it be her turn to rule? 

			The Cailleach, her teeth red with blood, would always smile enigmatically and continue her walk, her bare feet stomping the earth, her staff banging against the trunks of the stunted trees, suppressing the growth of new life until it was time for the Maiden of spring to emerge from the earth.

			This year, it would be different. 

			One hundred years had been too long. Kiarda was sick of waiting. She was tired of watching the ice grow and melt each season. Tired of watching the sea freeze. Tired of their isolation and their perpetual banishment, her people suffering under the yoke Rhodiri had hung around her shoulders. Faleria’s Rift and its creations would fall under Kiarda’s control as well. She flexed her fingers; blue flame coiled around them, caressing her with its silken warmth. She might not have the same power as her sister, but she was certain it would be enough. She had learnt to twist her water magic into something else, becoming a hybrid, an Anomaly, in human terms. If Rhodiri’s Fire Witches could manage to maintain the power of the Rift, then she would be able to do so much more. Winter was her time, hers and the hag’s. 

			Eira crossed the floor to stand by her mother’s side, blue eyes, like chips of ice, staring out over the landscape. ‘What is he like?’

			‘Thalion? He is soft.’

			‘You mean he is weak?’

			‘He is not like his father, who burns with ambition. Thalion will do as he is told.’

			‘When do we leave?’

			‘So eager to have him in your bed?’

			Eira made a face. 

			Kiarda laughed. ‘When I am certain Hadrian can be trusted enough. Giving his only son and heir over to us will be a show of that trust. Thalion followed orders and attacked the Rift – such a pointless exercise, but a necessary one, to see how far Hadrian is willing to go. Hadrian thinks the boy failed – what he doesn’t understand is that now, Rhodiri’s eye will be on the west, and not on us.’ 

			‘And if Thalion dies in any of your plans? What about the alliance? Surely Hadrian will resent the loss of his son?’

			‘It would serve to harden him against Rhodiri, and make him more determined. If anything, Thalion’s death would cement this alliance.’

			‘If he dies, who will you marry me to then?’ Eira asked bitterly. 

			‘He won’t die. Thalion strikes me as the type of man who keeps coming back, who clings to life with both hands, even if that life has given him nothing.’ She nudged her daughter’s shoulder. ‘You still have time, Eira. Go and enjoy yourself. Take a lover.’

			The girl left without a backwards glance. Kiarda had her doubts about her daughter, about how far Eira was willing to go for her people, about how strong she truly was. She had impressed on her daughter the importance of sacrifice, of showing those she will one day rule over that she is willing to put aside her own needs for the greater good. She was certain that when it came down to it, Eira would do what she needed to do.

			From the window, Kiarda could look over the city. Vellir was the jewel of Veshlir. A thousand years ago, the fae created a magnificent castle from limestone and marble mined east of the city, as formidable and imposing as the palace in Sitra was enchanting. Her castle rose from the icy landscape like an ancient monolith. The outer walls were blasted smooth from centuries of wind storms, where ice and snow would batter the city for weeks on end. When the winds came, they shrieked through the windows, extinguishing the fires that burned feebly in the hearths. Three rounded towers loomed above the city; long slit-like windows cut into the stone to let in the small amount of light that shone down on the north during the summer months. 

			Kiarda’s favourite place in the castle was the Hall, a lavish room with glimmering white walls and a high ceiling decorated with exposed beams of dark timber sourced from the forest that lay between Veshlir and Eshlune. Chandeliers of ice dangling from the beams; when the sunlight streamed through the windows and hit their shards, a multitude of rainbows stretched across the room. The floor was covered in the thick white pelts of the beasts that inhabited this frigid world – bears, wolves and giant deer. Once, there were large spotted cats that roamed the forests, but they had since vanished. North of the city, the ice held tight to the world, lasting all through the year, stubbornly clinging to the earth as the warmth of the summer sun brushed it. 

			In their brief summer, where the thinnest of the ice melted and the Tundra was alive with life, Kiarda would walk that flat expanse of land, dazzled by the colours of the flowers and the brilliant green of the grass, a shade she never thought she’d see again after her banishment.

			Now, however, with winter almost upon them, snow was piled thick against the castle walls. It littered the streets and roofs of her people’s homes in the city below her window. For the last month, they had been stockpiling the supplies they would need to survive the winter: timber for the fires, coal and peat gathered from the tundra, water, and food – salted meats and preserved vegetables, smoked fish and rye bread. The livestock had been brought in from the weather already. The pens within the city walls held the goats and sheep that would be milked during the cold months, that milk churned into cheese and butter by the strong arms of the women who worked to ensure the people remained fed. 

			Kiarda was proud of her people, she was proud of their strength and their determination to survive in such a place. Not all made it – each year, the cold carried off the elderly and sometimes the very young to the next world. It was the women in this icy world who ruled, from their queen to the heads of the household, the commanders of Kiarda’s army and the leaders of the seal and deer hunts. It was women who kept the peace, who kept order and who managed the shifting nature of life in Veshlir.

			The starved sun barely made it above the castle walls now, the streets below chilled and dark during both night and day. Kiarda glanced to the west where the sun, still clinging to life, was battling with the wheel that turned the earth. Come the solstice, the sun would vanish beneath the horizon and her world and her people would be plunged into the womb of the Dark Mother, who was revered and worshipped in every home and at every hearth in Veshlir. It was the Dark Mother who people held in the highest regard, who they made offerings to and asked for strength. 

			But come Samhain, everything would change. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Eighteen

			Jarlath sat beneath the trees and watched the fire springing from Ash’s palms; Laeli was standing a short distance away, nodding in approval. They had spent three weeks in Sitra already, encased in the never-ending green of the forest. He’d been given leave to explore, to hunt – but never alone. A fae guard shadowed his every step and, more than once, Jarlath wondered what would happen if he turned his weapons on the lithe body that watched him silently from the trees. He’d explored for hours, climbed hills and slunk down into valleys where waterfalls sprung from the earth and tumbled over the edge of small cliffs, or trickled gently into creeks and pools so still they were like mirrors. 

			He tried hard not to be impressed by the sheer beauty of the place but, in the end, he couldn’t help it. The landscape was as beautiful as a painting, every rock, tree, and shimmering leaf somehow different to the forests in Merawuld. Everything in this world seemed to glow, soft fingers of sunlight reaching through the trees to caress the earth. Sitra was a marvel of life and white stone, from the bustling streets filled with people and shop fronts, to the palace itself, where his room had the most glorious bed he had ever slept in, the blankets as soft as fresh grass. Jarlath had thought he was above enjoying the finer things in life, but after a few days here, he realised he’d never actually experienced anything more wondrous than a warm bed and a soft pillow, the snores of his brother later being replaced by the snores of his army mates. 

			Despite the wonders around him, he’d never felt more useless in his life.

			Ash trained with Laeli, or with Senan, or Mahelivar, who, while not a Fire Witch as such, was a know-it-all about everything else. She’d spent hours in the palace library, surrounded by towers of books on every conceivable subject. Though he knew she liked to read, he just didn’t realise how much until he found himself watching her face as she studied. He noted the way she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed absently, how she never raised her eyes from the page, making notes on a piece of parchment without looking. Was this how she was at the Academy, he wondered. Did she miss her old life? He knew she did, but not because she talked to him about it. He could see it in her shoulders, how they drooped when she thought he wasn’t watching during those first few days on the road, or how she’d pull the length of her hair over her shoulder and braid and unbraid it, playing with the ends while she frowned. 

			He just wanted her to be safe. He wanted her to be happy and smiling again, like she used to be, before that night of the silo fire that had completely changed both their lives. He wouldn’t change anything about what he’d done, but he knew that if they could turn the wheel back, she’d stop him from stepping in on her behalf. They hadn’t talked about what he’d gone through in the prison camp, either, and he’d long ago vowed never to tell her – he didn’t want to add to the guilt she already felt. 

			If only the fae would give him something to do, something to take his mind off what they were facing. All this sitting around with nothing to occupy himself left Jarlath free to think and he wasn’t great at thinking, had never been good at sitting still. After the Rift was attacked and Laeli had vanished into the smoke and blood on the other side, Jarlath thought that would be the last they saw of her. 

			He’d grabbed Ash by the hand and dragged her back through the forest, away from the Rift and whatever called to her from within, and then had to face Mahelivar, who was furious that Jarlath had let Laeli go. As if he could stop her. He’d seen what sprang from the Princess’s hands – she’d have him dangling by his ankles from some tree before he had time to blink.

			Laeli had appeared in the hall just as the fae guard was going out to search for her a second time and it was later that Jarlath heard the rest of the story from Ash. The knowledge that the High Mage was possibly working with the Estilleon Chieftain and the Queen of Veshlir to overthrow the fae King and gain the power of the Rift was all he could think about. Laeli was certain the man she rescued, Thalion Liulfur, the Chieftain’s son, was telling the truth. He was also the man who tried to kidnap her. Jarlath shook his head. This was becoming more muddled the longer it went on. 

			Standing, he brushed himself free of leaves. He couldn’t stay here any longer. He was a soldier, not a politician, but there had to be something he could do. He left Ash with Laeli and slipped back into the palace, marching down the pristine halls, heading for the Great Hall, where he was certain he would find Mahelivar and the King. Ignoring the guard, Jarlath reached for the door, jumping back in fright as it swung wide for him.

			Instead of the King, he found Mahelivar and Senan seated at the polished table, the room bathed in light. Jarlath paused, then strode into the room as Mahelivar raised his eyebrows. 

			‘The last person to barge in here like that, besides my sister, was locked up for a week, Jarlath.’ The fae’s voice was cool and he folded his arms. ‘I’m sure your commanders didn’t allow you to swan on into their meetings whenever you felt like it.’

			Jarlath’s cheeks burnt. There was no denying his mistake but it was done now and he couldn’t change it. He kept his head high. The fae inclined his head, motioning Jarlath into a seat.

			‘I want to help,’ Jarlath said simply.

			‘By doing what?’

			Senan was watching him with interest; a warm breeze wrapped around Jarlath’s head and he felt a tingling in the back of his mind. ‘You want to return to Tyllcarric?’ the Mage-Witch said.

			Jarlath nodded. ‘We need to know what is happening there. You need eyes and ears inside those walls. If the High Mage is truly involved, you need to know exactly what is going on.’ He swallowed, his bravado sinking away a notch as the men looked at him, Mahelivar doing nothing to hide his scepticism. ‘I’ve a friend who runs a gaming house. Talk is as loose as coin in that place. There isn’t much Yasper doesn’t know.’ 

			‘Won’t they be looking for you?’ Mahelivar asked.

			Jarlath made himself shrug. ‘Probably, but no one knows for sure I helped her get out. I’ll be safe enough and I’ll make sure no one sees me.’

			No one spoke for a long moment; outside, birds chirped in the trees, life continuing on as normal. Although nothing was normal anymore, Jarlath thought, watching through the long window as Ash and Laeli crossed the palace grounds together. 

			‘I’ll go with you,’ Senan said simply. 

			Jarlath held his breath; eventually, the Prince nodded. Jarlath pushed back his chair and left, feeling Mahelivar’s eyes on his back. The idea of leaving Ash here, with him, was almost as suffocating as the idea of staying here and doing nothing to help. He was used to earning his keep. He had worked as a boy, helping his father and the men in the fields haul baskets of vegetables and swathes of wheat and corn to the workroom for sorting. He had worked in the prison camps – cutting timber and lugging logs to be loaded onto the carts for transport; and he had a role in the army, a position that he took seriously, a place where he was needed. And now, he at last had purpose again. 

			


			Jarlath found Ash sitting in the courtyard, dangling her feet in a pond of sparkling water. She smiled at him, her whole face lighting up, and he almost forgot what he’d just agreed to do – content to stay here so long as she smiled at him like that again. He eased his boots off, then sat beside her, slipping his feet into the blood-warm water. Small silver and bronze fish darted forward, inspecting his toes before shooting off again. 

			‘I’m sorry about the other night,’ he mumbled.

			‘So am I.’ She turned to him, her knee coming to rest against his. His skin burnt where she pressed against him. He wondered what would happen if he placed his palm on her bare knee. ‘I’m sorry that you’re unhappy here.’

			‘I’m not unhappy, I’m just …’ He took a deep breath, forcing himself to look at her. ‘I’m going back to Tyllcarric, just for a while.’

			‘What?’

			‘I have to do something, Ash.’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘And getting caught by the Watch will be doing something, will it?’ She shook her head, that hair of hers moving like a living flame. ‘They’ll kill you.’

			‘They don’t know I helped you,’ he argued. ‘And besides, I won’t get caught.’

			‘Until they catch you,’ she muttered unhappily. ‘I’ll come with you.’

			He smiled at her. ‘Did you really think I’d agree to that?’

			‘I don’t want you to go alone.’

			‘Senan will be with me. If anything happens, he can just … I don’t know … magic us out of there or something,’ Jarlath said. He reached for her hand, prepared for her to pull it away, to slap him, curse him, but she didn’t. She let him take her hand and wind his fingers through hers. ‘I’ll be careful. And be back before you even have a chance to miss me.’

			She nodded sadly, then left him breathless by leaning over to press a kiss to his cheek. 

			‘Don’t you dare die,’ she whispered, pulling her hand free and climbing to her feet. He watched her walk away, his heart somewhere in the bottom of that shining pool, being gnawed on by fish. 

			• • •

			The Mage-Witch kept them hidden most of the way; the passengers on the ferry hadn’t looked their way, and they skirted villages, entering the city at the end of the day before the gates closed, sticking close to a blacksmith’s wagon, unnoticed by the guards. 

			The Solstice House was empty when they went in, the place smelling of ale and money. Only Yasper and a halfkin serving girl remained. Yasper was behind the bar, counting coin, and the girl was tidying the tables, moving between them with a metal bucket, collecting cards and dice. She looked up as the door closed behind them.

			‘Boss,’ she called, nodding at them.

			Yasper glanced up and grinned, that grin faltering when he saw who was standing in the shadows of his doorway. He gestured at the girl. ‘That’s enough for the night, Feria.’

			She nodded her blonde head, taking her bucket and disappearing out the back. Moments later she returned, a dark cloak held over her arm. She gave them a curious look, then slipped out the door.

			Yasper was shaking his head. ‘Oh no. No, no, no. If you’re after any more favours you can forget it. After you and your girl left last time, I had that blasted Fox in here sniffing around, scaring off half my customers with those knives of hers, then the Watch came and scared off the other half and I got to spend not one, but two nights in the city’s most comfortable cell. So no, I am all out of favours,’ he said firmly. He slid the coins off the bar into a container; they rattled as they tumbled, a cascade of sound, melodic in its clatter. 

			‘We need information. What do you know about the High Mage?’ Jarlath asked, pulling out a stool at the bar to sit. 

			Yasper reached below the bar to retrieve a bottle and three glasses. ‘If you wanted to die, you should have stayed in the army,’ he muttered, pouring them all a drink. ‘All I know is people who ask questions about Gedeon tend to go missing.’ 

			‘What people?’ Senan asked, sniffing at the drink Yasper handed him.

			Yasper shook his head. ‘It depends who’s asking.’

			‘He’s a friend,’ Jarlath said quickly. 

			‘Alright, friend of Jarlath. For a while now, the Watch has been picking up halfkin off the streets. They are never seen again. We thought it might be that they were just locked up, right, but I know a guy who works at the prison, and he said he’d never seen any halfkin be brought in. So, I asked around, because being me, I wanted all the juicy gossip. Rumour has it, the Mages are selling them to slave dealers again, like they used to years ago. A while back, they stopped, and anyone caught colluding with slavers would face the noose – Queen’s orders. It seems she’s either changed her mind, or someone is acting without her knowledge.’

			Senan shifted in his seat. ‘How many go missing?’

			Yasper shrugged. ‘At least a dozen in the last month. I don’t know where they all go. Some get sent to Estilleon – the Chiefs pay well for halfkin flesh I’ve heard.’ 

			‘What else can you tell us about Gedeon?’

			Yasper chewed his lip. ‘He has a Spirit Rake. Don’t know his name. Nasty fellow from all accounts. That got me thinking though. What does the High Mage need a Spirit Rake for? People pay their taxes, the Watch have criminals to chase, the merchants sell their sub-par shit and honest businessmen like myself are happy. The common folk keep to themselves and go about their lives. But,’ he said, dropping his voice. ‘If you ask me, something isn’t right.’

			Jarlath frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘The fire caster is gone, yet the curfew continues. The city has been put on rations, which is strange, because I know how much produce came in during trade. Where has it all gone? There are hungry people around here at the moment and hungry people talk. Apparently, a fifth of the city’s supplies, food and otherwise, was sent to the sea ports, and then, no one knows,’ Yasper said. ‘Had some soldiers in here the other night. They said they’d been on guard duty, following the wagons to the ports, then ordered back here to wait for the next shipment.’

			Jarlath exchanged a look with Senan, who rubbed at his face.

			‘It appears that particular rumour is true after all.’ 

			‘What is going on exactly?’ Yasper asked again. ‘One of you needs to start talking.’

			‘The High Mage is in league with Hadrian of Estilleon and possibly the fae Queen of Veshlir,’ Jarlath said bluntly. 

			‘Well then. If it’s revenge on the Mages you’re about, consider it done. I won’t ask any more questions but I can’t afford to get caught,’ Yasper added, giving Jarlath a meaningful look. 

			‘Why would you help us?’ Senan asked.

			Yasper grimaced. ‘Because those bastards ruined my life. They had my sister locked up for – what did they call it? Her ‘anomaly’. She had two elemental powers. Apparently, she “died” while awaiting trial. So, naturally, I went nuts and wanted to kill someone, you know? Anyway, they caught me and the Watch sent me to the camps for five years. The rest is history.’

			Jarlath narrowed his eyes. ‘I thought you were a thief?’

			‘That too,’ Yasper shrugged. 

			Senan tapped his fingers on the tabletop. ‘Two elemental powers.’

			‘Yeah, that’s what I said,’ Yasper replied. ‘You don’t believe me?’

			‘I do,’ Senan said gently. ‘Can we trust you?’

			‘Can you? I don’t know. Should you? Maybe not. It depends on what’s in it for me. I don’t even know who you are so maybe I should be the one asking questions about trust.’

			‘I know a way into the Keep, just in case you’re ever interested.’

			Yasper leant across the bar. ‘No one but Mages and their very best friends have been in there.’

			Senan fiddled with his glass. ‘What if I told you I was a Mage?’

			Yasper reacted as Jarlath knew he would. His gun was pointed at Senan’s head quicker than anyone could draw breath. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ He looked at Jarlath. ‘If this is a set-up, army boy…’

			‘No set-up,’ Senan said quickly. ‘Your sister was not the only one.’ 

			Yasper’s grey eyes widened. ‘You’re the Anomaly.’

			‘I am,’ Senan held out a hand, ‘Senan Innes.’

			Jarlath let out a breath as Yasper’s gun was returned to its holster and he placed his palm in Senan’s. ‘Yasper Kavita. Interesting company you’re keeping,’ he muttered to Jarlath. 

			The front door swung open and someone stepped inside, a hood pulled up to cover their features. Jarlath’s hand went to his weapon, but he noticed Yasper did not move. Heart thundering, Jarlath felt every muscle in his body tense as the newcomer approached the bar.

			‘News?’ Yasper asked them, pouring a fourth drink.

			The stranger removed their hood, revealing a head of blonde hair and perfectly cut cheek-bones. She reached for her drink, giving Jarlath a wink. ‘Hi there, soldier.’

			‘Gem?’ he whispered. 

			She smiled, taking a sip, making a face. ‘Yas, that’s absolutely wretched stuff.’

			Jarlath blinked. ‘Gem, what are you doing here?’

			She looked from Jarlath to Yasper. ‘He hasn’t filled you in then?’ She noticed Senan. ‘Who’s he?’

			Yasper smiled. ‘Gem, meet Senan, the Anomaly.’

			Her eyes widened; surprise, then suspicion coated her features. She hesitated, then knocked her drink back, turning to Jarlath. ‘You’re either smarter than you look, or just as stupid,’ she muttered, glancing at Senan. ‘First the fire caster, now the Anomaly. Some of your army buddies were in about a week ago, by the way. It seems most of the boys are being sent to the Estilleon border.’

			Jarlath frowned. ‘That must mean …’

			Gem shrugged. ‘They’ve been told it’s for a training exercise, but they wouldn’t send two-thirds of the men to Fortrose to train, would they?’

			Yasper shook his head. ‘We’ll come back to that. How did it go with Jonis?’

			Gem eyed Senan warily. ‘He’s wanted by the Mage Council,’ she stated. 

			Yasper shrugged. ‘Aren’t we all?’ 

			She didn’t look convinced. Jarlath’s muscles tensed; Senan remained perfectly still, but Jarlath thought he saw a flicker of something on the man’s usually composed face. 

			Yasper leant across the bar towards Gem. ‘Nothing is ever achieved without some element of risk, darling. Luck favours those who dare take a chance.’

			‘Spoken like a true gambler, Yas.’ She sighed. ‘Alright. Jonis was not overly talkative, at first.’

			‘Jonis?’ Jarlath asked, the tension in his muscles ebbing away.

			‘Slave dealer, do keep up,’ Yasper interjected. 

			Jarlath blinked; Yasper rolled his eyes.

			‘Slavery is bad, Jarlath. What you need to know is this – the lovely Gem here, and myself, of course, as well as some very trusted halfkin, have been investigating the slave trade. I don’t like it when my friends go missing. Anyway, Gem’s customers have lips as loose as mine. Jonis, the slave dealer, happened to come in here the other night and complained that he was lonely, and I happened to send him Gem’s way, but, along that way, Jonis happened to meet up with Biel, heavily glamoured to look like a member of the Watch.’

			‘Thinking he was under arrest, he tried to blubber his way out of it, but your halfkin friend can be rather convincing,’ Gem nodded at Yasper. ‘Plus, he really didn’t want me to cut his dick off, so he talked. Seems like slavery isn’t the only thing our dear Jonis has been involved in. The prisoners in the camps at Garlathe are being used to mine Bloodstone. Large shipments of it have been sent here, to the city; more specifically, to the Mages Keep.’

			‘Bloodstone?’ Senan said. ‘What does Gedeon want with …’ he paused, his face draining of colour. ‘Ash. He wants Ash.’

			‘We already knew this,’ Yasper said.

			Senan shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. Bloodstone can be used in three ways: it can enhance fire magic, nullify it, or, it can trap it. Then that magic is at the disposal of anyone who possesses the stones. If Gedeon gets his hands on Ash and her magic …’

			They all fell silent. Gem tapped her fingernails on the side of her glass, their gentle tinkling at odds with what was churning through Jarlath’s head. He’d thought he knew these people well enough so that nothing they did surprised him. He held out his glass for a top-up, shaking his head. 

			‘Oh!’ Gem said, startling them. ‘The assassin – Fox. I heard something about her recently. I know she pissed you off, Yas, but I think this is important, considering her connections.’

			‘What about her?’ Senan went rigid. 

			‘Word on the street is Gedeon isn’t very happy with her after the fire caster got away. She probably needs to be careful,’ Gem said. She finished her drink and set her glass down, reaching for her cloak, swinging it around her shoulders, lifting the hood to shadow her face. ‘Jonis, when he got talking, was happy to tell us where the slaves were being sent, and when. Estilleon, in two days.’

			‘That doesn’t give us a lot of time,’ Yasper mumbled. 

			Gem reached out to touch his arm. ‘We can’t do anything for this lot, but at least we have a contact now. Biel left a … what did he call it? Thought dart in Jonis’ mind. We’ll know when the next lot are collected and where they’re being kept. He also wiped Jonis’ mind of our conversation. In the meantime, Biel is going to spread the word to stay off the streets after dark.’ Gem nodded to Jarlath and Senan, then slipped out the door and into the dark street.

			‘Your friend Biel is rather powerful,’ Senan said simply. 

			Yasper shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. I know that he’s trustworthy, and mighty helpful to have around. A lot of his friends have disappeared. He’s very motivated.’ He turned to Jarlath. ‘What do you think about this army business?’

			Jarlath frowned. ‘Fortrose usually has two hundred soldiers stationed there, a just-in-case act. It’s a day and a half of solid walking to the border from there.’ If the army was on the move … his thoughts flew to Ash. She was safe, wasn’t she?

			‘I need to see Fox,’ Senan said, standing so quickly he knocked his stool over. He gave Jarlath a guarded look. ‘I’ll be back before dawn.’ He was out the door before anyone could say anything. Jarlath chewed his lip, frowning. He’d had no idea the Mage-Witch knew Gedeon’s halfkin assassin well enough to care for her safety. 

			‘Damn fool,’ Yasper shook his head. ‘He wouldn’t be the first to get himself killed for a woman, even if that woman is the one most likely to kill him.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Senan knew how to make himself invisible. With the shadow hound at his side, he nipped through the streets under the nose of the Watch standing on corners and lingering inside the mouth of alleyways. Yasper’s story about halfkin slaves was disconcerting, and something he filed in the back of his mind to tell Mahelivar. Right now, his focus was Fox.

			He waited outside the cathouse for a customer to leave, and, with a glamour firmly in place, went inside to a waiting room baking with heat and incense, leaving Oden outside, invisible to all eyes bar his. There was no one at the desk, and no one sitting at any of the tables tucked away in the shadows. Hurrying up the stairs, he sent out a small tendril of his magic, his senses tuned to Fox’s scent. He paused outside her door, listening. When he was certain all was quiet, he let his glamour fall and eased the door open.

			She was sitting on the bed, facing the window, her hair bundled in a messy bun on top of her head. The room was dim, a solitary lantern casting light and deep shadows over the sad bed, rickety dresser and dressing screen in the corner. He closed the door quietly, standing in the middle of the room, waiting.

			A knife was launched at him before he could blink; he ducked and the small blade embedded itself into the wall behind him. 

			Fox was glaring at him. ‘What in the gods are you doing here?’

			She climbed off the bed, the shabby red gown trailing her like the wings of a broken butterfly. She was so thin, so fragile and vulnerable. He glanced at her hands, capable of slicing a man’s flesh in a second. 

			‘You can’t be here.’ She brushed past him, pulling her blade free of the timber and laying it carefully on the dresser, next to the perfume and hairbrush. ‘Unless …’

			‘I’m not here to sleep with you, Fox.’

			She laughed sadly. ‘You don’t have a choice, Witch. Elena will know there’s someone in here with me.’ She paused, glancing at him, then at the door. ‘She’s fae, an Air Witch.’

			‘What?’

			‘It’s a glamour – she does a good job passing for human.’

			‘But what’s a fae doing running a brothel?’

			‘She’s a spy for the King.’

			Senan sank onto the bed, head spinning. 

			Fox sat beside him; he could feel the heat from her body, could smell her perfume – roses, and sandalwood. ‘Elena is here to keep watch on the city, and what better way to watch people than with their pants down. You’ve spent too long hidden in your forest, Senan. Things have changed. Rhodiri has more fae spies here than you obviously know and more than half the girls in the cathouses are spies – pillows talk.’ She saw the question in his eyes. ‘Rhodiri made a deal with the Mage Council. A long time ago.’

			‘With Gedeon?’

			‘Yes. Rhodiri’s spies share information with the Council and they in turn protect the halfkin.’

			‘The Mage Council are selling halfkin to Estilleon as slaves, Fox. I’d hardly call that protection,’ Senan said furiously. 

			‘I know,’ she said calmly. ‘Gedeon’s Spirit Rake, Darian, comes here every so often, to see Elena. I don’t know what they do, or what they’re up to, but I know it isn’t good.’

			‘You think she’s involved with slavery?’ 

			Fox chewed her lip. ‘No, not intentionally. What would she have to gain from that? So,’ she stood up and began unfastening her dress, ‘let’s get this over with.’ 

			‘Fox …’

			‘Pretend I’m whoever you like, Senan.’

			He shook his head desperately, his heart thundering in his chest, so strong it was almost painful. Fox reached out to untuck his shirt. Her fingers brushed his flesh and he sucked in a breath.

			He grasped her hands. ‘You need to leave here, Fox. Gedeon will come for you, too.’

			Fox cupped his cheek, her quick fingers stroking his skin. She kissed him then, and he could think of nothing else but what she tasted like, what she smelt like. It was the magic in her flesh working on him, he knew that, and he could have resisted if he wanted to, used magic of his own against her, but he didn’t. He let her peel the clothes from his body instead, his head swimming with her, his knees weak, his brain flying backwards through the years to the inside of his hut, the fire roaring in the background. Between kisses, he managed to beg her to leave with him.

			He slept, waking with a start to see Fox standing by the window, peering out. ‘The Watch are coming,’ she said, her voice calm and husky. Her composure unnerved him. Senan sat up quickly, scrambling for his clothes, stuffing arms and legs into fabric, his head spinning. He’d been stupid, so stupid. He should have insisted, knocked her out, anything, not let himself give in to what he’d wanted. Now, they would both die for it, unless he did something. Senan crossed the room and grabbed Fox by the arm, spinning her around to face him.

			‘Get your things. Now.’

			Her eyes widened. He’d never used that tone with her, never demanded she do anything. He swallowed the guilt that swirled in his stomach – how often had she been spoken to in such tones before? 

			‘Where will we go?’

			‘The Delta. We can hide there. I have a friend, Mika.’ 

			‘And what about the fire caster?’

			Senan had no intention of abandoning Ash. Fox read his thoughts easily on his face and nodded, accepting he would abandon her like everyone else. He watched her moving around the tiny room, wanting desperately to explain but knowing this wasn’t the time. She took little with her, exchanging the red gown for her form-fitting black, her knives strapped to her body and concealed all over it. She dragged a leather pouch from beneath a loose floorboard. 

			‘My retirement fund,’ she told him. Without waiting for his response, she crossed the room and flung open the window. Downstairs, they heard them – the Watch. A female voice floated up through the floor and then, footsteps, hurried and heavy. A lot of them. 

			With a final look around the room, Fox slipped from the window and vanished.

			Senan stuck his head out; two storeys below, the cobblestoned street grinned at him, waiting for him to smash his bones and spill his blood over them. Fox was nowhere to be seen.

			‘Climb,’ she ordered, peering at him from the roof. ‘There are footholds. Hurry.’ 

			He wasted one more second spelling the door to the room closed tight, not sure how long it would hold, not if Elena was what Fox said she was. He hoped she wouldn’t want to use her magic in front of the Watch, but he knew he couldn’t count on that. He swung himself out the window, following Fox’s terse instructions as he slipped his feet and hands into the grooves cut in the stone. He wondered whether she’d done that, or it had been some other desperate girl willing to risk death to escape her life. Fox reached over the edge and pulled him the last few feet, using that fae strength in her arms to haul him to safety. Below them, the door to her room burst open and the Watch poured in. 

			Senan followed Fox across the rooftops, her feet sure and steady, trusting her to lead him through the unfamiliar world of the city from above. Dawn was coming, the sun preparing its ascent into the sky. He kept his eyes on the halfkin up ahead, watched her leap the distance between buildings with ease, and used his own air magic to help lift himself over the gaps. Soon, they left the cathouse behind and as sunlight splashed itself over the world, Fox slid down a sharply sloped roof and dropped to the street below, Senan following wordlessly. They paused in the alley, still bathed in darkness, while he caught his breath.

			Without warning, she pushed him, sending him sprawling deeper into the shadows; he fell face-first onto the stones. Tasting blood, Senan sat up and sprang to his feet. There, in the mouth of the alley, was Fox, standing between two members of the Watch. The men had hold of her arms. Senan’s hands curled – there was earth beneath the cobblestones, and in that earth, life. A finger of green crept up through the stones and he made to step into the light but Fox gave him a tiny shake of her head. He froze, torn; his feet began to move but her expression stopped him. As the Watch dragged her away, he saw her mouth move:

			Save yourself.

			He could do nothing. When he was sure they were gone, he bolted from the alley, dashing back across the city to fling himself through the front door of The Solstice House, his heart pounding, regret bitter in his mouth. 

			• • •

			The rising sun lit the Keep and the Academy tower with licks of fire. The Watch marched her through the streets. Fox peered at each man. One had a hawkish face with cold eyes; the other, sallow cheeks and heavy brows. Both gripped her arms brutally tight. 

			She could smell herself; sweat, hunger, fear, and something else. She wrinkled her nose. Senan. His body covering hers. Her insides liquified before she could stop it. She hoped to the Goddess he wasn’t doing something stupid like following her. She cast out her senses but couldn’t detect him and allowed herself a sigh of relief.

			It had taken Gedeon long enough. He’d given her a week and it had been at least three. Obviously, he was busy, too busy to worry about his rogue assassin, Fox reasoned. She’d sent him a message after that night in the forest with Senan and Mahelivar, who had called a raven down from the trees, smirking the whole time, while Senan penned a note in his neat hand. Fox had never learnt to write, but she could read enough to get by, to understand Gedeon’s commands. The gist of them was always the same anyway.

			She’d spent that night willing herself to stay awake, to keep one eye on the fae Prince and the other on the Mage-Witch, but, in the end, sleep had claimed her. She was refreshed when she woke; she always slept better away from the city, in the open air that smelt like trees and sunlight. The city made her claustrophobic, its smells and pollutants coating her skin like a slow-acting poison. 

			Fox shook her head, pushing the warmth of Senan’s chest, the strength of his arms, into the far corners of her mind, recalling instead the door to the Persian; the hardwood door, painted red, that she had opened and closed more times than she could count. She hated that place but felt a tight pinch of despair at never seeing it again.

			Damn Senan, she seethed internally. A year. One more year and she would have earned enough coin to buy her freedom, from both Gedeon and Elena. She supposed it didn’t matter now. They had arrived at the never-ending staircase that led to the Keep. The Watch didn’t slow their step, didn’t give her a moment; they ploughed up those steps like they were taking a leisurely stroll around the city. 

			Gedeon was in his office this time, a cavernous room piled with books and scrolls and dark timber furniture. A map of the known lands was spread out over the large desk. The High Mage was studying it, standing with his arms folded. His dark grey jacket was immaculately pressed – not a wrinkle in the fabric anywhere – and his hair was swept back from his face and tied in a knot at his neck. He didn’t bother to look up as the Watch threw her into the room and locked the door. They hadn’t bothered to disarm her, Fox realised. Her hand dropped so her fingers could caress the blades hidden on her hip. 

			‘You failed me,’ Gedeon said, almost pleasantly. Her muscles tightened at the caress in his voice, the gentle, grandfatherly tone that had her instantly on high alert. There was a window behind him; large enough for her to slip out, hopefully close enough so that the climb to the roof wouldn’t be too difficult. 

			‘I lost her scent,’ Fox said. 

			‘That was weeks ago,’ Gedeon said, glancing at her. ‘I thought you might have tried a little harder. I’ve given you enough time. I’ve been very patient and very generous, Fox. Where is she?’

			Fox shrugged. ‘How should I know?’

			Gedeon’s gaze slid over her face and into the room behind her. Before Fox had time to react, she felt it – cold fingers brushing against the outside of her mind. Darian stepped from the shadows, his eyes the colour of the stone around them, his face hollow and gaunt. Panicked, Fox vaulted over the table as those fingers probed and slid into her head. Her legs faltered, seized, and she froze, glued to the floor by Darian’s magic. Gedeon’s arms closed around her and she struggled, surprised at his strength. He held her steady, whispering words she didn’t hear into her ears. She went limp, collapsing against him.

			‘She isn’t in the city,’ she gasped, but it wasn’t enough. The mental fingers of the Spirit Rake stroked her mind. ‘That’s all I know.’

			‘Have it your way,’ Gedeon mumbled.

			‘No, please!’ Fox shouted, trying desperately to keep her mind clear and blank, to keep Darian from seeing anything important. She thought of bright blue skies, and the forest, the trees tall and inviting. She plunged her mind into them, but Darian followed, the black smoke of his mind searching and grabbing at her, until the trees cleared and she found herself standing in front of the door to the cathouse. She had nowhere left to go and that smoke coiled around her, slipping through her mouth and nostrils, filling her.

			He was in her head, in her thoughts, her memories, picking through them until he found what Gedeon was looking for. Darkness closed over her, her knees giving out, her body becoming liquid that pooled at Gedeon’s feet.

			When she woke, she was lying on the large table, the maps beneath her; she could feel their papery skin, hear the slight rustle as she shifted her limbs, testing them, flexing her fingers and toes. Gedeon was standing by the window. Darian was nowhere to be seen, but that meant nothing. The man was a melting shadow. 

			Gedeon’s voice rose from the darkness and her foggy mind grabbed hold of it, her senses opening almost painfully as she listened.

			‘We’re almost ready,’ Gedeon said soothingly. Fox turned her head as much as she dared. She could sense no other presence in the room, only herself and Gedeon and the fire that now flickered brightly in the hearth. Gedeon was standing by the window, his hand cupped around something. Fox pushed her senses to their limit. Magic tinged the air and as she listened, a voice, as cold and chilled as winter, rose from Gedeon’s hands. 

			‘We will be in Estilleon soon,’ the other voice said.

			‘Can Hadrian be trusted, Kiarda?’ 

			The other voice laughed, the sound disjointed and crackling, settling in Fox’s head. ‘It is not the father I worry about, but the son. Leave Hadrian and his boy to me. You just do your part. Deal with your little Queen and anyone who supports her.’

			The voice faded; through the fog in her head, Fox watched Gedeon set a large crystal on the desk. An amplitheoir. She’d heard of them, but had never actually seen one. Snake-oil merchants pedalled them on the back streets but they were useless, nothing more than trinkets glamoured by poor halfkin magic, promised to enhance the faintest trace of elemental magic. Some of the girls in the cathouse had them, and they’d become ornaments when the scrawny wretches she lived with discovered they didn’t work. 

			Fox licked her lips, bringing her drained senses back to herself too quickly. A blade of pain slashed through her head and her stomach rolled. She sat up swiftly and vomited all over the table.

			Gedeon waved his hand and the mess vanished.

			‘Welcome back,’ he said. ‘You’ve seen my old friend, and very recently. I can still smell him on you. How is he?’

			She didn’t answer. Gedeon turned to face her. 

			‘You can’t deny it, my dear. You can’t deny anything anymore. It was a very interesting journey through your head I must say.’ He paused, giving her a look that verged on pity. ‘You know he doesn’t truly care for you, don’t you?’ Gedeon said with a laugh. ‘No, Senan cares for nothing but himself and his own schemes. Tell me, why do you think he wants the fire caster? It isn’t to save her; it’s to use her, like he used you. Just like all men use you, Fox.’

			‘Yourself included,’ she hissed.

			‘You’ve got me all wrong,’ Gedeon said in that soft voice. ‘I want to help you.’

			Fox shook her head, pulling her arms around herself. She was trembling and was colder than she’d ever been. Darian’s power still hummed in her head, buzzing and burning through the synapses of her brain. She swallowed and tasted vomit and smoke.

			‘You’ve caused me a great deal of trouble.’ Gedeon sighed again, walking slowly towards her, stopping to trail his finger along the edge of the table, up her leg and across the curve of her cheek. ‘What to do with you now, I wonder.’

			It wasn’t a question. He’d already decided her fate. But he didn’t strike her with fist or magic. He stepped away again, easing himself into a hard-backed chair with red velvet on its seat. Gedeon stroked the arms of the chair slowly; where those fingers trailed, small droplets of water glistened. 

			Fox swallowed. The window beyond him beckoned but she dared not look at it.

			Gedeon voice was deep and caressing. ‘I’m not sure city life suits you, Fox.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, perhaps a change of scenery would be nice.’ Gedeon went on before she could speak. ‘I hear the snow is pleasant this time of the year…’ He let the words trail off, let her work it out for herself. 

			‘No. No, please. You can’t.’

			She couldn’t breathe, a dam of water spreading through her lungs. She turned panicked eyes on Gedeon, who was still stroking the arm of the chair. Water dripped steadily towards the ground, disappearing. Settling in her lungs instead as she began to drown.

			‘Yes,’ he continued, waving his hand. ‘I think you’ll like Estilleon very much.’

			Fox coughed violently, then vomited for the second time that day. He didn’t clean her up this time, leaving her sitting in a puddle, the map and her clothes sodden. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty

			The cold was without end. It seeped into Thalion’s bones, his brain and his blood. Water dripped steadily down the walls, slowly freezing, stalactites growing day by day. He’d lost track of time, wondering through the fog in his head if he’d been there forever, strung up like a piece of meat on a hook. Footsteps rose from the darkness. Strong fingers laced through his hair and his head was dragged up roughly. 

			Thalion winced as he was belted across the face. The blow echoed in the cold, dark room with painful clarity. He fell forwards, but did not hit the stone floor. Icy metal rings were linked around his wrists, and they jerked as he fell, his shoulders feeling like they would be ripped from their sockets. Warmth flooded his mouth, and he spat, tasting his own blood. His ears sang. 

			The whole exercise had been pointless. Fifteen men dead, for nothing. 

			Thalion clamped his lips together; blood coated his tongue and teeth, and he thought he would choke on it. He swallowed it down, kept it down, lifting his head to stare at his father.

			Hadrian held a whip. The handle of shining silver and the long straps of black leather dangled in front of Thalion’s face. He lifted his head, straightening his body as much as he could, staring at his father defiantly.

			‘You can’t punish me for this,’ he breathed.

			‘Because of your failings, I’ve lost men.’

			What about their families? Thalion wanted to say. Instead, he shook his head.

			‘I did what you asked. The Witches are dead.’

			Silence filled the room. Hadrian fingered the whip.

			Thalion swallowed. This was it. His father was actually going to kill him, after years of threats and snarling menace. He opened his mouth, unsure if he was going to beg or plead or say something as equally pointless. 

			‘Save it,’ his father snarled. He straightened, adjusting his furs. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

			Thalion watched incredulously as Hadrian tossed the whip aside. Men had been mercilessly punished for less. Thalion knew he should be feeling grateful, but part of him wanted the beating. He had failed his father, his country, again. It would be a long time before he was allowed to forget it, but at least if he was subjected to a flogging that would be the end of it. Now, it was another thing for Hadrian to hold over his head, another reason for his father to not trust him.

			Hadrian had never been an affectionate man – he was downright cruel a lot of the time – but still, Thalion wanted nothing more than to please him, even now, even as he hung against the freezing wall like an animal. It didn’t make sense, he knew that, but Hadrian was all the family Thalion had and he clung to it. While he didn’t want to be the same sort of man his father was, Thalion couldn’t be himself either.

			He had heard often enough what a disappointment he was. He didn’t need to be told anymore but he couldn’t get it right, no matter how hard he tried. 

			Hadrian was looking at him, his mouth tight. ‘She’ll be here tomorrow night. And you,’ he pointed a shaking finger at his son, ‘will do what you’re told, or the Allfather help me, Thalion, I’ll throw you to the mercy of the wind and the snow myself.’ His father motioned to the guards, two burly men who’d delighted in eating and drinking in front of their prisoner, who’d smiled while they did it. Who’d pummelled their fists into Thalion’s ribs at least once a day. He took a moment to note their faces, store their grinning maws away in the deepest part of his brain. They released the chains that bound him to the wall, but not before one of them broke his nose. His father swept from the room leaving him to the blood that gushed from his face and ran in rivers down his neck. 

			Thalion limped to his room, where he washed his face, wincing with every touch of the cloth to the bloody pulp that was his nose. When the water was chilled and red, he set the bowl aside, stripping off his blood and sweat soaked shirt and pulling on another. He wrapped himself in his furs and sank into the chair before the fire. He was hungry and tired and the pain in his face was increasing with every breath he took, jolting through his body to settle in his skull. He thought briefly of Laeli and her wondrous potion. He could use some of that now; he could use her now.

			The last thought rushed into his head, surprising him with its ferocity. The Witch plagued his dreams, his thoughts, and he wondered if she’d cast some spell on him, caught him up in some web of trickery so that he could no longer think straight. He couldn’t forget what she’d said to him, the way her face looked as she accused him of being nothing more than another human corrupted by the idea of power. He wanted to find her and shake her and shout that he wasn’t like that. Thalion rubbed at his head. Why he cared what some fae Witch thought about him, he didn’t know. But he was rattled, his insides a mess, her words swirling around his head. He couldn’t shake the feeling he’d made a dreadful mistake, but if he hadn’t done it ...

			Thalion glanced at the door, wondering where his father was, what he’d do if Thalion got up, walked out of this room and never came back. If he’d even care. He wondered where that fae woman was, the one with the tattoos and the icy voice. Laeli obviously knew who she was, but hadn’t enlightened him. He thought with a shiver about that beast of flame that he’d unknowingly released, recalling with painful clarity how it had climbed from that pit, one fiery hoof after the other. Was it back in its prison? Had Laeli risked her life to undo his mess? 

			He shook his head, pushing her away, pushing it all away, trying not to think of the men he’d lost out there, the ones whose villages and families would now mourn. He couldn’t forget though – he’d see their faces again, hear their voices, their screams. 

			The gathering was approaching. Thalion would do what he could to make up for it. It would mean going against his father, again, but he’d have to be smarter about it, find a way to make his father see what he saw. It would be worth it if one less person had to suffer through the bitter dark of winter.

			The following evening, after spending most of the day in bed licking his wounds, Thalion inspected his face in the polished silver mirror hanging over the mantle in his room. Both eyes were blackened, his nose was a mess and a large bruise purpled his jaw. Moving was painful; he figured at least two ribs were broken. He struggled into his pants and boots, thinking, not for the first time, that his father was right about him. He was weak, useless. 

			No. He shook his head, staring into the flames that danced in the hearth. None of it was his fault. Thalion scowled, the action making his nose sting, but instead of letting his face relax, he breathed into the pain, over and over, until a knock at the door startled him, his breath hitching in his throat. Healy stepped inside, her face tight. She’d brought him bandages, which she wound tight enough around his middle that he sucked in a breath, then pushed it out again. In and out. He would not let his father, not let anyone, see him hurting.

			‘Sorry,’ Healy whispered, tucking the end of the bandage in neatly. ‘I would have come sooner but…’ She helped him into his shirt; he caught sight of her ears, slightly pointed and neat. She was tall and thin, the same wiry looseness to her body that Elan had, with dirty blonde hair and a pinched face. He’d seen her nearly every day since he was a child; she was always kind to him, a courtesy to his mother, who’d liked the half-breed more than she should have, making sure Healy stayed in the castle. She served their meals, cleaned up after them, scolded Thalion for his mistakes, when his father couldn’t hear. He smiled. 

			‘Thank you,’ he managed. She stepped away from him, giving him a serious look. 

			‘You’re not like your father, Thalion,’ she said. ‘You’re a good man. Elan said you’ve been asking questions about us, the half-breeds.’

			‘I have. Should I not?’

			‘You’ll get yourself in more trouble and I told your mother I’d try to keep you out of trouble,’ she replied, shaking her head in exasperation. ‘Your father is waiting for you in the Hall. Just … do as he says and you’ll be okay.’ Before he could speak, she was gone, the door snapping closed behind her. Thalion blinked, wincing slightly as he bent to collect his furs from the lap of the chair. Draping them around his shoulders, he made his way down the chilly staircase to the hall, where the dogs uncurled themselves from the hearth and came to butt their cold noses against his hands. He smiled, ruffling their ears, loving them for the simple fact they loved him back, regardless of what he did or didn’t do.

			‘Thalion.’ His father’s voice sliced through the air. Thalion was determined to keep his expression calm, to not let any of what he was feeling on the inside show on his face. A fire was burning in the pit of his stomach and there were screams in his ears and Laeli’s lips on his. He took a deep breath and faced his father. 

			A woman in a white cloak that covered her head stood at his father’s side, the length of her gown trimmed in rich fur. The mysterious woman his father had met with was seated at the head of the long table, in the place usually reserved for Hadrian. She watched him hungrily, a predatorial gleam in her eye that chilled his blood. She smiled knowingly, a cruel curving of her pale lips, leaning forward to grasp a mug in a thin, pale hand. 

			Thalion approached, holding his head high, his ruined face proud. He would not let his father see how much it hurt to breathe and move. Thalion looked from his father, standing straight-backed and wearing a calm expression, to the woman, with her white hair bound in elaborate plaits around her head, her arms bare, as if she did not feel the cold. A tattoo of intricate swirls and patterns wound its way down both her arms and he could almost see the air around her throbbing with her power. She drank deeply from the pewter mug, setting it back on the table with deliberate gentleness. 

			‘Hello again, son of Hadrian,’ she purred, her voice stalking across the room to caress his cheek with soft claws. ‘We didn’t get the chance to meet before. My name is Kiarda Enthelme. I’m the Queen of Veshlir.’

			Thalion stopped by the fire, his gaze moving from Kiarda, to his father and the other woman, who remained still and silent. 

			‘And who is she?’ he asked bluntly. 

			‘Your bride,’ Hadrian said simply. 

			Thalion’s heart plummeted. 

			Kiarda examined her long fingernails. ‘This union, between you and my daughter, a Princess no less, cements the alliance between Estilleon and Veshlir. You will do as you are told, as will she, and we all will get along as one big happy family.’ She stood swiftly; Thalion resisted the urge to step away from the glint in her eyes. 

			He shook his head. ‘No. Surely the alliance is firm, unless it isn’t?’ He faced his father. ‘Don’t you trust her, or is it she who doesn’t trust you?’

			Hadrian growled. ‘You don’t seem to know when to keep your mouth shut, do you?’

			Kiarda lifted her hand; blue flame sprang to life between her fingers and before Thalion could think about what it might mean, that flame was wrapped around his throat, squeezing the breath from his body. Kiarda smiled as he clawed at the magic that held him, until he was on his knees, lungs burning, begging her with his eyes to stop.

			‘That’s better,’ she cooed, and he was free. She motioned for Hadrian to follow and like a puppy, he did, turning back at the door.

			‘Take all night to get to know each other.’ He shut the door with a smirk.

			Thalion swallowed. He kept his attention fixed on the flames dancing in the hearth, the cold sinking through his clothes to bury beneath his skin. He forced himself to breathe, in and out, until his heartbeat had returned to normal and the contents of his stomach were steady. 

			‘I don’t bite.’ Her voice was low and husky. His bride sighed when he didn’t respond, moving to stand before him, close enough to touch. ‘Shy, are you?’

			He looked at her then and climbed slowly to his feet. ‘You’re human?’

			She reached up to remove the hood of her cloak so he could see the pointed ears poking out from the mass of ice-blonde hair. ‘Obviously not.’

			He stepped away from her, putting one of the carved wooden chairs between them. She watched him through hooded eyes, shedding her cloak fully and draping it over the back of the other chair. Thalion gestured for her to sit. She did, arranging her skirts artfully around herself as he studied her, not caring if it was obvious. If he was to marry this woman … her face was full, heart-shaped, her chin delicately pointed, cheekbones sharp. Her skin was as pale as snow, and her lips were thin, her mouth fixed in a hard line. She looked as impressed about this union as he felt. Ice-blue eyes stared back at him from beneath arched brows. 

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Eira.’ She watched him closely, trailing a long white finger along the arm of the chair. ‘You’re not much to look at, but we’ll see.’

			He raised his eyebrows.

			Eira sighed. ‘I’ll make one thing clear. I have a duty to my people, to my Queen, as you have a duty to your father and the people of your lands. I will do my duty, as you will do yours.’

			‘You don’t speak for me, Princess,’ Thalion said roughly. 

			‘There’s a woman. Figures,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Forget about her.’

			‘I can’t.’ He hadn’t meant to say it. Laeli’s face flashed into his mind as a buzzing entered his brain, seeking and probing. He recoiled, stumbling back, gasping. 

			‘Interesting,’ Eira murmured.

			‘Get out of my head,’ he snapped. ‘Don’t ever do that again.’

			She laughed delightedly, standing and walking towards the door. ‘Are you coming?’

			He wanted to say no, to deny her, deny his father, but his nose still ached and his ribs hurt with every breath. She waited for him by the door, then followed him down the hall to his chambers, where the fire was blazing in the hearth and the room was warm, the air thick. He’d just closed the door behind them when Eira threw her long braid behind her shoulder and unfastened her gown; it pooled at her feet like liquid. Her skin shone in the darkness. Like a crystal, like ice, sharp and dangerous. Fragments of candle light caught in her hair, glinting like stars. Thalion swallowed as she came towards him, her unnaturally pale eyes pinning him in place. 

			‘You’re overdressed,’ she stated in a low voice. 

			‘I can’t marry you,’ he said.

			‘You don’t have a choice,’ she replied. She ran her fingers slowly down his chest to untuck his shirt. ‘And neither do I.’ Snowflakes tumbled from nowhere as she pulled his shirt over his head with surprising strength. ‘There,’ Eira said, brushing one of the flakes from his chest. He shivered.

			‘What else can you do?’ he asked, trying to ignore her fingers on his body.

			She smiled and clapped her hands. It sounded as if the air was being torn apart and he jumped when he found himself looking at Laeli where Eira had been moments before, at that rich brown hair and sharp face, those eyes that burnt him where he stood. He blinked, reaching out to touch her.

			‘Oh, he likes it.’ Eira’s silky voice came out of Laeli’s lips and he stumbled back in shock, chest tight, until his legs hit the edge of the bed and he fell backwards into the furs. She was on him in an instant.

			‘I told you to stay out of my head,’ he snarled.

			Her body shimmered and it was Eira that sat astride him, her blonde hair and ice-pale skin glowing in the darkness, completely at ease in her nakedness. He swallowed; the heat from her skin was burning him, her thighs resting against his sides, her arse in his lap. 

			‘Relax. Her face is right on the edge of your thoughts – all over your thoughts actually – it was too easy. Who is she anyway? Fae, obviously.’

			‘She’s none of your business.’

			‘I wonder ... does your father know?’ She smiled, tapping her chin thoughtfully. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway, or maybe it does. I haven’t decided yet.’ She touched his mangled nose; he winced and pulled his face away. ‘Seems like you’ve angered the wrong person recently.’ 

			He growled and flipped them over, pinning her to the bed with the length of his body. She laughed and wriggled beneath him, until she had both legs wound tight around his middle, pressing tight against his shattered ribs. 

			‘Stay out of my head,’ he hissed. 

			‘Fine. There’s nothing there I want to see anyway,’ she said airily. The smile fell from her face. ‘Listen, you don’t have to like me, and I don’t have to like you, but I promise you’ll like this.’ Her hands snaked around his neck, pulling his face down to hers so she could kiss him as she dug her heels into the back of his thighs, purring deep in her throat. 

			He unhooked her hands from his neck, ripping his mouth from hers, his breathing thick. Her laughter was as smooth as silk, and he tried to resist, but the magic under her skin was in his blood already. Thalion pinned her arms above her head, holding both wrists with one hand as he kissed her back, forgetting about the pain in his nose, his insides screaming, his brain on fire, his thoughts a scrambled mess.

			They broke apart; her features shifted again. His gut twisted and as he stared into those green eyes that were and weren’t really there; he freed himself and drove into her.

			• • •

			Leaving Eira in the castle, sitting on his bed preening herself, Thalion headed for the stables. He had no idea where his father was, or Kiarda, their new ally. His blood ran cold when he thought of the woman, and he’d seen her predator’s eyes in his dreams, felt that invisible hand around his throat again as he woke. He knew his father had ambitions that stretched beyond their borders – Hadrian had spoken of nothing else at the beginning of every winter for years – but he would never have guessed his father would engage in an alliance with a fae Queen. 

			Occasionally, their people clashed on the northern border, where the ice shifted and moved over the crust of the earth, but, apart from that there was no communication between Estilleon and Veshlir. He chewed his lip, recalling the conversation he had overheard about the Rift. His father still believed there was a weapon lying within, even after Thalion had told him what he’d seen, what he’d experienced out there on the edge of that smoking pit. Hadrian put it down to his son’s weakness, once again refusing to listen to anything Thalion said. 

			This alliance bothered him. His father’s easy acceptance of Kiarda bothered him. Something didn’t add up. Right now, Hadrian should be in his official room, pouring over lists of stocks – food, resources, timber – and sending messages to the Chiefs in preparation for the gathering. But he had done none of that, the door to his official room remaining closed. 

			The stables were quiet. Thalion stood a moment and watched Elan with his horse, noting the way the half-breed spoke softly to the animal, and the way the horse’s velvety ears turned at the sound of his voice. He ran a brush over the grey beast, his thin hands dexterous, talking to the animal all the while, the horse snorting as Elan worked the sweat from his coat. Thalion had often seen the boy exercising the horses, riding them steadily in the round yard, hands and feet soft. Elan rode without saddle or bridle.

			The half-breed turned, noticing Thalion, the tips of his slightly pointed ears blushing pink. 

			‘Are you truly happy here?’ Thalion asked him.

			Elan continued to rub down the horse, shrugging his thin shoulders. ‘I am happy with the horses,’ he said, his voice like the wind that teased the twisted trees out on the plain. He glanced at Thalion, then away again. ‘I have a way with animals.’

			‘You do,’ Thalion agreed. Elan noted his clothes, the heavy cloak and boots. 

			‘You want to ride today?’

			Thalion nodded, and the boy left the horse, coming back with the heavy saddle, swinging it effortlessly over the animal’s back. 

			‘If you had the chance at freedom, would you take it?’ Thalion asked him softly.

			Elan shrugged again, sliding the bridle over the horse’s ears; the animal opened its mouth for the bit without complaint. ‘Where would I go? At least here, I have a purpose. In Tyllcarric, I lived on the streets, begging and stealing. Most halfkin live that way. The humans don’t want us, not unless it suits them, and the fae …’ he paused and shook his head. ‘They don’t want us either.’ Elan glanced at him again. ‘Why do you ask these questions? Forgive me for being blunt, but things are as they are.’

			Thalion frowned. ‘What if they didn’t have to be?’

			‘I hardly think the Chiefs will give up their slaves so easily,’ Elan said in his papery voice. ‘I have accepted what the Morrigan has drawn for me.’ He led the horse out of its box, handing Thalion the reins. Before Thalion could say anymore, Elan was gone, vanished into the darkness at the back of the stable. 

			


			Thalion rode to Fairhorn, his thoughts on Elan, and Healy, who’d bandaged his broken body so carefully. His ribs still hurt when he pulled a deep breath into his lungs and his sense of smell still hadn’t returned, his nose still painful to touch and more painful to look at. 

			The Chief was splitting wood behind his home, a modest house made of timber and stone. 

			‘You’re wondering why I don’t have the half-breed do this?’ Frode asked, swinging the axe; the wood fell apart with the force of his blow. ‘Truth is, Thalion, I enjoy it. It gets the blood pumping, does it not?’

			They sat under the single tree that shadowed Frode’s home, being brought spiced mead by his servant girl. Thalion asked, as innocently as he could, about the winter preparations.

			Frode frowned. ‘I have not had word from your father. How are we meant to request our goods at the gathering when we do not know what is held in the main stores? I cannot prepare my petitions without knowing what is on the inventory.’

			‘I’m sure he will send it soon,’ Thalion said.

			Frode sat back, leaning his head against the tree. ‘I’m worried, Thalion. And I’m not the only one. Runa and Ulfe have expressed concerns as well. So has Niall. The Chieftain has not visited our villages. People are wondering where he is, and there is talk …’

			‘What talk?’

			‘About a woman. A fae woman. She has been seen at the castle. Servants talk,’ he added. Thalion watched him carefully, weighing up his options. He could trust Frode. He liked the big man’s matter-of-factness and his obvious care for the wellbeing of those in his village.

			‘If I tell you something, you can tell no one,’ Thalion said, dropping his voice. Frode nodded. ‘My father has entered into an alliance with Kiarda, the Queen of Veshlir.’

			Frode’s frown was deep. ‘With winter coming? What does he want with those pale-skinned Ice Witches then? We have enough to worry about here without something like this.’ Frode paused, giving him a look. ‘Is this about whatever you needed men for? Men who didn’t return, mind you. No word from Hadrian on that matter either.’

			Thalion sipped his mead. ‘I was ordered to attack the Rift and kill the fae who guarded it.’ He set his drink aside, hiding his trembling hands beneath his cloak. Frode looked at him in disbelief. 

			‘And?’

			‘And the Rift is not what we think it is. There is no weapon, no secret the fae have been keeping down there. Only fire, and creatures of flame. I saw one,’ Thalion added, noting Frode’s dubious face. ‘It escaped the Rift in the chaos and probably would have killed me if it wasn’t for …’ He sighed, shaking his head as Laeli’s blazing green gaze filled his thoughts. ‘She saved my life – one of the Witches. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for what she did for me. I am sorry for the loss of your men, and the others. We should never have gone there.’

			‘You were following your orders,’ Frode said gruffly. He shifted back against the tree. ‘This alliance is firm?’

			‘I believe so,’ Thalion answered, leaving out the one detail that made him shudder. 

			‘Men do not enter into alliances without reason. If it is war Hadrian is after, we will all starve come winter,’ Frode said simply. ‘I know how your father is – tight with his coin and tighter still with supplies, especially where his soldiers are concerned. I fear the months that will come. You know what will happen.’

			The sick and the elderly, and the children, would be the first to suffer.

			Frode gestured to Thalion’s face knowingly. ‘Your father isn’t a bad man. He is my Chieftain, and I respect him for it. But Hadrian has never been one to show much mercy.’ He rubbed at his greying beard. ‘I shall wait until the gathering to make further judgement on this alliance. What you have told me is concerning.’

			Thalion took his leave from Fairhorn, his belly churning. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-One

			Ash had asked Jarlath to teach her how to fight. With a weapon. He had not expected this, not after returning from the city with Senan and sharing what they knew. Mahelivar had flown into a rage hearing about the halfkin. Jarlath didn’t think he had it in him – the usually mild-tempered Prince absolutely lost his mind, trashing the great hall and the antechamber that led from it. The humans had been hurried from the room by a trembling servant, who could do nothing to disguise the sounds of destruction that echoed through the palace. 

			When all was quiet, Jarlath and Ash had snuck into the hall, stepping over broken furniture and piles of rubble. The room had been coated in layers of green. Plants and vines had forced their way through the marble, shattering the stone, clinging to the walls and trailing across the floor, twitching and probing for some place to bury their roots. The ceiling had cracked and split; a large tree was visible through the desecrated stone. 

			No one else was overly troubled by what had happened – perhaps royal temper tantrums were common around here. He had to admit, the Prince’s reaction to the news had surprised him. Why the heir to the fae throne cared about the fate of the halfkin was something Jarlath couldn’t fathom, when all Mahelivar talked about was Ash’s powers and the Rift. What truly worried Jarlath, though, was the Mage-Witch. 

			Senan had barely spoken since he’d tumbled back into The Solstice House, managing no more than a few words about Fox and the Watch. Realising what must have happened, Yasper poured on the drinks and then, surprising Jarlath, had poured on the sympathy, promising his help in finding out where they were sending her. Senan had followed him out of the city and back to Sitra, the three-day journey a quiet and sombre one.

			Jarlath ran his fingers through his hair and threw on some clothes, turning for the door, planning on finding out where the fae kept their weapons stash, but leaning against the white wall were two short swords. He glanced around, eyeing his room suspiciously, before picking up one of the swords and examining it. The pommel was beautifully made, gold and silver twined around each other to shape the long graceful neck of a stag. The cross-guard was decorated with patterns of the animals of the forest. He could make out birds, deer, squirrels and rabbits, as well as an array of leaves and the reaching arms of trees, stretched out as if embracing the animals. With both swords over his shoulder, Jarlath left the palace, heading out into the bright sunlight.

			Ash was waiting for him, a nervous eagerness scrawled across her face. Her hair was tied back and she was wearing the deep green of the fae guard – tight fitting pants and shirt. The clothes served to accentuate her slimness, the boyish body that was fit for breaking. She saw him and waved, smiling broadly. He sighed at her determined look, joining her under the trees. Her smile fell as she took in his expression. 

			‘What?’

			‘Nothing,’ he muttered. 

			Ash indicated the swords slung over his shoulder.

			‘Which one’s mine?’

			Jarlath set both weapons down. They were identical in size and weight. He selected one for himself and held the other one out for her. She almost dropped it. 

			‘Not too heavy?’

			Ash scowled, lifting the sword again, adjusting to its weight.

			‘Come on.’ Jarlath led the way deeper into the trees, looking over his shoulder every now and then to make sure she was keeping up. He didn’t understand why she wanted to do this. He hated the idea of her putting herself in danger. He hated that he was going to be the one to show her exactly how to do that. 

			He had almost wanted to tell Ash to ask one of the guards to teach her how to fight, or even Laeli, but then she’d ask why – why not him? What was wrong? It was easier to give her what she wanted, even if he didn’t agree with it one bit. 

			They walked through the thick trees, light filtering through the branches to throw patterns on the leaves that crunched under their feet. Birds chittered above their heads and small things scurried away from their heavy human footsteps. By the time they reached their destination – a bright, clear glade he had discovered during his exploring – Ash was puffing and perspiring. He hadn’t broken a sweat; one glance at her face stopped him from commenting on it. She pushed a loose piece of hair off her face, still as resolute as ever.

			‘Right, since you’re determined to get yourself killed … you ready?’ Jarlath gripped the sword; Ash looked at him, her expression nervous. He moved so fast she barely had time to think. One moment he was standing several feet from her, the next he had closed the gap, his sword swinging up and over his head. Ash shrieked, instinctively lifting the sword up on a cross-angle, closing her eyes as the weapons connected. Jarlath imagined her whole body vibrating from the force of his blow; she staggered back, and he swallowed the pang of guilt that shot through him. 

			‘You could have given me some warning,’ she snapped.

			‘The enemy won’t give you any warning,’ he replied firmly. 

			‘I know,’ she retorted. 

			‘Do you?’

			She sighed. ‘Jarlath, what’s wrong with you?’

			‘Nothing,’ he answered petulantly, not liking the confusion he could see on her face. He had always helped her, with whatever she needed, whether it be with her chores in the village or simply an ear to empty her thoughts into. He made his face relax, made himself smile as he stepped forward to demonstrate how to hold the weapon correctly, unable to ignore just how small her hands were on the hilt of the sword, how fragile those wrists were.

			He wanted nothing more than to wrap her up and hide her somewhere.

			As the morning inched forward, Jarlath was impressed at how quickly she grasped the theoretical side of using the sword, and he spoke constantly in a low, soft voice, watching as she moved. Several times he had to come behind her and correct her stance or her grip, the close proximity of their bodies scattering his thoughts, making it harder to run her through the drills as they parried and blocked each other, their swords connecting with a gentle clang that rang through the trees. 

			‘On the battlefield,’ he told her. ‘You choose an opponent, one person to focus on. They become your enemy, and once you take them down, you move on to the next. The aim of man-to-man combat is to put your opponent away as quickly as possible. A fight can take less than thirty seconds.’

			Ash nodded, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. 

			‘You have to mean it, Ash – every strike you make has to mean it. You have to mean to kill, otherwise you’ll be killed yourself,’ he said softly, repeating the words his training officer had said a thousand times. 

			‘I understand.’ Her voice was low, fierce, filled with that fire he knew so well.

			She was quick on her feet, dainty and light, and he saw the moment she realised it – she slipped beneath his arm and brought the tip of her sword up to his throat.

			‘Got you,’ she declared.

			She was too close to him. He could feel her breath on his face, could see the pride and surprise in her eyes, see her chest rising and falling rapidly. He swallowed. His palms grew sweaty. Those lips were less than a foot away from him. If he just leant forward …

			She laughed, stepping away. ‘Again.’

			This time he made her work for it. She frowned as he blocked her; he could almost hear that brain of hers ticking over, plotting and planning how she was going to get around him. She came in for a low thrust – he blocked, sweeping her sword up and away. She kept her hold on the weapon, correcting her grip quickly, and feinted to the side. He read her movements before she had executed them and caught her wrist with his spare hand, pulling her into his chest, the tip of his sword coming to rest against her ribs. Every part of his body where it touched hers screamed. She glared at him, knowing she’d been bested but he didn’t care. He could count every tiny freckle on her nose. His grip on her wrist slackened as he saw something change in her face, as if she too had realised just how easy it would be for him to tip his head forward and catch her mouth with his.

			She shifted against him and he pulled a quick breath into his lungs, his body burning. Around them, the forest had fallen silent, watching, waiting to see what he would do. 

			‘And, you’re dead,’ he managed.

			‘Not fair!’ Her voice was low and husky, a tone he’d never heard from her before. The smile she gave him was slow and sensual. He watched the movement of her throat as she swallowed gently. Any moment, she was going to know that he wasn’t thinking about teaching her to fight.

			He didn’t care about that either. Carefully, his sword arm reached around her, his arms a cage, holding her there, pressed against him. He licked his lips; her eyes tracked him and he felt her body stiffen, then relax as she moved a tiny bit closer.

			‘I should teach you some hand-to-hand,’ he whispered with a small smile. ‘You can’t always rely on your weapon.’

			‘I have other weapons, remember?’ Ash said. 

			‘Ash …’

			‘Watch.’ She pulled away from him, straightening her shoulders, holding the sword out in front of her. He could see the muscles in her arms tremble beneath her clothes. She concentrated on the weapon, her face tight. Flames ignited and licked their way along the blade. She smiled.

			He couldn’t smile back. Her casual use of the magic that flowed through her terrified him. He wasn’t sure why, but the longer they spent here, in this fae wonderland, the further she moved from the girl he used to know. She had been visiting the Rift again, Laeli shadowing her, the two of them disappearing into the forest at dawn and not returning until it was almost dark. What they did there Jarlath didn’t know, but the Ash that looked at him when she returned from those trips had a wild spark to her eye and hectic colour in her cheeks; if he looked closely, he could see a fiery shimmer rippling across her skin. 

			Jarlath had gone through life with enough self-assurance to allow himself to believe in who he was. He knew he was loyal and steadfast, a fighter, someone others could rely on. He thought of his friends in the army – Orin and Connor, boys who looked up to him, who turned their faces to his when he spoke, soaking up Jarlath’s little tips on life like sponges. But now, in this place, all that confidence had flown away like birds at the first sign of cold weather. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t even pretend he had all the answers. 

			The world that was unfolding for Ash was one he didn’t belong in. He couldn’t offer her anything anymore. She was still Ash, but she was something else at the same time, and he was struggling to piece the two sides of her together. The girl who met him in the gardens or in the dining room was a familiar stranger – he didn’t understand the things she talked about, although it was her voice and her mouth that shaped those words. He couldn’t follow her conversations with Mahelivar or Laeli, even though he listened and tried to understand. 

			He wasn’t used to feeling so rattled, so out of his depth. Whenever he saw Ash and Laeli deep in conversation, Ash’s hands moving as they always did when she was excited, as if she could shape the very air into what she was trying to say, his stomach twisted. Her face was alive, animated in a way he had never seen it, and whenever Mahelivar joined them and she turned her attention to him, Jarlath couldn’t help the burn in his stomach. It was a further kick to the guts, a further reminder that he was, in fact, not needed here.

			Then, he would go somewhere he was needed. It would be a risk, he knew that, showing his face at the camp outside Fortrose, but his life had consisted of one goal since he was young – protect others, and fight for those who could not fight for themselves. There was tremendous honour in such a thing. And if he could talk to his commanders, explain what they were likely to face if they went to war with Estilleon, maybe he could undo the shame of his desertion and save his friends from being sent to their deaths.

			Ash saw the look on his face. ‘Jarlath?’

			He lowered his sword. She had always been able to read him like a book. ‘I’m not doing this.’

			‘Doing what?’

			‘Teaching you anymore.’

			‘Scared I’m going to beat you?’ she joked, but her tone wasn’t right.

			He shook his head, tossing the sword to the ground. 

			‘You’re scared of me,’ she stated, much calmer than he was expecting.

			‘No, I’m not.’

			‘You are. It’s okay, Jarlath. I’m scared of it as well but …’ She paused, her eyes flicking over his face, reading him, probing beneath the surface of him to see deep inside. She knew every tick and twist of his mouth. ‘What else?’

			‘The army is on the move,’ he told her. ‘They’re headed for the Estilleon border.’

			‘And?’

			He spread his arms wide. ‘And I’m a soldier, Ash. I’m hiding out in this blasted forest when there is a war coming. I should be there. I should be doing my duty. I took an oath when I joined the army, and I know, I know, it was my decision to come here, to help you, because I couldn’t just stand back and let you die, but I didn’t even think about the friends I had – boys like Finn, who need someone to look out for them. People I shouldn’t have left.’

			Her eyes flashed with sparks. ‘And?’

			‘And …’ 

			She stood rigid before him, her hair come loose, those strange flames shimmering on her skin again. She was everything to him, always had been, but he was hopeless at this, at telling her how he felt. He’d never been able to do it, not when they were children, and not now. 

			Ash took a deep breath, and pulled the fire back inside. ‘See? I’m getting better. You don’t have to be scared. I’m not going to hurt you.’

			With a laugh that was almost a sob, he stepped forward and gripped her shoulders, staring intently into her face. She opened her mouth, probably to give him a piece of her mind, to tell him how absolutely stupid he was, but he kissed her, and every thought he’d ever had turned to smoke and floated away as the sword dropped from her hand. His arms slipped around her, one hand in her hair, one in the curve of her lower back, pulling her as close to him as he could. She kissed him back, their mouths merged perfectly, like they were made for each other, for this moment. His whole body was on fire, his skin burning where she gripped his arm and the back of his neck. 

			He walked them backwards until she was pressed against the trunk of a tree. His body tingled, sparks running from the top of his head to his toes and back again, settling in a throbbing ache in his chest and belly. He couldn’t tell if they were her sparks shooting through him, or his own tangled emotions, his own need. Her hands were in his hair, under his shirt, fingernails digging into the skin on his back. She traced his scars, that horrid raised flesh, and when she broke away, her eyes were filled with unshed tears.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. Her fingers continued to stroke the scars.

			‘I’d do it again, if it meant saving you.’ He kissed her again, hands cupping her face, drawing her close to him. Desperate to touch her, he slid his hand up the back of her shirt. Her skin was one of the softest things he’d ever touched, softer than the fae clothing he wore or the pillow his head rested on each night. He wanted to taste that softness; he dropped his mouth to her neck, kissing his way along the column of her throat and back up again until he reached the space beneath her ear. Her nails dug into his flesh, making him hiss and smile at the same time and it wasn’t enough, nowhere near enough. Jarlath released her a moment, pulling his shirt over his head, his brain scattered, every thought he’d ever had up until now racing from his head as she ran her eyes over his bare flesh, her breath hitching in her throat. 

			The look she gave him nearly had him explode then and there. He could hardly believe it when she gripped the hem of her shirt; something snapped in his brain, and he covered her hands with his, holding her steady, his body barely remembering to breathe.

			‘I thought …’ she began, but he kissed her again.

			‘I can’t.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said, furious at himself for ruining the moment, for every stupid decision he had ever made. For ever leaving her in the first place, for not fighting the Watch with everything he had six years ago. He cupped her face. ‘Ash, look at me, please. I want to, believe me, I want to, it’s just …’

			‘You’re leaving,’ she finished for him.

			He couldn’t lie to her, not now. ‘Yes.’

			She pulled away from him, wrapping her arms around herself. ‘When?’

			‘As soon as I can. Tomorrow,’ he added. She nodded; those lips, still red and plump from his kisses, turned downwards as her face collapsed. ‘Ash …’

			‘Be safe, Jarlath.’ She turned from him, vanishing within moments beneath the trees.

			• • •

			The army was camped on the outskirts of Fortrose, a small, fortified town built on the northern side of the Sparkling Waters. Jarlath took a deep breath, dismounting and leading his horse towards the tent city spread out over the landscape, the smooth walls of Fortrose rising above the banners of the Queen’s army that fluttered in the afternoon breeze. Solen, the captain of the fae guard, had given him a horse and tack, happy to see the back of him, Jarlath guessed, just as Mahelivar seemed to be, coming to his room late on that last night and handing him back his store of weapons and his human clothes. 

			‘If you do one thing,’ the fae Prince had said, his eyes shadowed and his face composed, no sign of the fire and brimstone he’d rained down on the hall, ‘don’t die.’ He didn’t try and convince Jarlath not to go, just told him the airship would be waiting to carry him across the Rift, and left. 

			He’d half hoped Ash would come to his room that night, but she didn’t, and he didn’t see her before he left. He hadn’t gone searching for her, afraid he’d change his mind if he saw her. Afraid she’d tell him to go.

			The army camp was as ordered and regimented as he remembered. He passed between rows of tents erected at equal intervals from each other; the meal tent stretched long across the grass, and the officer’s tents next to it. Jarlath swallowed, pretty certain he would be court marshalled or sent back to prison, but he pushed the thoughts aside. He knew things they didn’t, things he was certain Grestel and Leod would want to know, especially since they were camped outside Hadrian’s front door; and he was pretty sure the Chieftain wasn’t about to roll out the welcome mat for an entire legion of the Queen’s army. He hesitated by the officer’s tent, and continued on past, deciding to find his friends instead before anyone recognised him as a deserter. 

			He peered around for the blue banner that would lead him to his regiment; spotting the fluttering flag at the far end of the camp, he mounted and urged the horse into a trot, ignoring the curious glances of the men he passed. 

			Jarlath found Orin and a bare-chested Connor sitting on upturned boxes. Both Brenveil boys, they’d joined up after Jarlath, and he’d taken it upon himself to watch out for them. They were the same age as his brother, and just as stupid sometimes. He breathed an annual sigh of relief whenever Finn didn’t turn up with the new recruits. 

			The boys had just had a wash; Connor had a blade held to his face, concentrating hard, dark hair dripping down his neck.

			‘You’ll need to do more than have a shave to fix that mug.’

			Connor started; the blade nicked his flesh and he cursed. Blood beaded on his skin as he glared at Jarlath, then broke into a grin. ‘Where in the gods have you been?’

			Jarlath shrugged. ‘Around.’

			‘Around?’ Orin echoed blankly, coming over to shake Jarlath’s hand and clap him on the back. His brown eyes were sceptical; they travelled the planes of Jarlath’s face, probing for answers. Jarlath removed his weapons, laying them to the side and stretching. His friends watched him with anxious faces.

			‘So?’ Connor demanded. ‘Where have you been? You just buggered off, Jarlath. Never came back from Tyllcarric. They went looking for you and we got asked a whole pile of questions. Gristel is a mean interrogator by the way. If he sees you, he’ll put you in the stocks for a week, if he’s feeling generous, and you’d deserve it. You don’t desert your friends, let alone the army!’ He slammed his blade down, furiously wiping his face clear of soap with a cloth, slipping a shirt over his bare skin. 

			‘I’m sorry about that,’ Jarlath muttered. ‘I really am. It wasn’t an easy decision,’ he lied. The moment he learnt Ash was in danger, everything else came second.

			‘The Watch have been here asking questions about you as well,’ Orin said in a low voice.

			Jarlath’s stomach tightened. ‘They have?’

			‘Did you free the fire caster from the prison in Tyllcarric?’ Connor asked bluntly. 

			Jarlath hesitated before answering. ‘I did.’ 

			Orin ran a hand through his short blonde hair. ‘By the gods, Jarlath. What were you thinking?’ He folded his arms, frowning. 

			‘I know,’ Jarlath said, sinking onto a box. 

			The boys were watching him, their expressions tight and brimming with questions.

			Jarlath sighed deeply. ‘Do you guys remember Ash?’

			Connor shook his head, a long-suffering action. ‘How could we not? Read hair, great boobs, soft skin, about this high.’ He motioned with his hand. ‘You haven’t seen her in a thousand years and you’re all broken-hearted and mopey half the time. You don’t shut up about her,’ he added.

			Jarlath held his breath.

			Orin frowned. ‘Is she alright?’

			‘She’s the fire caster.’

			Silence. Jarlath could hear horses snorting, the tinkle of cutlery and plates, the soft rumble and the furious pounding of his heart. Connor opened his mouth but nothing came out and Orin’s frown deepened.

			‘Did you know?’ he said eventually.

			‘Not really. I knew about her magic …’ Jarlath mumbled.

			Connor’s eyes widened. ‘The silo!’

			Jarlath nodded. 

			‘Well, where is she?’ Connor glanced around, as if expecting Ash to pop up from behind a tent.

			Jarlath lifted his head, unable to stop himself looking north-east, back in the direction he had come, unable to wonder if she was glad he was gone. His whole body ached, regret grabbing hold of his bones and squeezing. ‘Sitra.’

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Two

			The wedding was brief; the Chieftain blessed their union, bound their hands, Thalion slipped a ring on Eira’s finger, and that was it. The ceremony was as empty as he felt. He sat through the feast afterwards, forcing himself to eat, to look like he was enjoying himself, to stroke Eira’s pale arm when she sat in his lap to a roar from the crowd. The Chiefs were all present; Thalion caught many a creased brow and worried glance in Kiarda’s direction.

			His new mother-in-law was sitting beside Hadrian at the long table, feasting and smiling, although, to Thalion’s eyes, that smile was barbed, her gaze cold as she surveyed the people gathered in the hall. The half-breed servants moved between guests, filling mugs with ale and mead and whisking away empty plates. 

			Hadrian gave the first and only speech of the night, focusing not on his son’s marriage or his new bride, but on the alliance with Veshlir, the power that Kiarda offered them and the coming war with Merawuld. As his father spoke of victory and blood, of death and revenge, Thalion glanced around the room, looking at one Chief at a time, quickly judging unsaid thoughts and emotions. If Hadrian thought some of his Chiefs were second-guessing him, he didn’t notice, which Thalion thought was odd. Usually, his father would call them out then and there, demanding explanations and threatening punishments.

			His father’s cheeks were flushed pink. ‘With our new allies, we will crush those tree-hugging fae, and the riches of the forest will be ours. All the game we could possibly hunt, all the food we could possibly need to make it through the Bone Mother’s winters. The power of the Rift will be ours as well, to use as we please. Merawuld will bow before us, the puppet Queen and her Mages will be on their knees, grovelling in the dirt and mud.’

			The aging Chief of Whitemouth, Brenna, thumped his fist on the table. ‘To war!’ he shouted; a cry went up around the hall, echoing off the stone and sinking into the very core of the building. Outside, the wind shrieked in answer. Gustav of Amberwick and Freda of Emrelfel took up Brenna’s chant, and soon, fists were being thumped into tables all over the hall. Thalion could almost understand their eagerness – their villages were the most northerly, where winter hit harder than anywhere else. For years, they had petitioned for more aid come the cold months. 

			Cuyler of Silverward stood. As the closest to the border, he stood to lose the most, but he simply raised his mug in a salute and bowed to his Chieftain. ‘My men are yours, Hadrian. They will be ready to march when called.’

			The noise in the room rose, the Chiefs discussing what riches they would plunder from Merawuld. Before long, a fight broke out; one of Brenna’s men swung his fist at one of Freda’s. Hadrian sat back with a smile as the fight grew into a drunken brawl. Chairs toppled over, plates crashed to the floor and Kiarda watched it all unfold with a predatory gleam in her eye. 

			It wasn’t right, any of it. Thalion needed to stop this, somehow, before things were completely out of control, before his countrymen were marching to a war on two fronts. He knew he couldn’t do it alone; there was only one place, one people, he could think of that might be in a position to help. It would be risky – Rhodiri could kill him as easily as he could help him, but Thalion hoped the news of Kiarda’s planned war on Eshlune would be motivation enough for the fae King to take action. 

			He looked sideways at Eira. There was no way he could stay here and pretend.

			Thalion cast a quick glance around the Hall. If he was going to get out, it was now, while everyone was distracted and drunk. His blood was chilled by his father’s words, by Kiarda’s dark glances around the room, by the Chiefs’ keenness for battle, and his new bride sitting beside him, her mouth twisted like she’d swallowed something bitter. At least he wasn’t the only one unhappy in this marriage. 

			Healy entered the hall, a tray of steaming meat in her hands, which she placed on the large table, right in front of Thalion. She gave him a quick glance then moved away, picking up a jug and filling people’s mugs. She came around to Thalion’s side. He held out his mug, catching her arm gently, hoping no one could see and if they did, what of it? He was allowed to put his hands on the servants if he wished. She lowered her head. 

			‘I need to leave, tonight.’ He kept his voice no more than a whisper.

			‘What about your bride?’

			He glanced over his shoulder; Eira was talking with her mother, her pale face tight, no smile on her lips. 

			‘Give me five minutes. I’ll bring mead to your room. It’ll be drugged. Make sure you don’t drink any or you’ll end up like her,’ Healy whispered. She set the jug down, arranging some empty mugs neatly in her hands. ‘Elan will have your horse ready.’

			Healy swept away from him as Eira turned around in her seat, linking her arm through his, her eyes on Healy’s back as she left the room. 

			‘I don’t mind if you fool around with the servants,’ Eira said simply, tightening her grip on his arm. She put her mouth close to his ear. ‘Just remember who you’re married to, Thalion. If this marriage fails, the alliance fails. And we don’t want that.’

			He turned and caught her mouth with his, his hands weaving through her hair, gripping her tight enough that she hissed. ‘No,’ he said against her lips. ‘We don’t want that.’ He kissed her fiercely, and she kissed him back, their mouths locked in battle. A loud cheer went up around them, followed by the suggestion that the newly wedded couple needed to retire to their rooms. It was exactly what Thalion had hoped for. Forcing a smile, he stood up, Eira’s hand clutched in his, and pulled her unceremoniously from the hall. Cheering followed them, the sound growing dimmer the closer they got to Thalion’s chambers, Eira stumbling along after him, muttering and cursing, trying not to trip on her gown.

			In his room, the fire was banked high, radiating heat. Thalion dragged Eira in after him. Healy had been quick. On the table was a jug and two pewter goblets, the light from the fire reflecting on their silver faces. Thalion released his wife and poured the mead, shoving the goblet into her hand before she could question him.

			‘To us,’ he said, lifting his drink in a toast. Eira drank deeply, setting her goblet on the mantle when she was done. She fixed him in a glare, reaching up to unfasten the clasps that held her gown in place at her shoulders. He didn’t look as the gown fell to the floor. 

			Healy’s drug worked fast. Eira’s finger’s fumbled and she frowned, stumbling. She looked at him in alarm as her eyes slithered closed. He caught her before she hit the floor, scooping her up and laying her on the bed. Feeling mildly guilty, he draped a blanket over her naked body.

			Thalion dressed warmly in simple clothes, nothing to distinguish him from any other man in the land. He crossed to the window and peered out. The moon was half-hidden and the snow still lay thickly in patches and he knew he’d have to be careful not to leave a trail. He had just pulled his boots on when there was a knock at the door. He froze, hand going to the dagger at his belt, before the knock sounded again, softer this time. He crossed the room and eased the door open. Healy stood there. He stepped to the side so she could see Eira’s prostate form on the bed. She smiled and reached under her cloak, pulling out a small sack, which she handed to him. 

			‘It should be enough if you ration it,’ she said quietly. He nodded. ‘Elan is at the stables.’ She turned to go, then stopped, glancing at him over her shoulder, glancing again at Eira. ‘She should sleep for at least a day. Don’t get caught. And if you do …’

			‘You had nothing to do with it, either of you,’ Thalion said firmly. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Where will you go?’

			‘Eshlune. To Rhodiri.’

			Healy’s eyes widened and she shook her head slightly. Thalion knew what she was thinking – he had to be out of his mind. 

			‘Be careful.’ She disappeared down the darkened stairs. 

			The lanterns had been extinguished, throwing the castle into darkness for the night. Thalion moved quickly; voices raised in song came from the Great Hall. He hurried into his father’s official meeting room, heading for the door and the passage at the back of the room, slipping through the darkness and into the chilly black of the night. He slipped past the kitchens, turning for the stables, finding Elan waiting. The boy gave him a nod, passing over the reins for the horse, who stamped its feet and snorted. Thalion swung himself into the saddle. 

			With his head down and wearing the clothes of a villager, no one challenged him. The portcullis was raised without a word, and Thalion let the horse walk over the bridge, the water dark and chilled below him. He kept the reins short, so he could feel the horse’s mouth, and once they were free and the castle was a shadow looming from the landscape, Thalion let the horse have its head.

			He rode all night, wanting to put as much distance between himself and his father as he could. The Peaks came into view and he rode along the edge of the range, heading steadily north-east until he came to the thin path that edged through the sharp line of the mountains. He paused, turning back to look across the windswept plain, wondering how long it would be until he saw his home again. The horse shifted beneath him, a stream of steam billowing from its nostrils. He’d ridden the animal to the point of exhaustion, so he dismounted, letting the horse set the pace as they began to climb into the Peaks. 

			Stopping to rest, Thalion fell into a chilled sleep, waking with snow draped across him like a blanket. Shivering, he continued on and, as dawn crept across the mountains, Thalion and his horse slipped from the shelter of the mountain range. An acrid burning that made his insides twitch floated through the air. He’d forgotten how close to the Rift the pass took him. Leading his horse, he peered over the edge of that great wound in the earth. Something moved within, so he hastily stepped back, ducking into the trees, his head filled with the memory of the beast of fire that cut through his men like they were stalks of wheat. 

			Thalion had no idea how to find the border that separated Sitra from the human world. He knew it was in these forests somewhere, and he headed east, following the faint sunlight that pushed through the canopy. Birds sang, small creatures flitted through the undergrowth, and, all around, he felt eyes watching him – the memory of running through another forest rising to swallow him dancing at the edge of his mind. Around midday, he settled on a fallen log to eat some of the bread Healy had given him. He picked at an apple, the fruit shrunken and withered in spots. In winter, he and his father survived like the rest of their people – barely. The horse grazed on the sweet grass of the forest floor and Thalion stood and gave the animal a rub down with a blanket he pulled from his saddle-bag, the muscular flesh twitching and dancing under his hands.

			He continued on, stopping every now and then to try and get his bearings, but every tree looked the same, every fallen log and bundle of sticks identical to one he had passed earlier. It wasn’t long before he found himself going in frustrated circles. His mother had told him stories of people, lost and wandering, falling through the border to fairyland. 

			The air was thick and warm, and he was sweating under his furs. He wiped his brow, pushing the hair off his face, and continued on, stopping only to drink from the waterskin that was dangerously near empty. He made camp and spent a night half-sleeping, his ears screaming at every noise and shift of the air around him. Come morning he was exhausted, but he pulled himself on to the horse and headed deeper into the forest. 

			Mouth dry from thirst, Thalion rode for hours, until, up ahead, the air shimmered. He slipped from the horse’s back and moved cautiously towards where the light bent and fractured around a strand of trees. The shimmering curtain of air danced out of his reach, staying just beyond him, so he hurried his pace, keeping a firm grip on the reins, his horse plodding along patiently. 

			Suddenly, it was quiet. Birdsong fell away, and all he could hear was his breathing, deep and shuddering. When he stepped through that distorted air, the colours of the world around him dazzled and shone. He turned in circles, looking up at the sun that sparkled like stars through the trees, trailing gold wherever it touched. He swallowed, in awe of what he could see and smell – flowers, citrus, apples, freshly baked bread. Stumbling on, touching the trunks of trees, feeling the silken bark, his horse trailing after him, he fondled leaves that draped like cloaks, curtains of vines covered in tiny white flowers and watched water that sparkled race along a creek bed. 

			Falling to his knees to cup his hands and drink greedily. 

			‘Well, what have we here then?’

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Three

			Gedeon spread the inventory of stock out in front of him. He would have to increase the rations, cutting things almost in half this time. It would mean more hungry mouths, but there wasn’t anything he could do about that, even if the people were demanding answers. There were some big mouths spruiking in the beer and gaming houses. Another thing for the Watch to keep an eye on. 

			Kiarda had demanded more than usual in the last shipment, but he’d given her what she wanted. Her lust for revenge was almost frightening; she’d married her only daughter to the Chieftain’s son in a bid for power and even now, Hadrian was bowing to her every whim. His army would be at the Pass within a fortnight. It was time for the Queen to sign the order to move the troops closer to the border. 

			The Queen. Poor Rowena, Gedeon thought. It wasn’t her fault, and it was nothing personal. It wouldn’t matter who was sitting on that throne; not that she was doing much of that recently. He’d written a notice for the Watch to distribute, a letter dripping in worry and compassion, with a plea for people to pray for their Queen in her illness, to pray to the Mother to bless Rowena with good health.

			Good health indeed. Winter was drawing nearer. Already the days were short and soon, the cold would come creeping in. Nothing compared to the lands his allies inhabited. He thought briefly of Fox. She’d be a few days off the border by now. He did hope she was enjoying the ride.

			It was nearly time for him and Darian to visit the palace again; but first, he had another thing to take care of. The door to his office opened. A Watchman, dressed in his usual black, nodded to him and swung the door wide.

			Gedeon could smell her before he saw her. She breezed into the room in a cloud of perfume and silk, her ears and neck dripping with silver. Her hair was piled artfully on top of her head and her arms were bare, despite the slight chill in the air. She cast a critical eye about his room, her gaze coming to rest on his face.

			The fae madam curled her luscious lips into a smile. ‘What is all this about?’

			Gedeon motioned for her to sit in the chair on the other side of his desk; she did, lounging back in the chair with ease, crossing her legs and rearranging her skirts so a slice of skin was showing. ‘Elena, is it?’

			‘Don’t play games, High Mage,’ she said. She let her glamour fall. Her skin was radiant in the dim light, the blue of her eyes brighter than before, her cheekbones strong enough to cut glass. She ran a finger along the sharp line of her jaw and up over the pomegranate of her lips. ‘You know who I am.’

			He smiled in return. ‘Of course.’

			Elena leant forward, her gaze pinning him to the chair. ‘I’m missing a girl, Gedeon. She’s my favourite and I’d really like her back.’

			‘Fox doesn’t work for you anymore.’

			She sat back, all the lightness fallen from her face. ‘Where is she?’

			‘That isn’t something you need to worry about,’ Gedeon replied smoothly. ‘Now,’ he began, before she could speak, ‘what do you know about the Rift?’

			Her eyebrows rose. ‘The Rift? I know nothing more than you do.’

			‘Do you know of the magic used to create it?’

			Elena shook her head, silver earrings dancing. ‘I’m no Fire Witch.’

			Gedeon sensed Darian lingering in the shadows. ‘Just what is your power? What makes you such a good spy, Elena?’

			She didn’t bother denying it. ‘I’m an Air Witch.’

			‘Ah, of course. Tell me, what news of Sitra?’ Gedeon sat back, watching her closely. His fingers stroked the arm of the chair, a trail of water droplets left in their wake. ‘What news of the King?’

			‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’ she said, then smiled smugly. ‘But you can’t, can you? He’s not answering your letters. He’s on to you, isn’t he, High Mage? He knows about the Chieftain and he knows about Kiarda,’ Elena purred. ‘I know all this as well, you see. There isn’t much that escapes my eyes and ears.’

			Gedeon nodded; Darian stepped from the shadows, his fingers outstretched. Elena’s smile fell, and she turned rigid, her body frozen in place, fixed to the chair. Her eyes swivelled to Gedeon’s face, wide and panicked. 

			‘Tell me where the fire caster is?’ Gedeon asked simply.

			Elena’s mouth opened, her voice a monotone. ‘In Sitra.’

			‘With the King?’

			‘With the King.’

			‘And what else can you tell me about the King?’ Gedeon asked.

			A single tear slipped down Elena’s cheek; Gedeon glanced at Darian, whose brow was furrowed, his normally ashen face grown paler. 

			‘She’s fighting me,’ he whispered. ‘She’s strong.’

			Gedeon sighed. ‘Elena, what of the King?’

			Another tear rolled down her cheek. ‘Rhodiri will return to the Earth this solstice.’

			‘How do you know this?’

			‘We all know it. We feel it,’ Elena whispered through bloodless lips. A thin stream of blood began to slide from her nose, trickling towards her mouth. ‘Please,’ she moaned. 

			‘One more question, Elena, my dear,’ Gedeon said. She coughed; blood oozed from between her lips and the light in her eyes began to fade. Gedeon leant forward to rest his elbows on the desk. ‘Would Kiarda know this as well?’

			‘Yes,’ Elena rasped. 

			Gedeon frowned. That was interesting indeed. The Queen of Veshlir, his ally, had failed to mention that. His understanding of the whole event was that the land would choose who would rule. This would definitely throw Kiarda’s plans off course, unless she had other plans that she had failed to share.

			Elena began to shake, her body quivering like a leaf, her skin drained of all colour. Those glorious blue eyes grew duller; she gripped the arms of the chair tight as the shaking intensified.

			‘I can’t hold her,’ Darian said. Gedeon nodded; the Spirit Rake stumbled back, wiping his brow. A single drop of blood fell from his nose; he caught it in his palm, studying it with wonder as Elena slumped in the chair. ‘Is she dead?’ 

			Gedeon sent out a tendril of his air magic, probing for life, but Elena’s mind was gone, wiped clear and clean as if she never existed. ‘What a shame.’ 

			She still breathed; Gedeon could see the slight rise and fall of her chest. With a sigh, he slid his magic past the barriers Elena could no longer use to protect herself and stopped her heart. He glanced at Darian. ‘Get rid of the body,’ he commanded.

			Before the Spirit Rake could touch the fae, vines broke through the stones on the floor. They crept in through the window. Gedeon watched, fascinated, as they reached for Elena’s body, encasing her gently, wrapping her in their embrace until she was completely covered. Bugs and insects crawled from nowhere, climbing the parcel that was Elena. They slipped between the vines, slipped in against her skin and began their task. Within moments, the fae madam was gone, returned to the earth, as it was meant to be. As the last of the bugs vanished between a crack in the floor, Gedeon turned towards the window.

			The sun had climbed into the sky. He stood, straightening his robes.

			‘It’s time to see the Queen.’

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Four

			Thalion’s hand dropped to his sword as a fae, dressed in the colour of the world at dusk, stepped from the trees. He held a bow, and the arrow notched to that bow was pointed right at Thalion’s chest. The fae’s dark hair was loose over his shoulders, his eyes a flaming gold, like the setting sun. His perfect face creased and his lip curled back in a snarl.

			‘You stink of Estilleon.’

			Thalion put his hands up. ‘I’m seeking sanctuary.’

			The fae released the arrow. Thalion threw himself to the side as the arrow plunged into the trunk of a tall ash tree. Startled, his horse gave a shrill cry and bolted. He stared after the animal in dismay. He opened his mouth but his throat closed over and he couldn’t breathe. The fae stood with his hand outstretched, the fingers splayed, his expression steely. Thalion clawed at his throat as the corners of his vision swam with black. 

			‘Try again,’ the fae said.

			‘Laeli,’ Thalion choked out. ‘I’m looking for Laeli.’

			‘Are you now? Isn’t that interesting.’ The dark-haired fae waved his hand and Thalion could breathe again, falling to his knees on the forest floor; leaves raining down around him, he pulled great gulps of sweet air into burning lungs. He coughed and vomited water onto the ground. The fae made a sound of disgust.

			‘I need … to see … her,’ Thalion managed. His eyes streamed. He forced himself to take deep, steady breaths, bracing himself on hands and knees. ‘Estilleon … an alliance with Kiarda of Veshlir.’

			‘Impossible,’ the fae said. 

			Thalion shook his head. ‘Kiarda … she came to …’

			‘Are you telling the truth, human?’ 

			‘I wouldn’t be here otherwise,’ Thalion answered, rubbing at his throat. 

			‘Who are you?’

			Thalion climbed to his feet. He was taller than the fae, broader across the shoulders and chest, but the other man showed no sign of being intimidated. Thalion’s hand dropped to his sword; an arrow rested centimetres from his chest before he could draw breath. He swallowed. ‘Thalion Liulfur.’

			The fae’s face shifted. ‘Oh, I’ll be escorting you to Sitra personally.’

			‘Fine, but can you put that’—Thalion indicated the arrow—‘down?’

			The man ignored him. More fae dressed in dark green stepped from the trees. One took his sword and daggers and he was marched at arrow-point through the trees. Several times, Thalion thought he saw more fae men and women lurking. They appeared in the corners of his vision then sank away again, blending into the forest. The trees thinned and he was staring in amazement at a walled city. 

			Sitra was guarded by two enormous statues, one on either side of a set of heavy wooden gates. As high as the towering trees of the forest and made from white stone, ivy and lichen crawled from their bases and crept up their sides. They depicted a woman, her hands clasped below a belly just swelling with pregnancy. Her face was serene, her hair flowing over her shoulders and full, bare breasts. Her eyes were closed, face tilted towards the earth, arms long and slender. They reminded him of the Verndari on the border between Estilleon and Merawuld, but rather than a symbol of war and protection, he saw a symbol of life. 

			‘What are they called?’ he asked the fae at his side, a man with shockingly sharp cheekbones and hair the colour of fallen leaves in Autumn.

			‘That’s the Mother of All,’ the man answered softly, his deep brown eyes lifting to the statues, then they were moving again. They passed through the gates into a courtyard that was so rich and vibrant with life he thought he must be dreaming. Thalion barely had time to register the expressions of the brightly dressed people gathered there before the courtyard opened up to a paved market and shopping square, the stones glittering in the sun. There were people everywhere, but they stopped to watch as he was marched past shops and carts. As they neared the end of the square, a group of women paused in their shopping, bags dangling from slim arms, mouths open in shock. At the back of that group, looking bored, was a woman with hair as rich as freshly turned earth. 

			Look at me, Thalion thought desperately, craning his neck.

			Before his captors pulled him around a corner, she met his gaze. Her eyes widened, and then he was gone, dragged away. Thalion caught a glimpse of a grand building; layers of white stone climbed from the landscape. Rising from the roof was a giant set of antlers. Like the statues at the gate, they were made from stone and draped in ivy. He wanted to ask what they meant, but he was hauled down a street shadowed by trees towards a low building. He heard Laeli’s voice and managed to peer over his shoulder.

			She was standing at the mouth of the street and arguing with the fae who had caught him in the forest, her arms moving swiftly, her back rigid. The fae was shaking his head, his dark hair flying, a frown on his face. Laeli poked him in the chest then stormed off, her dress swishing angrily behind her. She didn’t look back. 

			Thalion was kept locked up for two days, and on the third day, as he was lifting his head from the narrow bed, his throat parched and his tongue thick in his mouth, the door swung open, bright light flooding his vision. He blinked, and was pulled roughly to his feet and marched out into the morning, taken back down the street and towards the building with the antlered roof, the walls crawling with vines and yellow flowers that smelt like sunshine. They entered through a gilded door that opened into a large semi-circular room with floor to ceiling windows and a ceiling of glass. A waterfall of light poured into the space, but they were moving again, through another set of doors.

			It was no wonder his father was jealous of the fae’s wealth. It was displayed here for all to see, in rich tapestries and artworks so life-like he wanted to touch them, in the plush rugs that covered the white stone floors, in the marble walls with golden threads woven through them. He was led down a long, red-carpeted hallway, passing dozens of closed doors; what was behind them, his guards didn’t say, and they didn’t encounter another person, human or fae. The hallway veered left, then right, lit by long skylights that showcased a crystalline sky so blue it sparkled. 

			One of the men pushed open a door and shoved him inside a room twice the size of his chambers in his castle, with white walls and a lush rug covering the floor. The bed was draped in soft blankets the colour of the leaves that rained down outside, visible through another large window. There were two chairs and a table, with a pitcher and glasses rimmed in gold. The walls were bare, except for a large tapestry that took up the space behind the bed – a forest scene, so lifelike that Thalion could smell the earth and see the leaves moving in the breeze. 

			He turned in circles, taking it all in, before he jumped, almost falling over himself. Laeli was standing by the wall on the far side of the room, watching him with an unreadable expression. Gone were the swords and the severe Witches’ uniform. Her hair was loose around her body, falling in wild waves almost to her waist, and she was wearing a shining blue sleeveless dress that didn’t do much to disguise the shape of her. 

			Laeli addressed the guard still lingering by the door. ‘Thank you,’ she said pointedly.

			His eyes slid to Thalion, fingers tight on his weapon. ‘But …’

			‘Get out.’ 

			The man swallowed, looking like he wanted to argue, but Laeli narrowed her eyes at him and he complied. 

			Thalion managed a laugh. ‘You are rude to everybody.’

			Laeli rolled her eyes at him and crossed the floor to peer out the window, that dress moving around her legs like it was alive. ‘What are you doing here, Thalion? I can only assume you’ve done some thinking since I saw you last. I hope it didn’t hurt too much.’

			He ignored her insult.

			‘And now you want to see the King?’ She turned to him, that curtain of hair shifting as she moved. Her face didn’t soften. ‘Were you alright? I told Solen he was being overly cautious, but he’s the captain of the fae guard and he takes his job very seriously. I thought you might be more comfortable here, in the palace.’

			‘I’m in the palace?’ He couldn’t stop looking at her. ‘How?’

			‘I can be rather convincing.’ She turned and headed for the door, turning back when he didn’t immediately follow. ‘Well, come on.’

			‘Wait …’

			Laeli raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you want to tell him what you know, or not?’

			Thalion rubbed at his face. ‘How do you know the King?’

			Her face closed for a moment. ‘I’m his daughter.’

			‘You’re a princess?’ he spluttered.

			She shook her head dismissively. ‘It’s not important.’

			He disagreed. ‘But …’

			‘Would it have changed anything, that night? Would you have let me go?’ she asked bluntly. 

			He shook his head, noticing the belt she wore around her slim hips, and the dagger attached to that belt. Her lips curled as she caressed the shining gold and silver hilt of the weapon. 

			‘That’s the one you can see.’

			Thalion blinked, his eyes running over her again, taking in that dress, cut deep across her chest, the fabric light and shimmery, held together with not much thread at all. ‘I’d love to know where you’re keeping the rest,’ he mumbled. 

			She couldn’t hide her smirk. ‘Come on.’ 

			He followed her out of the room, back down the hall he had passed through very recently. He kept his eyes on her back, on the material that managed to cling to her flesh and sway at the same time. At a set of ornate double doors inlaid with gold and carvings of animals and trees, Laeli paused, turning to face him and laying her hand against his chest, over the furious beating of his heart.

			‘If you want them to listen to you, really listen to you, you need to leave your smart mouth and your shitty attitude out here, Thalion,’ she said. 

			‘Them?’

			‘You’ll meet my brother, Mahelivar. He’s … a lot nicer than I am.’

			Her hand burnt him through his clothes and, without thinking, he reached up and curled his fingers around hers. Her breath hitched but she held his gaze and he was drowning in the green sea of her eyes. He could see himself reflected there, his face pale and tired, his hair messy and wild, and wanted desperately to kiss her.

			The door opened and the fae who had captured him – Solen – stood there. His face tightened when he noticed how close they were standing, their hands still clasped against Thalion’s chest. 

			‘If you’re not too busy …’ Solen said in a hard voice.

			Laeli breezed into the room, pushing past the heavily armed captain of the fae guard without a word. Thalion swallowed and followed her, Solen stepping aside to let him pass. The distrust and dislike in the fae’s expression was a clear warning.

			At the end of the room, the King was sitting on a throne of carved timbers raised on a dais. Thalion stared at the antlers that rose from the nest of his hair, stretching into the air like those of the great stag. Laeli had taken a seat on his left; on the right was another man with long cinnamon coloured hair and eyes like Laeli’s – her brother. 

			A fae in a shimmering red tunic stepped forward and introduced the royal family. Thalion was ordered to approach. Laeli kept her eyes on his face as the King, her father, leant forward in interest. 

			‘A wolf of Estilleon,’ he murmured, his voice like honey. ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t have you thrown to the Lasair or let my guard use you for target practice.’

			‘My father …’

			‘I know who your father is, boy,’ Rhodiri said with biting contempt. Thalion felt his nerves liquefy at the raw power of that smooth voice, but he held himself steady.

			‘Alright. What about Kiarda? I’m assuming you know who she is?’ he said evenly. Rhodiri’s face tightened; Laeli’s eyes flashed a warning. ‘Do you know your sister has an army waiting to march on your lands?’

			A light buzzing filled Thalion’s head; he felt a mind brushing against his but he was too tired and overwhelmed to do anything about it. Without his weapon, he was completely powerless here but he knew, somewhere in the back of his exhausted brain, that his sword would have been useless anyway. He let them see what they wanted in his thoughts, let them read it for themselves. 

			Rhodiri stared at him curiously. ‘Surely your father won’t take kindly to this act of … betrayal.’

			‘He won’t,’ Thalion replied simply. He rubbed at his face, feeling the dirt on his skin. He glanced at Laeli quickly, then away again, turning his attention back to the king, who was watching him closely. ‘I’ve told you about Kiarda as a warning, a courtesy, because I want something in return.’

			‘Of course he does,’ someone muttered. Solen.

			‘And what is that?’ Rhodiri asked.

			‘Help me remove my father from power. He is caught up in his dreams of revenge, on the fae, on the humans this side of the Peaks. He cares little for anything else,’ Thalion explained. ‘Kiarda has manipulated that. She’s using him and people are going to suffer for it, especially with winter coming. My father will direct all our resources into this war.’

			‘And you would take your father’s place I assume?’ It was Solen who spoke. 

			Thalion kept his eyes on the king. ‘Yes.’

			‘Why would you be any different?’ Rhodiri asked.

			Thalion rubbed at his face again; a nervous gesture he knew, but he couldn’t help himself. These people had thrown him completely off his guard. He hadn’t expected a civil conversation, one that was beginning to feel like a negotiation. He glanced at Laeli again. She was different outside of this place, but now, sitting with her father and brother … the three of them together radiated strength and power that Thalion knew he couldn’t compete with. It almost made him want to get on his knees. ‘Because I am not my father. I don’t want this – any of it. War with your people, war with Merawuld. What’s the point? There are other more important things in the world to focus on.’

			The King considered him with interest. ‘Such as?’

			‘The people we rule over. I can’t speak for your lands, but I know that the people of my land would rather not have this hanging over their heads,’ Thalion said quietly. ‘Once my father adds his men to Kiarda’s and sends the rest to the Pass, they won’t have a choice anymore.’

			‘What about the slaves?’ the Prince, Mahelivar, asked.

			‘I take it you read his mind as well?’ Laeli hissed at her brother.

			Thalion didn’t care – he had nothing to hide. ‘It’s common practice in my land to keep slaves, half-breeds, purchased through merchant slave dealers in Merawuld. I have promised them I’ll help them. As far as I understand, the slave dealers operate with the Mage Council’s blessing. Most of the slaves comes from Tyllcarric,’ he explained. Mahelivar’s eyes burnt with an anger Thalion didn’t understand. 

			The King stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘Did you know that once, the fae travelled freely to your home? My people built your castle. I find the snow rather enchanting.’

			‘It isn’t so enchanting when it’s killing people,’ Thalion answered without thought. No one spoke so he went on. ‘The elderly are the first to suffer. The cold gets in your bones and it doesn’t matter how warm you are, if you’re not strong, you die. Next, it’s the children,’ Thalion said softly. 

			Beside her father, Laeli’s face pinched. Thalion’s eyes flickered to her briefly, then away again.

			‘But you and your father don’t suffer?’ Mahelivar asked. There was no contempt or accusation, just genuine interest in what Thalion was saying.

			‘In a bad year, we go hungry like everyone else, but I’ll admit we don’t starve.’

			Rhodiri sat back, regarding Thalion with burning curiosity. ‘I knew your great-grandfather. He was a great warrior, but he was fair and open to negotiation. He looked after his people. It’s a pity your father didn’t inherit that particular characteristic. You didn’t know that, did you? We fought side by side, Ethelred and myself, before I was King, to keep the desert warriors from crossing the mountains and capturing your lands. Once, fae and human bled and died alongside one another, Thalion. Time, it seems, changes many things.’

			Thalion’s head spun. Rhodiri looked no older than he did, with his smooth skin and lithe limbs. Only his eyes, Thalion realised, gave away any hint of his real age. His gaze shifted to Laeli. How many years had she seen? Had any of the fae who stood in that room with him?

			Thalion rubbed at his face again, a wave of exhaustion slamming into him. Despite the overly comfortable prison, he had barely slept. It must have shown on his face, because the King rose from his throne. 

			‘Come. There will be plenty of time to talk.’ He stepped down from the dais and his son fell in behind him, following him through a set of ornate doors at the side of the room. Laeli touched Thalion’s arm, indicating he was to follow. The way he was feeling at that moment he’d follow her into the Rift if she asked it. 

			He was led into another large hall, with a long wooden table that caught snatches of the sunlight that spilled in through a set of giant windows draped in gold cloth. Vines twirled their way around the window panes and climbed the walls. The room was light and airy, and seated at the table was a human girl with flaming hair loose around thin shoulders, wearing a rich red dress that showed off pale arms and a long neck. She jumped as they came in, nervous as an unbroken horse. Laeli whispered something in her ear. The girl’s gaze shot to Thalion.

			‘This is Ash,’ Rhodiri said as he seated himself at the head of the table, ‘the fire caster.’ 

			‘What does that mean?’ Thalion eyed the girl cautiously. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being tested somehow. Rhodiri was watching his reaction carefully and Solen’s hand was resting on his weapon. Thalion had seen Laeli’s fire magic at work and had heard the story of the creation of the Rift and found it hard to believe this girl, this thin pale creature, held such powerful magic in her veins. 

			Laeli motioned him to a chair and he sat; she took the seat beside him, Mahelivar sitting opposite, where his forest-green eyes, so like a cat’s, could bore into Thalion’s face. Solen sat on Laeli’s other side, grumbling under his breath. 

			‘It means everyone seems to want me dead,’ the girl, Ash, said, her voice tight. Her eyes flashed and Thalion thought he glimpsed a spark in them. ‘Do you?’

			‘Should I?’ he answered. 

			‘Watch it,’ Mahelivar growled.

			Laeli rolled her eyes. ‘Please, enough of your masculine posturing. It gets boring.’ She turned to Thalion. ‘It means she is valuable, and valuable things are usually wanted. Gedeon wants her so she is here for her protection. Fire casting is very rare.’ She paused and gave him a curious look. ‘Aren’t there people born with magic in Estilleon?’ 

			‘There hasn’t been for a long time,’ Thalion replied with a shrug. ‘But if there were, it’s not like we have somewhere to send them to so they can learn how to use their gifts.’

			‘What about the halfkin? The slaves?’ The Prince asked.

			‘I don’t know. They’re good with animals, and skilled at tracking and hunting, but magic? If they have it, they keep it to themselves,’ Thalion answered simply. 

			Rhodiri waved his hand. Dishes suddenly lay the length of the table, the smell so rich that Thalion’s mouth watered. There were plates of cheese and fruit, jugs of wine and cordial, water and a spiced mead, the scent of cloves and cinnamon floating through the air. Servants appeared from nowhere and began piling the plates with slabs of meat smothered in gravy, baked vegetables sprinkled in goat’s cheese, and chunks of bread. Thalion snuck a look at the other human in their midst; she didn’t appear at all surprised at the feast that lay before them or the way it had appeared from thin air. 

			Laeli gave him a serious look. ‘Does your father know about the fire caster?’

			‘If he does, he hasn’t shared that information with me,’ Thalion responded.

			‘He doesn’t trust you?’ Solen said with what Thalion thought was satisfaction.

			‘He doesn’t trust anyone, except for some of his Chiefs,’ Thalion replied. ‘He wants what you have on this side of the Peaks. Land you can grow crops in, food for your people, winters that don’t mean starvation for some.’ He indicated the feast that lay before them. ‘This amount of food is more than some of my people see for months.’

			From the corner of his eye, he saw the look of compassion Laeli gave him. He hadn’t said it to garner sympathy – he’d said it because it was the truth. Laeli told him gently to eat, and he did. There were no more questions, and Thalion began to relax, the horrid tension that had gripped his muscles since he’d been dragged from his father’s dungeon slowly slipping away. A voice in the back of his mind told him not to let his guard down, but Laeli sat beside him, close enough that his leg pressed against hers under the table and that was enough to tell him he was safe, for now at least.

			After they had eaten and the food miraculously vanished, Laeli stood, telling him to follow her. He felt several sets of eyes drilling a hole in the back of his head as they left. 

			‘Am I a prisoner, or a guest?’ he asked as she pushed open the door to the room he had been given, the room she had organised for him.

			‘Both,’ she replied simply, then wrinkled her nose. ‘You smell like horse, Thalion, and the gods only know what else. Through there,’ she pointed at another door he had failed to notice earlier, ‘is a bath.’ She waved her hand and from behind the door came the sound of running water. ‘I’ll get a servant to bring you some clean clothes.’ She turned to go, but he reached out and caught her arm, pulling her into his chest. 

			He hadn’t meant to do it, but she was right there, and his head had been filled with nothing but her for weeks. She could have fought him off, burnt him to ashes where he stood or ripped the breath from his lungs, but she didn’t. She collapsed into him, her eyes half-closed, her breathing fast. She was so close to him he could feel her heartbeat. The firmness of her breasts pressed against his chest and he slid his arm around her; his fingers splayed in her lower back. He pulled the smoky, earthy scent of her into his lungs, gave in completely, and kissed her.

			It was different to the last time he’d kissed her. The last time, there wasn’t an incredibly comfortable looking bed nearby. The last time, he hadn’t been feeling so completely vulnerable. She kissed him back, groaning against his mouth as he slid his hands over her backside, stroking the curve of her through that ridiculously thin dress. Her fingers were buried in his hair. He broke away from her to pull his shirt off, then kissed her again, fumbling between them, undoing his belt. 

			She shoved him backwards until he was pinned between the wall near the door and the strong line of her body. Thalion could barely hear himself think. She was everywhere at once but it wasn’t enough. He spun them around, pressing himself against her, hands sliding down her sides to cup her arse. There was too much material – he wanted to feel the unearthly soft skin of her belly, wanted to kiss every inch of her and bury his face between her legs. She bit his bottom lip and his knees shuddered but before he could do anything else, she pushed him away, her breath broken, face wild. They stared at one another while he tried to remember how to breathe.

			‘Want to wash my back for me?’ he managed and she shook her head, reaching out to trail her fingers delicately over the muscle of his chest, making him shiver. She let out a shaky breath, withdrawing her hand and backing towards the door, running her hands over herself, smoothing down her hair. His mind was in shreds, his heart somewhere beneath her foot, his body aching and empty. She smiled, then she was gone. 

			


			The bath was more like a pool, cut into a great slab of granite. The room was steeped in a floral scent that reminded him of his mother and the small garden she used to tend through the summer. Steam rose from the water to lick at the air, and a multitude of colourful petals floated on the surface. The wide window offered sweeping views of lush lawn and beyond that, the forest, but he could barely concentrate on it, his head swimming with Laeli’s scent, the taste of her and the firmness of her body. 

			Thalion stripped off his clothes and slipped into the tub. He slid beneath the water, rubbing at his scalp with soap that was so soft it dissolved in his fingers. When his skin was stripped of sweat and the smell of the road, he sat back and closed his eyes, trying to still his scattered thoughts. 

			When he opened them again, candles floated in the air above him and outside, the winking lights of fireflies dashed through the trees. Laeli was perched on the edge of the pool. His stomach flipped at the sight of her, so close to him again, and he was fiercely aware of his nakedness. She had changed and was now wearing a dark green gown, as revealing as the other one. If she walked around half-dressed all the time, he was going to lose his mind. She trailed her long fingers in the water, a teasing smile playing on her lips. 

			‘Cold?’ she asked him, her voice low and husky.

			‘A little,’ he lied and the water began to bubble and boil around her fingers. It became unbearably hot but he stayed where he was, holding her gaze until she pulled her fingers free. Thalion lifted his arm from the water; his skin was pink and flushed. ‘You know, the offer to wash my back is still open.’

			She leant towards him, so close their noses were almost touching. ‘It’s not real.’

			It felt like he’d swallowed the desert. ‘What’s not?’

			‘What you think you feel.’ She sat back, gesturing to herself. ‘It’s this; what I am.’

			He rested his arms on the edge of the pool. He could see the outline of her legs through the flimsy cloth. ‘What you are,’ he said softly, ‘is beautiful, and powerful.’

			‘Does that excite you, the idea of power?’

			‘It did,’ he admitted. ‘Before Kiarda, and Eira.’

			Laeli’s face tightened. ‘Eira? Her daughter?’

			‘My wife for all of five minutes.’

			‘Congratulations.’ Laeli’s voice was sour.

			‘It was part of the alliance. It wasn’t like I had a choice,’ he argued. 

			‘There is always a choice,’ she snapped.

			‘And I made it. I’m here, aren’t I?’ He gripped her hand, pulling her towards him so he could kiss her again. ‘Why don’t you get in here with me?’

			She smiled against his mouth, dipping her fingers in the water again and in moments, he was shivering. He let her go, wrapping his arms around himself. 

			Thalion grit his teeth. ‘Is that the best you’ve got? It’s not even that cold!’

			Without a backwards glance, Laeli stalked from the room, green gown flowing behind her, leaving him to stagger back to his room naked and trembling. 

			It wasn’t until the following morning, when he was sitting on a stone bench in the garden, dressed in clothes made from a material he couldn’t name, with a member of the fae guard shadowing him, that Thalion realised the enormity of what he had done. Guilt was a tangible thing that lived in his stomach, twisting and writhing with his father’s face. 

			‘Did you sleep alright?’ The voice came from behind him and it took everything he had not to turn and look at her. 

			‘I was comfortable enough.’ In fact, that bed was the most comfortable thing he had ever lay his body on but he wasn’t going to tell her that, not now, when her anger was still freshly branded on his brain. 

			Laeli sat beside him. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Don’t say that often, do you?’ he asked. 

			‘Do you?’ she countered. 

			‘Only to people who deserve it.’

			Sunlight shot through the trees with all the force of an arrow, piercing the ground and the flowers in their beds. The syrupy air settled inside Thalion’s skin, his muscles loosening beyond his control. 

			Laeli was wearing a glittering blushed pink gown today with tiny white flowers woven through the mass of her dark hair. He wanted to touch them, touch her, but he kept his hands tightly in his lap.

			‘I can’t believe you’re the Princess,’ he said quietly. ‘The Rift. What you do there. Your father just lets you go out and …’

			‘He doesn’t like it, neither does my brother, but they can’t stop me.’

			Thalion gave her an astounded look.

			‘How am I any different to you? You’re royalty in your land, yet you’re a soldier, a warrior, and now, here you are, caught wandering through Eshlune on your own, seeking certain death,’ she said with a smile. 

			He looked out over the garden again, over the trees rising protectively around the palace, and thought of the magical, wonderous building behind them. ‘You get to rule this?’ 

			‘Mahelivar will inherit the throne. I don’t want it. I have never wanted it. I want to … I don’t know. I want to do more, be more.’ She paused, giving him a look that stripped the skin from his body. ‘What do you truly want?’ 

			You, he wanted to say, but swallowed the word away, forcing his brain to focus, pushing her out of his head, just for a moment. ‘My father calls me a bleeding heart, because I care about more than myself. Ruling the way my father does, with fear and hate … that isn’t the man I want to be. I want to be remembered for what I was able to do for people, not how many men I killed or scared into doing my bidding. I’ve always known what my father was, but I always hoped … All the kindness in him died with my mother.’

			Laeli said nothing, her eyes flickering over his face, reading the emotions there. 

			‘I wanted to be a good son. I followed orders – I crossed the Peaks, I killed, I tried to take what wasn’t mine. And I met you.’ He stopped, not knowing what else to say, how to explain it to her, how she was unlike anyone he had ever met. How he couldn’t get her out of his head – her fierceness, her determination, her courage. She was the enemy, yet here he was, completely vulnerable and under her spell. It was more than that though. It was him, and all the ways he was different to his father. He’d always known it but now, it was time to acknowledge it. He just wasn’t sure what he was going to do about it, beyond being here, in this warm sunshine, happily spilling his guts all over the place, betraying everything he’d been taught to believe in. His fingers scraped over the stubble along his jaw. 

			He had two faces, and wasn’t sure which was the mask and which was his real face: the good son, the warrior, the killer. Or the other side, the side his father called soft and weak, the side that cared what happened to his people. It was too complicated in this moment to try to decipher himself, try and pick through the scattered thoughts in his head. 

			Laeli leant over and kissed him on the cheek. His skin warmed at the press of her lips. 

			She stood abruptly. ‘Come on. I’m starving.’ She flounced off, long hair flowing behind her like a living thing, heading for the path that would lead them back inside. Her feet, he noticed, were bare but so light was her step over the earth it was as if she wasn’t touching it at all. He waited for her to grow wings and lift into the sky, the moment so surreal he was certain he was dreaming. She paused, looking back at him, and he climbed to his feet and followed, unable to resist.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Five

			Ash sat back and closed her eyes. She thought of the world outside her window, of the ever-flowing cycle of nature, of life and death and rebirth. Laeli had told her fire was all of those things. Yet, she didn’t know how to embrace it, how to take those things and pull them deep inside herself. Maybe, before she could, she needed to shake off the person she once was, or thought she was. She needed to be something else – transform herself, shed her old skin and let a new one grow in its place. These new possibilities that were opening to her like a flower opens to the sun all told her one thing: she was not who she thought she was. She was not the person she’d always been. Fire transforms. Ash had to open herself enough to let it transform her.

			She’d spent her life hiding what she was, keeping her magic bound tight inside herself. She imagined a piece of string wound around the core of her, holding that which burnt there in place. Now, in her mind, she unwound that string, her blood burning in anticipation, palms tingling, her scalp prickling with what she had just given herself permission to let go of.

			Her thoughts drifted to Jarlath. Another thing she had to let go of. It made her heart ache – he had always been there for her, a steadying presence she could rely on, but now he was gone and it ripped her guts out. She hadn’t realised just how much she would miss him – how much she had missed him in all the time they’d been apart – until he was no longer there. 

			When she wasn’t training or studying magic, Ash wandered the grounds of the palace, trailing her fingers over the flowers and herbs that grew from the garden beds. She watched the fae guard train from a distance, admiring the fluid muscle and grace with which they moved, and the skill and mastery of their weapons. She browsed the shops, fingering dresses as soft as clouds, and lingered around the bakery carts, savouring the scent of warm bread. Anything to keep herself distracted. It was harder at night, when the darkness rose to gnaw on her insides. Jarlath’s face was branded in the space behind her eyes.

			She had to let him go and focus on her magic. 

			With a sigh, Ash went in search of Mahelivar, her teacher for the day. He was waiting for her beneath the trees not far from the palace. 

			The world was splashed with buttery sunshine, the lawn rolling away to merge with the dappled shade of the trees. Birds chittered in their branches, darting about busily, preparing for the turning of the season. The palace shone in the distance, its white walls glowing in the green hue of the landscape that surrounded it. 

			Half an hour in, and things were not going well. 

			‘You need to try harder.’ Mahelivar’s voice was gentle, but even he could not hide the tinge of frustration in his tone. 

			Ash scowled, wishing Laeli was here with her, but she was off entertaining Thalion Liulfur. After that first lunch, where the Chieftain’s son had looked as bewildered as Ash felt most of the time, she had seen him once or twice; he walked around with the same amazement on his face she imagined the fae saw on hers when she first found herself in Eshlune, but unlike her, Thalion was under heavy guard. She still wasn’t entirely certain why he was here, what had led him to betray his father. 

			The last time she’d seen Thalion, he was being given a guided tour of the palace. Ash had to smother a giggle watching him almost run into a wall, his eyes fixed firmly on Laeli’s face and not his surroundings. She didn’t think he’d heard a word Laeli had said to him. Laeli walked alongside him through the sweeping halls of the palace, prattling away in a tone Ash had never heard her use – light and airy, breathless. She was talking with her hands, waving them around almost nervously – another thing Ash had never seen her do. 

			While Ash was certainly no expert in relationships, even she could see what was happening. She wondered what Mahelivar and the King thought. Maybe, Ash thought with a touch of bitterness, they trusted Laeli to make her own decisions and do what she felt was right. 

			So now, Ash was stuck with Mahelivar, who, while not as demanding as his sister, was not helping. 

			‘You must learn to control it,’ Mahelivar continued.

			‘I am trying to control it!’ Hands tingling, Ash pushed the flame away, reaching deep within for some of that control he thought she was lacking. The fire simmered inside her, then exploded in a rush, bursting from her hands. She looked at Mahelivar in dismay. ‘I’m sorry!’

			‘The Rift -’

			Ash began to pace, her feet as heavy as her heart. ‘What do you think I can do? I can barely control it, let alone use it properly.’

			Mahelivar pulled a hand through his hair. ‘I don’t mean to put pressure on you, Ash –’

			‘Well, you are!’

			He stood, catching her arm as she stalked past, holding her steady. The breath fled her lungs, the fire in her blood coalescing under his grip. She could feel her magic rippling beneath her skin; her stomach swooped and her knees weakened. Mahelivar let go of her arm abruptly, examining his fingers. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Ash cried. She caught his fingers, examining them, the silk of his skin as cool as fresh water. ‘Did I hurt you?’

			His smile was sad. ‘No.’ He moved away from her to lean his hand against the trunk of a tree, those perfectly sculpted fingers, as pale as cream, stroking the soft grey of the bark. A vision flashed into her brain – what those fingers would look like against the skin of her stomach. Mortified, Ash pushed the image away, guilt stabbing her, as sharp as any knife.

			She was so angry! Without Jarlath here for her to rage at, there was nowhere for her anger to go, nothing for her to channel it into so it had sat beneath her skin for a week, burning and bubbling with her fire while she alternated between simmering despair and outright fury. Her fingers twitched and her palms grew hot. Flames licked at her arms again. 

			‘Gods damn it!’ she spat. 

			‘You need to control your emotions, Ash,’ Mahelivar said.

			She glared at him. ‘Control my emotions? Is that the best piece of advice you can give me? No explanation of how I actually do that. If you’ve forgotten, I’m human. We actually feel our emotions, Mahelivar!’ She held out her hands – flames roared from them, stretching into the air. ‘If you think I can just ignore what I feel —’

			‘You think I don’t feel?’

			Ash took a step towards him, her fists curling, her anger as hot as the fire that flowed freely from her body. ‘I don’t know because all you ever talk about is me and what you expect me to do! You’re a shitty teacher, by the way!’

			He folded his arms, shifting so he was leaning against the tree, a sly, cat-like look in his eyes. ‘I guess I’m wasting my time.’ He waved his hand airily at her. ‘It’s not like you can do what we need anyway. Perhaps you should have left with your friend.’

			Ash clenched her teeth. ‘Perhaps I should have,’ she bit out.

			‘The way out of here is that way.’ Mahelivar gestured towards the towering trees behind them. His gaze remained on her face and she felt the full force of the power he had hidden beneath that calm expression and the power inside her wanted to challenge it. Ash took a steadying breath; her magic flowed to the surface, strong and potent, and she didn’t hesitate this time, didn’t give herself a moment to be afraid.

			She could feel the sparks dancing over her skin, her hair a halo of red and gold and burning. She put one foot forward and the grass beneath her sizzled and fizzed, that green life sucked dry.

			Mahelivar didn’t shy away from her as she took another step towards him. He smiled, and she wanted to singe that perfect smile off his perfect face. She wanted to hurt someone. She needed someone else to feel how wide and deep the hole inside her was. She poured her magic into that hole and let it fill her, then let it flow through her veins, snapping and sparking through the synapses in her brain. 

			The fire was glorious and magical and encompassing and it had been starved for too long.

			Flames raged from her body, spewing forth in a crescendo of heat and power. The air dripped with fire and all she could see, all she could feel, was the flame. 

			Something flickered in Mahelivar’s eyes. ‘Control it,’ he said, his tone tight.

			The fire laughed. It didn’t want to be controlled. It was energy and instinct and finally free of the vessel that contained it. It grew, reaching hungrily through the clearing, fingers of flame streaking across the grass to wrap around the trunks of trees. Ash shook her head. She could feel it slipping from her grasp and she held on, her mind digging deep into that fiery life. 

			Set me free, the fire demanded.

			Ash clenched her fists, the hand of her mind snaking out to catch those flames and pull them back to her, where they swirled around her body in a whirlwind of heat and sparks. Through the veil of fire that coated her face, she could see Mahelivar, his green eyes glowing as he prepared to unleash his own magic to stop her. 

			As if he could, the fire said, enjoying the challenge.

			Shut it, Ash thought. She pushed on those flames ruthlessly, her will an iron cage, and slowly, they died, a faint scream echoing in her ears. 

			She fell to her knees on the burnt grass, the charcoal smell of her magic saturating the forest. 

			Mahelivar helped her to stand, his arm around her back. He was smiling smugly.

			Ash realised immediately what he had done. ‘You tricked me!’

			‘I did.’ He dragged his fingers over his face. ‘That was rather impressive, Ash.’

			‘I’m sorry for what I said. I was angry.’

			He looked away from her when he spoke. ‘My father is dying.’

			‘What?’ 

			‘This solstice, the Earth will call him back,’ Mahelivar said quietly. He waved his hand; green life shot back to existence around them, the grass climbing above their ankles, the trees shedding their burnt bark. ‘That is why this is so important. Kiarda will come.’

			‘Is she truly so powerful?’ Ash asked in a small voice. Her magic was curled in her stomach like a stone. 

			Mahelivar turned to look at her. ‘Winter is the time of the Cailleach, the Mother of all. Kiarda’s power will be at its height then, as will yours.’

			‘Mine?’ Ash squeaked.

			‘You feel it,’ he said. ‘I know you do. What you just did … is not even close to what you will be able to do, Ash. The solstice is a time of female energy. At Samhain, my father’s power will begin to slip away, and the forest, Sitra, indeed all of Eshlune, will be without full protection until the night of the solstice, when the god, and his power, is reborn.’

			‘If your father dies …’ Ash looked at him in awe. 

			He smiled sadly at her look. ‘Yes. I will become King. If the Cailleach chooses me that is.’ He moved out from under the cover of the trees. ‘The Cailleach will decide if I am fit to rule. She may choose another … my sister, for instance, or even my aunt.’ The look he gave her was fierce. ‘Kiarda will want the power of the Rift and the magic that created it. That is why you need to be ready, Ash. She will want the power you have, will want to control you and you won’t be able to fight her.’

			It was all too much. Ash put her face in her hands, a familiar weariness and worry creeping through her. This responsibility on her shoulders, a responsibility she didn’t fully understand, weighed heavily on her, and when she needed him the most, the one person she thought she could count on was gone, off to chase the battlefield.

			She touched her lips, feeling his kisses and the firm line of his body where he’d held her. A shudder passed through her and she pulled a great gulp of air into her lungs, her eyes burning, as she willed the tears not to fall. Her anger had faded with her fire and all that was left was a growing well of sadness. Mahelivar’s arm was warm around her back. She could smell him, that sweet smell that reminded her of fresh running water, tinged with a hint of rich earth and the scent of a summer breeze. 

			His magic, she realised.

			Her fire exploded again, racing through her, rippling under the surface of her skin, drawn back to life by the force in his blood. This time, she pulled it back inside. She’d never control it if it escaped again. 

			‘Very good,’ Mahelivar murmured. 

			Her heart twisted as he withdrew his arm, a deep ache spreading through her exhausted body. She swallowed, tasting the air, tasting him, her hands trembling as she looked up at him, letting her gaze rove over his face, that skin, as smooth and fine as marble, the straight nose and the flushed pink of his lips. Ash stumbled, her feet slipping beneath her as a wall of tiredness slammed into her. Mahelivar caught her before she hit the ground, swinging her into his arms, where she was too exhausted to even care how close he was to her again.

			• • •

			The council were gathered in the throne room, lanterns lit along the walls. Thalion lingered outside the door, his face tight. There was a nervous tick in his temple that Laeli wanted to smooth away with her fingers, or her mouth. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his mouth, his hands, the way he tasted. She shook herself as he opened the door for her, the feeling of his eyes on her back making her shiver. She’d been drowning in the smell of him for days – wind and water, wood smoke and pine – it was intoxicating and several times she had to stop herself from leaning over and just smelling him or, gods forbid, putting her tongue on his skin. 

			As they took their seats, Laeli forced herself to focus on those gathered in the room. 

			Aden, the representative from the northern city of Avivers, was present, his partner Diarmuid sitting close to him, his face creased with concern. Juniper, from Levalun, in the east sat with two of her councillors, Siofa and Callan, both dressed in black and looking especially sombre. They were joined by an irritated Solen, who probably wished he was somewhere else, and Magus, who oversaw the fae Witches at the Rift. Laeli was his second and she liked Magus because he didn’t care she was the Princess – he cared only for what she could do, and appreciated her skill with magic and the blade. 

			Rhodiri sat at the head of the table with Mahelivar to his left. Laeli sat beside her brother, Thalion taking the seat next to her. She could smell his nerves; his human self gave away most of his thoughts and emotions. Her father was wearing a tightly veiled expression, one she couldn’t hope to read without air magic, and that was the one thing Laeli lacked. Mahelivar, to her absolute annoyance, was a skilled Air Witch. She’d never been able to hide anything from him. He was watching her now. Laeli raised her eyebrows at him challengingly, and he turned his attention to his father’s council. 

			‘If Kiarda is planning to be here by the solstice, we need to be prepared,’ Aden said. ‘Are we going to wait until she makes a move? My people are right in the firing line and I won’t stand by and watch them be slaughtered or enslaved.’ He turned to Solen. ‘Should I evacuate my city? Avivers is a place of poetry and music, of art and literature. We are not warriors,’ he added, lifting a hand to smooth his red-gold hair. 

			‘Of course you wouldn’t want to get your hands dirty, Aden,’ Juniper snapped. She tossed her ebony curls back, her expression fierce. ‘Whatever you need, my King, Levalun will help. We are not cowards,’ she added scornfully. Aden spluttered into his drink.

			‘I will have the fae guard focus their attention north of the city. They will base themselves in Avivers, and move out from there.’ Solen waved his hand. A map appeared from nowhere, uncurling itself to spread across the table. Thalion jumped, then leant forward to study it. Eshlune and its settlements were clearly marked, as was Estilleon and Merawuld, Kharpode and Veshlir. Thalion’s attention was focused on his home land, tracing the ink lines that marked the nine villages and the castle at Wilderun.

			Rhodiri addressed him. ‘If Estilleon goes to war with Merawuld, where will it happen? The Pass?’

			Thalion tapped the map with a long finger. ‘Yes. The Pass is the one place our soldiers could march into Merawuld. The border is always guarded. The grasslands are the most strategic place for any sort of attack.’

			‘And what will an attack look like?’ Solen wrinkled his nose; many of the councillors had made no secret of their belief that Thalion should have been killed and sent back to Hadrian in pieces. 

			‘It will be swift. If Estilleon attacks, truly attacks, you can be guaranteed many will die,’ Thalion said simply. ‘The usual skirmishes on the border will be nothing compared to what my father’s men will do to the Queen’s army. They’ll be massacred.’

			Mahelivar had his arms folded tightly. ‘With the Queen unwell, Gedeon is obviously in charge. He will want this war to happen, if what you say is true,’ he added, turning his green gaze on Thalion. ‘They will come here, won’t they? Your father’s army?’

			Solen snorted. ‘I hardly think we have to worry about a few humans.’ He gave Thalion a condescending glance. ‘You weren’t hard to catch, after all.’

			‘Give me back my weapons and say that again,’ Thalion snapped.

			‘Yes,’ Solen drawled. ‘I hear you’re rather good at chopping off heads.’

			Thalion opened his mouth but Laeli touched his arm as Magus addressed the table. She wanted to grab Solen around the throat and smash his head into the table. 

			‘The army is already on the march. The Witches on the southern side of the Rift reported activity on the road towards Fortrose. Also, it is interesting to note, a regiment has stopped between the ferry crossing and Fortrose, and has set up camp there,’ Magus said.

			‘To keep watch on us, no doubt,’ Solen muttered. He sat back in his seat, folding his arms. ‘I say we send someone to Tyllcarric, to find out what Gedeon is up to exactly. Has Elena or any of her network of spies uncovered anything?’

			‘I’ve been unable to sense her,’ Rhodiri said with a frown. ‘The closer it gets to Samhain the weaker my magic grows. I can’t stretch my mind that far anymore.’

			‘I’ll try to reach Elena,’ Mahelivar said quietly. ‘After the meeting.’ 

			‘Alright,’ Solen said slowly. ‘We have no choice at the moment but to trust our human friend here and hope that the wolves of Estilleon are too busy with the border war Gedeon has set up, so we can focus our attention on Kiarda.’

			‘What about the Rift?’ Thalion asked. ‘Kiarda said it was powerful. What does that mean exactly?’

			Solen laughed. ‘It means that no one apart from the fire caster can hope to wield that power.’ He looked at Mahelivar. ‘Is she ready?’

			‘No,’ Mahelivar answered. ‘Yesterday … I saw something of what she can potentially do, but she is nowhere near ready.’

			‘Isn’t it a lot of pressure to put on a child?’ Thalion argued. ‘If she isn’t capable of doing whatever you think she can do, shouldn’t you come up with some other solution?’

			‘And what do you propose, human?’ Solen snapped. ‘I don’t know if your charming friend there’—he gestured at Laeli, who growled at him—‘told you, but it took every Fire Witch we have to put that monster you released back in the pit. It is not as easy as you think.’

			‘I know what I did,’ Thalion said firmly. ‘And I came here to try make up for that. Without me, you wouldn’t have the faintest idea of what was coming for you. So would it kill you, any of you, to show me a shred of respect for that? I face death if I return home,’ he added.

			‘Do you expect our sympathy?’ Solen challenged. 

			‘I expect acknowledgement of the risk I have taken,’ Thalion replied, holding Solen’s gaze. 

			‘Would you be willing to go home, and work against your father from within his walls?’ Rhodiri asked Thalion. Laeli looked at her father in surprise.

			Thalion frowned. ‘I won’t be of much use if I’m dead.’ He paused. ‘But maybe that’s preferrable. Or convenient,’ he added under his breath. 

			‘You asked for our help,’ Rhodiri said. ‘I will give you that help. Someone will return to Estilleon with you. They will keep you alive and will help you work on your father’s Chiefs. The less support he has, the harder it will be to wage a war on two fronts. I am in no doubt he will want to attack Sitra as well, given what you have said about Kiarda’s influence over him.’

			‘I’ll go,’ Laeli said quickly. Her father opened his mouth but she cut across him. ‘You need someone with more than one elemental power. We don’t know what we will face there. And the other person with that much power is sitting next to you, and I hardly think you’re going to send him.’

			Rhodiri glared at her. ‘We will discuss this later.’

			‘Fine. Move Alia and Delphine to the northern end of the Rift and put Selene with Marius in the south,’ she told Solen, who was glowering at her; Magus nodded in approval of her choices. ‘Make sure you change rotations as much as you can to let people rest, Solen. I know you’re not big on recuperation but you can’t have exhausted Witches out there.’

			The captain of the fae guard was frowning, but he nodded.

			‘What of the slaves?’ Thalion asked; Mahelivar leant forward.

			‘What of them?’ Juniper asked. ‘They are not our problem.’

			Thalion stared at her. ‘Aren’t they your people?’

			‘Maybe once,’ Callan said stiffly, ‘but not anymore, not when they continue to get themselves locked up and use the gifts we left them for thievery and prostitution.’

			‘And you call humans uncivilised,’ Thalion muttered.

			‘We don’t think you’re uncivilised,’ Solen said. ‘Brutish perhaps. Don’t your people hunt heads? Nail them to the doors of your homes as trophies?’

			‘And I suppose you think we slaughter kittens and drink their blood as well?’

			Solen shrugged. ‘It’s common knowledge that humans are fools, easily swayed and easily deceived. It isn’t your fault,’ he added. 

			Thalion stood abruptly. With a disgusted look at everyone, he stormed from the room, the door slamming behind him. 

			‘Temper, temper,’ Solen muttered.

			‘Shut up,’ Laeli snapped. ‘He’s done nothing but help us.’

			‘Only because he wants something in return,’ Solen sneered at her. 

			Without thinking, she slammed her fist on the table. Fire shot from beneath her hand, sliding across the timber in Solen’s direction. Aden gasped, hand flying to his mouth as Diarmuid threw his arm in front of him protectively. Solen cursed and pushed his chair back, his hands waving through the air. Water splashed from his fingers, extinguishing her fire. Laeli flexed her fingers; the vines that snaked along the walls shot across the room towards the captain of the fae guard. He drew the short sword at his waist and slashed at them; they arched back like hissing snakes, before attacking again, swirling and weaving, one managing to catch Solen’s wrist. He cut himself free, turning to Laeli with a snarl, unleashing a tide of water from his hands. It rushed at her, bending and twisting, aiming straight for her face, but she held up her hands, cupping the water there, shaping it like clay into a ball, which she launched across the room. 

			‘Enough!’ 

			Rhodiri held up his hand; the vines stopped in mid-air, returning quickly to their place along the wall, and the water vanished, the room sucked dry. 

			‘What has gotten into you, Laeli?’

			‘More like what hasn’t gotten into her,’ Solen muttered from across the room. He sheathed his sword, his expression deadly. ‘Been enjoying your new pet?’

			‘Wouldn’t you like to know,’ Laeli shot back. 

			Rhodiri sighed, a long-suffering sound. Laeli felt mildly guilty but didn’t back away from her anger, giving the captain of the fae guard the dirtiest look she could muster.

			‘Do you want her to kill you?’ Mahelivar said icily. ‘I’m not going to stop her. If you continue to speak to your Princess, your superior, in that manner, I’ll see to it that you spend some time a long way away from here.’

			Solen’s scowl deepened.

			‘Enough of this bullshit,’ Laeli hissed. She left the room, ignoring her father’s call to sit down. She heard him start to give Solen a roasting. Good. She’d like to roast him too – slowly, over a pit. Laeli stalked into the hallway, the servants scattering out of the way, just managing to keep the trays of fruit and pastries balanced on dexterous hands as they headed for the throne room. She strode down the hall, pushing open the door to Thalion’s room, but he wasn’t there. 

			He wasn’t in the garden either, or the courtyard. 

			She found him in the library, sitting at a desk with a mountain of books in front of him.

			‘What in the gods are you doing?’ 

			He gave her a dark look. ‘Educating myself. Your friend in there seems to think I’m nothing more than a human idiot, as I’m sure you all do. So,’ he snatched a book from the pile, holding it up for her to see: A Magical History of Eshlune. ‘Should I start here?’ He opened the book petulantly, not sparing her another glance. ‘I can read, if you’re wondering,’ he added scornfully.

			She sat beside him and took the book from his hands. ‘You’re being—’

			‘An idiot? A fool? A human? What, exactly, am I being, Laeli?’

			She’d never seen him angry before, not truly. Her heart skipped a beat at the fire in his eyes. Every line in his face was rigid; she wanted to kiss the frown away, calm the rage in his blood. She made herself breathe deeply. ‘At least you had the sense to leave the room before you attacked the captain of the fae guard.’

			Thalion put his head in his hands. His shoulders started to shake, and Laeli realised he was trying not to laugh. He sat back, smiling, his face alight, his posture relaxed. 

			‘Were you defending my honour?’ he chuckled.

			‘Maybe.’ 

			She kissed his shoulder and something snapped inside of them; his lips were suddenly on hers and her blood was screaming. She flung herself from her chair and into his lap, wrapping her thighs around him, breathless and dizzy and wanting more. Three days of being around him and not touching him. Three days of having him beside her as she led him around her home. Three days of feeling his eyes, those searing blue eyes, on her face as he asked questions, or answered hers. 

			Three whole wasted days. 

			She shouldn’t care. She shouldn’t want him, but she did.

			Laeli exhaled, then breathed him in. 

			Holding his face between her hands, she kissed him with everything she had, nearly fainting when his palm closed over her breast. His other hand was beneath her dress, those strong fingers digging into her thigh, inching higher and higher … 

			She shoved her hands under his shirt, dragging her nails down his skin. He moaned her name; shivers raced along her body at the sound of it, and she’d crawl through the guts of the Rift on her hands and knees to hear him say it again. Laeli wasn’t sure which one of them swept the books from the table, or which one of them pulled his shirt over his head. She clung to him as he stood, setting her on the polished wooden tabletop, kissing her with total abandon. His hands were in her hair, on her face, her back, her breasts. She shuddered and arched her back, her whole body turning to liquid as he sank his teeth into her neck.

			Thalion broke away suddenly, his breathing shattered, his face reflecting everything she felt, everything she wanted. He rested his forehead against hers; she could hear the furious pounding of his heart, could hear the blood racing through his veins. 

			‘Why did you stop?’ Laeli demanded. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him into her. Gods, she could feel everything – her head spun, and her mouth went dry. She hadn’t wanted anybody or anything so much in her life. She wriggled around, trying to get closer; he groaned and grabbed her, holding her steady so he could kiss her again.

			‘I don’t think it would be appreciated if I tore your clothes off in here.’ He dragged a finger over the exposed skin between her breasts; she trembled violently. 

			‘I’d appreciate it,’ she managed, earning a wicked smile.

			‘But he wouldn’t.’ Thalion nodded towards the end of the row of bookshelves.

			Laeli twisted her head. She caught a glimpse of Solen’s back as he disappeared, feeling a twinge of guilt. She swallowed and pushed it away. She didn’t owe him any explanation. That ship had sailed years ago. With a sigh, she ran her hands over her face and climbed off the table. She scooped Thalion’s shirt from the floor, helping him to dress, needing an excuse to keep touching him. 

			Their hands wove together. ‘Now what?’

			‘Now, we are going to eat dinner together, and then we’re going to sit in a very public place and have a very civilised conversation,’ she said firmly. 

			She went to lead him from the library but he pulled back on her hand.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			He indicated their linked hands. ‘What have you done to me?’

			‘If you’re under a spell, so am I,’ she whispered. 

			He looked at her for a long time. ‘You’re driving me crazy. I can’t think properly when you’re near me because all I can think of is doing this.’ He kissed her again, harder this time and she melted into him, making him groan. ‘I’m going to go back on my own words in a minute and tear your clothes off in here, consequences be damned.’

			Laeli shivered. ‘Thalion …’

			He ran a hand over his face, then reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on her cheek. With her hand gripped tightly in his, he led her from the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Six

			Life had been easy at first. A boy like many others, living in a thatched home in a village with his mother, his father dead in service to King Valerian’s army. Senan spent his days in the garden with his mother, who he would watch coax life from the soil through patience and hard work. He was ten the day he decided to help. Thinking nothing of it, he flexed his fingers. The bean seeds unfurled from the soil, pushing their way through to begin the climb the trellis Senan had painstakingly made several days earlier. 

			His mother gasped, dropping the trowel, rushing over to watch. When the beans had reached the top of the trellis, dripping with leaves and flowers, she hugged him tight. ‘Oh, my boy!’

			‘Are you happy, mother?’ Seeing her smile again was like rediscovering the sun, and Senan kept his eyes on her face, in case that smile disappeared before he could remember what it looked like. 

			His mother kissed his cheek, smoothing back the unruly mass that was his hair, her grey eyes soft and brimmed with tears. ‘When the Mages come for the tests, they will take you to Tyllcarric.’

			He clung to her. ‘I don’t want to leave you.’

			She laughed, untangling his skinny arms from her neck. ‘It will not be for many years yet, Senan, but you will have a promising future.’

			Satisfied, he turned back to the garden, making the plants dance their way through the soil, his mother watching with glee. Soon, the whole village knew of his power, and he was kept busy, tending gardens and helping trees grow, watched all the while by the Earth Mage, a gruff old woman called Maeve, who’s arthritic knees made it hard for her to get around. Maeve was strict and bossy, barking commands from her chair while Senan tried his hardest to follow her instructions. He understood her best when the old woman’s eyes would soften as she watched the life he drew from the earth grow and stretch for the sun, or when she would manage to move her creaky body to the ground and sit beside him. He could feel her magic then, flowing through the earth alongside his, and it made his heart sing. 

			At thirteen, almost a man, Senan woke one morning to find the thin curtains in his room blowing, no breeze outside the window to tickle them into life. His blood sang. It was different to the magic of the earth, which was solid and grounded. Now, as the curtains danced, his blood danced with them, this new magic in his veins tickling and twitching with its own kind of life. Delighted, he rushed to tell his mother. Instead of the praises he was expecting, her hand flew to her mouth and she looked at him with fear. 

			His mother gripped his arm, her fingers like claws on his skin. ‘Don’t let anyone know, Senan. They can’t know, alright?’

			‘But—’

			She shook her head; he noticed for the first time her dark hair was shot through with grey. ‘You know what happens.’

			He did.

			The next three years flew by and at sixteen, the Mages came in their red-curtained carriage, faces serious. Maeve had told them about him already, and they came to his house, stepping inside the tiny room and peering at him. Swallowing, he led them outside and showed them what they had come to see: an Earth Mage. Before they left, with assurances a carriage would come for him and his mother would be well compensated for the loss of her only son, Senan felt him – a tall, slim man with dark hair brushed back from his face and a hawkish nose was inside his head. It was part of the tests, he was told, as the Mage’s mind slid against his own. Terrified, Senan forced that other part of himself, that forbidden part, into the deepest corner of himself, in a place where the Air Mage could not follow.

			At the Academy, he worked hard, quickly establishing himself as a powerful Earth Mage, outstripping the talents of students much older and more experienced than he. To help him further, the High Mage assigned him a tutor, the dark-haired man who’d been inside his thoughts at the testing. The man’s name was Gedeon Reich.

			Like Senan, Gedeon was a village boy, but, unlike Senan, he was highly skilled and very knowledgeable. Sometimes, Senan caught the Mage looking at him curiously and, terrified, he would always check his air magic was still hidden deep within that secret place in his mind. Only in the darkness of his room, when he was alone, did he let it out and only in small doses, just enough to alleviate the strange itching his suppressed magic caused in his veins. 

			The year before he graduated, twenty-one-year-old Senan awoke to find a black dog sitting on the floor near his bed. Alarmed, he tried to shoo the animal away, wondering how it got in, but the dog shimmered in the half-light of early morning, its body like air, translucent but corporeal. He flickered in and out of Senan’s vision, and to his dismay, followed him as he left his room. Heart thundering, Senan made his way through the grounds, realising quickly no one could see the dog.

			His trepidation grew. Surely this was not normal, this unreal animal following him around, butting against his hand. Late one night, Senan visited the library, pouring through books in the thin and weak lamp light, looking for mention of spirit animals and mysterious black dogs that came from nowhere, until one night, he found what he was looking for: the dog was a familiar, a manifestation of his dual magic, as forbidden as Senan’s secret power.

			Senan rarely saw his tutor anymore, but he considered himself lucky. Gedeon’s eyes watched him with a hunger that sent waves of fear through Senan’s body. Returning from a class one day, he spied Gedeon and another Mage huddled close together across the courtyard. Curious, he let a tendril of his air magic free. There had been many whispers around the Academy, that the High Mage was going to elect a successor at the solstice. As his air magic touched on Gedeon’s mind, the Mage turned from his companion. When his eyes found Senan’s face, terror shot through him and he cursed his idiocy, fleeing into the sanctuary of his room. 

			They came for him the following morning, two Mages accompanied by two men of the Watch, their black uniforms stark against the gentle sandstone of the Academy walls. It wasn’t in his nature to fight, so he let them take him without argument, his head bowed, eyes on the stone floor. The whispers as he was dragged through the halls were thick. 

			That night, huddled in a cell in the prison, Senan was visited by Gedeon.

			‘So,’ the other man said, pristine in his soft grey robes, his dark hair swept back from his thin face. ‘An Anomaly. Do you know what that means?’

			‘It means I am to die.’ 

			Gedeon watched him closely. ‘You had such promise, Senan. Such power. I will be the next High Mage; I would have liked you at my side. It’s a shame it has to end this way.’ He paused, leaning closer to the bars. ‘You have three days. Write to whomever you wish, and then …’ He let his words trail off, his eyes looking back the way he had come, back towards the entrance to the prison, and beyond, to the main city square, the public face of execution of traitors and criminals, and now, a man cursed with more than one magical gift.

			But those three days never came. That night, under a moonless sky, the Anomaly slipped from the prison, his guards ensnared with vines and dangling from the bars of the window in Senan’s cell, the Air Mage set to watch him unconscious. With the black dog on his heels, Senan made his escape, vowing never to return to the world, until the silent pleas of a halfkin girl caught his attention.

			•••

			He left the bodies where they lay, tangled in vines and grass, slowly sinking beneath the earth as the last of his magic faded away. Senan’s attention was on the girl; her wound looked clean but blood leaked from her skin in a dangerously steady stream. She didn’t speak as he approached, his hands held out. She clutched her side, lifting blood-stained fingers up in front of her face.

			‘Gods damn it!’ Her voice was like the wind, soft and strong at the same time. Before he could do or say anything, she collapsed in a heap. Oden sniffed her, nuzzling the dirty blonde hair now tangled with leaves. The shadow-dog looked at him imploringly.

			‘I know,’ Senan mumbled. He studied her for a moment, noting the blades at her hip, the ones fallen to the ground, and the thin line of her body. As gently as he could, he scooped the girl up in his arms, mindful of the injury he could see and the ones he possibly couldn’t, and carried her through the trees, his hut appearing from the landscape. The door opened at a thought and he ferried her inside, laying her on the narrow bed tucked against the far wall. She moaned. Leaving Oden to watch over her, Senan rekindled the fire and prepared the herbs, setting them to steep over the coals. When they were done, he made a poultice of yellow flowered goldenrod for the bleeding, calendula for tissue development, and marshmallow for inflammation. He washed her face with a warm cloth, noting the small brand behind her delicately pointed ear – a cat. A cathouse worker, out here? After bathing the slice across her abdomen gently, he applied the poultice and let the herbs do their work.

			She slept fitfully the first night, and the second, managing to swallow a few good mouthfuls of echinacea and goldenseal tea; by the third day, when he returned from hunting, the girl was sitting up, the blankets held to her chest.

			He smiled at her. ‘You’re awake.’

			‘Looks like it,’ she snapped. Her amber eyes flickered around the room, as swift as shadows, then narrowed suspiciously as she took in the sparse furniture and the rough timber walls, the vines and plants sneaking through the gaps. ‘Where am I?’

			‘Safe.’

			‘I need to leave.’ She half-climbed to her feet, her face twisting in pain, and sank back into the bedding with a grimace.

			He shook his head. ‘You’re in no condition to go anywhere at the moment.’

			Her eyes flashed golden in the light from the fire. ‘I’m a prisoner then?’

			‘Of course not.’ He was surprised by her anger, by the spite she held inside, but he could sense a profound and shattered vulnerability lurking beneath the barbed exterior. He saw it in the way she held herself, those scrawny arms stiff, her hands ready to curl into fists at a moment’s notice and her eyes, like the setting sun over water, coated in layers of tragedy. He felt an immediate rush of pity for her – she was the face of the halfkin, of the powerlessness and desperation of their race. 

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘A name for a name,’ she replied challengingly. She waited, watching him with those hunter’s eyes. She was all sharp angles and tension; it radiated from her, rising from her body in a cloud he could almost see. Her face was tight, the skin stretched taut over sharp cheekbones and a narrow nose and chin. Her hair was a tangled web of blondes and browns; a piece fell across her cheek as she moved and he wanted to push it away and tuck it behind her ear for her. Instead, he swallowed, staying where he was, on the other side of the room from her. 

			‘Senan Innes.’

			‘Fox Nalendrah.’

			Silence fell; he turned to prepare their dinner, going outside to skin and gut the rabbits he had killed. Once they were stewing in the pot hung over the fire, with the vegetables and herbs he’d gathered the previous day, he sat opposite her. She pressed herself into the wall. 

			‘You’re the Anomaly, aren’t you?’ she asked bluntly.

			He nodded. ‘How did you know?’

			She wrinkled her nose. ‘Your smell.’

			‘My smell?’

			‘I can smell your magic – it’s different to the Mages,’ she said, waving a hand dismissively at him. ‘How long have you been hiding out here?’

			‘I’m not hiding, not exactly,’ he mumbled.

			‘What else do you call it? Because it looks like hiding to me.’ There was no fear in her voice, no fear of him, of what he was, only curiosity and a desire to know. He shared his story, as open as he’d been with another being since he’d left his village, all those years ago. She listened, the intensity of her attention stripping him of every barrier he thought he’d constructed around himself. 

			There was no more conversation that night. They ate and she promptly rolled over to face the wall, pulling the blankets over her head. He stretched out on the floor and slept uneasily, not used to having another person in his space, sharing his air and the warmth of his fire, the knowledge she was less than a body length away eating at him.

			It was almost a week before he deemed her fit for travel. As she regained her strength, she regained her attitude – her eyes tracked every movement he made, filled with condescension and pride and, occasionally, confusion. He’d managed to learn she was alone in this world, like he was, with no family, no connection to another living person. Her eyes burnt with shame as she told him about the cathouse, and in the same breath, flared with a heat that spoke of danger and a vicious will when she revealed she also killed for a living. 

			‘Gedeon will be looking for me,’ she said, leaning against the wall, her belly full and her eyes partly closed. Her face was soft, the firelight stroking her skin with an orange brush.

			‘The High Mage?’ Senan asked; her face twisted, that softness fleeing into the night. It wasn’t news to him that Gedeon had hired himself an assassin to do his dirty work – it was the sort of man he was – but it surprised him that this tiny halfkin with the dangerous, snarling eyes was the High Mage’s weapon of choice. She said nothing more, her face snapped up tight. He looked at her, an overwhelming urge to protect rising inside him, startling him with its power. ‘You don’t have to go back, Fox.’

			Her smile was sour. ‘And what would I do instead?’

			‘You could stay here,’ he suggested.

			She laughed. ‘Right. And there’d be nothing in it for you, of course.’

			Senan frowned. ‘There wouldn’t.’ 

			That night, she slept curled beside him, the two of them tucked up in his bed, the fire simmering gently in the background, her thin arm resting across his chest, her breath on his neck. She watched him make breakfast, ate with him, still not speaking much but that wall around her that he had sensed began to grow holes, the temptation to slip through and into who she was ever present with each moment she spent in his house. 

			He repeated his offer to stay and this time, she held his gaze while she pretended to consider it. 

			It was outside, under the cover of the trees, that he glimpsed something in her he wasn’t sure she saw in herself: peace. The tension was gone, the tightness to her face fled into the green life that surrounded them and he wondered would that be enough to make her stay? The slice of domesticity they’d shared since she stopped snarling at him was intoxicating; the mushrooming fullness in his heart was sweeter than sunshine. To not be alone anymore … a dream that he’d not given himself leave to imagine could become a reality.

			But she was going to leave, he could sense it before she told him. 

			‘I can’t stay here.’ She paced the single room like a caged animal. 

			‘Why?’

			Her glare could cut glass and he took a step back from the anger in those brilliant eyes. She moved quicker than he anticipated, that fae grace and speed back to its full power. She stood before him, amber eyes combing his face as she touched his cheek with surprising tenderness. Before he could speak, she kissed him, her arms snaking around his neck as he felt his knees weaken. It had been so long since he’d been touched by another person it was completely overwhelming, causing his heart to race and his bones to ache with a terrifying hunger. She slipped her hands under his clothes, those quick fingers making mincemeat of his emotions. 

			It wasn’t until they were naked and she was in his lap with her legs wrapped around him that a tidal wave of regret and desire threatened to drown him. 

			‘Fox …’

			She rolled her hips against him, pulling back so he could watch her face twist, watch the swirl of emotion – regret, self-hatred, desire and pain – race through her eyes. 

			He gave in to it, determined to give her something of himself, something that would make her remember this moment as anything other than another thing she didn’t want to do. He threaded his hands through her hair and kissed her but, in the morning, as the sun rose over the forest and the world dripped with dew, he was alone again.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Seven

			The days were shortening, the light moving quicker through the forest, the shadows long by noon. Rhodiri had gathered his children in his chambers the previous night and revealed what Laeli already knew – he was dying, in the manner the fae die naturally, his body preparing itself to return to the earth, as they all must one day. She had sensed it – they all had – as the cold months approached, that dormant nature of his power. She just hadn’t realised this was the year it would end, that he would end, and she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it. 

			As the sun set, Laeli went in search of her brother. Mahelivar was in the throne room, in their father’s chair, the room bathed in darkness. She conjured flames, cupping them in her palm, moving across the floor towards him, the flickering dance of shadow and warm light following her. 

			‘I’m worried,’ he admitted. ‘About you crossing the mountains.’

			‘It’s not like you can stop me,’ Laeli quipped, her tone softening at her brother’s expression. ‘I’ll be fine. He won’t let anything happen to me.’

			Mahelivar’s green eyes burned. ‘You care about him.’

			It wasn’t a question. ‘Yes.’

			‘You haven’t forgotten he tried to kidnap you?’

			‘Of course I haven’t forgotten, Mahelivar,’ she replied crossly. ‘But I can’t help what I feel and I’m not going to deny it because what is the point in that?’

			‘What happens when he grows old, and you don’t? When he sickens with age and you’re as young and fresh as you are now? How will you cope with that? How will he? You’ll have, what? Thirty, forty years together?’ Mahelivar was frowning.

			Laeli hadn’t intended it to happen at all but ever since she’d seen Thalion under that tree, wounded and alone, he’d haunted her dreams and her waking moments, a ghost of her need for change, for something different in her life. He’d put a barb under her skin that she couldn’t dig out. His fierceness, his grace, and the candour he’d shown in the swamp spoke to her. She shouldn’t care about him – he was a butcher, he’d killed her people, cut them down like they were nothing; but he couldn’t hide his remorse and regret at what he’d done. He was following orders – like she did, like she had always done. She might fight her father, her brother, tradition, but when it came down to it, she was doing her duty as well. She could hardly hold that against him.

			And now, here he was, in her world, as if conjured from the space behind her eyes. He was still trying to understand, to come to terms with the things he had seen and the things he had learnt, but it was his willingness to try that impressed her. He could have walked away, but his own sense of right and wrong, his own ethics, had brought him here – to her.

			She took a deep breath. ‘Some time is better than no time at all,’. She sat in the middle of the rich red carpet, so she could look up into her brother’s tight face. ‘He’s a good man – he might not have been when we first met but, now, he wants to do what’s right.’

			‘The bonds of family aren’t so easily broken. Be careful. I’m not saying you can’t trust him, but when it comes down to it, can he do what he says he will?’

			Laeli stared into the ball of flame floating above her palm. She waved her other hand – the fireball grew until it split into four smaller orbs. They circled her, then Mahelivar, moving between the siblings like living satellites, until they retreated to the four corners of the room, throwing generous light and warmth across the darkness. 

			‘All things have to change,’ she said quietly. ‘Especially people. I’m not going to sit here and do nothing, and neither is Thalion. I refuse to wait for Kiarda to sweep in here. I refuse to wait for the world to be at war. You must lead us through this.’

			‘I’m not ready to rule,’ Mahelivar whispered.

			Laeli smiled. ‘You’ve been ready for this your whole life. You were born for this.’

			He gave her a fierce look. ‘You have to be here at the solstice. I’ll need you. Our people will need you. I know you don’t want it, Laeli, but you need to be here until …’

			‘You think she won’t choose you?’

			Her brother ran a hand over his face; such a human action, one Laeli had seen a lot of recently. ‘I’m not sure I’m worthy. She might choose you.’

			‘And if she does, I’ll tell her to shove it. Look, if you weren’t ready, father wouldn’t be leaving us. The Mother wouldn’t call him back until she was certain there was someone ready to guard her creation. Your power, Mahelivar, has always been strong. It will be stronger after …’ Laeli swallowed, forcing her voice to be steady. ‘The Cailleach will come, and she will hand you the staff of elder and blackthorn, and your power will spread out to cover this land, to protect it. To preserve and maintain it, as it should be.’

			‘And if it’s too late? If Kiarda and Hadrian’s armies march before then? What if we have it wrong? Our people are not ready for this. A century without conflict …’

			‘What will be, will be. The Morrigan has already chosen our path, you know this. It’s just not clear to us yet,’ Laeli said softly. ‘You will stay here, with father, and I will go to Estilleon and, hopefully, we can end this before it begins. I will be back by the solstice – I promise.’

			Mahelivar nodded. ‘Be safe, sister. Fight for your life, if you must.’ 

			


			Laeli found her father facing the window in the hall, gazing out. It was his favourite view, the lush green lawns that swept away into the forest of poplars, ash, and oak. A lump rose in her throat as she took in the lean length of his body, those broad shoulders she had wrapped her arms around thousands of times. She bit her lip, willing the tears not to come, and felt a piece of her heart break away as she looked at him. 

			‘So, you enter the land of the wolf,’ her father stated softly. There was no reproach, no sadness, only acceptance that she had chosen her path. He hadn’t tried to talk her out of it. ‘I can’t change your mind?’ His voice was light; he knew what her response would be.

			‘I do this for you,’ Laeli said fiercely. Her father turned to look at her; he appeared older and more tired than she had ever seen him. She crossed the room to throw her arms around him. ‘For our people. For Mahelivar. You know I wouldn’t leave either of you lightly, especially now, but I have to do everything I can to stop this war from happening. Kiarda can’t be allowed to win this time.’

			Rhodiri smiled sadly as she pulled away, reaching out to touch her cheek with fingers that trembled. ‘You’re as strong and full of fire as your mother was. And generous. I miss her. It will be nice to see her again.’

			Laeli’s voice was thick. ‘I wish I had more time with her. I wish we had more time.’

			‘We’ve had over a hundred years together, and I had a hundred years with your mother before then. You’ve always known what was coming, daughter.’

			She kissed his cheek. ‘It doesn’t make it any easier.’ Laeli reached up to run her hand over his hair – the antlers had fallen away some time after the disaster that was the council meeting. Samhain was approaching – already she could feel how much her father’s power had lessened. She felt the space where those glorious antlers had been, blinking away a memory of sitting astride her father’s shoulders as a child, tying ribbons around the curves of bone. 

			‘Go,’ he whispered, giving her a gentle shove. ‘I will see you again, before the end.’

			Thalion was in the garden, the trees filled with winking lights, the sky heavy above him. He was pacing at the tree line, the forest dark and full of shadows. When she’d told him the King had given permission for her to return to Estilleon with him, his eyes had burnt with such intensity that she’d turned away with a supreme effort and gone to pack her things.

			Laeli stepped out into the night air. She swallowed, her heart heavy, worry for her family, worry for the world, tight in her throat. The rain started - the second the scent of damp earth filled her nostrils something kick-started inside her. Something deep and primal and alive and she trembled as it surged through her blood. 

			‘I take it you’re not here to see me.’ Solen was leaning against the wall, his face, that face she used to love, coated in deep shadows. He reached out to touch her; she pulled away. ‘Laeli, I’m sorry.’

			‘You don’t know what the word means, Solen.’

			‘You’re still annoyed? After forty years?’

			‘You used me,’ she said, her voice low. 

			‘I didn’t use …’ he stopped as she glared at him. ‘Good luck to him then,’ he mumbled, gesturing in Thalion’s direction. ‘What are you thinking, Laeli? He’s a killer.’

			‘So are you,’ she said. ‘The difference between you and him is that he is sorry for it.’

			‘Are you truly that unhappy here that you need to leave? If you think fucking him will make you feel better, knock yourself out,’ Solen said bitterly.

			‘I don’t need your permission,’ she hissed. ‘And what makes you think I haven’t been fucking him already? Because I have and it’s honestly been the best time of my gods damned life, Solen. And do you know why? Want to take a guess? Because he’s not you.’

			Solen was quiet a moment, then, very softly, ‘I thought you were above petty bullshit.’

			Laeli sighed. She’d been mean to him, downright nasty, over the years, but she’d never been petty. ‘I didn’t mean that last part.’ 

			He didn’t respond so she turned away from him, chewing her lip. She thought of the lives she was not living, the continual strain of wanting more. The very marrow of her bones ached with the need to be more. Her blood sang with it and here, maybe, was a chance. ‘I need to find out who I am,’ she whispered, more to herself than Solen, but he needed to hear her say it as well.

			‘And leaving here will help you do that?’

			‘Maybe. I don’t know.’

			Thalion had given up his pacing and was sitting beneath a tree, his back pressed against the trunk. He appeared relaxed, but Laeli could see the tightness to his body and feel his eyes on her face.

			Solen shifted beside her; he put his hand on her arm. She stiffened, but didn’t shake him off. ‘Let the humans have their war and kill each other.’

			‘You can’t seriously believe that what happens there won’t affect us?’

			Solen sighed. ‘You will come back, won’t you?’ 

			‘Yes, of course I will,’ Laeli replied softly. ‘But not to you.’

			She took a deep breath and stepped out into the rain. Solen’s eyes bored into her back as she crossed the grass, trying to ignore the furious pounding of her heart. Thalion climbed slowly to his feet, reaching out to cup her face, drawing her close so he could kiss her gently. When he let her go, he glanced past her, where the lights of everything she had ever known twinkled and winked in the darkness. 

			‘Is he going to murder me in my sleep?’

			Without looking, Laeli knew Solen hadn’t moved. ‘No, he isn’t. I promise.’

			Thalion followed her into the forest, where the trees closed their arms around them. When they were far enough that they couldn’t see the glowing lights of the palace, Laeli stopped. Sporadic firefly light winked as the light rain misted across their skin. Rain beaded in their lashes and the midnight slick of Thalion’s hair.

			‘What will you tell your father?’ 

			Although Thalion’s expression remained calm, she could hear his heart, hear the blood racing furiously through his body. ‘I don’t know yet. At least I can die knowing I tried to do something about this future hell we find ourselves facing.’

			Laeli shook her head. ‘You’re not going to die.’

			‘My father—’

			‘Will not touch you,’ she hissed, her hands curling into fists. Flame raced through her veins, her skin sizzling as the rain continued to fall. Steam rose from her body, swirling around them.

			Thalion stared at her. His eyes traced the outline of her cheek, branding her with his heat as the fire in her veins paused, then roared into life again with such ferocity it hurt and she melted away. Her heart pounded so quickly it almost ceased moving. His eyes tore through her flesh, twin flames that left trails of scorch marks in their wake. 

			There was absolutely nothing to stop them this time, nothing to interfere with what was about to happen. 

			‘You burn,’ Thalion murmured. ‘It’s incredible.’

			She opened her mouth to speak, but he gently pressed his fingers to her lips. She could not remember her own name, and in the moments that passed, it felt like they had been there under the bleeding sky forever. She kissed his fingertips; they trembled, then withdrew.

			If she didn’t have him, she wouldn’t know what to do with herself. Ever since the night they first met, when he’d first pinned her in place with the devastating blue of his eyes, his face had haunted both her dreams and her waking moments. She couldn’t deny what she wanted any longer and now that they would leave in a few days …

			‘Please.’ Laeli was unable to stop the pleading in her voice, unable to care if he noticed it, or what he thought about it. She was exposed and completely vulnerable, burning where she stood, and she pulled her fire deep inside, into her stomach, lower, to the very core of her. Laeli licked the rain from her lips, unbuttoning his shirt so she could slide it from the curve of his shoulders and run her palms over the beautiful flesh pulled taut over muscle and bone. 

			She took her time, wanting to feel every inch of him. Her hands travelled slowly over his skin, from the dark hair that trailed down his abdomen to the strong column of his throat, the tips of her nails dipping into every curve and dent of his flesh, tracing every scar. He stood still, letting her touch. His breath hitched as she continued to explore him with her mouth, tasting the sweetness of him, nipping lightly at the pulse that throbbed in his throat, running her hands over the broad sweep of his back. 

			She stepped out of her gown, letting it tumble to the rain-kissed ground. Thalion swallowed, his eyes black as the night, deep as pools she knew she could drown in as he touched her, so gently, so lightly, as if she’d break, or disappear. He skimmed the outline of her breasts, then her waist, her hips, fingers fluttering, butterfly soft, before he groaned deep in his throat and pulled her close. His fingers became claws and she relished it, the strength in those hands, the muscles shifting beneath his skin.

			His lips were her lips, his arms, his fingers, his breath – hers. The world had stopped, existing only in the turning of her head and heart. She was painfully aware of every part of her body where it touched his – his arms, his chest, the sharpness of his hips and the hard muscle of his thigh, which he slowly edged between hers. She tipped her head back and exposed her throat to his lips and teeth. He groaned against her skin, the sound shaking the core of her.

			‘You’re so gods-damned beautiful I’m not sure you’re real,’ he whispered. ‘I’m at the very edge of my self-control, Laeli.’

			‘Me too,’ she managed. Her blood had turned to liquid fire, burning its way through every part of her, settling in a blazing, raging pit of hunger and yearning. She touched his cheek with fingers that trembled, leaning up to kiss him gently. 

			He shed the rest of his clothes. He was still holding back, still standing on that edge. She could see it in the tight line of his torso, in his hands, which clenched and unclenched methodically. She let her eyes roam over his body, every glorious part of it, before she raised her gaze to his face again. 

			‘Step over the edge with me, Thalion.’ 

			Like an arrow released from a bow, he snapped. His arms closed around her, guiding her onto the slick earth. She blinked the rain from her lashes, tasted its sweetness on her lips and when he finally covered her body with his, the rain made glossy puddles between them, running in rivers from his shoulders as he buried himself inside her; it raced down her exposed thighs, as gentle as the touch of his fingers, and it dripped from his hair as he captured her mouth, pressing her into the drenched grass, filling every space that made up who she was as she was swept away on a shuddering wave of heat and light.

			Bone and sinew sank into the earth as the world shattered around her. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Eight

			It was easy to forget what warmth felt like when she’d been freezing for almost a week. Fox sat back as the carriage containing her and ten others trundled and rocked along the road. They had crossed the Sparkling Waters two days ago, the ferry lurching and swaying beneath them. One of the girls had been sick. Their captors had dragged them all out on the side of the road near the Forest of Wights and thrown a pile of straw in to soak up the mess. A girl tried to escape, breaking free and running for the safety of the forest, her skinny legs carrying her faster and faster, the tree line in sight. There was a moment where Fox wanted her to make it, but in the end, she watched passively as the girl was shot, the arrow embedded deep in her back. She was left there, twitching on the grass, the girls bundled back in to the carriage, the locked door a resounding reminder of what they were now.

			Slaves.

			As the cold snuck inside their miserable moving prison, Fox vowed that if she ever got out of this, she’d slice Gedeon to pieces. Just bits at first, so he could watch. Then she’d turn on Darian. She’d smash his body, then his hands and lastly, his face, hammering until she cleaved his skull and was able to pick up the pieces of his brain and hold them before her eyes, sifting through the remains of his mind like he picked through hers.

			She avoided making eye contact with her fellow prisoners. She didn’t want to know their names, or be able to remember their faces long after they’d been sent to whatever hell awaited them. 

			They spent a night in some village, their carriage parked in the street outside the tavern, where Fox could hear the steady beat of a drum and the lilting voice of the pipes. Where she could smell roasted meat and ale, and could imagine the warmth of the fire she knew was blazing within that room. She could hear the crackle and fizz of the flames as they chewed through wood, the pop of the sparks as they vanished up the chimney and into the freezing air. The following morning it rained, the wheels of the carriage squelching over the muddy track that wound across the landscape. The howl of wolves haunted them; opening her senses, Fox knew the animals were slinking somewhere behind the carriage, as if they too knew that its cargo was nothing more than the walking dead.

			As the rain continued to fall through the next night, Fox allowed herself to dream. In that dream, she saw her brother, the smile he wore whenever he returned from the market with full pockets. The trinkets he handed her, that smile widening as her face lit up in excitement. She dreamt of her mother, lying on her deathbed, the stench of blood, pus, and urine leeching through the room. And she dreamt of Senan, the look on his face as he stood in the darkness of that forest grove, his hands curled, the first evidence of the magic he held in his veins starting to push through the dirt beneath his feet.

			They travelled for another day, the wind wrapping frigid arms around the carriage and shaking it so hard one of the girls started crying. Fox wanted to slap her, but she couldn’t be bothered; the girl’s blubbering opened the floodgates for an outpouring of misery. By the time the carriage rolled over the bridge and they passed into the outer bailey of the castle, Fox was desperate to be sent anywhere, as long as there were no crying girls. It was their own fault for being caught in the first place, she reasoned. She couldn’t spare them any sympathy; she didn’t have any for herself.

			The carriage was unlocked and the door thrown open; light poured in, weak and insubstantial. A flurry of snow whirled in on a breeze designed to cut a person in half. Rubbing her arms, Fox followed the line of pathetic girls out of the carriage, landing in a puddle of mud that oozed up between her bare toes. Shivering, they were led into a small outbuilding, where they were stripped and made to bathe in freezing water, teeth chattering. They were given clothes by a halfkin servant woman who looked on them with pity. She tried to smile, but Fox snarled at her and she turned her pinched face away, leaving them to dress then returning with a large man in tow, who shackled them one to the other by the ankles and led them like cattle up a flight of stone steps and into the gaping mouth of the castle.

			The servant woman shuffled along beside the trail of sniffling waifs, her face turned to the floor, her skinny hands clasped tightly, as if she were praying.

			‘Hey,’ Fox hissed; the woman looked at her in fright. ‘Where are we going?’ 

			‘You will be given to the Chiefs as gifts from the Chieftain.’

			Yet another man who wanted to use her. Fox clenched her jaw so tight it hurt.

			They were brought into a cold, dark hall and lined up to be looked over like prized livestock. A scrawny dark-haired man sat behind a long table, a stick of willow bark and a sheet of paper before him. With him sat three other men of varying ages, their faces eager. 

			The guard unshackled them, pulling the chain. It clattered along the floor, slithering free like a snake. It could be used as a weapon, Fox thought. She cast her eyes around the room: two guards, both armed with longswords and daggers. Three windows. A poker by the fireplace.

			One of the men, with wild dark hair and blue eyes, leant forward, his elbows on the table, his gaze crawling over Fox’s body. ‘That one,’ he murmured to the skinny man, who bent and scribbled something on his piece of paper. He turned back to Fox. ‘I’m Caden, Chief Brenna of Whitemouth’s second,’ he said.

			‘I don’t care who you are,’ she said boldly. The man who’d brought them in cuffed her sharply around the ear. She scowled. If she had her knives none of these animals would be breathing anymore. She stared defiantly at each man along the table.

			‘What’s your name?’ The man, Caden, asked with a small smile.

			‘Fox.’ From the corner of her eye, she saw the halfkin servant woman start.

			The smile grew. ‘And are you as sly and bad-tempered as the animal you’re named after I wonder?’

			‘Depends.’

			‘On what?’

			She showed him her teeth. ‘On how much of a prick your master is.’

			Caden gave a bark of laughter. ‘Oh yes, you’ll do nicely. We’ll have fun breaking you, little vixen.’

			She was taken from the line-up and made to wait on the side as each girl was assigned her master. Some were still weeping. Fox rolled her eyes. Crying never did any good – the sooner these girls realised that, the better. After the last girl had been gifted, Caden pushed his chair back and strode towards Fox, a glint in his eye. He grabbed her roughly by the arm; she pulled herself free with a growl and he slapped her, the action so swift it was shocking, the sound of his palm striking her flesh echoing around the cold room.

			He put his face close to hers. ‘Do that again and you die. Attempt to strike me, and you die. Refuse your orders, and you die. Understand?’ His breath was warm on her cheek; he lifted his hand again but did not strike her. Instead, he traced the mark he had made with the back of his knuckles. Fox shuddered. Without another word, he dragged her from the hall, her bare feet skidding on the stones. 

			They stopped at the bottom of the stairs, the wind ripping across the yard. Caden looked around, his expression dark. ‘Where is that bloody boy with my horse?’

			As he spoke, a boy leading a large chestnut horse came into view. The boy was tall and skinny, his limbs loose, his dirty blonde hair sticking up in all directions, the tips of his ears poking through, red in the cold. He kept his face down, handing the reins of the animal to Caden, who snatched them without a word of thanks. He mounted, pulling Fox unceremoniously behind him.

			‘Try to escape …’

			‘I die. I get it,’ she snapped.

			At the sound of her voice, the halfkin boy looked up. Fox had a moment, just a moment before the horse was galloping from the yard, where she was able to look into his amber eyes.

			Elan. 

			As he mouthed her name, the tears fell.

			•••

			The boys had been wrong. Not the stocks, but the pillory. It wasn’t so bad, Jarlath thought, except his back was killing him and the nights were freezing, but he didn’t have the balls to ask for a blanket, not after the look his commanding officer had given him.

			‘You expect me to believe, soldier, that the High Mage is manipulating the Queen, and is working with the Estilleon Chieftain and the Witch of Veshlir?’ Gristel had asked. Even to Jarlath’s ears, it sounded impossible, but he’d nodded. 

			‘Us being here … it’s a trap, sir,’ he’d said as they bound his wrists. ‘The Estilleon soldiers attacked and killed the fae guard in the forest near the Rift!’

			‘Now I know you’ve lost your mind. No one attacks, let alone manages to kill, the fae guard,’ Gristel laughed, shaking his head.

			‘Sir, please.’

			‘Tell me what you think in a week, Jarlath.’ 

			Could it be a mistake? Could he have gotten it wrong? It was possible Laeli had been lied to, but for what purpose? It made no sense to think that Thalion had warned her and sent her home to tell her father to prepare for an attack that wasn’t coming. Jarlath chewed his lip. Yasper wouldn’t lie to him, surely. Gristel had nothing to say on the missing food and resources normally reserved for a city winter, nor the ships sailing north. And he didn’t care a jolt about the missing halfkin. 

			Jarlath shifted around, trying in vain to get comfortable. The pillory wasn’t designed for comfort. The boards that held him were strong, the post not quite tall enough so that Jarlath had to bend slightly. As he’d feared, more than the humiliation of the pillory, at his feet was a note: deserter. 

			Orin and Connor had come to see him, from a distance, neither game enough to come closer lest the stern-faced man guarding him saw them and threatened to string them up along with their friend. The boys had offered him a grin, making him grin in return, helping him pretend this was one big game; like the ones they had played in the village that saw them tearing around the streets, chasing each other, being shouted at by housewives carrying loads of washing or labouring in their vegetable gardens. Many times, Jarlath had had his ears boxed by his father for creating a nuisance of himself, being made to stay home and help his mother with her chores, his twelve-year-old face burning from the embarrassment of being seen doing women’s work.

			He recalled the day Ash appeared at the washing line, a smirk on her face

			‘Gods Jarlath, even I have the sense to stay out of this much trouble,’ she’d said, eyes twinkling. ‘Do you need me to get you an apron?’

			He’d abandoned the washing and chased her through the village, scattering chickens and mangy dogs, until she escaped him by shimmying up the trunk of a tree. Bigger and heavier, he hadn’t been able to follow, left waiting at the base as she laughed down at him.

			That was the day, he realised, the tension in his back at breaking point, the wooden arms of the pillory embracing him, that he knew she was for him. He didn’t care what others said about her. He didn’t care if she had a witch-mark or cursed the kid down the street with rickets. He cared for her smile, easily bestowed on him, bright enough to light the dark of any day he was having. 

			One moment she’d been a girl with freckles scattered across her nose and skinned knees, and the next, she stood on the threshold of womanhood. He’d never had the courage to tell her how he felt. 

			Once the silo had happened, he knew everything was about to change.

			His memory of the prison camps was selective at best. There were things he’d seen and things he’d endured that he didn’t like to think on. His face softened as he remembered the touch of Ash’s hands, gently tracing the scars on his back, the absolute sorrow in her voice. He’d told her the truth – he would do it again, gladly. 

			 Night fell, and with it the cold. Jarlath was shivering badly when Gristel came to see him at dawn. He nodded at Jarlath’s guard, who set his weapon aside and released the locks on the pillory. Jarlath fell to his knees on the dew-soaked ground, looking up at his commander, the big man eyeballing him with a mixture of pity and disappointment.

			‘You’re to move out with the men.’

			‘Sir?’

			‘In two days. We march to the Pass. Let’s see what these wolves have really got.’

			Jarlath scrambled to his feet. ‘But Sir …’

			Gristel turned on him, bunching the front of his shirt in a large fist. ‘I don’t want to hear it. We have orders from the Queen and we will follow those orders. You can either come with us, or you can return to Brenveil with your tail between your legs, and be forever branded a deserter. Is that what you want?’

			Jarlath shook his head. ‘No, Sir.’

			‘Good.’ Gristel let him go. ‘Now get some sleep and a feed. It’s a two-day march from here to the Pass.’ He disappeared into the confines of the officer’s tent. 

			Rubbing his aching back, Jarlath went to find Orin and Connor, who were both sleeping. Rather than wake them, he stood a moment watching them. Connor slept with one arm flung over his face, deep snores rumbling from him. Orin was lying on his stomach, his head beneath his pillow. They looked so young, so innocent. They hadn’t been to the Pass, hadn’t participated in a border skirmish before. They didn’t know what the Chieftain’s men had done to the fae guard and the Fire Witches. He made a silent vow to protect them as best he could.

			Jarlath lay down on his cot, pulling the woollen blanket over himself. But he couldn’t sleep. He could hear horses and men rising for the day and soon the smell of food wafted over the camp. 

			When he finally closed his eyes, Ash’s face appeared and lingered there, the silkiness of her skin still on his fingers, her taste still on his mouth. The flawless face of the fae prince entered his thoughts and Jarlath’s face burned. He’d been jealous and he’d been a fool, he knew that now, but it was too late. He couldn’t go back, not when they would move out soon. Beside him, Orin stirred and yawned, leaning over to poke Connor into wakefulness. They laughed and joked, then realised they were not alone, their voices dropping as they got dressed and headed out to breakfast.

			Though he didn’t believe in such things, Jarlath sent a silent prayer to the Mother. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Twenty-Nine

			Riding beside Laeli and not touching her was the hardest thing Thalion had ever done. As they left one world for another, he wanted to turn around and go back. He’d happily spend the rest of his life in her bed. He didn’t know how he’d managed to sleep last night, with her curled into him, naked and warm, one leg thrown over his, her arm across his chest. His thoughts were a blur, his tongue thick in his mouth, the taste of her still on his lips, the smell of her on his skin. 

			The look her father had given him before they left told Thalion one thing: if anything happened to her, Rhodiri would hunt him down and skin him alive. Mahelivar had offered up something similar. There was no doubt in Thalion’s mind that both men weren’t making threats, but promises he knew they’d keep. He’d let them, he realised. He wouldn’t fight at all. If anything happened to her because of him … he’d take any and all punishment thrown at him.

			The further they travelled from Sitra, the cooler it became, the air washed with a chill that gripped the skin. All the softness and laughter had left Laeli’s face. Gone were the gowns and flowers in her hair. The warrior Thalion had first met that night in the forest was back. Her face was cool and composed, the length of her hair bound in a plait that stretched down her back. She wore tight-fitting dark green, her shoulders encased in thick leather armour, running down to her elbows like scales. Two swords were strapped to her back, an array of knives and daggers at her belt. She sat tall and easy in the saddle, the horse proud beneath her, a great beast with a shining black coat and sleek muscles. He rode a similar horse, the finest animal he’d ever seen. His furs were draped over his shoulders again, his sword at his hip, its weight a comfort; he rode with one hand, the other lightly stroking the hilt of the weapon, feeling the familiar grooves of the wolf etched into the steel. 

			The sword had been a gift from his father after a particularly hard-fought win in the Stadium. His wounds dripping all over the floor, Thalion had accepted the sword in surprise. 

			‘Now you’re a man,’ Hadrian had said.

			‘I’m twenty-eight years old,’ Thalion had reminded his father, who’d simply shrugged. 

			His sword had been his most treasured possession for five years. Thalion snuck a glance at Laeli. Treasure, he’d come to realise, wasn’t what he’d been led to believe it was. 

			They passed through the forest not far from the cairn where he’d first seen her, crouched in the darkness, terror splashed across her face. He was sorry for it, the death of her friend, but he wasn’t sure how to mention it. Her eyes didn’t stray from the trail, and when they had left that stone shelter leagues behind them, she called a halt, stopping outside the cave he’d taken her to. She gave him a guarded look and swung off her horse, landing lightly, tying the animal to a tree. After the horses were hitched and watered, they slipped into the cave to wait out the night.

			


			As the sun rose over a frosty sky, Thalion led the way into the Peaks, guiding them over the rough trail that wound in tight curves through the mountains. The horses kept steady, picking their way through the boulders and the rocky ground with sure feet. When they reached the top, the land came to rest in a sharp plateau, known as the ‘Roof of the World’ to the people of Estilleon. The mountain range rose from the earth in a relatively straight line; each dip and sharp fold existed in a disorganised harmony, every crevasse, basin and crease in the rock a work of art. At the edge of the plateau, Thalion pulled his horse to a stop, snowflakes drifting around them, the wind ripping through them as he gazed west, his eyes tracing the blanket of snow spread across his home. He was glad to be out of the forest, away from Eshlune, the eyes of almost everyone he met haunting his every move. 

			He hoped Laeli had a plan running around that beautiful head of hers because he had no real idea what they were going to do. He could smuggle her into the castle easy enough, but then what?

			There was also the matter of Eira to deal with. Hopefully both her and Kiarda were gone, but Thalion knew he couldn’t be that lucky. Laeli was watching him, those green eyes fixed on his face. 

			‘Do you still want to do this?’ she asked.

			He nodded and flashed her a smile, more confident than he actually felt. ‘Although there are other things I’d much rather be doing right now.’

			Laeli’s answering smile was broad. The wind pulled at her hair and the smile swiftly became a frown. ‘What do we do about your … wife?’ 

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Well, we need to come up with something before we get to Wilderun. I don’t have any air magic – I can’t bind her powers,’ Laeli reminded him. ‘What are the chances she’ll be willing to talk?’

			‘Very slim.’ Thalion had asked countless questions about magic and she had answered them all. He was still trying to piece it all together. ‘She was able to pull your face from my head.’

			Laeli’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘You’re telling me this now? Shit, Thalion.’

			‘She didn’t know who you were,’ Thalion assured her. ‘Because she can do that, does that mean she’s powerful?’

			‘No. It’s basic air magic stuff.’ Laeli waved her hand dismissively. ‘But still …’

			‘She’s your family,’ Thalion said quietly. He hadn’t thought of that when he’d come here, and not when she’d agreed to help him. 

			‘I’ve never met her. I was ten when Kiarda was banished. So, yes, she might technically be my family, but I have no loyalty to her, especially if she supports her mother.’ Laeli nudged her horse in the ribs, heading down the other side of the mountain, the animal snorting and pawing at the rocky ground as they descended. 

			As the gradient of the landscape changed, she gave him a smile, then urged her horse out onto the windswept plain. Snow lay thick on the ground. The horse’s hooves sunk into the powdery white and falling snow swept across the world, coating the stunted trees and through shrubs that clustered together as if trying to keep warm. 

			Thalion took a deep breath. He was home. It felt like he’d been gone for years, not just over a week. Everything had changed the moment he slipped out of the castle and left his drugged wife on his bed. 

			‘It’s so white,’ Laeli commented. They’d stopped to rest by the side of the road, standing close to try and shield each other from the shrieking wind. 

			‘You’ve never seen snow?’

			‘Not like this.’ She glanced around. Silver and black clouds hung low on the horizon, stretching to kiss the earth, a blanket of soft white velvet scattered across the landscape as far as they could see. ‘It’s beautiful.’

			‘The Bone Mother has thrown her cloak wide this year,’ Thalion murmured, mounting his horse. The animal stomped and snorted, its black skin twitching in the cold. The clouds in the distance promised a biting wind and more snow. 

			‘Bone Mother?’ Laeli let Thalion take the lead, the horses bowing their heads under the flurry of snow that swept across them.

			‘The crone of winter,’ he explained. ‘She awakens from sleep at Samhain, and walks the earth until Beltane. Those rocks we passed by are her creations, as are the mountains and the hills, the fens and the frost cracks, the ice falls – everything around us. She is the bringer of storms and bad weather. Sometimes she appears as a crow, but most see her as an old woman with white hair, speckled in frost, riding a grey wolf across the land, spreading her cloak of snow as she goes.’

			Laeli stared at him. ‘You’re describing the Mother of all, who has existed since the world began. She is the personification of winter, of the elemental powers of nature. She has an opposite, who rules over the months of warmth and light. Destruction, and creation.’ Laeli held up her hand; a ball of flame appeared there. ‘She is mother, maiden and crone. She is immortal and eternal, the womb of the earth, ruler of life and death itself. We call her the Cailleach.’ 

			‘The Cailleach,’ Thalion echoed. He glanced at her. ‘The Bone Mother is revered here, and her rule is long. Her consort is the Allfather, the god of war and strength.’ 

			‘You have no gods of spring? Of fertility and music? The home?’

			He shook his head. ‘The Bone Mother and the Allfather rule this land, and we build bonfires and make offerings to the Horned One at Beltane.’

			‘Cernunnos,’ Laeli mumbled. ‘God of beasts and the forest.’

			‘Yes. We may not have forests like yours, but what little we do have, we protect. We believe that if the Horned One is happy, then our forests will continue to provide for us. Once we worshipped Bridghe, but my father believes she has abandoned us. Our summer is short and warmth does not last long.’

			They fell into silence; the snow washed over them, the road almost indistinguishable in the swathes of white. By the time they rode into Fairhorn, around noon, the sun was low in the west and a ferocious squall had risen, called up by the ancient force of the Bone Mother. Thalion directed Laeli to hitch her horse outside the tavern, the storm so fierce they couldn’t hear each other shouting over the wind. Laeli followed him inside, where they were immediately embraced by the warmth of the fire blazing in the corner of the dim room. People were clustered around it; they looked up as the door swung open, Colm, the Chief’s second, rising immediately and crossing the floor to grip Thalion’s hand.

			‘The wind howls like a wounded animal. Come and get warm.’ He led them towards the fire, the others making way for the Chieftain’s son. They were brought warmed mead and stew. 

			‘Where is Frode?’ Thalion asked. His food remained untouched.

			‘The Chief hasn’t come back from the gathering,’ Colm told them. He nodded at Laeli. ‘Who is this?’

			Before Thalion could stop her, she lifted the hood from her head, exposing the otherworldly gleam of her skin and eyes. It was as if all the light in the room rushed to her, became concentrated in her skin and he, like everyone else, sucked in a breath at the sight of her. Colm hissed and drew back. 

			‘I am Laeli, daughter of Rhodiri Enthelme, King of the Fae. I am not here to hurt you. Lower your weapons,’ she added. Thalion hadn’t seen the men draw their daggers; he was so focused on Laeli’s face, her beauty, so bright and pure in this place of cold and dark. The men looked to Thalion, who nodded, and slowly, the gleaming blades were sheathed on belts and hips.

			‘What’s going on?’ Colm asked in a low voice. ‘Has this got anything to do with why Frode hasn’t returned?’

			Thalion shook his head. ‘It’s … complicated, Colm. Right now, I need you to trust me, as your Chief does.’ He indicated Laeli. ‘You can trust her as well, and you can speak freely.’

			Colm eyed Laeli uncertainly. ‘Runa, Ulfe and Niall have also not returned to their villages. The weather has not been so bad that they could not travel, but we have had no word, and our messenger to the castle was sent back without a reply.’

			Thalion frowned. ‘What of the others? Freda and Gustav? Brenna?’ He stopped. The Chiefs of Silverward, Westhelm, Emrelfel, Whitemouth and Amberwick were devoutly loyal to Hadrian. Those not yet returned were the ones most likely to object to any ideas his father may have presented around war with Merawuld, especially with winter on the horizon.

			Colm was shaking his head. ‘Word has it that the Chieftain has left Wilderun.’

			‘And gone where?’ Thalion asked.

			‘No one knows,’ Colm replied, lowering his voice. ‘I heard that Hadrian has gone north, but that’s ridiculous. He wouldn’t seek to cross the ice falls with the Bone Mother riding around. I would guess he’s gone to Whitemouth with Brenna.’ 

			Thalion stood, stretching, trying to appear calm and composed, but inside, his heart was like thunder. ‘We need a bed for the night,’ he announced. Hearing him, Tait, the tavern keeper, hurried over, smoothing the bristle of his beard, promising the best room he had for the Chieftain’s son and his lovely companion. 

			Tait led them up a narrow flight of steps that creaked and yawned underfoot. The best room proved to be a large, sparsely furnished chamber, with a wide bed draped in furs, a small table and two chairs. The two west-facing windows were shuttered tight. An unlit fire lay waiting in the hearth.

			‘I’ll light that for you,’ Tait said, turning towards the fireplace. Before he could lift the flintstones from the mantle, the fire leapt into life. Tait jumped back in fright, turning to see Laeli lower her arm. With a quick, awed glance at Laeli, Tait bustled about the room, checking the pillows and muttering under his breath. 

			‘Tait,’ Thalion said pointedly.

			The tavern keeper jumped and offered to send up food. 

			‘Thank you, that would be appreciated,’ Laeli said, and the poor man almost fell over himself. He muttered a goodbye and left the room. ‘What a funny little man,’ she mused, shaking her head. ‘Nervous though.’

			Thalion sank into one of the chairs and slipped his boots off, stretching his legs towards the fire. Rather than sit, Laeli paced the room, moving from the bed to the window, where she opened the shutters and peered out, snow and wind sneaking inside. 

			‘You’re worried,’ she said, closing the shutters and taking the other seat by the fire. 

			Thalion rubbed his face. ‘North could mean he’s gone to Kiarda – there is nothing and no one else north of us save two villages, with Chiefs both loyal to my father. He may have gone with Gustav or Brenna, but for what reason? The whole point of the gathering is to discuss what each Chief needs for the coming season. Unless something else has happened.’ He glanced across at Laeli, who was frowning. ‘What do you think?’

			She gave him a measured look before she replied. ‘He’s your father and you know him best, but it makes sense for him to be with Kiarda.’ She pulled her boots free, one foot at a time, setting them neatly next to her chair. ‘If they are waging war together … allies need to plan, to plot and decide what their moves will be.’

			‘Where does the High Mage lie in all of this? What could he possibly want? Does he not have power already?’

			Laeli stared into the flames. ‘Warfare is not something the human Queen would engage in lightly, but Gedeon has proven himself a deceiver, so who knows what lies he has told? And as for power … men like power, and men like Gedeon crave it. I think your assumptions are right – there will be war between Estilleon and Merawuld, just as Kiarda will bring war to my home.’ She glanced towards the window again, her face tight. ‘I want to be able to stop both from happening, but if it comes to a choice …’

			‘I understand.’

			Before he let Laeli pull his clothes off and take him to bed, Thalion held her at arm’s length, studying her face: the sharp line of her jaw and the high cheekbones, the perfectly straight nose, delicate brow and those eyes, so green they could be pieces of the forest she’d left behind. And her lips … he’d never stop wanting to kiss her; the shape of her mouth was made for him. 

			‘You don’t owe me anything, Laeli.’

			‘I know,’ she replied with a small smile. ‘You owe me.’

			They spent the night curled around one another, the warmth from the fire just keeping the chill at bay, her naked body flaming against his skin. They left Fairhorn as the sun hovered just above the mountains, the shadows long. 

			


			They didn’t talk on the ride to the castle, the only sounds the snorting of the horses and the wind that grabbed at them. The portcullis was raised when they arrived, the outer bailey virtually deserted. Elan met them at the stables; the boy’s mouth was tight, his body as taut as a bow string, eyes shifting between Thalion and Laeli nervously, before they settled on Thalion’s face. 

			‘Where is everyone?’ Thalion asked.

			‘Most of the men went north with your father. The servants are all here,’ Elan added. ‘Some of the Chiefs are still here as well. They’re inside somewhere.’

			Thalion nodded. ‘My … wife?’ 

			Elan gestured towards the castle, then gripped Thalion’s arm in a surprisingly firm hand, his eyes wide, his face coated in layers of panic. ‘I have a sister, Fox. She’s here. Arrived in the last load of slaves. They sent her to Whitemouth, to Brenna. We can’t leave her there! Brenna … you know what he’s like.’

			Thalion nodded, rubbing his jaw. ‘I know. I’ll do what I can for her,’ he said. Laeli was looking at him curiously. Elan led both horses away, shoulders slumped, and Thalion turned towards the castle. 

			‘Fox,’ Laeli mumbled. ‘Gedeon’s personal assassin?’

			‘Assassin?’

			Laeli nodded. ‘Mahelivar knows her, if it’s the same person. That boy, the servants … the slaves you promised to help? You and my brother … after this is all over, the two of you should talk.’

			Inside, it was deathly cold, as still and silent as the grave. Thalion’s hand fell to his hip, fingers caressing the pommel of his sword as Laeli pulled the hood of her cloak up to conceal her features. 

			‘There should have been guards on the main door,’ Thalion murmured. His heart sped up as they approached the Great Hall, threatening to drown him in its furious rhythm. The door opened with a groan. The room was empty, and freezing. There was no sign of life in that cold, dark space; the shutters were open – snow and the muted light of a dying sun cut its way inside. Slowly, they edged into the room.

			A voice rose out of the shadows. ‘Welcome home, husband.’ 

			‘Eira,’ Thalion said flatly. He scanned the room, looking for a sign of her blonde head. Laeli nodded towards the hearth, where the two chairs sat. ‘Where is my father?’

			‘Whitemouth.’

			‘Where are the Chiefs?’

			Eira uncurled herself from the chair in front of the dead fire. ‘Comfortable.’ She trailed her fingertips along the back of the chair; crystals of ice grew along the dark wood. Water magic. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and she was dressed in a long gown of white, her arms bare. She smiled, and the ice crystals grew larger. ‘No one has been harmed. Your father suggested they spend some time thinking about their position. You see, the gathering was apparently exciting this time around. Not everyone could see the merit in your father’s plans. I am hoping they’ve changed their minds. I imagine the dungeons in this castle would be mighty cold this time of year.’

			Thalion clenched his fists. ‘I’m going to let them out, and then, after they’ve been fed and made truly comfortable, we’re going to talk, Eira.’ He turned for the door, only to find a large man he had never seen before blocking the way. He raised his eyebrows, turning back to his wife, who gave him a wolfish smile. 

			‘Hadrian is rather disappointed in you,’ she said airily. ‘It seems I am to be a widow longer than I was a bride. He told me to kill you when you bothered to show your face again. I might play with you for a while first though.’ She flexed her hands and blue light shot from her palms. Before Thalion could react, Laeli stepped in front of him, flames bursting from her fingers; Eira’s ice shards melted into a puddle of water at Laeli’s feet. Eira’s eyes narrowed, then widened as Laeli removed her hood, swinging her cloak to the ground. 

			‘You! Who are you?’

			‘Rhodiri Enthelme is my father.’

			‘Laeli!’ Eira breathed. ‘Your reputation precedes you, cousin, but there is no place for fire here. This world of ice and snow is mine. I have no idea what you’re doing here, but I guess I know where my husband ran off to.’ She smiled. ‘Did you know your face was all over his thoughts while he fucked me?’ 

			‘Did you know your face wasn’t all over his thoughts while he fucked me?’ Laeli said simply, drawing her swords. 

			Eira glared at her, then at Thalion, her cheeks colouring; she tossed her head and clapped her hands and three men, one fae and two humans, rushed into the room, weapons drawn. 

			Thalion turned pleading eyes to Eira. ‘Don’t do this.’ 

			She ignored him and he drew his sword. The two humans faced him, while the fae, wielding a longsword, stepped towards Laeli. 

			‘Kill them,’ Eira ordered calmly. 

			Thalion hesitated but when the first man rushed at him, he let his sword swing. The man’s chest broke apart easily, blood spurting across the stones in a river of red ribbons.

			‘Eira, please,’ Thalion began, but she threw a handful of ice at him. He dodged and swore, running the other man through regretfully, turning to watch as Laeli removed her opponent’s head from his body. Laeli’s expression was filled with predatorial calm as she turned to her cousin. 

			‘You should go home,’ she said in a low voice. 

			Eira’s laugh was shaky. ‘As should you, while you still have one. It won’t be long now and your father will fade from this life. When the Cailleach chooses my mother, you and your brother will have nothing left and nowhere to go.’

			Laeli’s swords began to spin; blood flew from them as they gained traction in the air. A droplet, still warm, hit Thalion’s cheek. 

			‘The Cailleach will never choose Kiarda,’ Laeli said. 

			‘We’ll see.’ Eira brought her hands together in front of her chest. Light grew between her palms, until she was holding a ball of shimmering blue. She launched it at Laeli and it became arrows of ice. 

			Laeli dropped to the ground, rolling away as a jet of fire pulsed from her outstretched hand towards Eira, whose shield of ice held it back until it melted into a puddle on the ground at her feet. Eira hissed as the water spun on the stones, rising into the air as Laeli called it to her hand, where she shaped it into a coil and flung it at Eira like a rope. It slipped around the other woman’s waist, then turned to ice and fell away, shattering on the stones like glass.

			Eira threw darts of ice, one after the other. One sliced Laeli’s cheek – blood blossoming on her pale skin. She wiped it away, her expression lethal, then leapt onto the table, darting along its length, ducking and weaving around the ropes and knives of ice Eira blasted at her, her limbs a blur. 

			Thalion took a step towards his wife; she snarled at him as Laeli leapt from the table, swords swinging. She sliced through Eira’s side – not deep enough to be fatal, but enough to cause serious pain. Eira screamed, and Thalion saw the magic building in her palms. Before she could use it, she stopped, her hands flying to her throat, blood streaking the white of her dress. Laeli’s hand was stretched towards her, and Thalion was reminded of Solen and Kiarda nearly choking the life from him. Eira scrabbled at her throat; water burst from her lips. 

			She was drowning, all the water and ice in the room now filling her lungs. Her skin was turning blue, her eyes wild and tormented. Thalion bent and scooped a dagger from the floor. He hesitated a moment, then threw it with everything he had. It moved through the air in slow motion – blade, hilt, blade, hilt, until it struck, embedding itself deep in Eira’s chest. 

			Water spilled from her lips as she lifted both hands in his direction. Thalion threw himself to the side, avoiding her magic, then closed the distance between them in three long strides to slide his sword into her gut. Her mouth opened in a silent cry and she looked at him in horror. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. She stumbled back, hitting the edge of the table, before she slumped to the floor, the room filling with the salty smell of her blood as a great gush of water flowed from her open mouth.

			Elan appeared suddenly at Thalion’s side, a dagger in his hand. Blood was splattered across his shirt front, the amber hue of his eyes dark, his breathing quick. 

			‘What …’

			Elan motioned to the door; another man lay dead just inside the room. 

			‘Thank you,’ Thalion murmured. ‘The Chiefs are in the dungeon. Release them please. Bring them here.’

			The half-breed nodded, slipping from the room. Laeli jumped from the table and came to stand beside Thalion. There was a smear of blood on her cheek. His breathing slowed as he took in the state of the room – four bodies, spread across the floor. Blood pooled beneath them, creeping across the stones. 

			‘Are you alright?’ she asked.

			Thalion nodded, running his hand over his face. He hadn’t wanted things to end up like this, but he knew the moment he decided to turn against his father that someone would get caught in the middle. That someone was Eira, who hadn’t been a bad person, not really. Like him, she’d been swept up in someone else’s dreams and she’d paid for it. Thalion sighed. He might still pay for it as well. 

			Laeli set her swords on the table, crouching to stare into Eira’s dead face for a long moment. There were footsteps in the hall outside and Laeli stood quickly, reaching for her weapons as the Chiefs burst into the room, Elan and Healy on their heels. They were all pale, their faces waned and pinched, blinking in the light. 

			‘Thank the gods,’ Frode said, striding into the room to clasp Thalion on the shoulder. 

			‘Your father …’ Runa began, wrapping herself in the furs Healy draped around her. 

			Ulfe noticed Laeli. ‘A fae!’ He picked up the nearest weapon. 

			‘She’s Rhodiri’s daughter,’ Thalion said quickly, raising his hand to forestall an attack. 

			‘What’s she doing here?’ Frode murmured.

			‘I’m here to keep Thalion alive and help you stop this war,’ Laeli replied softly, looking at each of the Chief’s in turn, taking in their expressions and the suspicion in their eyes. ‘Unless you’d rather I didn’t?’ 

			Thalion held his breath. This wouldn’t work if his allies didn’t trust one another. Slowly, Frode, then Runa and Ulfe nodded. Niall refrained, gesturing at Eira’s lifeless body. 

			‘The Witch isn’t going to like this. She’ll kill the lot of us.’ 

			‘She won’t because she doesn’t have to know.’ Laeli stepped away from Thalion, lifting blood-stained hands to cover her face. Her body shimmered, the brown of her hair slowly turning blonde and when she removed her hands, it was Eira’s face they were staring at, perfect in every detail, from the scornful blue eyes to the tight mouth and high cheekbones.

			Niall hissed and jumped back in fright. Runa put her hand on his arm, shaking her head; the big man swallowed and composed himself. 

			‘I can pretend to be her for as long as necessary,’ Laeli explained.

			Niall cleared his throat. ‘What else can you do?’

			Laeli pointed at the dead fire; sparks shot into the chimney as flames roared into life. She raised her eyebrows. ‘Anything else?’

			Thalion tried to smile at her. ‘I’m sorry. Can you …’

			She waved her hand and was wearing her own face again. ‘It’s draining,’ she said. ‘But it will have to do, unless someone has a better idea.’

			‘Clever trick. It will do fine,’ Frode said simply. ‘Now, Hadrian is due to return in three days. We had until then to make up our minds before that bitch killed us, or tortured us or whatever she was going to do. First, we need to eat, and let our families know we’re alive.’

			‘The people in your villages … where do their allegiances lie?’ Thalion asked. His head was spinning with how quickly everything was happening. 

			‘They will follow their Chiefs,’ Ulfe answered in his rumbling voice. 

			Thalion sat in his father’s chair at the head of the long table. He could see Eira’s body from where he was sitting, the red of her blood a bright stain against the white dress and her pale skin. He swallowed and turned away. Laeli was standing by the window, looking out at the snow-covered land. She glanced at him over her shoulder, then leant against the wall. 

			‘What now?’ Runa asked. She was looking at Eira’s body as well. 

			Thalion took a deep breath, aware that everyone in the room was watching him. He met their eyes, one by one, settling his gaze on Laeli. ‘How long can you maintain that … glamour?’

			‘A few hours at a time. As long as I can rest that is. It takes all my concentration, meaning my other magic won’t be as strong.’ She came to take the seat next to him, looking at the others. ‘If Kiarda comes here I can’t make any guarantees.’

			‘A mother knows her child,’ Runa said with quiet authority. 

			‘Then we hope she doesn’t.’ Niall took a seat on Thalion’s other side. Outside, the sun slipped lower and the wind paused in its screaming. ‘Are you ready for this, Son of the Wolf? Your father is not easily deceived, and we’re all dead if this fails.’

			‘We’re dead anyway,’ Frode put in. ‘I can’t speak for any of you, but I’m not prepared to stand by and let that Witch and her foul lot take over our lands and our people. This war Hadrian wants with Merawuld is pointless. Winter is upon us – no one is in any state to rally an army. And as for Kiarda, we haven’t been told what she wants.’

			‘She wants Sitra and my father’s crown,’ Laeli said. ‘She wants revenge on him for banishing her to Veshlir over a century ago, after her failed coup against his rule.’

			Ulfe rested his elbows on the table, leaning towards Laeli. ‘Just how old are you?’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘One hundred and forty.’

			Runa let out a low whistle; Ulfe blinked. 

			Thalion drummed his fingers on the table top. ‘Are you all prepared to pretend to support my father’s ambitions? There will be risk, of course, but if we want to stop this war from happening, we will need to take that risk. No one risks more than I do, or Laeli,’ he added. 

			‘How are you going to convince Merawuld to back down? You know they won’t leave the border once they arrive and you know our people won’t stand down so easily,’ Niall pointed out. ‘There will be unavoidable battle, Thalion, unless you can convince your father otherwise.’

			‘I can’t convince him of anything. I’m making this up as I go. I need time to think,’ Thalion said, frustratedly.

			‘You’re out of time,’ Laeli reminded him.

			He sighed. ‘I know. The Chieftain believes this war is crucial for the benefit of our people. It will have to happen. But it needs to be swift, no unnecessary suffering. The men need to go in, wipe them out, and pull back. Hopefully, once the Queen’s army realise exactly what they will be facing, they will step away and reassess. By then, I might be in more of a position to change things.’ 

			If I’m not dead, he thought grimly.

			•••

			They had the support of Fairhorn, Wildeview, Reyshorn and The Hollows, four villages out of nine. They were still outnumbered but all had agreed to play the game for as long as needed. 

			Thalion had no idea what he was doing.

			Healy delivered him a note written in his father’s scrawl. He read it with a frown. 

			Laeli was sitting by the fire, staring into the flames, a ball of orange light bouncing in her palm. She looked up, frowning as she took in his expression. 

			‘He’ll be here by tomorrow evening.’ One day before everything changed again.

			‘Have you thought of how to make your horrible time with me convincing?’

			Thalion chewed his lip, then motioned to his face. ‘Punch me.’

			Laeli shook her head. ‘I’ll break your nose.’

			‘It’s been broken before.’

			‘No.’

			‘Worried it’ll ruin my devilishly handsome face?’

			He heard his bones crack before he felt it. Groaning, Thalion gripped his face as blood flowed steadily from his shattered nose, dripping through his fingers onto the rug. Laeli rinsed a cloth in the wash basin, handing it to him to hold against his face. He wiped the blood away, pressing the cloth to his nose until the bleeding stopped. He sat on the bed and gave her a pained look that made her smile smugly.

			He held out his arms. ‘Kiss me better?’

			She rolled her eyes, sliding into his lap and pressing her lips gently to his, then harder, shifting so she was straddling him, the firm muscle of her thigh pressed tight to his sides. Thalion hissed, motioning to his nose. She nodded, and he let her push him onto his back, all thoughts of anything other than being inside her flying from his mind. 

			


			Afterwards, they lay tangled in the bedding, their breathing ragged, Thalion’s heartbeat slowly subsiding. She trailed her fingers up his arm, over his shoulder and into the mass of his hair, her nails scraping his scalp. 

			‘I won’t watch you die,’ he whispered; her hand stilled. ‘If this doesn’t work, you need to get out of here.’

			‘We get out together,’ she whispered back.

			‘I didn’t want to kill her,’ he said quietly.

			‘I know. Neither did I.’

			Thalion drifted off to sleep with Laeli’s head tucked against his neck.

			When he woke, it was morning, and he was alone, the other side of the bed cold. Panicked, he sat up, reaching for his weapon, but Laeli was standing by the window, her hair braided and bound with a strip of leather. She was wearing a long white dress, its hem trailing across the ground, and, he noticed with a jolt, a wolf fur stole. She fiddled with the furs, muttering to herself. Thalion slipped out of bed, crossing the room to stand behind her.

			‘They suit you,’ he murmured, adjusting the stole for her until it sat just right, in the way his mother used to wear hers. ‘Are you ready for this?’

			‘Are you?’ she said softly.

			He nodded, running his hand across his face, avoiding his bruised nose. They had agreed to meet Hadrian together; Thalion wished he hadn’t let her convince him this was a good idea. He gave her a quick look, noting the steely determination and tightness to her face. They were playing a dangerous game.

			The hours crawled by, every second drawing itself out. Thalion was so nervous he couldn’t eat. From the window, he watched as his father and his entourage approached the castle. Hadrian rode at the head, Brenna beside him, the white of the old man’s hair blending with the white of the landscape around them. As they neared the castle, Hadrian looked up, catching sight of his son. Even from the distance, Thalion could see his father’s face – Hadrian remained unmoved, his expression firm. Thalion watched until his father and his men moved on. Aside from Brenna, there were at least ten humans, wearing both the dark furs of Estilleon and the lighter furs of Veshlir. 

			Thalion pulled back from the window. ‘It’s time,’ he told Laeli, turning to watch as her features slowly morphed into Eira’s. She’d been practicing, and he’d seen her glamour herself many times over the last few days, but it didn’t make it any easier to watch. 

			He absolutely hated this idea, but what other choice did they have?

			They were waiting in the Great Hall when Hadrian flung the doors open and strode in, Brenna with him. The fire had been deliberately left unlit; the dogs sat before it, staring mournfully at the dark hearth. 

			Hadrian’s eyes narrowed as he looked at his son standing by the long table. ‘Crawled out from whatever rock you were hiding under I see,’ he said in greeting. He nodded in Laeli’s direction. ‘I thought I told you to kill him.’

			She lifted her chin defiantly. ‘We may be allies, but you don’t get to enjoy the privilege of telling me what to do.’ 

			Brenna marched across the floor towards them. Thalion stood firm as the older man rammed his fist into his gut, knocking the wind from him, then slapped him around the side of the head, hard enough to make his ears sing. He kept his spine straight and looked Brenna in the eye defiantly as Hadrian gave a bark of laughter and rubbed his hands together. 

			‘It’s colder than a Witch’s tit in here. You,’ he snapped, pointing at Healy as she entered the room, wringing her hands together. ‘Get this fire lit and get some food and mead for the men.’ He sank into his chair at the head of the long table, Brenna standing behind him like his personal bodyguard as Healy hurried to light the fire then left the room. Hadrian fixed his son in a hard glare. ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t string you up out there for the wolves,’ he snarled, pointing out the window, where the snow cloaked the world and the wind sucked the life from everything.

			Thalion said nothing. His stomach ached and his ear throbbed. 

			His father eyed him suspiciously. ‘Where in the gods were you anyway?’

			They had rehearsed this. 

			Thalion presented his father his best tortured expression, a combination of loathing and confusion. ‘The fae Witch – the one who blinded me – I think she put some sort of spell on me.’

			‘A spell?’

			He nodded. ‘I couldn’t think of anything else but her and when I left … I left because I needed to find her, get her to undo this gods-forsaken curse. I crossed the Roof of the World and travelled back to where I found her before.’ 

			His father was watching him with interest. ‘And did you find her?’

			‘I did. I killed her guard and threw his body into the Rift. It wasn’t until I held a knife to her throat that she set me free.’

			‘Who messed up your face?’

			‘The Witch.’

			‘Why didn’t you kill her?

			Laeli lay a hand on Thalion’s arm. ‘You need to understand, Hadrian,’ she said simply, ‘a bewitchment like the one he was under … that sort of thing is draining. It leaves you weak, in mind and body. He is still recovering from the magic. I did wonder,’ she said, moving closer to the table, resting her hands on its top, leaning across so she could look directly into Hadrian’s face. ‘I did wonder if there was something wrong with him when we first met, but now I understand. He was not himself. Since returning, I’ve seen a different man. I’ve seen a man who is smart enough to convince the Chiefs to follow you – all of them.’

			Hadrian looked at her suspiciously; Thalion’s heart stopped for a moment. ‘This true?’ he asked, peering around Laeli to fix Thalion in a fierce glare. 

			Thalion nodded. ‘It wasn’t hard. When they realised what that Witch had done to me, it wasn’t difficult to convince them that was the fate we were all facing. And the Bone Mother is going to throw us a hard winter. You were right all along, father. Why should we continue to suffer? The Morrigan has dealt us pathetic cards for too long. It is time we took fate into our own hands.’

			‘Good to see you’ve come to your senses,’ Hadrian said evenly. ‘Tomorrow, the men move out for the Pass.’

			Brenna smiled nastily. ‘We’ll see how those untested brats in the Queen’s army go against our wolves.’

			 Healy entered again, placing a tray with a jug of mead and four mugs on the table in front of Hadrian. Laeli poured them all a drink, handing a mug to Hadrian and Brenna, then Thalion. He allowed himself a quick brush of her fingers as she passed him his drink; her eyes flared, green leaching through the blue, making him smile. He traced the silver ring wound around her finger; it had belonged to Thalion’s mother, and he’d hated putting it on Eira, much happier to put it on Laeli, the action sending a wave of heat racing through him.

			‘When we take Sitra, I’ll have that fae whore brought to you. You can remove her head from her body and nail it to your wall for all I care,’ Hadrian said, raising his mug in a toast. 

			Laeli smiled, lifting her mug to her lips and drinking deeply. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirty

			Dawn was a thin red light scratched across the horizon. All around was chaos and confusion. It was fire and smoke and screaming and fear-drenched earth. Jarlath crouched behind a fallen horse, his heart thundering, blood constricted, adrenalin pouring through him. A second volley of flaming arrows descended upon them, tails of fire shooting through the sky. 

			It had taken four minutes for their lines to be broken, their tightly knit formation scattered across the plain. Around him, the grasslands blazed, echoing with the sound of war drums and pain. He watched as an earthen container sailed through the air in a graceful arc. It hit the ground and exploded, flames leaping from it, catching on the skin and hair of the men nearby. 

			The screaming. He would never forget the screaming, the raw, primal howling that froze the blood in his veins. Men stumbled around, helpless, flames licking hungrily at their bodies, devouring their flesh until they fell to become ashes on the earth. The air was thick with smoke and the scent of boiling skin. The enemy was upon them before the smoke had cleared, like a pack of wolves carried forward on a tide of blood and rage, slashing and tearing through the ragged, fire-drenched ranks of the Queen’s army with sword and spear. 

			This was not what was supposed to happen. 

			A man came stumbling from the smoke. His face was dazed, his eyes glassy, skin smeared with soot and blood and he carried his dismembered arm in his other hand. As Jarlath watched, he fell to his knees. A sword sliced through the air, removing the man’s head from his body.

			Clarity kicked him in the teeth. This was not a border skirmish. 

			This was war.

			He was used to parrying back and forth with the enemy, dancing around each other. All his training, everything he thought he knew, had flown out the window as soon as the enemy had come raging across the plain, swords held high, the whites of their horse’s eyes gleaming. As another fire bomb exploded near him, Jarlath gripped his weapon tight. He had lost both his rifle and pistol long ago. His ears rang and his eyes streamed with tears. The short sword in his bloodied hands was the only thing standing between him and death.

			He had no idea where Orin and Connor were. Where anyone from his unit was. Through the din and confusion, he heard someone calling for their mother and his heart lurched as he thought of his own mother, the knowledge he would probably never see her again ripping him apart as easily as the enemy’s sword.

			Jarlath wiped his tears away. He couldn’t stay where he was, crouched behind a dead animal. He got to his feet and ran blindly, his sense of direction muddled, left behind somewhere in the army camp outside Fortrose as Gristel addressed the men. 

			No one had told him the enemy would use fire as a weapon. No one had told him what damage burning pitch and tar could do to a man’s flesh. His leather armour was all but useless against the spears and flaming arrows, the stone-sharpened longswords and the honed skill of their owners.

			The enemy wore no armour. They didn’t need it.

			Jarlath staggered on through the smoke blindly. The screaming was growing dimmer, the smoke beginning to thin. He tripped over the body of a dead man, burnt beyond all recognition. His stomach heaved as he took in that charred flesh, still smoking, and the eyes turned liquid in a face stamped with terror. His stomach rose into his throat but he swallowed it away, climbed to his feet and pushed on, heading for that breath of fresh air he could sense up ahead. 

			The smoke cleared. Jarlath braced his hands on his knees, pulling great gulps of air into his ailing lungs. Something rushed at him from the side; before he could react, the edge of a longsword sliced into his leg, cutting deep. He frowned, stumbling back, wondering why it didn’t hurt, watching in disbelief as the rich red stream of blood flowed down his leg towards the cold earth. He reached down to touch it, to wonder at the sticky warmth of it.

			Something slammed into his temple, and blackness closed over his head.

			•••

			When he opened his eyes, it was to a stormy sky. He was in a wagon that quivered and shook with each bump on the black earth. Jarlath groaned, a wave of pain shooting through his leg and head. He pushed himself up, using his elbows to hold his weight, and glanced down. A long gash ran across his thigh. Blood seeped from the wound, trickling from his body like a creeping crimson tide. He placed one hand over his thigh, feeling the sticky heat ooze through his fingers. He wasn’t alone in the wagon. Another man lay beside him, his face deathly pale. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving, but Jarlath could see the slight rise and fall of his chest. He twisted around, catching sight of the driver, a burly man in a dark fur cloak.

			‘Where are you taking us?’ Jarlath asked, his voice a croak. He licked his sandpapery lips, his throat burning with thirst and smoke as he swallowed the frigid air. ‘Hey!’

			The driver ignored him. 

			Jarlath sat up fully, hissing in pain. The jolting of the wagon sent waves of nausea barrelling through his stomach. The road they had travelled wound like a serpent across a barren landscape, where stunted trees and wind-shorn bushes poked sad heads above the ground. Snow fluttered from a sky bruised with heavy black clouds. The wind ripped through Jarlath’s shirt and jacket, sliding icy fingers beneath his clothes to burrow into his skin.

			He was in Estilleon. 

			A man on horseback approached, riding hard and fast towards them. Jarlath watched as he came nearer, noting the longsword and the mass of furs bundled around the man’s body. He slowed as he passed the wagon, turning a grey-skinned face towards Jarlath. He smiled, showing rows of red teeth, and lifted his severed head from his shoulders. Jarlath screamed and fell back as the man continued past the wagon, the horse’s hooves a drum beat against the earth.

			‘What’s wrong with you, boy?’ the driver bit out, his voice snatched by the wind.

			Jarlath swallowed. ‘That … the man on the horse …’

			The driver laughed. ‘The Dark Grey Man. A death omen. For you or your friend there, I don’t know.’ He flicked the reins and the wagon picked up speed. Jarlath shuffled back, his heart racing, the sweat on his face and hands quickly cooling in the freezing air.

			The man in the wagon beside him gave a moan of pain. Jarlath turned to him, finding him gasping for breath, his mouth opening and closing rapidly. Blood coated his teeth and dribbled from the corner of his mouth. The wagon jolted again; blood burst from the man’s lips, gurgling from his throat. Jarlath moved awkwardly, sliding an arm under the man’s shoulders, trying to sit him up, to let more air into his lungs. The man’s eyes rolled back in his face and he clutched at Jarlath’s shirt, gasping, his blood-corrupted lungs rasping, trying desperately to suck life into his body. With a sigh, his eyes slid closed; his fist released its death-grip on Jarlath’s shirt and the man’s body went slack.

			Trembling, Jarlath lay him back down and turned his face to the side to vomit, the acrid bile burning a trail through his throat, his eyes watering, ribs clenched painfully. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and addressed the driver again.

			‘He’s dead!’

			‘Then it’s your lucky day, boy.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			The driver did not turn around. The snow continued to fall, the flakes large, snatches of pure ice that burnt where they touched the skin. Jarlath lay back down, his head and his leg throbbing, and closed his eyes.

			•••

			Jarlath looked up through eyes still burning and singed with smoke at a roof of roughly hewn stone, resting above his head. It was bitterly cold, the wind moaning and clutching at the sides of the building. Water dripped steadily down the walls, so he figured he must be partially underground; though there was one small window, high on the wall – too high for Jarlath to reach. He had no real idea where he was, but he could guess. 

			The screams of the dead echoed in his ears. They haunted what little sleep he’d had. He rubbed at his wound – it was surely infected, the skin around it hot and clammy. His blood moved sluggishly through his veins, his stomach hollow, and he was so thirsty he couldn’t think straight.

			He should never have left Sitra. He’d been a fool, and now, he was going to die – slowly – of blood poisoning and starvation. He wanted to cry but he didn’t think he had the energy.

			The door opened and the grim-faced man who’d been appearing and disappearing over the last two days stuck his face in front of Jarlath’s cage and banged a stick loudly on the bars. ‘Up, get up, you scum. The Chieftain’s son is here. Get up and get on your knees.’

			Jarlath did as he was told, his head aching, the wound on his leg pulsing. His face was hot – a fever, but he kept his head lowered as Thalion Liulfur strode towards his cage, the guard babbling about the soldier they had captured, about what a great prize Jarlath was. 

			‘A Merawuld soldier,’ Thalion murmured, his voice low but warmer than Jarlath expected. He risked a glance. The Chieftain’s son was tall, and he held himself straight and proud. He was draped in thick wolf pelt and he carried a long sword at his hip, his blue eyes piercing in a pale face crowned by dark hair. There was a blonde fae woman with him, her skin as white as snow. She clutched at Thalion’s arm, looking bored, but when her gaze fell on Jarlath’s face, she gasped, leaning up to whisper something in Thalion’s ear. He turned to the guard.

			‘Leave us,’ he commanded, and the man bowed, closing the door behind him. The light that sank into the room from the window was thin and cold. The woman dropped to her knees in the dirt so she could stare into Jarlath’s face. She was wearing a long-sleeved white gown, a fur stole around her shoulders, held in place by a large brooch in the shape of a wolf’s head. Her unnaturally pale eyes roamed over his face.

			‘Jarlath?’

			His eyes narrowed. She looked around, before she ran a hand over her face. Her features shimmered, the blonde hair bleeding into deep brown, the eyes turning green. She smiled and he fell back in shock, then scrambled forward on hands and knees to clutch at the hand she held between the bars for him. That contact, that small touch of gentleness, nearly undid him.

			‘Laeli!’

			‘What in the Gods are you doing here, Jarlath?’

			‘I was captured at the Pass. They said I’m to be your entertainment?’

			Laeli looked at Thalion for confirmation. 

			He sighed. ‘The Stadium.’

			Jarlath eyed Thalion warily. 

			‘You can trust him,’ Laeli whispered. ‘He’s on our side.’ She turned to Thalion again. ‘We have to get him out of here.’

			‘I don’t know if I …’

			‘Please, Thalion. Do whatever you can. He’ll die down here without help.’

			Thalion nodded, and Jarlath’s head spun. This was Thalion Liulfur, the warrior who’d kidnapped the Princess, who slaughtered her people then released a monster from the Rift. Whose life Laeli saved and who’d returned to his father to continue to plan a war on the land, a war that had just seen his friends slaughtered. Jarlath shook his head, not sure he believed a word Laeli said. 

			Laeli squeezed his hand again. ‘There’s a lot you don’t know, Jarlath. If you can’t trust him, then trust me.’

			‘How do I know it’s really you?’ Jarlath challenged quietly. She opened her palm; a tiny fire grew there – slowly, it changed form until he was looking at a fiery picture of Ash’s face. Something tightened painfully in his chest. 

			The door opened; Laeli froze, her features transforming quickly. She stood up, dusting off her clothes, looking down on Jarlath haughtily. She wrinkled her nose, then turned and swept from the cold room, the hem of her long gown dragging in the dirt. 

			‘Make sure you feed this one, and treat his wounds,’ Thalion ordered the guard. ‘I want him fit for battle, understand? There is no virtue in defeating a weakened opponent. He needs to be able to fight. My father wants to be entertained, so make sure you entertain him.’

			The guard nodded. 

			Thalion cast a final, unreadable look at Jarlath before he strode from the room after Laeli. Jarlath settled back, resting his head against the cold steel of the cage. The Estilleon Stadium was legend amongst the soldiers of Merawuld. His wound throbbed as he thought about what he would face. Would they bother to give him a real weapon, or would he go in armed with a butter knife? Jarlath and his friends had often talked about what it might be like to be in there, surrounded by faces screaming for bloodshed, facing one of the wolves, taught battle and swordplay from the cradle. Now, it looked like he would find out first hand. 

			If it was anything like what he had already faced, he was dead. 

			His thoughts turned to Laeli. What in the Gods was she doing here? What had happened in Sitra since he left? His insides churned. Where was Ash?

			He was fed bowls of stew and hunks of meat and bread, and given water and warmed milk. His wounds were tended by a halfkin girl with a nervous face and gentle hands; his fever broke within hours, and his head stopped swimming, his thoughts becoming clearer. All he could do now was wait.

			•••

			It took Laeli two days to return. Bright light flooded into the room as the door swung open, the gruff guard nowhere in sight. Jarlath blinked as she came near, crouching before him, her fingers curling around the bars as her features shimmered. ‘Ash is safe in Sitra.’

			‘Kiarda?’

			‘She continues her plans. My brother will look after Ash, don’t worry.’

			‘What are you doing here, Laeli?’

			She shook her head. ‘I haven’t got time to explain it all right now. Thalion isn’t what or who you think he is, Jarlath. You have to trust me.’

			He swallowed and nodded slowly. ‘Did anyone survive at the Pass?’

			Laeli shook her head.

			Jarlath glanced at Thalion, who was leaning against the wall by the closed door, his arms folded. ‘The enemy …’

			‘The man you will face is called Rand. He is a skilled warrior but has a weak left side. I have fought him many times. Go in hard and fast. Don’t give him time to discover your weakness,’ Thalion said simply. 

			‘You’re assuming I have a weakness?’

			Thalion raised dark eyebrows. ‘We all have a weakness.’

			‘And if I kill him?’

			Thalion shrugged. ‘Then you kill him. You will fight in three days, on Samhain. Death will be expected. The Stadium is on the plain west of the castle. They will move you tomorrow.’ 

			‘I thought you said it was a contest, a training exercise,’ Laeli accused in a low voice.

			‘It is, normally. But on Samhain, the Stadium is a place of sacrifice, where we offer blood to the spirits of the dead. Jarlath’s fight will be to the death,’ Thalion explained. He pushed himself off the wall, graceful for such a big man, and came to rest his hand on Laeli’s shoulder, his whole face softening as he looked at her. 

			He loves her, Jarlath realised, a shock passing through his body. He watched in astonishment as she reached up to grip his fingers tightly. There was a silver band on her ring finger. He sat very still, watching them, wondering what it all meant.

			‘If he wins this fight, we might have a chance to free him. I can’t do anything until then,’ Thalion told Laeli gently. He looked at Jarlath, his lips quirking, a knowing smile shared between soldiers. ‘Don’t die.’

			Jarlath couldn’t smile in return. ‘I’ll try not to.’ 

			They left, Laeli throwing him a worried glance. He tried to look confident, tried to feel confident, but as Thalion closed the door he allowed his head to fall into his hands.

			He was going to die. 

			A sacrifice to some heathen gods and the ghosts of Estilleon’s past.

			The following morning he was bundled into a carriage, his hands and feet bound with a thick chain, and driven across a landscape brushed white with snow. The cold was in his bones and he was shivering uncontrollably as he was dragged from the carriage. Behind him, the castle rose from the earth and beyond, the tips of the Peaks were visible, their snow-capped tops kissed by clouds painted in silver and black.

			He was a long way from everything he knew – and from Ash. He hadn’t given himself leave to think of her since the first barrage of fire-soaked arrows fell on him at the Pass. He couldn’t conjure her face without deep regret piercing his heart. 

			Jarlath was poked sharply in the back by his guard, who marched him at a shuffling pace towards the Stadium. It loomed large above him, higher than a two-storey building. Made of limestone and rock, it was a formidable structure, a place of blood and death. He wondered how many people had died in there, and how many would come to see him die.

			He spent an uncomfortable night in another freezing cell. Perhaps remembering what Thalion had instructed him to do, his guard came in and threw him a pile of mangy furs which Jarlath wrapped around his trembling body gratefully. Just before dawn, Jarlath woke to a scratching metallic sound. He sat up, blinking in the grey light; he saw a thickset old man standing before the bars of his cell. His face was shadowed, his grisly grey hair streamed over his shoulders. In his left hand he carried a pike staff. Frowning, Jarlath leant forward.

			‘Who are you?’

			The little man grinned, revealing long prominent teeth stained with red. He stepped closer, close enough that Jarlath could see the fingers that curled into talons, the fiery red eyes and the faded red cap on his head. Swallowing, he sat back, pressing himself into the furs at the back of the cage, as far away from this ghastly creature as he could get.

			‘What do you want?’ he whispered, but the man vanished, fading away as if he’d never been there in the first place. Heart hammering, Jarlath wrapped the furs closer, not taking his eyes off the place where the man had been. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirty-One

			She who was she before she had a name.

			The Cailleach.

			Kiarda stood on the tundra, the weak rays of a dying sun sneaking over the horizon. She carried a deerskin pack over her shoulder, containing the tools she needed for the Samhain ritual. All she had to do now was build her cairn.

			The Cailleach was of the Earth itself, as were all her children. She was a creator and a destroyer, bringer of life and death. The Dark Mother to whom each winter called back her children, so that they may learn their truth.

			Kiarda knew what her truth was. 

			As the sun crept into the sky, she laboured without magic, ferrying stones back and forth across the tundra. She did not eat or drink. The place she had chosen for her cairn was positioned beneath the trees, on the border where the last of the frost-bitten grass met the ice. The trees of the great forest of Eshlune poked their tops over the landscape, but Kiarda did not spare them a glance. As she toiled, she could feel it, that tide of deep, strong power flowing like a river through the earth. The veil between the worlds was beginning to thin, the gates of the year preparing to open to the past and future.

			She did not fear Samhain or the ghosts it brought. For Kiarda, the ghosts of the past had been her shadow for as long as she could remember. They had haunted her steps, her dreams, and the very air that she breathed. 

			Once she had the hag’s hammer and staff she would contact Hadrian. Sitra first, Merawuld next. Without the fae to assist them, the humans would be easily taken; Gedeon had made true on his promise to ensure the army was spread at the Estilleon border, engaged with Hadrian’s men.

			The sun was setting as Kiarda lay the last of her stones on the cairn. She gazed out over the white of the landscape, the hills and valleys cloaked in the Cailleach’s blanket. She removed her dagger from its pouch, sliding the blade across her palm and watching the red roses of blood bloom on her skin. She walked widdershins around her stone creation, calling the directions and the elements, her blood painting a trail in her wake, dripping crimson onto the blinding white of the snow. Kiarda paused at the entrance, smearing blood across her forehead and lips, and stripped naked, the cold kissing her body, as tender as the embrace of a lover. On hands and knees, she crawled inside the cairn. From her pouch, she withdrew the hagstone, with its worn through centre, and a large crystal. She anointed both with her blood, placing the crystal at the mouth of the cairn, the hagstone gripped tight in her palm. 

			With her offerings in place, Kiarda curled her body around itself as she would have once lay in the watery darkness of her mother’s womb. The sun was sinking fast now. She waited for the light to slip away and the potent magic of Samhain to fill her, for the old powers to bless her.

			‘I call to the Stone Mother, she of a thousand names, she who was she before she had a name.’

			Kiarda repeated the chant, over and over, until she was sweating and the air inside the cairn was filled with the warmth of her breath and the heat from her body. The snow sizzled with her sweat, with her breath; droplets of moisture coated the stones and dripped from the roof of the cairn.

			The air shifted. A veiled woman stood outside the entrance to her cairn, her back hunched with age. Kiarda uncurled herself, slipping out into the bitter night, the chilled air stroking her naked limbs with fingers of ice. Wind tore across the tundra, lifting the mass of Kiarda’s hair and swirling it around her face.

			The Cailleach removed her veil, revealing skin blue from the cold. Her clothes were adorned with the skulls of the dead and in the distance, stalking under the trees, Kiarda glimpsed a white wolf. 

			The hag fixed her in a steady gaze. 

			Kiarda bowed.

			‘You have called me again, Daughter of the Ice.’ The hag’s voice was like the wind over the snow drifts, ripping and tearing through the frigid air. ‘What do you seek?’

			‘I seek that which I have always sought,’ Kiarda answered. 

			The Cailleach smiled, a grotesque curving of withered lips. ‘You seek to rule.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And what will you offer me this time, Kiarda of Veshlir?’

			Kiarda swallowed. ‘I offer you Eshlune. I offer you the chance to imagine a more magnificent cloak for yourself.’

			The wind shrieked. ‘You seek to tell me what I desire?’

			‘No.’ Kiarda dropped her eyes; they fell to the hag’s hammer and staff of blackthorn. The Cailleach noticed this. She held them towards Kiarda.

			‘What else do you offer me?’ the Crone of Winter asked. 

			‘I offer you my brother’s realm, is that not sufficient?’

			‘It is not yours to offer.’ The Crone reached out a long, bony finger, sliding it beneath Kiarda’s chin. She moved closer, so that Kiarda could see her blood-stained gums and smell her fetid breath. ‘I think you have something else.’ She paused, her rheumy eyes raking Kiarda’s face. ‘Your daughter, young and fresh, to be held with me until my tools are returned next Samhain. I will come for her on the solstice, as I will come for you.’

			‘No.’

			‘Then we have no deal, Ice Queen. Return to your snow as I shall return to mine,’ the hag shifted, her body shimmering as she began to fade.

			‘Wait!’ Kiarda cried. She swallowed, hesitating a moment; the words rushed from her lips before she could take them back. ‘If I give you my daughter, if I give you Eira, you shall give me the power I seek?’

			‘Have I not said so?’

			‘And I shall rule?’

			The hag shook her head; Kiarda frowned. ‘You must wait until the solstice. You must wait until I choose. You, a Queen who seeks vengeance, whose past is also her future; the young Prince, who is more powerful than you think; or your brother’s daughter, who even now seeks her path.’

			‘Mahelivar and Laeli,’ Kiarda hissed.

			The hag smiled. ‘Yes.’

			Kiarda glared. The hag had trapped her. She took a deep breath. Everything was so close, so close she could feel it as surely as she could feel the wind and the ice and the snow that wrapped around her body. As surely as she could feel the power throbbing beneath the earth. 

			‘I agree to your terms.’

			A whirl of snow and ice battered Kiarda’s body. She shielded her face with her arm, her skin tearing with the cold. When the winds subsided, the Cailleach was gone. Her hammer and blackthorn staff lay on the ground at Kiarda’s feet. Slowly, with reverence, she bent and picked them up; a bolt of pure energy shot through her.

			Kiarda threw back her head and laughed.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirty-Two

			The Hall had been transformed and Ash looked around in delight. The marble ceiling was gone, leaving the moonless night sky to bathe them in darkness, stars captured on the black canvas. Candles floated around the room; she reached up to touch one and it skittered away from her hand, like a living thing that did not wish to be petted. Smiling, she turned in circles, letting the atmosphere soak into her.

			Tonight was a night of celebration. Despite what was facing them, Rhodiri had decided Samhain would go ahead as usual. In the human villages, people would stay indoors, and set a place at the table with food and drink for the spirits of those who had left. Food would be left outside for any wandering spirits, and they would decorate their altars in the colours of winter and light candles. 

			Magic was at its height in this pause in time between life and death, light and dark. Young girls would use a scrying mirror to try and see between the worlds, searching for the face of their future husband. People who ventured outdoors would wear masks and carry charms of iron and salt to look for even a glimpse of the Wild Hunt, the faery horde that would scream across the sky and into the towns, wreaking havoc and tormenting wandering humans. 

			For the fae, this night was to be filled with dancing and music. Ash reached up and adjusted her mask. It had been waiting for her on her bed after she bathed, along with a lavish gown of blood red silk and velvet. The gown and the mask fit perfectly, as did everything she wore here. With her hair loose around her shoulders, and the gold mask hiding her features, Ash hadn’t recognised herself when she looked in the mirror. She stood there a long time, her eyes wide and bright beneath the mask, tracing over her features – her slim waist and hips, the long pale line of her neck – and wished, for a moment, Jarlath could see her like this. She looked like a woman, grown-up, powerful, beautiful. She’d turned from the mirror with an ache in her heart, and made her way to the party.

			Everyone was dressed in rich clothing in an array of colours, and all were wearing masks. There were foxes and deer, rabbits and birds, and more simple masks like hers, coloured gold and bronze and silver, trimmed in ribbon and jewels. Swallowing her nerves, Ash swept her way deeper into the room. 

			The music floated through the air like a living thing, the pipes, violins and drums reaching out to embrace her. All around, the fae were dancing, their movements graceful and measured, like they were skipping over the ground. Long tables along the walls were dripping with food – sweet fruits, cheeses, bread, apples, berries, and hazelnuts – and jugs of mulled spiced wine. Ash nibbled on strawberries, letting her gaze wander around the room. The King was resplendent in a deep green tunic and dark pants, fit close to his muscular legs, his head adorned with a simple gold diadem resting on the nest of his dark hair. Beneath his finery, Ash thought he looked unwell – there were shadows under his eyes and his cheeks were hollow, but he smiled and laughed from his seat at the end of the room.

			She was both delighted and startled to see faeries mingling with the fae, their limbs long, bodies fluid, their skin tinged with the greens and browns of the forest. They moved between those dancing, gracefully twirling and bending to the music, their long arms held above them, their strange faces alight with pleasure. She saw a short man with the legs and tail of a goat, his chest bare, a wreath of flowers and leaves on his head. She watched a green-skinned man in a fine velvet coat bow low to a fae woman in a silver dress and bird mask. She took his arm and let him twirl her around the dance floor, her long golden hair flying behind her like a river over the landscape. 

			‘Dance with me,’ said a voice in her ear, and she turned to see Mahelivar, his green eyes sparkling under the stag mask he wore. His cinnamon-coloured hair was loose, brushing his shoulders and spilling half-way down his back; he wore green like his father, his tunic trimmed with gold. He held out a long-fingered hand.

			Blushing, Ash put her hand in his. ‘I’m a terrible dancer.’

			He smiled. ‘Follow my lead and you’ll be fine.’ 

			The other dancers swirled past, skirts swinging, faces alight, and as the music swelled Mahelivar swept Ash onto the floor, his arms around her lightly, one hand in the middle of her back, the other clasped around hers. 

			‘Laeli is missing the fun,’ he said.

			Ash laughed. ‘Laeli enjoys dancing?’

			‘Hard to believe, but true. I hope she’s safe, wherever she is.’

			‘You’re worried for her?’ 

			As he whirled her past his father, he glanced up. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Ash said softly, ‘that I haven’t mastered my power.’

			Mahelivar shook his head. ‘I was asking too much of you. I’m the one that’s sorry.’

			They fell silent, Ash concentrating on her feet. A pair of tiny faeries flitted about her head, their gossamer wings catching snatches of light, their bodies glimmering gold. One ducked down and grabbed hold of Mahelivar’s hair, lifting it so it fell over his face. It giggled then shot away. 

			‘Pixies,’ he scowled, pushing his hair back, making her laugh.

			A lithe woman with skin like bark wandered past, weaving through the dancers. There were leaves tangled in her hair. 

			‘A wood woman,’ Mahelivar said, seeing where Ash’s gaze lay. ‘A nature spirit. Solitary mostly, but she doesn’t mind a party. She looks after the trees and can get rather cross at people who cut down the forest.’

			Ash indicated the goat-man with a nod of her head. ‘And him?’

			‘A satyr. Drunk already,’ Mahelivar smiled. ‘Make sure you stay out of his way. He would like nothing more than to whisk you away. Satyrs have quite voracious appetites,’ he added with a smile.

			‘Oh.’

			A great cry echoed through the hall, followed by the sound of horse’s hooves, the baying of hounds and the trumpeting of horns. Alarmed, Ash clutched at Mahelivar’s arm. Rhodiri rose from his throne, his goblet held up in a toast as everyone around them paused, their eyes on their ailing King.

			‘What is remembered, lives!’ Rhodiri cried; the fae took up the call and Ash looked up as the air filled with the tinkling of bells. Above their heads, visible against the backdrop of the night sky, was Herne the Hunter, followed by a horde of spectral horses, white hounds with red ears, and a collection of faeries, creatures of varying shapes and sizes. Some held the leashes of the ghostly hounds, and some had hawks on their hands. Some wore nothing but their green and brown skins and some wore opulent gowns and masks, a parody of the party below. They laughed as they flew overhead and wheeled back again. Herne wore a stag-horn crown, his large muscular body atop a horse as black as the night, with flaming green eyes and a flowing mane. 

			The fae cheered and held their goblets high as, with a mighty cry, the Hunter and his host flew off into the sky, vanishing from sight, the stars winking in their wake. 

			‘I’ve never seen the Wild Hunt,’ Ash whispered, her heart pounding, as the fae musicians started playing again. She waited for Mahelivar to continue their dance, but instead, he swept her from the floor and out the doors, into the antechamber where it was dark. 

			Mahelivar’s mouth was turned down. ‘I’m afraid,’ he whispered. 

			She squeezed his arm. ‘I know.’

			‘What will happen to you when Kiarda comes? When she brings the ghosts of war to our doorstep?’ Mahelivar asked, his voice fierce. Ash frowned at his sudden change in mood, but he went on before she could speak. ‘My father will die and there is nothing I can do about it, nothing anyone can do. It is the way of things but I’m not ready to see him go. I’m not ready to rule. I thought I was but now, I’m scared,’ he said in a small voice. ‘I’m scared that I won’t be the King he was, that his father was.’

			Ash swallowed. ‘You can only do your best.’

			‘What if my best isn’t good enough?’

			She laughed, and he stepped back, his frown deepening. ‘I’ve spent my life thinking my best isn’t good enough,’ she said softly. ‘I never seemed to fit anywhere. Not in my village and not at the Academy.’ She held up her hand; a small ball of flame appeared, hovering over her palm. She glanced at Mahelivar, at his perfectly sculpted face, those green eyes that burned whenever he looked at her. She swallowed, mouth dry, as the magic in her blood sang, a response to her, to him, to the magic he held within himself. ‘But here,’ Ash continued, ‘I feel I belong.’

			Ash felt her heart surge as his fingers reached for her face; he traced the mask that covered her features, his fingers moving to caress her cheek and jaw. She leaned her face into his palm, unable to stop herself, and pressed her lips to his skin. Trembling, she met his gaze; when he kissed her, her knees collapsed and he held her close to his chest, one strong arm around her back as the flame beneath her skin roared into life, spreading out to surround them both, crawling over their skin, encasing them in a cage of red and gold. His hand was in her hair, tangled in its depth and she tightened her grip on him. 

			He broke away from her; the fire went out. 

			‘I’m sorry. I can’t, Ash.’

			‘Why not?’ Her heart was racing so fast it was almost still. Her head spun. 

			‘Because it’s not right,’ he told her. 

			‘Is it because I’m human? Because that doesn’t seem to bother your sister.’

			He shook his head. Inside the hall, the music continued. ‘No. It isn’t that. It would be wrong of me to take what isn’t mine, no matter how much I want it.’

			‘What if I want it?’ she challenged.

			His smile was sad. ‘But you don’t, not really. You want it because you want to hurt someone, because his leaving hurt you more than you care to admit. You want it because somehow you think it will make this whole thing easier, if you feel someone loves you. I can tell you, someone does love you, very much, enough that he left – for you.’

			Beneath the mask, her eyes filled with tears; they spilt over before she could do anything to stop it. ‘He didn’t leave for me! He left for himself,’ she spat. 

			‘He left to give you a chance to find yourself in all this. He left to try to stop a war, not join one,’ Mahelivar said gently. He slipped a long finger under her chin, forcing her to look at him. ‘You think I lie to you? If I told you I read his thoughts, would it change anything?’

			She sniffed. ‘Did you?’

			‘I didn’t have to, Ash. It was written all over his face.’

			He left her standing in the antechamber, the darkness all-consuming, echoing the bleak emptiness of her heart, Jarlath’s face branded on the very depths of her.

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirty-Three

			The hours stretched on. 

			The Stadium began to fill with people. Would Laeli be there? Would she save him if she could? Jarlath tried not to think of it. His shackles were undone, and he was given clothes and told to dress: thick woollen trousers and boots, and a wide leather belt reinforced with bands of metal. He had no shirt, and shivered violently, his skin puckered so tight with cold he couldn’t think straight. The noise of the crowd became louder; horses whinnied and stomped outside the walls and, somewhere, a wolf howled. 

			His guard addressed him. ‘You’re to be given a sword once in the Stadium. You will bow to the Chieftain. There will be no warning bell or anything like that. You will fight until one of you is dead. Understand?’

			‘Wait,’ Jarlath said. ‘There was a man here before, with sharp teeth and red eyes,’ he mumbled, feeling ridiculous. He shook his head. ‘I must have dreamt it.’

			The guard laughed. ‘No boy, you saw him. What colour was his cap?’

			Jarlath swallowed, unable to speak.

			‘Hope you’ve made peace with your Gods then.’ The guard pulled a lever; part of the wall slid away to reveal the wide-open space of the Stadium, glowing with snow. Jarlath was led into the arena, blinking and more scared than he had ever been in his life. He was paraded around the outer edge like a beast on display, presented to the Chieftain, who sat in a covered box. Jarlath bowed low, his face burning as Hadrian clapped.

			‘Are you ready to enter the realm of the dead, soldier?’ 

			Jarlath’s guard jabbed him in the ribs. He nodded. ‘I am.’

			He found Laeli, seated in the box, Thalion at her side. The other men and women, the Chiefs he assumed, were watching him eagerly. Jarlath was led into the centre of the arena and handed a sword, finding himself standing next to a giant of a man, almost a head taller than he was and twice as wide. He swallowed. 

			Weak left side. Right. 

			Thalion had failed to mention how big his opponent was. 

			The crowd cheered; Jarlath looked around as much as he dared. The Stadium was round, with raised seats on all sides – and those seats were full. He swallowed, glancing up at the open roof. Snow was falling lightly and the sun was low in the west. 

			Hadrian held up his hands and the crowd fell silent. ‘The only rules,’ he said loudly, ‘are there are no rules! One of you will offer your blood to the spirits of the dead. Begin!’

			Jarlath barely had time to think. His opponent, Rand, swung his sword at him with a mighty roar. Jarlath stepped back just in time; the sword would have cleaved open his chest and spilt his guts on the snow. He forced himself to concentrate, gripping the long sword tight, weighing the weapon in his hands. The sword was longer than what he was used to, but he figured he’d need that length, as Rand came at him again, the big man bringing his sword down sharply. Jarlath parried the blow, his feet slipping in the soggy snow. Righting himself, he stepped back.

			The crowd booed. They wanted blood. He could smell their bloodlust, their desire to see death delivered. Jarlath rested his weight on the back foot, lunging forward, bringing his sword down, cutting diagonally towards Rand’s shoulder. The big man stepped back, narrowly avoiding being opened up from the neck to the hip. The crowd cheered. He delivered a high blow that Jarlath was able to block, the giant’s sword coming down fast in an overhead thrust.

			Jarlath gripped the hilt tight, facing his enemy, who was now circling him, a determined glint in his eye. Jarlath stepped back diagonally, avoiding a cut to the head, passing forward to the right to dodge Rand’s sword as he swung at him again. Jarlath delivered a low thrust, the blade of his sword cutting into Rand’s muscular thigh. The giant roared and so did the crowd; Jarlath ducked away, his heart thundering. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep this up. He could feel the stress on his face, the stress in his hands, which he willed to be still as he adjusted his grip on the heavy sword. 

			Rand swung from above again, the blade slicing towards Jarlath’s left ear. He lunged back as the tip of his opponent’s sword cut the air in front of his face. Blood was pouring from the other man’s leg; Jarlath kept his grip steady. Rand stepped forward to strike from above. Jarlath stepped to the side, to the right, swinging the blade up, connecting with the soft tissue of Rand’s wrist. The other man’s face contorted, but he kept his grip on the sword, delivering a blow. Jarlath stumbled as the blade of his opponent’s sword sliced into his left arm to the encouraging screams of the crowd.

			He grit his teeth as Rand lunged for him again, stepping back then darting forward, under the man’s arm, to strike his blade through the tender skin on the back of Rand’s knees. The bigger man staggered and the crowd got to their feet as Jarlath stepped in and drove the tip of his weapon into Rand’s side. Blood spurted onto the snow, dripping steadily from Jarlath’s arm, from Rand’s wrist, and the back of his knees. Jarlath put his foot into the big man’s chest; Rand tumbled back, his chest heaving, eyes already clouded.

			Jarlath shoved his sword into the belly of his opponent. Blood spread like a wine stain on the snow. He had never seen so much blood. The sight of it, the smell of it, the way it hissed and steamed on the icy ground made his stomach turn over, but he swallowed, refusing to succumb to his body’s need to purge itself, to show weakness in front of these people. He looked up at Hadrian. The Chieftain’s expression was cold, his face tight.

			Panting, Jarlath pulled his sword free, holding it above his head to a roar from the crowd, scarcely believing he was still alive. He caught Laeli’s eye. She was smiling, barely. Her eyes widened and she looked behind him. Jarlath spun around in time to see a second door swing open.

			He waited; the crowd fell silent. An eerie howl echoed around the Stadium and his stomach sank into his bowels as a black wolf stepped into the light. 

			‘Fuck,’ Jarlath said as the animal moved towards him. Confused, its eyes swung left to right and it lifted its snout and sniffed the air. Slowly, it came closer, pausing by Rand’s lifeless body, licking at the blood that was still spreading through the snow. Jarlath backed up, sword held at the ready as his nerves liquified. 

			He was pretty certain this foe had no weak left side.

			The wolf spotted him; teeth bared, it dropped low, slinking along the ground, fixed on Jarlath. He swallowed, adjusting his grip on the sword, the muscles in his arms and legs as tight as steel as the beast growled, his open wound screaming.

			‘Kill it!’ somebody shouted; the crowd took up the chant, the noise irritating the wolf, who shook its head, then launched itself at Jarlath, teeth dripping, eyes filled with … fear. 

			Jarlath hesitated; the beast was as scared as he was. That hesitation cost him; the wolf’s jaw closed over his thigh, its teeth sinking into Jarlath’s muscle. With a pained scream, he swung the sword around and drove it down, straight through the animal’s neck, embedding the blade deep. He twisted it, once, twice; blood sprayed onto the snow, onto Jarlath’s leg, his arm, his chest. The wolf released its grip on his leg and staggered back, teeth bared, dripping with blood, its eyes wide and panicked. His wounded leg trembled beneath him but Jarlath managed to step forward and swing the sword, slicing the wolf’s head from its body. 

			The crowd screamed. They stomped their feet and cheered. Jarlath bent down, ignoring the pain in his leg, ignoring the dripping wound across his arm, and picked up the wolf’s head. He swallowed, and turned towards Hadrian and the Chiefs. Thalion was watching him closely. Slowly, Jarlath made his limping way towards the box, the wolf’s head dripping warm blood across the snow. With a cry of defiance, he threw the head as hard as he could.

			It fell short, coming to land on the ground in front of the box. He stared at the Chieftain for a long moment, the crowd grown quiet, before his guard rushed over and took the sword from his blood-soaked hands, leading him into the darkness again. 

			


			Thalion came to see him that night, when he was back in his cage inside what he knew now was a low building in the castle grounds. His wounds had been bandaged; blood seeped through the cloth, and his whole body ached. 

			‘I didn’t know about the wolf, I swear,’ Thalion said in a low voice.

			‘Where’s Laeli?’

			‘Resting. The glamour is tiring.’

			Jarlath climbed to his feet awkwardly, approaching the bars. ‘Who is she meant to be, anyway?’

			Thalion gave him a quick look. ‘Eira. Kiarda’s daughter. My wife.’

			‘Your wife?’ Jarlath spluttered. ‘And you still expect me to believe you’re on our side?’

			Thalion reached through the bars to bunch his fist in Jarlath’s shirt, pulling him forward with a strong arm. ‘Believe what you want. You were sloppy out there. You’re lucky to be alive. You wouldn’t be, if I’d been in the Stadium with you.’

			Jarlath freed himself, refusing to be intimidated by this man who towered over him, who looked at him with a mixture of revulsion and pity. ‘Why? Why are you helping us? You’re the Chieftain’s son. What’s in it for you, apart from the glory of war and all that bullshit?’

			Thalion looked at him curiously. ‘You’re a soldier, aren’t you? A member of the Queen’s army. The glory of war and all that bullshit.’ He paused and ran a large hand over his face. ‘And as for what’s in it for me … this is not the world I want. That is all you need to know.’ He hesitated at the door, glancing back over his shoulder. ‘It’s Samhain. Do you need anything?’

			Jarlath blinked. ‘What for?’

			‘You don’t have rituals in your land?’

			‘We do, but I don’t … really believe in all that.’ 

			‘You will, come the morning. You’ll find the ghosts here don’t wish to stay hidden.’

			‘I saw a little man this morning,’ Jarlath blurted. ‘He … disappeared.’

			Thalion raised his eyebrows. ‘And still, you lived. Something somewhere is looking after you.’ His face shifted, seeing Jarlath’s confusion. ‘You saw the Red Cap. Some say he’s a death omen. If death doesn’t come to him, he goes in search of it, because he washes his cap in blood and his cap can never dry out.’

			‘Have you ever seen him?’ Jarlath asked. A shiver walked his spine as Thalion looked at him, those piercing blue eyes branding his face.

			‘No.’

			After he left, Jarlath eased himself to the ground, wincing, his head spinning and his heart aching. If he ever got out of here, he’d find Ash, and stop being a coward. 

		

	
		
			Chapter  Thirty-Four

			Ash sat in a small room off the great hall with Senan. The palace had been ripe with whispers when she crawled from her bed that morning: Rhodiri had fallen from his throne. She’d looked for Mahelivar everywhere, but the halls were filled with fae servants and councillors, the air soaked with terror. 

			The fae Prince had been avoiding her, leaving her to continue her studies with Senan. There was a darkness growing in Ash’s stomach, writhing and twisting there. Sometimes, it wore Mahelivar’s face; mostly though, it was Jarlath she saw, Jarlath she felt. She was sick with worry for him – word had come from Laeli. He was in Estilleon, a prisoner of war, and Laeli promised they would free him, when they could. 

			‘What happens now?’ Ash asked Senan.

			‘Now, we wait.’ The Mage-Witch looked out the window. The leaves on the trees were coated with frost, waiting patiently for the first snowflakes, the sweeping lawns turned yellow with cold. Ash could barely believe it would snow here, in this place of never-ending green and warmth. But she’d felt the chill in the air, growing more distinct after the Samhain celebrations. The wheel was turning steadily towards the solstice.

			‘Mahelivar—’ Ash began, jumping when the door was flung open, slamming into the wall violently. The leaves on the vines snaking through the room trembled as Mahelivar came running into the room, skidding to a halt. 

			‘You need to run, both of you.’ 

			Senan frowned. ‘What are you—’

			‘Don’t argue,’ the Prince snapped. ‘Kiarda is coming. She has marched through Avivers and turned the city to ice.’ He stopped, fixing Ash in a terrified gaze. ‘She cannot get her hands on you. She can’t know what you are.’

			‘Where will we go?’ Ash asked in a small voice. Terror flooded her veins, mingling with the fire that rested there, waiting for her to call it into being. ‘I don’t want to go.’

			Mahelivar took her hands. ‘You have to, Ash. Senan will look after you.’

			Senan stood; the black shadow hound appeared beside him. ‘I know a place. It will mean going back to Tyllcarric, but Yasper will keep us safe. I need to know what’s going on in the city.’ 

			‘Yasper?’ Ash looked at him in surprise. 

			The Mage-Witch nodded. He clasped Mahelivar’s shoulder tightly. ‘I’ll send Oden to you if …’ his words trailed off.

			‘Be careful. Elena is dead.’

			Senan nodded. 

			‘Take whatever you need,’ Mahelivar said quickly. He squeezed Ash’s fingers. ‘Go,’ he whispered, touching her cheek lightly, and she let Senan sweep her from the room. When she looked over her shoulder, Mahelivar had already gone.

			• • •

			The doors to the throne room flung wide, blasting open on a wind of ice and snow. Mahelivar held his breath, flexing his fingers. He positioned himself in front of his father.

			‘Son,’ Rhodiri said weakly. ‘There’s no use.’

			Snow fell from the ceiling, laying thickly over the vines that twined themselves along the walls. The air became chilled, crystals of ice growing across the arms of Rhodiri’s throne. Mahelivar swallowed, feeling that ice settle in his lungs. He began to shiver uncontrollably as Kiarda, dressed in white, her hair scraped from her face and her eyes shining, stepped into the room.

			‘Brother, how nice to see you. And Mahelivar, all grown. But wait, where’s your sister? Laeli, isn’t it?’

			Mahelivar smiled.

			Rhodiri’s eyes fell to the hammer in one hand, the blackthorn staff in the other. He looked at her, aghast. ‘Kiarda, what have you done?’

			She smiled her predator’s smile. ‘I made a little deal.’

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Dark is the curtain that falls.

			The wind shrieks over the mountains, slipping through the cracks in the rocks to pull at the air. In the world beneath lies the heart of the sleeping mountain, beating steadily, the thunder of the earth. The Cailleach shuffles over the rough trail, the skulls at her waist singing the tune of death and the dying, the promise of endings and beginnings. 

			For all things that begin must end. 

			She remembers these mountains before they were mountains, when they existed only as seeds in her imagination, ripe for growing and picking and shaping with hands that had existed since the beginning of time. She remembers smoothing her hands flat over the landscape, dragging a sharp-clawed finger along the surface of the earth until the track she made filled with rain and the river raced into life.

			To the west, the land is tucked in tight under her cloak. In the north, the ice sheets are frozen solid, the snow piled deep, the wind clawing at the stone like a ravaging beast. The world is wild, the trees bare of leaves, the flowers sleeping. It is as it should be.

			Power is dangerous. The Cailleach knew this and, yet, she handed over her power to the Queen of the Ice. What she would do with that power remains to be seen. The Hag of Winter felt the loss of her tools of creation and destruction as keenly as she felt the loss of her children, sucked into the earth to be reformed, as was the way of things. The balance of power was already shifting, long before she was called to enter into a fool’s bargain. It is no matter to her. The Wheel will turn, regardless. 

			A black bird wheels across the sky, turning towards the mountains, unheeded by the raging wind. The Morrigan plays her games as well, the Cailleach thinks with a smile.

			Feathers drift on the wind. One brushes her face and she snatches it from the air.

			‘North, east or west? Where do your cards fall, Mother of the Mountains?’

			The Cailleach turns her withered head. The Goddess of Fate rests on a boulder behind her, cloak of feathers ruffling in the wind, her dark eyes surveying the landscape and the white flurry of the Cailleach’s blanket.

			‘I am yet to play my hand,’ the Cailleach answers. In the distance, a figure moves across the barren stretch of earth in the west. 

			The Morrigan laughs. ‘The Patriarch of Men will be cross with you.’

			The grey wolf nuzzles the Cailleach’s side and she strokes its snout lovingly, her mind flying over a battlefield drenched with blood and loss and fire, fuelled by hatred and a longing for power. What will happen there also remains to be seen. 

			‘He has a role to play yet,’ the Cailleach replies. The Allfather glances up, his one eye glaring at them, his spear held aloft, before he vanishes from sight, a haze of black fur blurring across the landscape. The Cailleach laughs. His wrath is nothing more than a tickle on the breeze. 

			Something pulls her west once more, a stirring of hope, of change through blood yet to be spilt and decisions yet to be made. The Bone Mother smiles and the wind smiles with her as the temperature plummets once more, throwing darkness over the land. The Morrigan takes flight, black feathers gliding west to play her games. 

			And in the forest, as power dims, it also grows.

			The Cailleach sighs. 

			There is much to be done.
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