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Dedication
~ For Evie ~ my goddaughter ~





Prologue
The Nightlands lay to the east, at the edge of Seythe, where land ends and the emptiness of the Waterless Sea begins and stretches away into the distance. Logic tells us that worlds must be round, but Seythe is not round, and logic is a new toy. Here, at the edge of the world, the Shadowhorn has stood since the beginning, before the Ages. A soaring goliath of a mountain where poison rivers run, black snow clings like fungus to its crags, and the ancient being known as the Fallen One—the Black Lord Under the Mountain—slumbers in his tomb.
But the Fallen One is not the only being that slumbers here. Long ago, the armies of the Fallen and the Flame fought a great battle at the borders of the Nightlands. Only four beings survived, only four would continue their fight upon the mountain itself. Each of them was the last of their kind, and none of them walked away from that final confrontation—but that is not to say they did not survive. 
As there is light in the darkness and darkness in the light, life and death can be malleable things for some creatures. The remains of one such creature fell into the Great Abyss at the foot of the Shadowhorn, his bones left to rot and moulder since the last battle between Fallen and Flame. But now, they are to be disturbed.
E’blis, the fallen creator of men, stood on the very edge of the Great Abyss as the banks of fog and roaming mist that eternally shroud the Nightlands rolled on over wasteland and dark grey desert. Hooded as always, and carrying his one-horned staff, he muttered in a voice that seemed to summon strange cries and horrible groans from beneath the ground. He clashed the base of his staff against the rocks, building up rhythm as his mutterings became a hideous, guttural, wordless chant—sounds that should not be heard or even shaped by a throat.
Storm clouds gathered overhead, quickly growing swollen and black as E’blis pounded his staff against the stone faster, faster and faster. Finally, he let out an ululating shriek that split the air and lightning lashed down to strike deep into the Great Abyss, illuminating its sheer depths.
And then, there was a silence.
It was soon broken by sounds. Sounds of something stirring and waking in the Great Abyss, of flesh and bone grinding together. A great shadow was moving down in the darkness, and it spoke to E’blis.
“Why do you awaken me, O E’blis?”
“Because the time has come for you to arise and fulfil your oath sworn to His Shadow.”
“I was dying when those words were spoken.”
“And those who serve His Shadow do so in death as much as in life. You know that well enough.”
“Your tongue is like that of a snake, O E’blis.”
“I think the snake is more of a brother to you than to I.”
The shadow crawled higher up the side of the Great Abyss. Steam and fumes billowed around it. Two eyes shone in the dark at E’blis.
“Why has the time come to disturb me? Speak, E’blis. You bound my soul to my bones. I have not crossed yet into the Lands Beyond to be with my kin. I have slept in this night-soiled ground alone for centuries. I would know why you have put flesh on my back and life into my heart.”
“Because she has returned.”
“She ... ?”
“The one who ruined you. The Flame has been born again and walks the land.”
“A’aron ... reborn.”
“Yes, and you know His will.”
“And I know my will,” the great shadow said, “and it is to destroy. All things will be destroyed. I will tear down mountains, uproot forests and flatten cities and their people into dust just to see her weep. I will burn this world until it is nothingness just to know that she died in the inferno.”
As the great shadow spoke these words, the ground surrounding the Great Abyss began to rumble and shake. Dust and debris showered down, and traces of white fire began to flicker up from the pit.
“You speak well, as ever you did,” said E’blis. So saying, he stepped away from the Great Abyss, and as the storm clouds rolled overhead, he struck his staff against the earth until the smouldering base was buried in the black soil. A column of searing fire burst upwards from the Great Abyss and a curving snouted head, horned and dark-eyed, loomed out of it and over E’blis.
“Arise, O Malus!” cried E’blis. “Arise, O Necrodragon!”





Chapter One
Sarah Bean was home. She was back in the decaying fairground where it had all begun. She stepped out of the shadows, leaving the Hall of Mirrors behind. The old rides, the dusty ground, and beyond them, the palm tree grove that Trianna and her followers had dragged her into more than three years ago were all still there. The sun was bright and high in the sky. It should have been a boiling hot Florida day.
Should have been. But it was not.
Something was wrong.
As she walked on towards the palm trees, she realised what it was. There was no sound. Not silence, as such, but a stillness to everything, as if the world were holding its breath. How could that be? What did it mean?
Looking down at herself, Sarah saw she was still dressed in her rough travelling clothes from Seythe, and that the bladeless hilt of A’aron was there, bulging from where she had thrust it into her belt. There was nothing wrong with her, apart from the clothes really.
And the fact that I’ve been missing for three years, she thought.
What was she going to say to Momma, or anybody else for that matter? How was she going to explain where she had been for so long? People only turned up like this after being kept prisoner by someone crazy. She had seen stories like that on CNN. But she wasn’t hurt in the same way as them. She had lost Ossen and Jedda. Woran and little Barra were safe, but she could never see them again now.
“I’m okay,” she said. “How’m I going to explain that to everyone? Being basically okay?”
Despite the ash-heavy stillness weighing her down, she strode into the palm trees, knowing she had to go home. Her brain spun with explanations of where she had been—none of them sounded even vaguely believable. And it wasn’t as if she was going to make up something sick in place of what did happen, even if it might sound more plausible to everyone but her.
 
~ ~ ~
 
As she walked home, she saw no one. No people on the streets of Okeechobee. No cars on the road. No voices. No one. Nothing. The city was dead as dead could be.
“Am I in the right world?” Sarah wondered aloud.
Thirteen worlds—that was what she had been told. Thirteen worlds, all growing out of the Wood Beneath the Worlds. How could she be in the wrong one, though? That was not what should have happened.
Sarah pulled the Sword of Sighs free from her belt, turning the hilt over in her hand. She shook it, banged it against her palm in the same way someone might fix a malfunctioning remote control. She waved it back and forth through the air.
Nothing. No whispering voices and no blade of firelight.
She wanted to scream at it. “What did you do? Where have you brought me? I want my World, my home! Not any of the others. I’ve had enough of this. Enough!”
She swung her arm back, and then flung it forward and hurled the hilt away from her down the street ahead. She heard it come down with a dull clang and a clatter, and it was then that Sarah saw where she was: on the highway outside Raulerson Hospital, miles north from where she had been.
“I never walked that far; there wasn’t enough time.”
The highway was as dead as all of the other roads. Sarah turned to look at the low, angular hospital, each white building crowned by a neat polyhedral roof. No cars were parked on the expanse of tarmac outside, and the leaves of the decorative palm trees did not stir as Sarah crossed the parking lot to the hospital entrance. Something bright winked at her from the cool shadows. It was the Sword; its engraved metal catching the light of the high sun. Sarah stared up at the sky, shielding her eyes with a hand.
Yes, she thought, the sun has not moved an inch since I stepped out of the Hall of Mirrors.
She looked down at the hilt, which was now in her hand. Turning it over once again before thrusting back into her belt, she said, “You’re not done with me, are you?”
The hilt made no sound; it just glittered in the light.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Inside the hospital she found the same still air and deadness as there had been outside. It was also somewhat gloomier. The lights didn’t seem to be working as Sarah made her way through the antiseptic labyrinth of its interior. As she passed the open door to a ward, she looked in, stared at the beds.
There were shapes in them, under the sheets. She could see heads, pale and faceless, resting on the pillows. Sarah retreated, pulling the door shut behind her. The hinges whined and one of those bleached, eyeless heads turned her way and began to rise from the pillow. She slammed the door shut and ran. What was going on here? Where were the people? What were the inhuman things in those beds?
This was getting too weird.
Sarah ran around a corner and fell back onto the floor as she collided with someone.
The figure was bent, thin, and frail. He was dressed in stained overalls and work boots. One of his eyes was missing, only a pink fleshy pucker remained, and the other was a striking sapphire that glinted and glittered.
“Ossen?”
“My name’s Oswald, Miss.” He reached out and helped her to her feet. “I’ve been moppin’ these halls for ten year now. Maybe a year more’n that. Just a janitor job, y’know. They said you’d come.”
“They?” Sarah asked. “Who’s They?”
“They is the Doctors, Miss. This is their hosp’tal.”
“Uh-huh. Right. So where is everybody then?”
“You seen the patients?”
“Those white things?” She shivered. “Yeah, I did. What are they? Where’re the people?”
“Those’re jus’ after-images, Miss. Nothin’ to be ’fraid of. Memories of what used to be in them beds. An’ the people are here, you just can’ see them s’all.”
“Why can’t I see them?”
“’Cause you’re not of this world.”
“Yes, I am! I was born here!”
“True so, but so was I. When you’re just moppin’, people don’t pay attention to you, don’t mind their words, so you get to hear things you shouldn’t. That’s all I’ve ever done, Miss, is listen. Listenin’, really listenin’, is the key to understandin’. When you listen, you hear the truth been spoken.”
“What’re you talking about? Why am I here? I wanted to go home!”
“You can’t go home, Miss. No more’n I can. I listened too much, learned too much and ’fore I knew it, I was here with the after-images. They don’ like it when you learn a bit too much about the Worlds and how they work.”
“Who don’t?”
“I tol’ you, Miss. The Doctors. They’re with your mom right now.”
“Momma’s here?”
The words came out, but not with the joy Sarah felt they deserved, and it seemed that nothing could invoke joy in this dead, quiet place. 
“Sure is, Miss. S’why I’m here. Was sent to fetch you.”
Oswald led Sarah by the hand deeper into the hospital. As they went on, she found herself fingering the sword hilt in her belt more and more. 
Can I use the Flame here? she wondered. Will it come to me now I’m not in Seythe?
Oswald stopped outside a shuttered room. He turned to face the shutters and rapped on them with a bony knuckle. A moment later, the shutter slid upwards, rolling out of sight and revealing the room within.
Sarah’s mom was on the bed, looking as washed-out and pale as the faceless things she had seen before. She was not asleep; her eyes were open but unseeing. Her red hair was lank and sweat-soaked. Sarah could see that she was drugged, hooked up to an IV drip and breathing gas and air through a perforated face mask. Sarah shouted and banged on the glass that separated her from Mom.
“What’s wrong with her? Why is she in here?”
“She’s sick, Sarah. Very sick. Bad kinda cancer, from what the Doctors said.”
Cancer—a simple word that could turn the air in any room ice-cold.
“Cancer?” Sarah said, tearful. “No. Why? Why did they do this to her?”
“They di’n’t, Sarah. The Doctors di’n’t. They brought her here ’cause she was sick. She di’n’t have long left to go, but here she can have all the time in the world. Here is in-between, not-quite-there, happening-all-at-the-same-time.”
“You mean she won’t die?”
“No. She will, Sarah, but being here stops it for a while, makes the going very slow.”
“Then why am I here? Why show me this?”
“Because they want to save her for you, the Doctors do. But you gotta do something for them before they can do that. They need something.”
“What? What do they need? Anything. Just tell me what. I’ll do anything.”
“You gotta go back, Sarah. Back to the seventh world and bring something out of it to here.”
“What?”
“The Sceptre of Storms. The Doctors said it can make your mom better.”
Oswald nodded, and his one eye shone blue. Bright blue. Very bright. A blinding blue.
“No, wait. Don’t send me back! Not yet. Let me speak—”





Chapter Two
The great doors of the Highmount Palace court opened. The way up to the empty throne was lined with dour, slack-faced soldiers clad in the roughly stitched armour of mercenaries and outlaws. Fellfolk, every one. Their souls were gone, stripped away, and their bodies served the Black Lord Under the Mountain. The pupils of their eyes, which were now His eyes, glowed the deep red of the possessed. A strident fanfare sounded, and a figure separated itself from the shadows beyond the doors; clad in a pitch-black hooded robe, the figure strode between the Fellfolk ranks. Each of the men seemed to stiffen somewhat as the figure passed. If they had still possessed the senses they were born with, they might have noticed the court growing colder and a dimness settling about the flames of the torches, which flickered in their sconces. Somehow, the shadows seemed stronger, thicker and heavier than before. The figure ascended the steps to the throne and then turned back to face the way it had come. The hood than hung low over its face concealed its features well.
“Bring the child to me,” the figure intoned.
Two of the Fellfolk brought forward Venna, the Queen-in-Waiting, her crippled legs dragging across the rough flagstones. She raised her head to the figure upon the throne, and then bit her lip as the Fellfolk flung her to the ground. She would not cry out. Though her body was weak, the gaze Venna fixed upon the throne was not; it was stronger than it had ever been before. She hawked in her throat and spat at the figure.
“I curse you as a traitor in the sight of the Mother for what you have done today, Fellspawn.”
The figure on the throne stood and threw back its hood, revealing the narrow, beard-fringed face of Mikka Wyrlsorn. His protruding eyes were bright with anger as he wiped Venna’s spittle from his cheek.
“I am not a Fellspawn! I am the Fallen One’s avatar, second only to E’blis in His eyes!”
Venna licked spittle from her lips before she spoke again. “You are even less than that. You are the worm wriggling on the teeth of a fangtooth fish, thinking itself the kin of that which will one day swallow it whole.”
Mikka’s eyes swept over the court. Silence hung over the assembled throng. It was the silence of the soulless, for every one of them was a puppet of the Fallen One. Mikka could not let the Master see him being spoken to like this. He stamped down the throne steps and snatched Venna up by the throat, pulling her close to his face.
“I’ve won, daughter of Ferra. I sit on your throne. The Shadow of His Darkness falls across the land. The Three Kingdoms are in my hands. If you wish to live, you will make one last decree: that all will pledge themselves to me.”
“I will make no such decree, Mikka Wormtooth.” She smiled. “You have taken my father’s city by the weakness of treachery, not by strength of arms. You are the one who has fallen into darkness, and none of the people beyond these walls will serve you willingly. They will merely watch and wait for the day that the fangtooth fish chooses to swallow you whole. No tears will be shed for you when that day comes. Not one.”
Mikka shrieked, threw her to the ground, and kicked her in the stomach. His bitter cries and Venna’s dull grunt of pain echoed horribly around the court, but still the dead red eyes watched the scene impassively.
“If my sister were here,” Venna hissed, “she’d see to you. She’d run you through as she would have run through Ianna.”
Mikka’s face was flushed, his lips drawn back over his thin teeth. His fists clenched and unclenched as he thought of the things he would like to do to the girl who was besting him with words alone. He gestured at the waiting Fellfolk.
“Take her away. Put her in the cell that her sister once called home.” He cast a lingering look at Venna as she was dragged away through one of the arches that led deeper into the palace. She went with neither kick nor scream, but with her back firm and straight. Mikka looked forward to breaking that backbone of hers.
“I’ll deal with you later,” he whispered.
Mikka retook the throne and turned to face the pale woman robed in emerald green who strode toward him. Pale of face and dark of eye, the new arrival gave him a look that was too hard to signify love. 
“My Lady Warden,” Mikka said, smiling, “you are welcome to my court.”
“To my court, Mikka,” she said testily. “We had an agreement. The city is taken. The Council are dead. You owe me. And that throne is mine by right.”
“Nothing.”
“What?”
“I owe you nothing, Ianna. As you owed King Ferra nothing when you took his life, broke his bloodline and turned Venna into your little puppet.”
Two Fellfolk came up behind her and took her arms in their hands. Ianna twisted hard, trying to get away, but their damp, dead hands only gripped her tighter. 
“Mikka, this is treachery!”
Mikka’s lips twisted into an amused grin. “I hardly think so. I only betray you as you would doubtless have betrayed me.”
“No. You cannot kill me after all this. Please.”
“Please? Oh, you don’t need to beg, my Lady Warden. I intend to keep you ... as my concubine. Take her away, and dress her in attire more suitable than this. I can barely glimpse her ankles.”
“Your concubine! I am no common slattern for your bed chamber, Mikka Wyrlsorn.”
“Not now, perhaps, but you will be later. And, again, I’m sure that King Ferra’s first- and second-born would strongly disagree with how you see yourself. Oh, and speaking of his first-born, here she comes now.”
Ianna’s face drained to pure white as the Fellfolk parted and one of their number marched forward to take a place at the right-hand of the throne. Mikka laughed at the look on Ianna’s face when she saw that this red-eyed drone dressed in a uniform of black was Jedda, the rightful heir to the throne of Highmount.
“A simple matter of life and death, my Lady Warden. Jedda gave herself willingly to His Shadow some years ago, while she was in your care in the dungeons down below. Oh, you didn’t know?”
“No ... she wouldn’t ... she could not ...”
“She did. For Venna. To save her little sister, or so she imagined. And she died doing His bidding. Surely you know the stories as well as any child who has trembled by the hearth on the eve of Wintertide? Death is but a door, and it can lead to everlasting life in His Shadow. She belongs to Him, my Lady Warden. And soon, so shall you. Take her away.”
Swearing and cursing, Ianna was dragged from the court chamber just as a strange cold settled about the place. Mikka straightened, his shoulders stiffening at the change in temperature, as a figure strode out of the shadows towards him. It did not bow, nor did it kneel; instead, it stood boldly before the frail man on the throne. Mikka’s tongue dried and he had to lick his lips a few times before he was able to address the figure before him.
“I am the Hand of the Fallen, and I command you. On a mountain of skulls will He dwell, in Halls of Pain shall He listen to every soul’s scream, upon a throne made from the flesh and blood of His enemies shall He once again sit. What was will be again, and what is will become as if it never was. Now is the season of His Shadow, and every light in this world needs be put out. Go and find her—the one they call the Flame. Put out her light forever.”
“I will, O Hand.”
“Very good. You may go.”
The figure departed as it had arrived, and Mikka relaxed only after the bitterness of its presence had vanished too.





Chapter Three
Sarah found herself standing in the midst of the desolation the Fallen One’s minions had left in their wake. The Grassland Plains were a wasteland of churned mud and rising flames stretching away to a blackened horizon. What Sarah took at first to be snow falling from the sky, smudged into dark streaks when she tried to brush it off. It was a steady rain of cooling ashes coming from the heavens above. She was standing in the shadow of the Northway Mountains, and when she turned to face them, she beheld Highmount – what was left of it.
The outer wall was cleft by great gouges that ran from the battlements to the ground. It looked as if something had taken a series of gigantic bites out of the masonry. Through the remains of the wall, Sarah could see collapsed huts and houses. Plainstown had been crushed underfoot, rolled flat, and no life stirred there. It was worse than walking through the In-Between place. She could smell burnt meat, boiled glue, and scorched hair. 
Were they all dead? All of the people of Plainstown?
“No, they can’t be.”
Sarah approached Highmount and scrambled through a crumbling hole in the outer wall. Broken stone and shale scattered and rattled loudly as she did. The odours of burning and death were much stronger as she made her way through the shattered streets. Not a single building had been left standing, only the jagged teeth of a few doorframes and the charred bones of sagging structures. The falling ash covered everything with a thin grey shroud.
“What could have done this?”
She passed through Plainstown to the wall that divided it from Highmount itself—the villas and houses of the city’s nobles. In her mind, the pieces slotted together as she examined what had happened to the wall. It had been melted through. The centre of the wall was gone completely, leaving a roughly ovular gap edged with scorch-marks. It glistened in places where the intense heat had forged numerous precious stones.
“A Dragon,” she whispered as she stepped through the space where the wall protecting the nobles of Highmount had once been. She walked to the edge of it, discovering no warmth at all from the stone there. The damage had been done some time ago. Reaching out, she plucked a crystal hued like a ruby and shaped like a fallen star. It was simultaneously beautiful and terrible to look upon.
“I was meant to stop this—me and the Flame—and I didn’t.”
Sarah heard a cry from the ruins.
It came again, and she followed it, picking her way through the strewn rubble and feeling the ebb and flow of a life on the edge of death. Hunched in the shell of a house was a young man. He was lean-boned and pale-skinned with long black hair reaching to his shoulders. His leather armour was battered, stained, and split. His head bled and his breaths came too quickly. Sarah knelt by his side, wishing she had something that could help him. His eyes widened as he focussed on her, and his broken arm tried to raise itself from the ground. It would not move.
“Get away ... from here ... go ... from Highmount ... it is lost ...”
“No, I won’t leave you. I must help you.”
“You can’t help me. I know I’ve not long left for this world. I will fall into the Wood Beneath ... as A’aron fell … and grow as a fresh seed for the Father of Leaves ... if the Mother deems me so worthy.”
“No, you’re going to live. I’m going to save you.”
Though she said it, Sarah had no idea how to do it. She knew that applying pressure would stop the bleeding, but she didn’t know a thing about setting bones or how to check if he had internal wounds she couldn’t see. She looked around, hoping to see something that would aid her. The soldier’s hand found hers, and then it was her turn to cry out. Sudden pain flashed through her and the world seemed to erupt in flames before her eyes.
She saw the clouds torn by fangs of lightning and heard an ominous roar that was not thunder. Then she was falling as the ground shook and stones were hurled through the air. There was a searing heat and a blinding light. She could smell people burning and hear their screams. It emerged from the fiery heart of it all—a graceful serpent of shimmering bones and silvered black scale. Its eyes were nocturnal beacons as its fleshless jaws opened and spat a tide of luminous flames through the hole in the outer wall of Highmount. It came through. Unstoppable. Men and women were crushed beneath its feet. Blades, arrows, and rocks merely glanced off its horny hide. At its heels came the Fallen: Drujja flowing ahead of dead-faced Fellfolk and the writhing, hissing forms of Dionin. Fellhounds bounded through the streets, chasing people down, herding some into their homes before charging in to tear them apart as sport. She saw Phages also, with their fused bodies of iron and flesh, hacking innocents and children to ribbons.
She struggled to stand against the fleeing tide of humanity. Bare-headed with her sword drawn, she tried to find her feet and fight. It had been time for her to take up her post as a Watcher on the wall. A great honour. A noble calling. Now, it was too late, she thought, as she locked swords with Fellfolk and did her vainglorious best to hold them back. Highmount was in chaos. The attack was a surprise. No one had sent a warning of its coming. Someone had betrayed them. Soldiers and civilians littered the streets as the Fallen One’s horde continued to pour in through the gaping holes in the walls.
Then the blow came that split her skull, and darkness descended ...
Sarah snatched her hand away, her breath coming heavily when she saw that her fingers were alight with the Flame. The young soldier was no longer broken and dying. His armour was still a mangled mess, but he was healed. His light-green eyes were bright, and his skin was no longer as wan as it had been. He lifted his arm, no longer broken, and flexed his fingers, his mouth open.
“What did you do to me? Who are you?”
“My name’s Sarah. I’ve come to help.”
“Help? Help how?” He got to his feet. “I’m Sula. I was going to be a Watcher but then they came—”
“I saw. A Dragon, Fellfolk, and Fellspawn.”
“How did you see? Are you ... are you a Wayfarer?”
“No, I’m just ... it happens sometimes ... I see things ...”
I don’t want to lie to him, Sarah thought, but I don’t want to tell him I’m the Living Flame either. Not yet.
“You must have Wayfarer blood then,” Sula went on. “My grandmaw became one after she healed the local Earlman. They’ll find you. Blood calls to blood, that’s what the old folks say.”
On his feet, he wiped his face and looked around at the devastation. “It’s all gone, as if a great wind blew in and swept it all away.”
“Did anyone survive?”
“I remember ... people fleeing from the Dragon. They must be on the roads to the Three Kingdoms now, and the Fallen will be at their heels. They’ll lead them right up to the gates. Mother help them.”
“What about the palace?”
“I don’t know, but the Fallen will have taken it. Nothing could stand in their way. Only something from the old legends would be able to face that Dragon.”
Sarah sighed and looked around. “We’d better go. If they have the palace then we’re on enemy ground here.”
Sula nodded. “True enough. We’d best be careful as we go.”
“We’re going to the valley first.”
“But I need to try and overtake the Fallen, warn at least one of the kingdoms. Yrsyllor is the nearest, if we cut across country.”
“I need to find someone, he lives in the Norn Valley and I have to know he’s okay before I go on.”
Sula’s face furrowed, and Sarah could see the conflict behind his eyes. Duty to the Kingdoms. Duty to her—a civilian, as far as he knew, who needed protecting. And something else. He scruffed his fingers through his hair and sighed hard. “I will go with you. But once I have taken you there safely, I must go on to Yrsyllor.”
“You have family there?”
He nodded. “Yes, my mother is there. She’s old, too old to get away from that Dragon. Far too old.”
“All right. I can look after myself well enough, but it’ll be better if we travel together than alone. You’re still tired from the battle.”
“I am, and it would be better to travel with a fair-faced companion than with none at all.”
Sarah let him lead the way so he did not see the blush and the smile that graced her face when his back was turned.
 
~ ~ ~
 
“Keep quiet and keep low,” said Sula, “there are guards already outside the palace.”
“The guards I can see aren’t the ones that worry me.” 
“The Mother shall protect us, if she sees us to be true of heart,” said Sula.
“I’m sure she will.”
Sula pressed a finger to his lips then, crouching, he set off in a low, scuttling run from ruin to ruin. Sarah followed his lead, keeping her breathing steady while her heartbeat hammered in her ears. Bones and other leftovers from the citizens of Highmount were scattered among the rubble. Sarah tried not to look.
Ossen said I was the one who could stand against the Fallen One. I could—should—have saved them from this, she thought.
She almost ran headlong into her guide. Sula had come to a stop and was peering over a ruined section of wall. He gestured to her and whispered, “Look quick, then get back down.”
Sarah did, and she froze. Guards stood at the gates of palace, ordinary-looking men in dirty, unwashed clothes but with an unsettling slackness to their movements. A slowness. A deadness. These were Fellfolk, Sarah remembered them from the vision.
“Be careful and quiet,” said Sula. “We must get past the gates without rousing them.”
They ducked and ran from cover to cover, their hearts beating hard. Each breath came quickly, and Sarah could feel her skin prickling and the hair on the nape of her neck standing on end as they made their way through the ruins. The quiet was eerie. None of the Fellfolk spoke like men, nor did they walk as such. Their gait was unsteady, almost shuffling. She remembered the frenzy from her vision, how feral their faces became, the unearthly swiftness of the blows they had rained down upon those caught in their path. Now, though, they seemed slow, sluggish creatures that no one would fear at first glance, seemingly dead to the world. Soon, they came to the place where the Far Gate that led out to the Norn Valley and the Three Kingdoms beyond it had been. The gaping hole mirrored those in the outer and inner walls. Fellfolk milled back and forth in front of the wound in the stone wall.
“How do we get past them?” asked Sula.
Sarah gnawed at her lip and looked around. Throwing a stone wouldn’t attract the attention of all of them. It would have to be something else. 
But what?
She closed her eyes to think.
There was the Flame!
“Sula, give me your hand.”
“Why?”
“Just do it.”
They held hands; his was warm, and she heard Sula mutter a curse as she squeezed it tighter and tighter. Sweat broke out on her brow, and her teeth ground together as she kept the Flame in her mind, shaped it in form, made it divide in two. Then she made the twin Flames retreat into shadow and darkness.
“Truly,” he whispered, “you have Wayfarer blood.”
Sarah opened her eyes, blinking away sweat and tears, and saw the Fellfolk moving away from the hole in the wall as spectres of Sula and herself fled through ruins, leading them away, over to the far side of Highmount.
She flashed a smile at Sula. “Come on, Soldier. Let’s go.”
They crept through the hole and out into the sloping countryside beyond. Keeping low, they left Highmount behind, constantly glancing back to see if they were being pursued. They were not. They were through and safe—for the time being.
But what was that?
Sarah was sure she had seen a dark shape moving, just out of sight as she turned around but looking like it might be following them. 
It was gone now, though.
Best be careful, she thought, until we find some help.
Night came on, and they gathered twigs and bracken to make a small fire in a copse. As the shadows drew in close, they heard the sounds of things in the sky. Not daring to venture out into the open, they glimpsed them through branches and leaves. Whatever they were, they were not birds. Their cries were too strangulated and piercing. They cast fearsome shadows on the face of the moon as they wheeled, circled, and were gone.
“More of His creations,” said Sula. “The Nightlands always seemed like such a dead place from the stories. I’d never have thought it could contain so many ... things.”
“We need to stay out of the open. Those things must be spying for the Fallen One. There will be more, and there’s no telling what might happen to us if we’re seen.”
“Let’s get some sleep,” said Sula, “and see if the morning brings us any blessings.”





Chapter Four
Venna was sitting in Jedda’s old cell in the dungeons when the door opened and one of the Fellfolk threw Ianna in to join her. The former Lady Warden stayed where she fell for some time, her eyes staring blankly up at Venna. The Queen-in-Waiting could see emotions vying with one another behind the older woman’s eyes. Until this morning, Ianna had been the most powerful woman in Highmount, the effective Queen until Venna reached her majority, which would not happen for another ten years. She had her future planned, and maybe that future had involved Venna’s unfortunate death shortly before she came of age—if, indeed, any deals Ianna struck with His Shadow would have allowed Venna to live so long. But now, she was defeated, and not as she thought she would have been. Venna was young, but not so young as to be unable to see how Ianna had favoured Mikka Wyrlsorn. Many nights she had been sent from Ianna’s chambers when she saw Mikka waiting at the polished oak doors. She knew that he often did not leave the chambers until the following morning. Even though their closeness had been not one of love, but of ambition and political purpose, Venna could see Ianna was wounded by the broken trust.
Ianna got unsteadily to her feet and sat down on the bench alongside Venna, her eyes still staring ahead. She had been stripped of her finery and clad in the rough clothes of a tavern wench. She did not say a word to the girl she had held as a hostage following Venna’s father’s death, the girl she had beaten when the mood took her in the years that had followed. Venna simply watched her. She would offer Ianna no comfort, nor try to make peace with her. Now, Venna had to be strong. She alone was a daughter of the royal line, and she remembered that much from her lessons with Jedda and her father.
Though she was afraid, she remembered her father: a man who never flinched, never faltered, but always stood proud in the sight of his people. She had to be the same, even if she was hurt and scared. She could see that Ianna was not going to be able to show the same kind of strength now.
“He has destroyed me,” Ianna whispered.
“I think, perhaps, you laid the ground for your own destruction.”
“You don’t understand. We were lovers. We were going to rule together. King and Queen of Highmount, and the Three Kingdoms also.”
“Is that what His Shadow promised you?”
Ianna nodded, dumbly. “That is what Mikka told me.”
“Weren’t you ever told the old stories? How His Shadow always lies and cheats those who serve him? None are spared by Him.”
“I know all that, child,” Ianna said, a shadow of her old self returning for a moment. “But Mikka gave me certain ... assurances … and showed me courtesies I had never been shown before. He was ... good to me.”
Perhaps, Venna thought, it was love then, but for her and not for him. Though she was sure it was a love that only someone like Ianna could feel, and not the same as the love borne by other people.
“You see,” Ianna went on, her voice cracking a little, “no one had been good to me before. My father was a hard man. He never loved my mother, but he loved many other women and didn’t mind his only child seeing it. He said it was all women were good for. He hated me for not being a son and for mother being unable to bear more children after I came into the world. And mother … he made her hate me too, through years of shouting and beatings that she passed onto me.”
And so here you are, thought Venna, as hard and as broken as the parents who brought you into the world. So deep in your own sickness and darkness that you could not see something worse than all that lying in bed beside you.
Venna watched the older woman’s shoulders fold in on themselves, and violent sobs wracked the Lady Warden’s body from head to toe. She felt a primal urge to move closer and comfort Ianna with an embrace, but Venna remembered the bruises still showing on her legs and shoulders from her last private meeting with the former Lady Warden.
She let Ianna cry alone.





Chapter Five
Sarah awoke feeling stiff and sore from a night of sleeping on the cold ground. The fire had died down to ashes during the night, and the last of its warmth must have evaporated hours ago. She remembered her dream. In it, Sula came to her door and she let him in. He was dressed not in his armour but in finer clothes, like the robes of a man at court but all black and chased with silver and white silk thread. She let him come in, and they sat together and they talked softly for a long time. Then, once they were done with talking, they prepared for bed and slept together, side by side. She slept with his long arms around her, and she felt warm, at peace and content.
That, she thought, was a good dream.
Sula got to his feet and tramped up and down for some minutes to liven up his limbs before he and Sarah set off for the day.
Both of their stomachs rumbled. There was no food hereabouts.
“Hopefully, we’ll find a stream or something where we can get some water,” said Sula. “It’s a long way on foot to the valley and then to Yrsyllor. We will need our strength.”
“I think that we may not be far from the cottage of Mistress Ruth.”
“The Herb-Sister?” he said, and Sarah was surprised, for a second, that he knew of her.
“Yes,” she said. “She’ll have food and drink.”
“You know her well enough then to knock on her door?”
“She saved my life once before.”
“Let’s ask her if she is willing to save two lives this time.”
They set off across the lower reaches of the Norn Valley. As they walked, Sarah noticed Sula glancing at her every so often. His gaze made her feel warm and excited inside. She returned it at times, looking away when she felt a smile spreading across her face. Maybe things weren’t going to be so bad for her in Seythe this time.
 
~ ~ ~
 
“What happened here?”
Sarah stared at the ruins of Mistress Ruth’s cottage, where she had been healed after her first fight with the Fallen-born. It had been raised to the ground, only ashes and stumps of wood remained.
“The Dragon did this,” said Sula. “I’m sorry, Sarah.”
Sarah wasn’t listening. She was combing through the rubble in search of one thing alone. 
“Sarah, we must go. We cannot linger here much longer.”
He was right—she knew he was. The land around the cottage was too open and she could hear the far-off cries of unnatural things that soared and circled ever closer. She came back to Sula, dusting her hands.
“She’s not there. She wasn’t caught in the fire.”
“She was lucky to survive.”
“I don’t think it was luck at all.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know, not for sure. Just a feeling I’ve got.”
“Valedown isn’t far from here. They might have taken her in as a refugee. We can see if she is there.”
“Yes,” said Sarah, “you’re right. Woran, my grandfather, he used to sell cheese, meat, and goats’ milk in Valedown. She could be there. I hope she is.”
“We must be careful, though. We are following in the wake of the Fallen. There could be worse things waiting for us wherever people are. Some in Valedown may have been turned.”
“Not Mistress Ruth,” said Sarah. “No, please, not her.”
“I hope not, Sarah. Truly, I do.” And he slipped his arms around her waist and held her tight until her breathing slowed and became soft.
 
~ ~ ~
 
It was late afternoon when they came to the village of Valedown. The thatched cottages huddled together around a crossroads. Though it was growing late in the day, the village was much quieter than it should have been. Donkeys stood ill at ease before their carts, blinking and flicking their ears. The wind was cold, and traces of frost scarred the ground here and there. Winter was on its way.
Sarah noticed the dull shapes of people passing by windows and open doorways but not venturing outside as she and Sula walked into Valedown. Keeping to the shade, they came to the square. The only sounds in the village seemed to come from there. A set of stocks had been erected in the square, and a figure was slumped in them and surrounded by a gaggle of children, all scruffy and dishevelled as if they had been fighting with each other in the dirt all day. Something about their laughter made Sarah’s skin creep; it came from a place somewhere between innocence and experience, the joyous sounds echoing with a mean sharpness. The song sounded like a nursery rhyme, but the words were shouted with too much bitterness.
“Eedle, meedle, midle, moes,
Catch a witch by her big toes,
Tie ’em tight, and make ’em glow,
And never ever let ‘em go.”
Drawing closer, Sarah could see what the children were doing to the figure in the stocks. They were wedging thin splints of wood between the bare toes of their victim, lighting them with char-sticks, and then watching the flames burn down until they touched the skin. The figure in the stocks yelped as one of the boys knelt to begin lighting the next row of splints. The children were too engrossed in their twisted game to notice Sarah and Sula behind them. Sarah reached out. In her mind, she saw a single candle flame, she drew it out, allowing it to grow, to become something fierce, bright, and burning. She closed her eyes tight, took a deep breath as if she were feeding the fire with the air in her lungs, and then let the breath out.
The Flame erupted.
A child screamed.
Sarah opened her eyes and the boy was running away from the stocks, his char-sticks scattered on the ground. Tears gleamed in his eyes and he was waving his hand frantically as the other children chased after him. As they passed Sarah and Sula, the boy shot Sarah a look that made her feel cold. His pupils glowed like blood-red rubies. The hatred there. The loathing. The pure malice. Then he was gone, wailing down the road.
Sarah rushed to Mistress Ruth, brushing blonde hair from her motherly face, which was muddied and very tired. Her bleary, bloodshot eyes took their time focussing on Sarah.
“My dear ... what in the Mother’s name are you doing here? Why?”
Sula made himself busy untying the ropes that held the stocks in place around Mistress Ruth’s ankles.
“Mistress Ruth, what happened?”
“That Dragon happened. Came for me, he did. Sent by Him, no doubt. Burned my home down. I ran into the woods faster than you might believe, and I slept rough through the night until they were done and gone. Then I came down here, thinking I’d be all right in Valedown. The people here can be as funny as anywhere else, but they’d know better than to lay a finger on a Herb-Sister. Turns out, I was wrong. Because they’ve been turned, you see. To Him.”
“That boy, the ringleader, his eyes were—”
“Red as the first fires. He’s in thrall to His Shadow now. They all are here.” She looked at Sarah. “You shouldn’t have come here after me, Sarah. You’re too important.”
“You’re important too, Mistress. You saved my life before. Now I’m doing the same for you.”
As she spoke, the last rope came free and Sula lifted the board holding Mistress Ruth’s ankles in place. The older woman gasped, pulled her feet free, and set to massaging them with thumbs and forefingers.
“Ooh, that’s much better. Oh yes. Now, you two, we must get away from here before—” The words died in Mistress Ruth’s throat as she looked up. Her eyes stared past Sarah, who turned to see people coming out of the houses of Valedown. Their movements were uneven, like puppets jerking on tangled strings, and their eyes were as raw and red as the evening sky was fast becoming. Men, women, and children, all of them bearing weapons: sickles, axes, hammers, and cudgels.
“Run, the both of you. Hard and fast!”





Chapter Six
They left the village behind, fleeing up hills and down through the darkening dales. Sarah glanced back over her shoulder at the milling figures of the villagers as they sank into the shadows of twilight. Torches flared in the darkness as they followed, growing from far-off motes to flickering embers. Sarah panted, feeling a fire that was not the Flame burning in her chest. She could hear Sula struggling as much as she was. Mistress Ruth was faring no better. She must have been a prisoner there for days. Tired, hungry, and without water, they would not be able to outrun their pursuers for long. The villagers were slaves of the Fallen One’s will, and Sarah was certain He would make them run and run until their hearts gave out and they all dropped dead.
This was a race they could not hope to win.
The gnawing ache in her empty gut didn’t help matters much as the day faded away into night, swallowing up the landscape. It was then that she heard the unmistakable howl of Fellhounds.
“Oh, great. Just what we needed.”
She could imagine the creatures straining on leather-cord leashes held by their masters, hands reaching down to untie the nooses around their ragged, mangy necks. And then, the hounds running loose, bounding after their flagging quarry. The hounds’ yellowed teeth, their open mouths slavering, ready to deliver a killing blow. Sarah drew the hilt from her belt and loosened her arm with a practice stroke through the air. She slowed as the flaming blade of the Sword of Sighs erupted from the ether. Some light, at last. Sula’s awestruck face was illuminated by the sword.
“Keep going, Sula. Help Mistress Ruth along.”
“Sarah, you can’t face them alone.”
“We can’t outrun them, and you have no way to fight them. You must go on to Yrsyllor, both of you. I will hold them off, give you a fighting chance, at least.”
“No. I won’t abandon you. I was to be a Watcher on the walls of Highmount. The first to stand; the last to fall—those were the words I would have sworn by. I swear by them now, and I will not leave you.”
“Then, what will you do? You’re unarmed.”
“We are not unarmed, my dear,” said Mistress Ruth.
The Herb-Sister’s hands were glowing all of a sudden with a fertile green light. Nestling in the palm of each hand was a flickering sphere, which Mistress Ruth flung at the villagers that charged towards them. The spheres made silent, elegant arcs in the air before exploding as they struck the ground.
“But you’re a healer, not a killer,” said Sarah.
“I make things better and I make things grow, Sarah. Look, dear.”
Sarah saw the grass around the villagers’ racing feet become tendrils binding and entwining their arms, torsos, and legs, cocooning them in green. They cried out, shouting and kicking where they had fallen.
At that moment, a Fellhound sprang from the gathering night, snapping and slavering at the flaring light of Sarah’s sword. She swung the Sword of Sighs brutally and the hound’s head fell to earth, steaming and smouldering as its rotten body collapsed also. Its fellows showed no reaction to its death; they simply came on, bounding forth, relentless and remorseless. A crash of thunder overhead accompanied lances of lightning from the heavens and was followed by torrential rain. The storm found the Fellhounds as they bore down on the three companions, dousing all flames but the one Sarah wielded. 
She let the Flame guide her, as before. 
A’aron’s spirit flowed through her, so that she moved, feinted, and struck with unerring supernatural accuracy. Sula’s leather armour saved him from the teeth of the Fellhounds, which he wrestled on the ground, breaking their necks with his hands. Sarah saw him in the melee, bloodied and grimacing, his face set and his arms moving with a graceful, taut rhythm as he wrung the life from one dark horror after another. Mistress Ruth fended the creatures off with her light-spheres. As the citizens of Valedown were no longer alive, Mistress Ruth felt no need to spare any lives. Each sphere that struck home made a hound burst and crumble from the sudden, violent growth of the many moulds and spores within its body.
Hearing a shriek behind her, Sarah spun on her heel and brought the sword up to strike another Fellhound into the dirt. But it was a child—the red-eyed boy from Valedown. He came at her, the small knife in his hand parting the air perilously close to Sarah’s stomach. She backed away, feinting and twisting, her mind racing as the boy flung himself forward again and again.
I can’t do it. I can’t kill him.
Sarah screamed as the boy drove his knife into her thigh, up to the hilt. She fell hard to the ground, losing her grip on A’aron. The sword’s firelight spun away from her into the rain-drenched darkness. The boy’s hands were on his knife, and she cried out again as she felt him pull it free from the wound.
He’ll cut my throat with it. And I can’t do a thing about it. 
Sarah scrambled about in the mud and water around her, her hands groping for the sword as she felt the boy grab at her again. She kicked at him, sure she felt him fall, and dragged herself away, clawing at the ground. She swept her arm out again, her fingers searching for that familiar engraved metal. A small hand closed tight on the wound in her leg and gave it a vicious squeeze. Sarah yelled, tears stinging her eyes, and her fingers suddenly fastened around the hilt she sought. The boy was clawing his way up her body. She could hear his winded breathing. The blade of A’aron was dead and gone. She held only the hilt. The boy had his knife, and he would not hesitate. She brought the hilt up and felt it clash against the boy’s short blade, which cut at her fingers. Sarah ground her teeth and twisted her wrist until she felt the knife fall away from the boy’s grip. Before he could move, she struck out with the hilt and found the crown of his head. The boy fell with a grunt, slumped over her. Breathing heavily, she groped at his neck with shaking fingers, muttering prayers to nothing and no one as she did.
There it was. 
A pulse.
She had not killed him.
The air around her seemed to have cleared, although the rain still came down hard. Sarah looked at Sula and he at her. She broke the gaze and turned to Mistress Ruth, who approached and helped Sarah to her feet.
“That’s a nasty one he’s given you there.” The Herb-Sister hissed through her teeth as Sarah stumbled and fell again. 
She tore a strip of cloth from her skirts. “You lad, hold her still while I tie this round the wound.”
Sula knelt by Sarah and wound his arms tightly around her.
“Now, this is going to hurt,” said Mistress Ruth.
And it did. A great deal.
It was only after the pain subsided that Sarah realised she had been biting down on Sula’s arm. He had not flinched nor moved a muscle. The marks made by her teeth were livid against his moonshine skin.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” he said. “It’s not my first wound.”
Was he smiling at her in the dark?
“Come on, you two,” said Mistress Ruth “we need to get to somewhere where that wound can be properly cleaned. Sitting around here in the rain won’t do the trick.”
“Can you do nothing for the wound, Mistress?” asked Sula.
“No, not after that set-to we just had. My energies are spent until I’ve had some good sleep. Let’s get you up, my dear. I know a safe place we can walk to from here.”
Mistress Ruth and Sula lifted Sarah to her feet, and she walked with her weight on Sula, enjoying the sensation of his body’s warmth so close to her and his slender but strong arm encircling her waist.
She wondered if he was enjoying it too.
They walked on through the rainstorm and the shifting white-grey-black of the landscape, which was illuminated by the lightning and thunder that churned overhead. They passed dark farms and unlit homesteads. Few travellers would be out in this weather, which was all the better for them, as it would allow them to move through the Norn Valley unseen. But this weather, and the time of night, was favoured by the creations of the Fallen One. Sarah well knew there could be Dionin burrowing through the damp earth beneath their feet, or a Drujja abroad, stalking them, its sound and fury drowned out by the storm.
“How are we faring, Mistress Ruth?” asked Sula. “You know the country around here better than I.”
Sarah could see Mistress Ruth holding a hand over her eyes to ease the pounding of rain into her face, blinking until she could see clearly. Sarah recognised a cluster of cottages ahead as belonging to some of the Saltwines. They were as dark as every other building they had passed so far. This is no longer a land where the living dwell in peace, she thought, this is a land of dead things and old shadows.
“We’ll be there by dawn, I think,” Mistress Ruth said.





Chapter Seven
As morning broke, they came in sight of an inn on the roadside. The wooden two-storey building was painted a deep, inviting green and they could hear horses neighing and snuffling contentedly in the stables beside it. The sign, dripping with the night’s rainwater, named the inn as The Everlong Road Inn.
“No Fellspawn are about here, not if the animals are happy enough,” said Mistress Ruth, “which is very good because it means old Berace must still be here.”
Sarah and Sula followed her as she bustled through the inn’s door and a bold voice cried out from within.
“Mistress Ruth! It’s been too long a time! And who are these here friends you bring to Old Berace’s home?”
The inn’s barroom was quiet but clean and Sarah was taken aback by the extraordinarily strong smell of flowers and blossoms. Then, as she looked, she saw that flowers and plants were actually growing from the wooden tables, chairs, the bar and the greybeard beams that were holding the inn together. Their roots and stalks twined through the natural grain of the wood like ivy before erupting into colour and fragrance. She recognised night roses, willow tears, frost bonnets and blue anias among the clusters and curls. The man who had spoken when they entered was as broad-chested as he was tall, and he exuded a strong odour of freshly-turned earth and dewy, fallen autumn leaves. He strode from behind the bar, and Sarah took in his auburn beard, which trailed almost to the ground and seemed constantly in danger of tripping him up where it twined around his polished, buckled boots. He was completely bald, and his eyes seemed to shift in colour as they caught the sunlight through the inn’s windows, but never so much that they lost the hues of spring, summer, and autumn. None of the cold, dark shades of winter resided in his eyes. He hooked his thumbs into the red braces he wore over a threadbare shirt that was patterned more with coal dust and grime than with natural dyes. Its original colour might have been a mossy green, but Sarah wasn’t sure.
Before she could think anymore on the man, his arms were around her and he swept her off her feet in a bear hug. His face split into one of the most surprising and unexpected things Sarah had seen since her return to Seythe: a genuine smile—one full of warmth, gentleness, and care.
Sarah surprised herself by returning it, although she was biting back tears at the same time, not knowing why. She held onto the man for what felt like an age, breathing in the rich odours of the forest that arose from him like a heat haze from hot earth on a summer’s day.
He put Sarah down and continued to grin, although he only shook Sula’s lean, limpid hand before making Mistress Ruth shriek and laugh as he swept her up in a similar hug. When he was done, he turned back to Sarah. “Old Berace is my name, and I know you well, Old Flame.”
“Don’t you mean, O Flame?”
“Ha! No, not at all. We knew each other well enough and better in one of your former lives, Old Flame. You are young in body, but those bejewelled eyes of yours are old—too old to be anyone else’s. You are welcome here, Sarah Bean.”
“How’d you know my name?”
“I knew your name, Old Flame, as soon as you set foot in the Wood Beneath the Worlds. I heard it whispered in sorrow by Gorra when he had to let you go. I heard it burning in the night when the White Rider came stampeding by my locked doors. You are more well known than you think, Sarah Bean. And I tell you to watch the shadows as much as the sun for that reason alone.”
A silence fell over the inn as Old Berace and Sarah gazed deep into one another’s eyes, and she felt sure that she knew him somehow, even though she could not remember how. Old Berace broke the silence with a stamp of his boots. “Enough talk. I have beds for you, and salves and balms to heal your wounds. And, of course, meat and mead to wet your tongues and broaden your bellies.” He slapped at his own, producing a low thunderclap and then made the air shake some more with a bout of raucous laughter.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Old Berace was like a gentle father to Sarah. He carried her to the inn’s bathing room, where he unpeeled the tacking tatters of her breeches from her wounded leg. He washed the wound and then rubbed in a salve that smelled of crushed berries and rich, dark honey. When Sarah winced at his touch, he withdrew his fingers and waited for her pain to subside. He brought her basins of warm water scented with lemon and parsley to wash herself before he set about bandaging the wound with strips of soft linen. Afterwards, he helped her dress in fresh clothes: a tunic, breeches, boots and a leather belt, all patterned with finely woven scenes depicting the flora and fauna of the forest.
“Now, how does that feel, Old Flame?”
“It feels good, Old Berace. Very good. Thank you.”
His smile split his face again and he swept her up and kissed her on each cheek. “Ah, Child of Fire, Daughter of Flame, how I have missed thee from this world.”
He set her back on her feet, and Sarah looked at him with serious eyes. 
“Berace, you knew others like me? Before, I mean?”
“Aye, I did. There were more than a few like you back then, in the ages that have passed. Some came along all at the same time. So much fire and life in the world then. Everything was so new and freshly grown.”
“So why is there only me this time?”
Old Berace let out a long sigh. It was a heavy, tired sound that circled the bathing room and came to rest in the corners amid the dust and cobwebs.
“The worlds turn like a great wheel, Old Flame. And as they turn, times passes, the present becomes past, which becomes memories that are lost. And we grow old. Even the oldest of the old things age, although few are sharp enough to see it these days. And so there is less fire and less life. And there is more rot and more decay. More shadows for us to fear … and the greatest shadow of all.”
“His Shadow?”
Old Berace looked down at her with a grandfather’s smile. “No, Old Flame. The Shadow. The only one that truly matters to us ageing, ancient folk. Death. The Shadow that comes for us all in the end. The one foe more ferocious than Time itself.”
“I don’t want you to die, Old Berace. There’s been too much death already since I came here. And you’ve been kind to me.”
“There has been much death in this world before your coming, Sarah Bean, and there will be much after as well, I fear. Maybe more. That is the way of things. Life and death, both are with us, in abundance and in absence. Now, go on with you, downstairs there is a feast waiting, and the dining table is no place to speak of such morbid things. They are for times and places other than this day’s afternoon and evening.”
Sarah smiled and let him take her by the hand and lead her downstairs.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Mistress Ruth and Sula were waiting for them at a majestic oak table that had not been there before. It was heaving with steaming ox steaks, sage chicken, lamb cutlets in a raspberry vinegar preserve, and spiced sausages. Each of the three travellers was handed a brimming flagon of mead to sup from throughout the hearty meal. There was little talk as they ate and drank and listened to Old Berace recounting stories of the ages he had lived through. After the meal was done, Old Berace took a quaint stringed instrument from behind the bar and began to stroke the strings to produce high yet melancholy tones. He began to sing in a rolling bass-baritone. Sarah knew the songs: Woran had taught them to her during the evenings they had spent together in his little house on the hill.
First, Old Berace sang the lilting “Weep On, Ye Eyes of Morning,” then the jauntier “Way Down to River, Way on Down By,” and the elegiac “Up upon Ye Young Hill, Under Ye Olde Mountain,” before he handed the lyre over to Sarah.
“Come, Old Flame, as old as the hills. Teach us young things a song or two.”
Sarah blushed the colour of beetroot. “No ... I can’t ... I’m no good ...”
“Ah, but you are, and you can be,” said Old Berace. “Just for me. Please.”
A smile crept across her face and she took the proffered lyre with a shaking hand. She gnawed at her lip, hoping the Flame would help her make a sound that wasn’t ear-rending, as she began to stroke the light, thin strings of the lyre. She felt the Flame flowing through her and into her fingers, guiding them smoothly and effortlessly as she sang a song from the world she had left behind, one that her mom had sung to her when she was in her cradle.
A song about a land that, like Seythe, was lost somewhere over the rainbow.
 
~ ~ ~
 
That night, Sarah slept, and in her dreams she came face-to-face with herself, only the other Sarah was burning. Every line of her, every hair, was alight, and her eyes were portals into brilliance.
“Who are you?”
“You know me, Sarah. I am A’aron. The scion of Flame inside you.”
“How can you be speaking to me?”
“I am not. This is a dream and the one place where our souls might meet. I am here to teach you.”
“Why are you here now? Why couldn’t you have taught me earlier? Before people died because of me.”
“Because it was not the right time.”
“How dare you decide? Ossen died. Jedda died. I lost friends. That was the right time—when I could have saved them.”
“Your sorrow runs deep, Sarah. Do not let it turn your heart into a stone.”
“Don’t tell me what to do or how to feel. You’re not my mom.”
“But still I care for you as a mother might, Sarah. You are my daughter.”
“Shut up! You, shut! Up! My mom is sick and dying back home, and she is the only reason I am back here on Seythe. I don’t need to be a goddess. I don’t want to be a saviour for a whole damn world.” Her voice started to crack. “I just want my mom, and I want to go home.”
“And you will have your mother, Sarah. You will see her again. Just not in the way that you hope.”
“Stop. Just stop talking about my mom, okay? You are something else. You’re not me.”
“I am you. I am the shadow of what you will become. I am the ghost cast back in time and memory by what is soon to pass.”
“Then what do you have to teach me? What can you tell me that will help me?”
“Nothing more than a few words of warning.”
“Words of warning? That’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me after waiting all this time to show yourself.”
“Yes, Daughter of my Flame. Watch for the shadows ...”
“Yeah, great, thanks. That’s a great help. Like I didn’t know that already.”
“Watch for the shadows, and watch for the rings they leave under sleepless eyes.”
Then, the ghost and the flames were gone.





Chapter Eight
They stayed at the inn for a week, until the wound on Sarah’s leg was healed. An ugly, knotted scar there matched the one on her shoulder left by the blade of a Fallen-born, and Old Berace sighed that it would not go no matter how long he treated it.
“Nightland steel and iron are poison to the flesh,” he said, “and sadly there’s nothing that can cure you of their touch entirely.”
“Are they why I get the bad dreams?” 
“It could well be so,” said Old Berace. “The Black Lord Under the Mountain is a king to such things. I wouldn’t doubt that his poison lingers on, as nightmares are wont to do. But still, you are safe here. His Shadow doesn’t fall here, not by Old Berace’s hearth, nor over the guests of his house. It is safe for you to rest and heal that there leg of yours. You have a long walk ahead of you, Sarah Bean, and Old Berace means to see you are at least fit to go along it.”
As he went on, Sarah noticed a hardness she had not seen before come into his voice and face, and she could imagine, for a moment, that Old Berace had once been a rock that crowned a mountain or the greatest, hardiest oak tree in all of the forest.
“You brought something with you across the threshold of my inn, Sarah.” 
“What? I brought nothing, only the hilt of the Sword.”
“I never said it was a thing you carried. I will say only this: I’ll thank you to take it with you on the morning that you leave. I can’t be doing with bad things like that in my place. Sanctuary should always be sanctuary, a place away from and unconcerned with the troubles of the world.”
His eyes took on their usual kindly cast again, and this time they were blue and bright, shot through with shimmers of garden green.
“Take care of yourself, Old Flame. Something of His Shadow is with you. At your heels or at your side, I am not sure. But it has the scent of your blood and I would not see its vile thirst satisfied.”
“Then, come with me, Old Berace.”
He smiled at her with warmth and sadness. “I cannot, Sarah Bean. Old Berace is his sanctuary, and were he to abandon it for the outside world, then it would fall into ruin. I am bound by certain laws. Thee may cross Old Berace’s threshold, but his threshold may not be crossed by he.”
“Why?”
“Because ... I grow old, and there is no place in this world for me. Once, it was my garden, but it has turned so fallow that I would grow sick as soon as I felt the taint that touches the earth and sky outside these walls.”
Sarah reached out and took his hand. “I’ll come back and visit you.”
“I may not be here then,” said Old Berace. “Old Berace and his inn, they are seen sometimes here, sometimes there. And as the blight spreads and the shadow darkens all things, so it may be that we leave this world behind and go on to another. There are twelve more still to see, and who knows which may still be in bloom and know the meaning of spring?”
“I’ll miss you, Berace.”
“And I you, Old Flame.” 
They embraced and held each other for a long time.
“Who are you, Berace? Really?”
“I was old when the first of the Wayfarers was young, and my hearth had burned for many a year before there was such a thing as war. I have seen the ages come and go, empires rise and fall, and still, here I am, waiting by the roadside for those that need me and my help along their way.”
“But why are you here? Where do you come from?”
“It’s no business of mine to ask, or to know, and more to the point, I don’t want to. Knowing can be a bad thing as much as a good thing. Some things should just be accepted as they are and the questions about them left unasked and unanswered.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“That’s because you’re still young, younger than Old Berace ever was or will be again. You’ll learn a little of what Berace knows in your time of life. You’ll know when you do, because then you’ll understand what Berace has been talking about. You’ll think of me then, and you’ll understand a bit but no more’n that. Too much knowing turns a mind to strange ways and dark places, and that’s where His Shadow waits for the unwary.”
Sarah nodded slightly.
As Mistress Ruth and Sula came downstairs, Berace went on in his fashion and began to bustle about behind the bar, reordering the shelves of herbs and dried flower cuttings. Then he dragged a stool out and readjusted the animal heads mounted on the inn walls before taking a cloth to the windows, which he spat on at regular intervals, making Sarah wince.
“Where’re you bound after you leave Old Berace’s place then?”
“The Norn Valley,” said Mistress Ruth, “and then on to Yrsyllor.”
“Ah well,” he said, jumping down from the stool with a thump, “then Old Berace must prepare you a kingly breakfast before you leave.”
And so he did.
 
~ ~ ~
 
They left Old Berace’s inn as morning turned to afternoon, with their bellies full of bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms, and toasted bread. Each of them carried a bag bulging with jerky, apples, oranges, and brown bread. He stood in the door, almost filling its frame, and waved them off with a hearty grin and a stamp of his boots.
Sarah could walk again, and although her leg was still stiff and sore, she was sure she could run if she had to.
Who am I kidding? she thought. I know I’ll have to before long.
As they began to walk along the road, Sarah’s mind turned to Old Berace’s words. There was something with them. If it were pursuing them, then it might be that shadow-shape she remembered seeing after they left Highmount. But he had also said it might be something at her side. Or, someone.
Sarah looked at Mistress Ruth and Sula. Could either of them be ready to betray her? Could they have fallen into His Shadow, just like Jedda did?
Please tell me I won’t have to kill a friend again, she thought.
But there was no answer to that, and she knew it.
I wish the Flame had never come to me.
It’s a curse, not a gift.





Chapter Nine
There it was, at last.
After a long day of walking, they came to the hill that Sarah had once called home. Were Woran and Barra still safe within or had they been burned out too? Word must have gotten around about what had happened to the Taproots. And she knew that there was no love lost between herself and the matriarchs of the valley families. What kind of revenge had they brought down on the old man?
“We must be quick,” said Sula. “We cannot stay for long here, not now the Fallen One knows we have passed through Valedown.”
Mistress Ruth shot a look at him. “She will stay as long as she needs to.”
Sula’s face drew tight over his high cheekbones. “I say this only for our safety, Sarah. I mean to protect you according to my oath as a Watcher.”
“I know,” said Sarah, “and I’m grateful, but you’ve seen I can fight my own battles as well as you. I’ve seen death, I’ve killed, and I’ve felt pain. I’ve grown a lot this last year. So don’t tell me what I can and cannot do, Sula. Okay?”
“I understand,” he said stiffly.
Sarah came to the door of the house and reached out a hand to knock. She paused, holding it in mid-air before the wood.
What if he’s dead? What if Barra’s dead? Do I want to know? Should I see more death after all that I have seen? Should I just go on, leave this place behind, and go with Sula and Ruth? As these thoughts passed through her mind, she felt the Flame inside, and it was speaking to her without words. It was telling her to go on, to do whatever she had to and to save Seythe from the Fallen One—to do what must be done as Daughter of the Flame and the bearer of the soul of A’aron. Sarah knocked hard on the door. Her decision was made. The Flame flared furious inside her and then went silent. 
The door opened.
Woran was there and so was Barra, the dog pushing out between the old man’s wiry legs. Woran’s eyes met Sarah’s, and there was a moment of peace in the air. Then he cried out in joy, his arms were around her, and Sarah was laughing with tears in her eyes.
“You came back! You did! She came back to us, Barra!”
The dog was excitedly yapping and jumping. Sarah knelt down to pet him as she turned to Sula.
“Go on to Yrsyllor without me if you must, Sula. I have to stay here for a while. I will follow you, I promise.”
Her companions exchanged glances. Sula rolled his shoulders, looking down the hill then out to beyond the end of the Norn Valley.
“I will stay. I have sworn my oath, and I will honour it.”
Mistress Ruth smiled at his words.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Dinner was a rich stew of vegetables and mutton. They talked. They laughed. Barra wove in and out between their legs and nuzzled their hands under the table on his own quest for titbits and morsels. Sarah noticed that Sula did not eat with them; now she thought about it, he hadn’t eaten when she was around at Old Berace’s Inn either. After they finished, Sula rose and said he would stand watch outside in case of trouble.
As Woran passed hot-spiced apple juice to Mistress Ruth, Sarah began to tell him all about her journey from the Norn Valley to the Fellhorn Mountain. He sat and listened, attentive and with few questions. The air became heavy as she told first of the fall of Ossen in the catacombs of the Mountains of Mourning and then Jedda’s willing death on the heights of the Fellhorn.
“So much death,” said Woran, taking her hand in his. “You have seen so much death, and yet still you are here. You could have run away, hidden somewhere. But you came back, and you fight on. You are so strong, Sarah, and I am so proud of you.”
Sarah felt her face flushing at his words. She stole a glance at Sula, embarrassed that he should see her like this.
“I just went on. I did what I had to do so I could go home.” She paused to lick her lips. “I didn’t come back to fight the Fallen. My mother’s sick and she needs something from here to make her better. That’s why I came back.”
“Where did you see her? Who told you this?” asked Mistress Ruth.
“In a ...” Sarah searched for the right words, “... an in-between place. There was a man there called Oswald, he had one eye, just like Ossen. And there were Doctors. I didn’t see them, but that’s what Oswald called them. He said Momma needs something called the Sceptre of Storms so they can cure her cancer.”
“Cancer ...” muttered Mistress Ruth. “I have heard the word before. I think it is like what we call the Grey Touch. And these Doctors say it can be healed with the Sceptre of Storms?”
Sarah nodded.
“Be careful what you heed from such places as you went to, Sarah,” she went on, “because there are worlds between made from the stuff of dreams and nightmares. I’m not saying you did not see your mother sick. I am saying her peril may be worse than her sickness if she has been taken by the inhabitants of this in-between place.”
“But it seemed so real.”
“Yet it also was different in some ways? Somewhat strange and like a dream?”
“Yes ...”
“Then I fear your mother’s life is hanging by a thread.”
Sarah fumbled at the hilt on her belt. “Then I must find the sceptre they want. Do you know where it is?”
Mistress Ruth reached across the table and took hold of Sarah’s hand. “It is just a legend ... I do not know if it exists anymore.”
Sarah noticed Mistress Ruth’s eyes stray to the front door of the house.
“I can’t just abandon her to them,” said Sarah. “I have to find this sceptre.”
“I know, my dear, I know. But the sceptre is well hidden, if it is real.”
“Where is it?”
“On an island away to the south—one that no one goes to.”
Woran spoke. “You are talking of K’th’li’li.”
Mistress Ruth nodded. Sarah could see that her lips were growing white and her face was pinched.
“What is K’th’li’li?”
“The Kingdom of Webs, Sarah,” said Mistress Ruth. “It is rumoured that the keepers of the island guard the tower of the First Wayfarer. The sceptre is there. It is the source of his power and was once the horn of Adraxis, the last of the Unicorns.”
“Ossen told me about the First Wayfarer. He fought the Iron Gods at the Mountains of Mourning, right?”
“Yes, he comes as a storm and retreats in silence. He sleeps in the tower until the day comes when we forget him and all the lights go out.”
“And I have to go to this tower?”
“He is your one hope, as he walks in the worlds of dream and nightmare now. Only with his guidance will you be able to find a way to free your mother, for these creatures that have her must never control the Sceptre of Storms.”
“So, how do I get there?”
“Yrsyllor has ships,” said Mistress Ruth. “If the Fallen have not scuttled them all then you will be able to sail from the port to K’th’li’li.”
“Then we will set off in the morning for Yrsyllor with Sula,” said Sarah.
Tired and well fed, they retired for the night.
 
~ ~ ~
 
It was later and Sarah was half awake as the door to her room eased open. Through bleary eyes, she saw him enter, undress and then climb into bed with her. His arms sliding around her, holding onto her tight. He whispered soft words in her ear and kissed her earlobe and neck before settling down to sleep. Sula’s bodily warmth was a balm against the terrors of the night for Sarah.
Safe and warm, thought Sarah as she drifted off to sleep with a smile on her face. I never thought I would feel this safe and warm again. Not ever.





Chapter Ten
Sarah was running in the icehouse where Dad used to work, loading up the truck along with the other workers, all men in jeans and shirts with rough faces and rougher beards. Sarah always thought of them as giants, ogres, and bears. Everything about them suggested they were of the woods, the rocks, and the high mountains, not born to them but grown from soil, roots, and old stone. The chutes that ran down from the dark above into the icehouse hissed as the great shimmering blocks came hurtling down. This was her game, dodging those ice blocks, imagining they were being spat out by frost-encrusted Dragons that hid in the shadows. She was a knight, born to slay them, to take down the Dragons, kill the monsters dead.
Ice block after ice block came thundering down.
Faster, faster, and faster they came.
Sarah ran hard, throwing herself past them, slithering dizzily across the wet ground. She slipped and spun and heard a roar—something she’d never heard before. In the darkness there, shimmering, shifting, were flakes of crusty white and silver, scattering beneath the polished hooks of claws. Ancient nostrils trailed arctic mist and eyes shone like bright moons. A tongue the colour of corpses flickered out and licked teeth as long as Sarah’s leg. Sarah ran, and the thing gave chase, the ground shaking from the violence of its pursuit. Each step was an earthquake. The sound of its tail and wings beating the air was a tsunami. 
I just need to find Mom, thought Sarah, just find Mom and it’ll go away. Everything will be okay.
She was pelting along, ice blocks smashing into walls and flying from the chutes, shattering in mid-air. The creature behind her let loose a shriek, and Sarah’s eardrums popped.
It was close to her, too close.
Ahead was a light, a door to open space. 
Mom was there, waiting. Sarah pumped her legs against the ground for all she was worth, feeling as if she were about to take flight. The ground was cracking and groaning. Sarah weaved left to right, right to left, feeling air part and snap shut from the Dragon’s jaws. Hurling herself forward, Sarah landed in Momma’s arms. She was crushed against Mom’s blouse. Big arms tight around her. Sarah could feel the big woman’s heart beating. 
She felt safe. She felt warm. 
Momma had her.
The Dragon howled, a dwindling sound retreating back into darkness.





Chapter Eleven
Sarah awoke in the night. A figure stood over her bed and she could not move. She tried to call out but her mouth was too dry. It was Woran, but there was something wrong with his eyes; they were glowing a dull red in the shadows, like the dying embers of a fire.
“I am one with His Shadow, and they have come for you.”
There was a further shadow by his feet. It was Barra—red-eyed and growling low in his thin throat.
“First, they came for me. They turned me. They showed me His Darkness and now I will stand in His Shadow forever.” Tears formed in the old man’s eyes as he spoke.
Sarah could hear shouts from outside. Some voices that she knew: Saltwines, Taproots, and Trotters. They had come to take her away and exact revenge for what had happened to Esiah. Woran’s hands were upon her, shaking Sarah hard until she felt the dryness and stiffness, which felt like death, leaving her body.
“Woran, what’s going on?”
His wrinkled, tear-stained face was close to hers, and she could see the red burning in his eyes. It was so fierce, and yet it did not seem as overpowering as it had a few moments ago. When he spoke, his voice was as it should be.
“Sarah, please go, with your friends. I have been touched by Him. You have much to do and a long road ahead. There is no time left for us in this world, Sarah. Out the back. I can keep them at bay until He takes me over again.”
Sarah was crying, “Woran ... Grandfather ... I can’t leave you. They’ll kill you.”
“For betraying His Shadow, they will burn me, or He will strike me dead Himself. I can feel His fire in my mind. It scorches and it freezes. It bites and it gnaws. Go now, while I still have strength enough to fight Him and them.”
The shouts were growing louder and the windows blazed with the light of many torches gathered at the front of the house. It would not be long before they spread around the back to cut off all escape. Woran grabbed Sarah by the arm as she stumbled into her boots and snatched the hilt off the small table beside the bed.
Sula and Mistress Ruth were already at the back door. She exchanged a glance with Sula, wondering why he had left her after she fell asleep. But they could talk about that later.
Clearly, they had both allowed Woran a few moments to say his goodbyes before they fled. Sarah could feel their eyes watching as Woran embraced her tightly and she kissed his whiskered cheeks. Her eyes caught his gaze, the red light there flaring brighter with every moment that passed.
If he dies, I will kill you, Sarah thought, as she stared into the burning red.
And she thought she heard something in response: a dreadful, dismaying sound. A laughter that was not laughter. Then, Mistress Ruth was leading her out through the back door of the house, and Sula was following them. As they ran down the hill, Sarah looked back at the silhouette of Woran standing in the light of the doorway. She was sure she heard the sound of rending wood and shattering glass. As the three travellers plunged into the shadows at the bottom of the hill, Sarah looked back one last time and saw the first flames licking up to the sky from Woran’s house.
Tears stung her eyes as she looked away.
“There’s nothing you could have done, Sarah,” said Mistress Ruth.
“But there should have been. I let him do that. It’s my fault. I brought them to his door.”
“It’s the fault of no one but the Fallen One, Sarah,” said Ruth. “He is the Darkness that is not Darkness. You are the Daughter of the Flame—”
“I know all that. I also know what happened to A’aron after she fell. When her soul was lost, she went mad and became Yagga. I don’t want this, Ruth, any of it! This is her world, not mine. I hate it. I’m going to get what I need to save my mom and then I’m going home and leaving this world behind.”
“Sarah—”
“Don’t start on me. I don’t want to hear it. I’ve made my decision and you can help me. You just have to accept that I no longer care. I’m becoming a monster and a killer because of this thing inside of me. If gods and goddesses kill and are so cruel, then I don’t want to be one of them. Ever.”





Chapter Twelve
That night, A’aron came to Sarah again, robed in flames. Her face seemed fiercer in its expression than the last time.
“You have delayed. You endanger yourself and the gift you bear.”
“I don’t want it, any of it. It’s not a gift to me, A’aron. You are a curse.”
“His Shadow is working on you. Making you feel and say these things.”
“No, this is nothing to do with Him. I just lost someone dear to me, can you understand that? Can you?”
“E’blis was as dear to me as a brother. We were one with the Great Tree before we were born from its roots.”
Sarah looked into the flickering face as it spoke and found that she did not believe it. Though it used the word brother, she doubted that meant the same thing to A’aron as it did to her.
“I wish it to be taken away from me, that I could just give it away.”
“Be careful what you wish for, Daughter.”
“I told you before not to call me that!”
“Be careful that it does not happen to you. Remember, your mother needs you and the Flame is what has kept you alive in this world so far.”
Sarah ground her teeth, biting back what she wanted to say, she turned her back on A’aron and walked away into the dark of her dreams.





Chapter Thirteen
It was a few days before they came out of the Norn Valley and in that time, the mood remained sombre. Sarah spoke little, eating and drinking sparingly and lagging behind her companions, adrift in dark thoughts. As the land around them evened out, they sought cover in small woods, ditches, and lonesome houses to avoid being seen by the patrols of Fellfolk and the shrieking shadows that swept through the air. All fauna seemed to have fled along with the people, though funnels of smoke rose from grisly piles by the roadsides and on the horizon. Mistress Ruth would not let Sarah inspect them any closer. The first snows of winter had started to fall, covering some of the worst sights left by the Fallen with shrouds of white.
They had crossed the border into Yrsyllor, and Sarah wondered at Sula’s calmness as they travelled the roads and crossed the scorched fields of his homeland. She wished she could be as restrained as he was, but her heart was still aching from leaving Woran to burn and from learning what was holding her mother hostage.
On the third evening, they sat in the shadows of a clearing, watching the low flames of a fire flickering before them. Mistress Ruth had woven a subtle magick to hide the smoke and fire from those who hunted them. That day, Sarah had seen more and more bodies lying in the ditches, waterways, and canals that cut through the thickly grassed land of the kingdom. Sula sat away from Sarah and Mistress Ruth, in repose beneath one of the trees. He had grown distant since they left the valley. Sarah wondered what she might have done to offend him, or if this were his way of dealing with what he had seen of Yrsyllor so far.
“The Fallen will slay as many as they press into submission,” Mistress Ruth said. “The Black Lord cares not whether the living die or serve him. Desolation across the worlds is all that He seeks.”
“Ossen said that he comes from somewhere outside of the Thirteen Worlds. Is he like the things that have Mom? Could He be the same as them?”
“Perhaps, Sarah, perhaps. But the dimensions out there are the stuff of chaos and flux. There is no telling what He might be in comparison to them. He could be equivalent to a god or He could be the smallest of ants. This is why you must seek the wisdom of the First Wayfarer, only Ka’aron can help you.”
“Ka’aron is his name? So, he’s like A’aron? Like me?”
“Only as an ant might be to a god, or rather goddess,” said Ruth. “The Fallen One’s taint touches all men throughout the world; it makes them weaker and smaller than women in many respects.”
“The Fallen One, does He have a name?”
Mistress Ruth’s eyes widened. “Don’t speak of such things. Such knowledge is worse than dangerous. It would be poison to the tongue that spoke it.”
A rustling came from the undergrowth. Sula was on his feet, without a word, striding towards it when the bushes and branches parted. A figure strode into the clearing. Sarah remembered the billowing shadow-shape she had seen pursuing them after they left Highmount.
She drew the hilt, and the flaming blade ignited from the ether. Using its flickering light as a lantern, Sarah discerned the stranger’s features. It was dressed in cerulean robes that shone in the light, and its raised hands were not hands, but rather glistening translucent tendrils. The thing’s head was a gelatinous bulb, bluish in colour and fringed with trailing purple tentacles. It made Sarah think of a jellyfish she’d seen drifting offshore when she’d been on holiday back home, except for the transparent gaping snout that extended from the front of its otherwise featureless head.
“What is it?” asked Sarah.
“A Mind-Reaver!” shouted Ruth. “Behind me, Sarah, Sula. You cannot fight this thing.”
“But the Flame—”
“Will have no effect on this scion of the Fallen One.”
Sula ignored her and struck at the creature with his sword. The weapon pierced the robe and sunk into the thing’s flesh, and lodged there. The creature continued to come forward, the sword driving deeper and deeper into its body. The weapon was not hindering it at all.
“By the Mother!” Sula swore, pulling the sword out and retreating into Mistress Ruth’s shadow, his face white and drawn.
The snout was twitching and writhing through the air as the creature walked towards them. Mistress Ruth raised her hands and let her fingers dance through the air as she uttered a chant.
“Ai’a Kel’a’Ka! A’aron Fel’ai’Ka! Ta’Aila’Ma! El’a’Ka!”
The creature stopped in its tracks and held up its tendrils, as if it were warding something off. Sarah watched the slimy limbs twisting and wriggling through the air. The sudden tension was broken by a blast of revolting air that knocked the three of them to the ground.
“No good,” Mistress Ruth breathed. “Too strong for me. It wove a counter-spell.”
Sarah was the first back on her feet. The Sword of Sighs lay in the grass, its blade of magical fire flickering. She grasped the hilt, looked at it, and then at the creature. Then she let the hilt go. Instead, she tore a strip of cloth from her tunic and wrapped it around her hand. As the creature extended a dripping tentacle towards Mistress Ruth, its snout stretching like a toothless mouth, Sarah snatched up a burning branch from the fire and thrust it into the creature’s robes. The material ignited and went up with a loud whoomph!
Sarah stepped back as the creature began to flail and stumble around the clearing, crashing into bushes and trees. Its tentacles wrinkled away to nothing as it dashed away into the darkness, trailing smoke and ripe fumes.
“You saved us all, Sarah,” Sula said.
She smiled at Mistress Ruth and Sula. “Magic didn’t work on it. It was ready for that. It wasn’t ready for some real fire. What did you say that thing was?”
“A Mind-Reaver,” said Mistress Ruth. “They are the Fallen One’s inquisitors. The snout you saw, they use them to feed upon the thoughts and memories of their victims. The pain turns people into mindless drones, emptier and more lost than the Fellfolk.” She shivered as she spoke.
“We must hurry on to Yrsyllor. If Mind-Reavers are abroad then the Fallen One must be intensifying His search for you. He would not waste a creation so valuable when Fellfolk and Fellhounds would do as well.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
They walked until dawn, careful to keep to the cover of trees and ditches. Open countryside, even at night, brought with it the risk of being spotted. And none of them knew how many of the local people were in league with the Fallen. Or how many had been turned against their will to His Shadow. Just as the sun was rising, there came a mighty crack of thunder and a coruscating flare of light, and colour washed from one horizon to another. Sula’s and Sarah’s hands flew to their sword hilts as the early morning sky was suddenly illuminated by a flickering vision of Mikka Wyrlsorn. It towered up to the heavens and strobing in all colours, it spoke with the voice of a mountain.
“Peoples of Atosha, Brindan, and Yrsyllor. I am Mikka Wyrlsorn, Lord and Keeper of the Northway. His Shadow has fallen over Highmount. The Fallen are victorious, the Queen-in-Waiting is my prisoner, and my armies march upon your gates as I speak. Let this be my first decree, those who do not kneel to the Fallen shall be destroyed. The Age of His Shadow has begun.”
With those words, the vision faded, melting into kaleidoscopic vapours that were gradually dispersed on the wind.





Chapter Fourteen
The three travellers came to Yrsyllor. It was a city of ghosts. The buildings and streets were decorated with the remnants of a festival. Lanterns that should have shone with coloured lights—tattered mock-ups of palaces, temples and towers—were scattered throughout the gutted city. White gardens where sculpted deer, swans and squirrels had once stood—all elegant and still, never drawing breath, never moving—were burned black.
The people of the city had been ready to play, to brighten the long dark nights of winter with laughter and joy, to lose themselves for a short time. But this year, no frozen rainbows would blaze against the night sky. Because something long buried had awoken and had sent its darkest servants to drive them from their homes. Yrsyllor was no longer the Shining City of the Three Kingdoms, but yet another ruin alongside Highmount. Her glistening spires, which once shimmered with all colours, had fallen. Life, laughter, and pleasure had vanished and what remained was an eerie, echoing shell overlooking the twists and turns of the Yrsynnyr River. And there were things floating in its waters.
More bodies, thought Sarah, more people I didn’t save.
A light rain began to fall as they entered, and the wind bit viciously at their faces as they crunched through the ashes and dust. It was growing late. There were few sounds left to disturb the air in Yrsyllor. It was a kingdom grown cold. Melancholy fingers stroked the strings of her heart as Sarah took in the scene before her. Ghosts of sapphire, emerald, amethyst and carmine were overwhelmed by the cold, the dark, and the emptiness, making Sarah want to run away and scream. But she did not run and scream. She kept on walking. She was here for something; they would not leave until Sula had found his mother alive, or at least some sign of her. Sarah missed her mom, now more than ever. She knew that if she didn’t help her mother then she would die. Sula’s mom could already be dead.
And it’s my fault.
Sula had gone on ahead to find his mother, and they would stay in this haunted city until they knew what had happened to her. Sarah was not from this world, and yet there was something here that had made her not want to go back home, somehow. Even when she did, she had been sent back. Was it in her heart? Was it A’aron and the sword? Something was acting upon her constantly, keeping her here in Seythe.
Something else I don’t understand, she thought, I wonder if I ever will.
It was something that woke her at strange hours of the night, when all others were asleep, making her sit upright, staring blankly into the night where there was nothing, but where something could be. Watching. Waiting. Patient and ancient. She felt it like a voice without words. She heard it speak to her through the twisting branches of the trees and from the darker cracks in the evening’s twilight. The voice was hungry, that was all; it told her so. Without its body, it was nothing but aches and hurt. It was something as lost and alone as she was. 
The feeling always evaporated with the first light of morning, leaving her alone and doubting the voice, the darkness, and the words it never spoke. But the more she tried to convince herself that nothing was there, the more she felt that something was.
So, here she was, far from home in a city of ghosts, wondering if she was hearing voices in the night. 
Maybe I am going crazy, she thought, maybe this is all some stupid nightmare and I’m going to wake up soon.
While they waited for Sula to return, Sarah told Mistress Ruth of the voice in the night.
“Mistress, what’s happening to me?”
“As the Flame grows stronger within you, so does A’aron. And you carry the Sword of Sighs, her Soul-Blade. She is becoming more a part of you than she was before. The longer you walk in Seythe, and the longer you carry the sword with you, the more you become like the Mother.”
“So, like a split personality?”
“If you like, and no, there is nothing I can do to help you in this. You must find the balance with the part of you that is A’aron. And be assured that she was a goddess as much as E’blis was a god. It will be hard on you to find the balance, but if you do not, A’aron may burn you away altogether and there will be no more Sarah Bean.”
“But, I thought she was light and good while E’blis was darkness and evil. Why would something good burn me away?”
“Didn’t Ossen tell you, child? These things are not so simple to divide up, much as simpler folk might like to think otherwise. Good and evil are both incredibly powerful things, so powerful that the essence of each can be overwhelming and destructive to the point where they seem alike.”
Mistress Ruth laid a mother’s arm around Sarah’s trembling shoulders. “I will help you as I can, dear. But some battles are for you alone and no one else. Here, take this ring. It has a slight charm upon it. It should help ease your nightmares and your pain.”
Sarah nodded without a word as Mistress Ruth slipped it onto her finger. She was so tired and empty inside.
I am alone, she thought. Even when I am with other people, I am alone.
Death whispered on the wind that blew through Yrsyllor, and Sarah shivered hard as it passed by. Another vision came to her, like the one she had seen in Highmount.
She saw a hallway of black ice and slippery snow, heard the sound of her shoes echoing back and forth. The ice of the hall was as smooth as glass and as polished as the finest mirror. She could see herself as ghosts in the ice, their outlines crustily pale, overlapping, blurring white, lit from within by the colours of festival lanterns buried inside the structure. She saw herself as a princess, a beggar, a thief, and a murderer, dabbled with traces of gore. So many people, reflections, aspects showing themselves in the mirrors, all with her face. Some were smiling, others sombre, none were at peace, none were at ease. Their eyes were coals of ice, and she saw a glimmer of something—something ancient and cruel. Something was going to happen to her. All of the people in the mirrors were smiling now, and their smiles were too long, too thin, and too wide.
What did it mean?
And where was Sula?
She was here because of Sula, though she never told him so. She saw how the light moved in his eyes and how its rhythm was different. The shine of it was alluring and subdued. There was no innate brightness to his gaze when it fell on her, but rather an intense persistence. It burned low and old, and it seemed to come from a place deeply buried in his soul. The light in his eyes drew her like a moth to a flame, and that was why she was here among the broken towers and fallen temples.
Sarah disturbed the silence by calling his name. 
The wind rose to a bluster, snatching the sound away, discarding it far off in the wintry darkness. She knew he would not answer, for he had gone off to search for his mother. But without voices the city felt too dead and empty. It needed to remember what it was once like before the Fallen came to its gates. With the night settling over it, Yrsyllor was changing; she could feel it. The cold was gnawing at her with bitter teeth. Above the doors of houses and taverns, the decorative faces carved as signs of welcome were no longer beatific. The spreading shadows made their smiles too long, too thin, and too wide. Their frozen marble eyes stared like dead things. Sarah’s heart beat tremors against her ribcage as she listened to the whistle of night winds about the place. It reminded her of when she had climbed the Fellhorn with black riders at her back. The moon was a lantern carved from ice, and its light no longer seemed natural but rather old and ancient. It stared down at her from a dismal place beyond the stars.
“It has a voice and it is hungry,” she said.
It was then that he came back out of the darkness that had settled over Yrsyllor, stroking his fingertips over the faces above the doors and kicking at the shards of lantern glass and at the torn festival silks strewn across the ground. Sarah wanted to run to him and hold him tight, but she stopped when she saw what was coming out of the shadows behind him. Their long robes slithered across the stone and the moist blue bulbs of their heads pulsated unsteadily. He was walking freely. He was not their prisoner. And he was smiling—a smile that was too long, too thin, and too wide.
A muttering issued from the Mind-Reavers clustered behind him. A name gargled out over and over again by the lungs of creatures that sounded like drowning men.
“Malllusss ... Malllusss ... Malllusss ... Malllusss ...”
Sarah shook her head hard, as if it to dispel the scene before her. The young man she had saved. 
This couldn’t be happening.
Tears stung her eyes, and she tried to summon the Flame.
It would not come.
She felt an intense cold instead, and it was originating from the ring Mistress Ruth had just placed on her finger. She tried to tear the ring off. She tugged hard at the band of silver, but it would not move. She tried to dig her nails in under it, but it would not allow her to. She bit at her knuckle, drawing blood, to try to ease the ring off. Nothing worked. The ring remained on her finger.
“You cannot remove that ring, Sarah,” said Mistress Ruth, getting to her feet. “The enchantment is mine and only I can break it.”
“Then, break it. Take it off me.”
“Why would I want to do that?”
The Flame, Sarah thought. I can burn it off.
She closed her eyes, breathed deep and concentrated, seeking the light in the dark. But there was only the dark, and the hungry voice within it. The Flame was not refusing her—it was not there.
“What have you done to me?”
“Nothing much. Just been close enough so the Master can whisper in your ear at night. Then, all I had to do was slip that ring on your finger.”
“No! You bitch, you used me!”
“So she did, A’aron,” said Sula. “As you and your daughters have so often used us. Gods and goddesses see us as mere toys and playthings. But now, the game is ours, and we choose His Shadow over Her Light.”
“But that wasn’t me. I’m not A’aron!”
“Weren’t you listening, dear?” asked Mistress Ruth. “You will be, one day soon. And the only way to stop that happening is to cut you off from Her and the Flame.”
“Sula, what’s going on?” Sarah refused to believe her companions were turning on her.
But Sula was smiling, and the smile was becoming too wide for his face. “I am not Sula, Sarah. I am the first and the last of my kind. You have seen my work upon the land of the Norn Valley and the Three Kingdoms. Soon, all shall worship me with their despair.”
Sarah watched him change. Black scales were erupting across his skin, his armour was splitting and falling away from a body that was growing serpentine and sinuous and colossal. The cracking of human bones became the grinding of great cinder blocks against each other, muscles and flesh stretching and reweaving into a shape that threw the moon into shadow. Sula shrieked as his throat reformed into something altogether different. Then, great black wings sprouted and spread out from his back, lashing Sarah with the wind they created. A barbed tail struck through the stone walls of a nearby building, making it sag, crumble, and then collapse. She had seen this thing before in the vision that had overcome her at Highmount.
“He is Malus,” said Mistress Ruth. “The last of the true Dragons.”
Sarah looked up at the creature that towered over her and met its baleful stare.
“But you can’t be.”
“I am Malus, O Flame. I am the last. I watched my kin burn because of you. And now, it is your turn to burn.”
“But you were human. You helped me. That night ... when you slept with me ... you held me so tight ... it felt so good.”
“Yes, I took human shape and form, and I spoke sweet words to you. I did all these things, O Flame. I did them because it was not enough for me to slay you. First, I had to hurt you. I wanted your heart to bleed, as mine bled when I saw all I loved slain. A few Fellhounds and a Mind-Reaver were a price worth paying to see you suffer more than mere death.”
Sarah wanted to speak but her eyes were wet and blurry and her throat was choking, tight and hard, on a sob. Her heart was hurting too.
I came here, to Yrsyllor, for him.
A streamer of smoke gushed from each of his nostrils.
“Come out, A’aron, out of this soft shell of a girl before I crack her open. You called us to war under the banner of Light and Flame long ago. We were slaughtered in your name. I gave my bones up to His Shadow. That which does not live can never die. I am of the Fallen. We are eternal. Now is your time to die.”
At these words, Malus reared up, a vision of bones and black, and let loose a torrent of fire.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah ran from the shape in the sky. 
Malus was playing with her. The flames he spat into the square missed her by mere inches. She knew she would not be so lucky the next time he had her cornered. For now, this was a chase, and one she could not hope to win. She could not out-distance such a creature, and she could not hope to bring him down without the Flame, even if she could control it enough.
She hid in one of the gardens. Deer, horses, antelope, and wolves glittered all around them as shuffling Mind-Reavers passed. The tentacles of the robed horrors were whispering and slashing through the air, hunting and seeking. They seemed blind enough, but Sarah was sure they had her scent, that they had tasted a little of her when she had cut her finger in trying to remove the ring. Then there was a creaking of weight around her, a crackling of hardened layers, and a growling. Sarah turned to see the garden come alive. Shaking off a pattering rain of ash and dust from their white hides, the creatures of the garden began to encircle them. The stone flanks of the awakened animals were still, set, and hard. Their eyes shone, chips of calcified ether. Diamond teeth were bared. Claws of adamantine and hooves of polished ebony struck the ground. Sarah blinked, breathless, in awe of the spectacle before her but unable to do anything about it as the ring on her finger continued to deny her the Flame. Grinding cries were followed by a shattering charge. A thunder of blows cracked the ground as the sculptures stampeded. They quickly passed her, smashing through the garden wall and hurling themselves into the street to bear down on the Mind-Reavers.
Sarah heard flesh and cloth tearing, along with a series of wet, guttural shrieks. Then, there was silence. Dust settled. When she looked out, the animals were all still, returned to frozen stone. The Mind-Reavers were punctured sacs covered by tattered robes. Gasping for breath she didn’t know she had been short of, Sarah crept away from the scene.
What had happened there? What had brought the animals to life?
There was no time to stick around and wonder. In the night sky, she could see Malus circling over the city, vast and more fearsome than any of the smaller forms she had seen trying to track her since Highmount. 
He would see her again soon enough.
Where can I go?
Sarah crept over to a grating in the street and drew the hilt of the Sword of Sighs from her belt. She used it to hammer at the corroded bars and the clashing of metal on metal sounded loud in the street. Chancing a look up, she saw Malus banking and turning in the sky. He was diving towards her.
She struck at the grating repeatedly.
She could hear the roaring of Malus as he approached.
Then, a final blow rewarded her with the creaking sound of old metal splintering. With one last glance at the gaping jaws opening above her, and at a gout of flame flickering across a barnacled tongue, Sarah jumped through the hole into the damp darkness below.
The sewer waters were foul and cold. The accrued detritus formed a silt on the bottom and let loose a ripe, rising stench as Sarah trudged through it. The tunnel was a tomb with no light to guide the way. She crossed through the blackness with her hands out, keeping the walls within reach of her trailing fingertips. Bones broke under foot. Softer clusters and clumps collapsed in on themselves, leaving a dire odour lingering in the air. Sarah’s progress was accompanied by the charnel house music of starving rats crying. Then, there was an inhuman hooning coming from behind. It came again. From not so far away came the sound of a great weight dragging itself along, scraping over the walls and sloshing through the rancid, boggy waters. Sarah ran for her life as the sound echoed out of the tunnels once again.
What the hell was that?





Chapter Fifteen
Mikka retired to his chambers. The mirror was there, as ever, shrouded for the moment by black cloth. But he could hear it calling to him, or rather he could hear the voice from beyond the mirror—the voice of his master, the fallen creator of men.
After drawing a breath and then pausing to pour himself a goblet of Brindan wine from a flagon, he approached the mirror. He swallowed the wine in one gulp, but it made no difference. He could still taste disease at the back of his mouth as he placed the goblet to one side and reached out to strip away the cloth. It made the sound of a slithering snake passing over old stone as it fell to the ground, revealing the way into sick and twisted darkness. At the back of his throat, the last dregs of the wine’s flavour evaporated. His eyes were tearing up and his forehead was breaking out in what felt like cold, thick oil.
He did not want to do this, but he had no choice. He was here because of His Shadow. He owed his fealty to the Black Lord Under the Mountain. But the more he did for the Fallen One and for E’blis, the more he wondered what awaited him. Mikka Wyrlsorn had not been bought by money or promises of power—such things did not interest him, although he enjoyed using and abusing them as much as any man. No, that was not why he had done what he had done.
Mikka wanted to know who he was.
He had never known where he came from. Who his father was. Who his mother was. He was found, decades ago, as a child wandering through a Nightland storm. He was taken in by one of the tribes that dwelled on its borders. He remembered the secrets they taught him: ones he wished he could forget. How to prepare the brains and blood of one’s enemies so as to divine the future. How to make dry jerky from the skin and flesh of the dead and the slain. In the Nightlands, nothing could be wasted, because nothing grew nor prospered there. Everything was used, and the dead were worn as garments and ornaments by the living.
At night, Mikka had terrible dreams. Dreams of the hills and mountains of the Nightlands where he carved the sigils of death, darkness, and the void into ancient worship-stones. The crying and wailing his tribe made as they prayed to the black snow and the storms. Hearing the torn-throat screams of those sacrificed: babies, the lame, old men, and old women. None were spared by His Shadow.
And that knowledge gave him the most fear as he gazed into the mirror before him. It shimmered and flickered from grey to black and then he saw through it into the inner sanctum of the Fallen One’s tomb. E’blis was waiting for him. He could feel the presence of the fallen Creator even now, before he stepped through the portal gate. He could hear his voice like the rustling of dead leaves, whispering in the language of mad and dying men. He wished he never had to feel that voice near him again. But there were questions Mikka wanted to ask, even though he feared the answers so much. Because none were spared, bargains were made and promises were broken by the Darkness that was Not Darkness. But Mikka had to know who he was, and so he would continue to serve until that day came.
He stepped through the mirror. Blackness burst open before him, forming around him, as cold as ever. Then it was swallowing all of the light, and the surface beneath his feet was crunching dust and tomb sand, no longer the polished marble floor of his chambers. The echoes of his footsteps in this space became oscillating booms that reverberated away and then bounced back to him.
There, in the sepulchral gloom, was the Fallen One’s idol, hunched and hooded on its throne of stone, seeming to creak and breathe as something too ancient to live might do. The darkness beneath the idol chuckled to itself like a long-buried body uttering its last breaths. Then, E’blis drew himself apart from the shadow and moved closer to Mikka.
“You come late to us, Mikka Wyrlsorn. What tidings do you bring?”
Licking his lips, Mikka spoke, his words stumbling out, frightened and quick.
“The Flame is in Yrsyllor. Two of the Fallen are with her. They have a ring with which to bind her and take away her power.”
“And then they will take her life?”
“Malus will do as he promised, I have no doubt.”
“Then you should learn to doubt, Mikka Wyrlsorn. You understand what will happen to you if you are no longer seen as worthy by His Shadow?”
“I do, O E’blis. I do.”
“Then be sure of those you have sent to extinguish the Flame. She carries power that was once equal to mine. A goddess is not easily cowed and destroyed. What else of the Three Kingdoms?”
“They are falling under His Shadow, O E’blis. Soon, they will be ready to receive Him. Those who do not resist are made Fellfolk. Those who resist become the playthings of the Drujja and Dionin.”
“Very well. You may return whence you came. When you are next summoned, we expect some token of the Flame to prove her extinction.”
“Some token?”
“A piece of her body, Mikka Wyrlsorn. An eye, her tongue, perhaps her heart. You may decide.”
Mikka swallowed hard, knowing what he would have to do. He was swaying like the windblown grass of the plains as he turned, feet unsteady, and moved towards the portal, leaving the lightless pit of E’blis and the Fallen One behind. As he crossed over, he felt darkness come rushing in around him, a darkness that chattered incessantly, rattling its bones and champing its teeth.
“Do not falter, Mikka Wyrlsorn. For you well know the price of failure.”





Chapter Sixteen
Sarah ran on into the sewers. There had to be miles of them below Yrsyllor.
I could be down here for weeks, she thought, but if I go back above ground, they will catch me for sure. Then I’ll never be able to save Momma. Guess I’ll have to find my way as best I can.
A dim glow up ahead seemed to be coming from the end of the tunnel. 
It could be daylight.
Sarah ran towards it. It grew brighter and brighter. It was coming towards her. Sarah sloshed to a halt and backed away. It reminded her of seeing the lamp of a lighthouse through the fog when she was very small. Standing on the cliffs, near enough to the precipice to feel the exhilarating pull of danger. Through crawling sea fog, she had seen it: the pulse of the lighthouse’s beacon. Then Momma had shouted and dragged her away from the edge, telling her not to be so stupid.
A similar exhilaration was coursing through her blood now as the glow deepened, growing more intense. A wave of sound boomed out and the tunnel shook and rained dust and debris down on Sarah. Low, then rising up high, the sound rolled on, a despondent, primal call. Its origin was a bulbous shape, coalescing out of the tunnel’s darkness and light. It was huge, slow and ponderous, filling the circumference of the tunnel, dragging its great weight over wood, metal, and brick with a dry, organic hiss. Loose stones fell from the tunnel’s roof, dislodged, spattering the creature as its bulk passed through. Its segmented, muscular hide glistened with countless shimmering cilia, and its head was a livid swelling. Raising up the throbbing bulge of its head and arching its body, the creature began to tremble from end to end, writhing in time to a strange internal rhythm.
The call Sarah had heard earlier sounded once more from the thing’s cystic nub of a head: a funereal echo that shook her to the core with its deafening vibrations. Then the creature fell silent, stopped trembling, and settled itself back into the sewer sludge.
Was it looking at her? Did it know she was there?
Sarah turned and ran before she found out.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah collapsed against a tunnel wall, wheezing hard, her face beetroot in colour. She had never run so hard, so far, and so fast in her life. Everything was hurting. Her temples pounded. Her calves were tight, the muscles aching so much she thought they were going to burst. She was truly lost in the sewer tunnels of Yrsyllor now, and it was as dark as it gets, except where those creatures cast their light. Sarah went on, though she couldn’t see where she was going. She wondered if those things were in some way related to the Mind-Reavers. If so, they could be hunting for her. 
She groped her way along the sewer walls until she felt a slight sloping and curving. She was going down, into the dark. She could not see. She was treading in things that she was glad she could not see. She felt thin bones crunch under her heel and heard a human moan. With a cry, Sarah jumped back. Then, crouching down, peering into the gloom, she saw that she had been treading on a human hand, and that its fingers were twitching. 
“Please, can you help me?” came a voice in the dark.
The words came from a ravaged throat. The old man was alive, but he should not have been. Flesh and muscle were missing and clean white bones showed through his wounds. His face was sticky and wet. His nose was gone.
“I will try. Can you tell me what happened here? What those things are?”
“Yes. I can. The Fallen came. I was sheltering in the crypt of my Prayer-House with the children; I was looking after them, trying to save them. The Dragon came and tore apart the Prayer-House. The light of his fire, it was terrible, a ghost light that burned so cold. It burned through everything. I heard them screaming, the children. Every one of them—screaming and screaming. I couldn’t do anything. I was alone. They were gone, and I was found alive. They came after me, these vile things. They ate me. Swallowed me. I burned again. Then, they left me here. Help me, please. You must.” His words drowned beneath a thick gurgle of coughs that wracked his entire body. 
Sarah reached out to the man. “What do you want me to do?” she asked, although she already knew the answer.
“Please ... kill me ... please ...”
The man slumped over, coughing and hacking once more.
“Please, do you know what these things are? How I can get by them?”
The old priest’s voice became distant and weak as he spoke. “The Book of Ka’aron says they have no name. They are the Great Larvae, guardians of the deep. They consume you, and then they excrete you whole, leaving you as I am now, to drown in the juices of your own decomposition. Then they consume you again ... and again ... and again. Never digesting you enough to kill you, keeping your mind alive while your body rots around you. They will come back for me soon. Please, kill me. Save me from this fate.”
Sarah said, “I’m sorry. I can’t. I have nothing to kill you with.”
“Please ... my neck is weak already ... it will snap like a twig.”
Sarah got to her feet and felt the ring biting into her finger. If she had the Flame, she might be able to do something for this man, heal him as she had healed Sula, perhaps.
If I did heal him, she thought. He was Malus all along.
But she could not do that now.
I couldn’t kill that boy.
Sarah walked away from the priest into the dark ahead, swallowing tears, biting her lip as she listened to his cries begging her for mercy.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I’m so, so sorry.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
She followed the cavernous coils of the sewers, passing others who were like the priest. Lying where the larvae had left them, they writhed in acidic waste and screamed as the flesh came undone from their bones. All of them listened in fear for the hooning of approaching larvae, the dreadful summons of the nameless things, calling their brothers to feast again on human minds and bodies. The damned people of Yrsyllor begged Sarah for help; pawing at the air, weeping entreating tears, and she wept because she could give them none.
The air soon grew humid and stale. Sarah’s clothes stuck to her and she tugged her collar away from her throat every minute. It made little difference to comfort, as she was already slathered in sweat and grime. She did not know how long she had been trudging through the sewers, or how far she was from the surface or from a way out. The nature of the tunnels around her seemed to be changing. Stone and mortar were giving way to layers of knotty, fibrous tissue, which were in turn broken up by numerous cocoons of the same tissue binding the bodies of men and women into place. Now Sarah understood why the city above had been so empty and where all of the people had gone to. They had tried to escape through the sewers, but instead walked straight into the larder of the Great Larvae. Occasionally, eyes peered out at her from the cocoons. Hands and feet struggled against the hard shells that bound them. If she’d had the Flame, Sarah was sure she could have burned the cocoons away and saved them, but without it she was a little girl with a sword hilt and nothing more. Sarah made slits of her eyes as she went onwards, trying to ignore what was around her. If she died here, trying to free these people, what good would that do?
How can saving them all be down to me, she thought, just one person?
The living, breathing tableau she was navigating reminded her of a famous painting she had once seen. It showed Lucifer, brilliant and vile, his arm out-thrust, receiving the screaming, never-ending tumble of the damned into Hell. Sarah felt the suffering of the people of Yrsyllor and was unable to do a thing for them. Every step she took was a faltering one. She had no more tears to shed. Her nerves were numb. Her heart was dead.
It was then that she heard it approaching. 
One of the larvae, its cry making the tunnel’s skin ripple and quake. The ground shook from the undulations of its body. Sarah pressed herself into a space between two of the cocoons to hide. She felt the skin that coated the wall sigh and pucker under her weight. The sound made her stomach turn over. She felt the skin crackling as she sank into it. To feel stone bracing her would have been reassuring, to know that the world, as it had been, was still there—underneath. She took hold of the ring on her finger, feeling the metal growing hot and then cold as the larva came closer and closer. It let out its carrion call so near to her that she felt a bead of blood running out of her nose. The echo of the bellow vibrated through her skull, making it feel as frail as an eggshell. 
Then it stopped.
As the deafening sound died away, Sarah felt the ring around her finger giving an answering vibration. That was how they were hunting her. Sarah dug her fingernails into the skin and knuckle around the ring. It was not moving. It stayed put. The larva pushed itself towards her. She could not stay here. Once again, she would have to run. And, as she ran, she heard voices coming from the cocoons, creating echoes that resounded with the cries of the pursuing larva.
“She is here! She is here! She is here! The Living Flame is here!”
They were hoping that their betrayal of her would earn them some respite, no doubt.
She came to a gate. It was locked and barred, a rusty, cross-hatched grille with ancient chains looping through it. She leant against it, pushing it, trying to open it. No good. Whatever was coming from behind was getting closer. Her teeth grinding, she shook it hard back and forth. Back and forth. Her sweat became as sticky as plaster. The old chains banged and banged but did not give way. Then, with a shriek, a rusty gasping, the chains burst and dissolved into grains. The gate cracked against the walls as Sarah flung it open. The damp dragging, the wet wallowing was so close now. Sarah peered ahead into the tunnel beyond the gate. The air was seamed with rust. The arches overhead were picked out in hues of a sickly green. Flotsam and jetsam, crusted over with carbon, occupied the space. Vermin crept and crawled about. For a moment, she turned back to face the thing as it arose from the waters, blind, seeping slime from its crusty hide studded with the skulls of dead men. Sarah dived through the gate and slammed it back into place. The great, wheezing bulk heaved towards her, pushing itself up against the gate. It extruded its slippery, finger-like cilia through the gaps in the gate’s grille to grasp at her with glistening barbed tips. 
Sarah backed away into the darkness of the sewer, now pursued only by the melancholy hooning of the creature on the other side of the gate. She started walking. The only way now was ahead. She could feel it. 
She would find the Sceptre of Storms, bring it back, and save her mom.





Chapter Seventeen
“What news do you bring me, O Malus?”
Mikka Wyrlsorn sat on the throne, inspecting the beings before him. Malus stood there in his lean, pale-skinned human form, now dressed in silk robes of silver and obsidian. Beside him stood Mistress Ruth, tired and ruddy-faced, with a cluster of Mind-Reavers behind her.
“The Flame is gone at the hands of Mistress Ruth, O Hand.”
“What do you mean?”
“An enchanted ring severs the child from A’aron’s soul and power. She is no longer a threat. She is lost in the wilds of Yrsyllor and has no more friends left to counsel her.”
“She is still free and alive,” whispered Mikka.
Malus nodded, as Mistress Ruth spoke. “I did as the Black Lord bid me. I bound her powers. He promised me my daughter’s spirit in return.”
“And he lied, Mistress,” said Mikka, “as he has lied to many before binding them to his service. You were deep in the counsel of the Wayfarers and Ossen One-Eye. You have much to tell us of the Flame and what is to come.”
“But I did as I was asked. I deserve no punishment.”
“Then where is the Flame, woman? Why is she not here? Why did she not keel over and die the moment you bound her finger with that ring?”
“Because ... I could not do it.”
“Then, you have done naught to appease me, or Him. You will be given over into the care of the Mind-Reavers.”
“O Hand ...”
“You will tell us all you know of the Flame. Where she is going, and what she seeks. Then, after you have told the Mind-Reavers all you know, perhaps, I will allow you to die.”





Chapter Eighteen
The chill wind made Sarah gasp as she made her way along the thin dirt road. The sewers had opened out just above the waterline of the Yrrsyrrn River. The grey light of a winter dawn finally showed her the way. She was soaked and smelled awful as she plodded along the road, but she knew that one advantage of her state was that no one would suspect her to be more than a tramp or a refugee. The road she trudged along was, in point of fact, barely a road, just a grubby cleft cut through the heavy grass. The day remained as grey as its dawn. Sarah had walked through the night. She was far from home, alone and nowhere near where she wanted to be. Animals roamed by, rustling the grass with their passage. The few trees were bereft of leaves, their dried limbs twisted in ways painful to her eyes. Her legs were throbbing, and her feet were sore.
As she was passing a dead tree, she heard a strange rattling from its branches. Her tired muscles tensed, fibres pulling hard like wires under her flesh. She checked the hilt at her belt, ensuring it was ready to be unsheathed if she needed it. Even without the fiery blade, it was better than nothing. Sweat gathered on her brow and under her arms, and her skin felt everything. The rub of sewage-soaked cloth. The motion of the air. The damp leather of her boots. She approached the tree cautiously. 
It hit her in the face. 
Sarah swiped at it, batting it away with her hand. Shouting out. 
It was a dangling doll made from wood and bones, an ugly thing with little knots of bamboo string fastening the swaying joints together. It was carved intricately, making her think of an insect of some kind, like a bug on its hind legs. The rattling it made was less that of a toy and more like a cockroach’s plates grating against one another. She snatched at it. It swung away, out of reach. Sarah stepped forward, grabbing again. Again, it got away. All the while it rattled. All the while, it scraped and grated on itself. On her nerves. She licked sweat from her lips.
“Come here, you.”
The thing was dancing as it swung. Mockery’s sick motions. The play of afternoon shadows on the splintered knuckle-bone of its head became sure features; a face hollow with laughter and hateful with empty glee. 
Sarah took it down. She stamped it into dust and pulp. The vines it had hung from swung, dripping like severed arteries. Her blood slowing, Sarah caught her breath. She looked around and looked down, wondering what that thing had been. Something alive? Dead? In-between? 
Am I seeing things? Going crazy?
She didn’t like the way this world was changing, or the way the branches of the trees and grass sounded like they were laughing at her when they brushed and rattled together.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The day dragged on towards its end until Sarah saw a hillock crowned by igneous stones. A welcome sight, for it was the only shelter hereabouts she could see. She was tired and thirsty, but she guessed that sleep was the only succour she was going to have tonight.
“I’ll bed down there,” she said. “The wind won’t be as wicked with those stones about.”
But at the heart of the gathered stones was a sight she did not expect. A caravan, broken down, its brightly painted wheels shattered and collapsed. The soot of a campfire left a dirty, blackened clump near its rear axle. There was no sign of horses, alive or dead, which should have pulled such an antique contraption. The ground nearby was nowhere disturbed by tracks, human or animal. Sarah felt her heart beating uncomfortably in her chest. The paint on the caravan’s sides was peeling, sloughing off in skin-like reams, the merry colours mostly faded to a sepia brown. 
Her feet took her towards the caravan, as much as she was unnerved by it. Perhaps, it was all the walking. She could not stay still now, she was in too much a state of being driven onward, onward, onward. The door of the caravan formed an open black rectangle. Her fingers grasped the crumbling frame as she pulled herself up into the interior. It smelt bad—ripe. The damp soles of her boots crunched on scattered shapes and forms. Slowly, steadily, her eyes adjusted to the gloom, drawing details from what, at first, seemed a colourless, blank emptiness. Decorated cloths hung over surfaces, primary-coloured cupboards, collections of exotic knick-knacks and pagan bric-a-brac  were all items she had expected to find.
But in the corner, there sat a corpse.
Sarah did not scream. She did not run. She walked towards it, marvelling at the walnut wrinkles of its face, at skin shrunken so tight over the skull that there were tears in it that revealed the bleached white of the bone. Its fingers, withered sticks, were clasping something, were fiercely wound around a bulbous shape that nestled in the hole where the corpse’s stomach should have been. For a moment, she thought it was a dead child, but then she saw it for what it was: a mandrake root.
The toe of her boot shifted an object on the floor. She heard it rustle. Kneeling, she placed her hands upon the weathered leather of a book. Gingerly cradling its fibrous form in her hands, she found herself opening it, turning the pages, reading the last words of the dead man resting before her.
 
XVII
’Tis true what the legends say. So poor and hungry for so long, I have at last found my fortune. I was at the gallows crossroad this evening and beheld the latest victim of a Shadow-hunt. Hanging by his broken neck, his tongue thrust out, purple and black veins staining his face, turning it daemonic shades. The hounded soul had been executed unjustly for imagined crimes. Bare naked he was, a further humiliation to add to his ample sorrows, no doubt. As I briefly mourned and made the sign of the Flame o’er him, I espied a bless’d miracle. Sprouting from the soil beneath his swinging feet, a mandrake root, spawning itself from the fallen blood-seeds of this hanged man. Tears hurried down my cheeks and I sucked at my lips, kissing myself, for I had no one to share my joy with. I tore the thing from the earth, and I locked it in one of the caravan’s cupboards. To feast on the meat of such a magical thing, how sweet. I shall make a soup of it, boil it into a broth, maybe roast it. A bellyful of magic, a reward I am well due.
 
XXIII
Oh, the horror of it all. I have been so foolish. Poverty and starvation made me desperate. The thing is killing me, that blasted mandrake root. I chopped it up and I ate well that night, all those weeks ago. The hunger abated, but that which awaited was so much the worse. Ever since my feast, I have suffered the most nauseating of stomach aches. Acid burning hot, night and day, in my gullet. Meals not digesting themselves. Water coming back up. Tonight, I can feel it kicking, clawing away and biting at the delicate layers of my insides. It has put itself back together inside me somehow, the cruel monstrosity, it means to eat its way out of me. It has the spirit of the hanged man in it. That poor creature strung up for being thought of as Fellfolk or Fellspawn.
Oh, what I am to do? 
 
Outside the caravan, evening was closing in. Sarah stepped away from the dead man and the cause of his death, her eyes never leaving the infantile weight clasped to the hollowed-out breast by those crumpled arms. She could feel her skin alive, sensitive and tingling, under her clothes, as if it were waiting for that newborn root to react, to see her, to come scrabbling from its victim’s embrace. But the root did not move. It did not tremble. It did not twitch. Sarah was standing on the grass, wiping away dust that had settled on her. She walked toward the remains of the old campfire. Sarah picked up the sticks that were not yet charcoal and began to rub them together. As much as she now loathed the idea of sleeping here, she knew that trying to carry on without a night’s sleep would be a big mistake.
It was then that Sarah heard sounds from outside the circle of stones. The noises continued for a few minutes, but then stopped. Silence. Sarah sat and waited, her fingers, aching. Gone, whatever they were, she thought. But she had a bad feeling about what had just happened. Once could be a coincidence, but twice? It meant that something was following, probably more than one, by the sounds that had been made.
At first, she had thought the crackling she heard was the sound of her boots on the old campfire’s detritus. But when she stood up and was still, she knew it was not so. Two nocturnal eyes stared out at her from the darkness outside the stones. The mean intelligence in them was scalding, burning her. She recognised them.
What are Molloi doing here? So far from the Mountains of Mourning?
She watched as more of them appeared outside the circle of stones. They were stooped and deformed, just as she remembered them, almost the kindred of the mandrake root. Their hair was stained with tribal daubs of blue, red, and yellow above knotty limbs and unfinished faces and flesh that was as tough and undistinguished as the bark of old trees. Their primate mouths moved hungrily as they shambled into the circle. Sarah grabbed for the hilt at her belt, but their hands were already upon her, holding her tight. She could smell them; they stank worse than she did. So many of them. So many of their bright, shining eyes burning her as a witch might be burned at the stake.
Somewhere in the lands around Yrsyllor, a lost soul cried out in the night and then was silent.





Chapter Nineteen
Throughout the Three Kingdoms came the armies of the Fallen. They stormed into towns and villages at nightfall, Fellfolk led by Phages, all enticed into the service of His Shadow by promises of blood, slaughter, and torture. A whisper on the wind told the people that the enemy would show them no mercy, and so they surrendered, thinking it would do them good. Hunched in the shadows of their homes, they listened to boots kicking in fragile doors, the barking of Fellhounds chasing down livestock, and the shouting of neighbours dragged from their hiding places. Ornaments were smashed and heirlooms stolen.
Wise men and councillors stuffed the pages of precious magic books and messages from the royal courts into their mouths, swallowing them, lest they fall into the hands of His dark sorcerers. Demons and ghouls strode through streets, dragging nobles and common-folk alike by chains of black, crusty metal. Some were beaten until their muscles were numb, and others until they went into seizure. Cages were erected along the battlements of the great cities. Into these iron-barred boxes, men and women were thrown, naked—a shame in itself. Their ankles were shackled to stone pillories and their Phage guards emptied buckets of slop and acid water onto the captives. But even as His Shadow spread, a song became known throughout the conquered lands.
 
We are the forsaken, and we understand,
Our home is a prison, and we have no hearth,
We stand as lonely exiles from our Mother’s heart,
With His sword at our throats, and none in our hands,
We still burn to be free, and to set free our land.
 
Those caught repeating the song were set upon with whips by Phages, or were sent to the cages. Many spent days and nights snatching hours of sleep between the constant caterwauling of those who were being tortured and punished. But still the song was heard. Still it passed on from village to village, town to town, and tavern to tavern. It was a seed fallen to earth in a forest, and only those who had lived through times of war knew what it might grow into.





Chapter Twenty
The torture chamber of Highmount was a place rarely used under the rule of King Ferra. But now, the rusted sconces were lit and bathed the flagstones in an uninviting red. An iron maiden rested against the wall, its carapace hanging open to reveal the serrated teeth set into its interior. Hooks dangled from the walls and ceiling, the lengths of rope that trailed through them, although loose for now, soon to be tightened by the weight of a body fastened to the end. An ornate iron chair sat in one corner with a mound of cooling embers and ashes beneath its polished brass seat. The centrepiece of the chamber, however, was the rack—and it was to this that the Fellfolk had fastened Mistress Ruth. Her wrists were tightly bound together, as were her bare ankles. She tried to steady her breathing as the Fellfolk shambled away and she saw Mikka descending the stairs with Jedda and two Mind-Reavers attending him. Mikka approached Mistress Ruth, and ran his fingers through her hair. “You know if you tell me everything you know of the Wayfarers and the Flame, you can save yourself a great deal of pain, Mistress.”
Mistress Ruth turned her head away from him. “I was promised the spirit of my daughter would be set free from His Shadow. I will tell you nothing.”
“Very well. Before the Reavers attend to you in their own particular way, I think we should have some entertainment at your expense. You had such a long and tiring journey to come here, it would only be courteous of me to offer you a drink of water. Jedda, hold her for me.”
Mikka snapped his fingers. Blank-eyed, Jedda gripped Mistress Ruth’s chin with an icy touch as Mikka raised a clay flagon and began to pour its contents into the Herb-Sister’s open mouth. She spat, gagged and gurgled as the tepid water went in. When the flagon was empty, Mikka handed it to one of the Fellfolk. “Refill this, quickly.”
Turning back to a gasping Mistress Ruth, he said, “Now, let’s introduce something else, shall we?”
Again, he snapped his fingers and two more Fellfolk shuffled into view. Craning her neck, Mistress Ruth could see that one carried a small wooden bucket and the other was jerking a scraggly mountain goat along on a length of rope. 
Mistress Ruth looked up at the unmoving figure of Jedda and said, “Daughter of Ferra, it is not too late to stop this madness. You are the rightful heir to the throne. You can do something. The people will heed you.”
“Quiet!” said Mikka, leaning in close enough that Mistress Ruth could smell the rotten ham and cheese on his breath. “She fell under His Shadow of her own free will. She serves Him now and forever, old witch. Now, let us continue.”
Mistress Ruth shouted out as the contents of the wooden bucket were emptied over her bare feet. It felt like tepid water, but she caught the smell of salt in the air.
“That’s brine,” she said, looking at Mikka.
“Indeed it is. Now, bring the goat to its meal.”
The Fellfolk soldier tugged the animal over until Mistress Ruth could feel its muzzle brushing against the soles of her feet. Then she felt its tongue, like rough, wet sandpaper. She opened her mouth to cry out, but her words were drowned by Mikka pouring more bitter water from the flagon down her throat. Coughing and spluttering, she tried to catch her breath, but then there was the sensation of the goat’s tongue on her toes again, and as she cried out again, more of the flagon’s foul water pouring into her mouth. It went on until her stomach ached and her throat hurt. Soon, her feet were sore from the constant raking of the goat’s tongue as it lapped at the brine. 
And so the game went on, with Mistress Ruth crying out for Mikka’s pleasure, and Jedda standing by as impassively as the Fellfolk, or so it seemed. Mikka did not notice the single tear that gathered and fell from Jedda’s eye as she listened to Mistress Ruth’s gurgles and cries.





Chapter Twenty-One
Oh, how it hurt.
In fantasies and dreams, great men and women took their tortures before shrugging them off to rise up and smite their foe. But that was not how it was to be for Mistress Ruth, nor any of the others who were left in the care of the Reavers. She was shackled to one of three iron chairs in a small, windowless chamber, with Venna on the left and Ianna on the right.
“What are they going to do to us?” asked the Queen-in-Waiting.
This was monstrous, thought Mistress Ruth, to leave a child here to suffer like this.
“We’re going to sleep, my dear,” said Mistress Ruth. “Don’t you worry. You might have some bad dreams, but you’re going to sleep. That’s all.”
Venna nodded and Mistress Ruth saw she was trying to suppress a shiver.
Brave child. Blood of your father, she thought.
Ianna was sobbing and wailing, thrashing against the iron manacles that held her in place. She turned her red-rimmed eyes on Mistress Ruth.
“Why lie to the child?” she said. “You probably know the truth better than I. These things are Mind-Reavers. They will suck on our brains like leeches until every thought and memory we have ever had is lost. We will be duller and more empty than the worst of the Fellfolk.”
Ianna went back to weeping and struggling. Mistress Ruth wished she could strike her for what she had said in front of Venna.
“Is it true what Ianna said?” 
Mistress Ruth turned her eyes to the girl and found herself biting back tears. Venna was far too young to be left to this fate.
“Be strong, and try to hold onto something,” Mistress Ruth said. “Don’t let them take everything away from you.”
“I won’t.”
The doors opened, and three Reavers strode in, swaying and seeming to drift across the floor. They came around behind the chairs and each of the captives gasped as they felt tentacles grasping their shoulders hard. Then, it began: a cold, sticky sensation as the Reavers’ snouts were lowered over the backs of the chairs, enveloping the heads of the three prisoners like translucent hoods. Mistress Ruth breathed in hard, and her mouth filled with a rank jelly.
Then, there was the pain. And there was nothing more to do but grimly hold on. In her mind, Mistress Ruth saw herself scrabbling with her fingertips to clutch some inner ledge, hearing the sucking sounds from the abyss over which she hung.
Fall into that, she thought, and you are gone for good. You can sink in that stuff forever.
Faces—she could see faces, dipping in and out of the dark. They were malformed lumps that might have been people she knew. Sarah. Woran. Jedda. Mikka. Ossen!
... my dear Ossen ...
Doors crashed open and screamed. Windows wept. Walls wailed and trickled with blood and water. Then the words of the Reavers cut through her senses like cosmic lightning. 
“We know you are a consort of the Wayfarers. We must be told everything. You must admit to us who they are. We must know the truth of the Flame—all she is and will be.”
The room, the iron chairs, the blinding wet-blue light coming from the Reaver’s flesh over her face. The horrible, glaring ochre eyes nestled in a black-cowled skull. 
E’blis!
He could see her. He was watching this through the Mind-Reavers.
Oh, Mother, save me!
Mistress Ruth felt her mouth wrenched open and frothing, foul water being poured down her throat. She was swallowing and gagging on it, her stomach fat and overly full, worse than it had been. The Reaver was tapping into her memory of Mikka’s sick little game, intensifying the sensations, making everything sharper and harder. Her body remembered, with a shiver, the feeling that came next: the goat’s tongue. She felt it touching the soles of her feet, dragging slowly over them, and as she screamed, she felt her fingers lose their grip on that ledge over the abyss in her mind. She fell. She was sucked down into it.
“No one is tough enough. No one is strong enough to resist us. You will speak.”
She was lost. 
She saw stars, suns, and burning universes, screaming nebulas, her own body blossoming in a crucified radiance, eager to burst with fire and light. Then, there was whiteness and loss, the dying of thoughts, the dismal spaces where memories had once been. Her eyes were aching with tears as it all bled away, and she breathed what she hoped would be her last breath. Then she awakened to the blackness of a cell, to the same sad walls as the others who had been in those chairs. 
What were their names? What is my name? 
The questions went on and on forever through the corridors of her mind, finding no answers. None.
Oh, how it hurt, to lose all those years.





Chapter Twenty-Two
The cell was quiet, as were the figures resting upon the bench within it. With milky-white eyes and pinched, shrunken faces, Venna, Ianna and Mistress Ruth stared into a distance only they could see. The only signs of life were the halting breaths they drew from the musty air of the cell.
The cell door opened and the Fellfolk guard stood aside for Mikka and Jedda. Mikka approached each of the Reavers’ victims, took them by the chin and snapped his fingers in their faces before giving each cheek a light slap.
“Completely gone,” he said. “We have everything we need to know from them, and they will be no threat in future.”
“Will ... they ... live?” asked Jedda, her words sounding dry and awkward, as if she were learning how to speak again.
“I should think so,” said Mikka, “as long as I remember to have the guards keep bringing them bread and water.”
Jedda stepped towards Venna and reached out a pale finger to her sister’s cheek. She stroked the tip of her finger up and down it. “Venna ...”
Mikka looked at Jedda and then at Venna. “I will make sure this one is kept alive for you. Never fear.”
Inasmuch as she is alive, Mikka thought, after what the Reavers have done to her mind.
“I would like ... to stay ...  for a while,” said Jedda.
Mikka glanced again at her and Venna, then he walked out of the cell and took the Fellfolk guard to one side. “Listen to what is said, if anything, and report it to me.”
Mikka left with his own mind ill at ease at leaving Jedda alone, but he could feel the familiar scratching inside his skull that meant he was being summoned by E’blis. 
As it happened, there was nothing for the guard to report to Mikka Wyrlsorn. Jedda stayed in the cell for some time, and the only sound that came from it was a long and forlorn weeping.





Chapter Twenty-Three
Winter settled over Seythe completely, hardening the earth and darkening the skies. The winds became bitter as the rivers and canals of Yrsyllor froze over. Frost crusted the grass in the morning and snow fell in gusts and storms that hid the most unsightly slaughters of the Fallen from view, for a time.
The village was a quiet place with narrow dirt roads, and each house was a thatched cube of mud and clay. Plain on the outside, the houses were decorated inside with crude handmade keepsakes and roughly woven hangings.
Morning market was setting up, and villagers would smell it before they saw it: raw squid, chicken, and rat-meat mingling with frying fish-salt and sugary odours. The stalls of the market buckled under the weight of goods stored upon them. Soon, there would be the sound of many voices chattering, haggling, and laughing. The people of Seythe exuded a strange sense of belonging, of being rooted in this earth. That was why they stayed, despite the threat of His Shadow so close at hand. That was why they continued their everyday lives. They had accepted the war, factored it into their existence without pausing for thought, in the same way that one accepts the weather changing or the death of the seasons. They had once been Molloi, but now they were something different, and they called themselves Cham.
Sarah’s breakfast was a hearty one of baked buttercakes, bacon, and fried fish-eggs, still sizzling and spitting. She guzzled it down without ceremony before walking to the canal side to watch the fishing boats rocking gently on their way. Nets shivered in the waters, staked in place by wooden spears driven deep into the silt.
The Cham had taken her in that night, at the circle of stones. She had thought they were attacking her, but they had only wanted to stop her from screaming and bringing Fellfolk and Phages down on all of them. If the Fellfolk had captured her alone, she would have been tortured to death for the entertainment of a Phage sergeant. She well remembered her last encounter with the iron-clad half-men in Grah’na and shivered at the thought of meeting them again. The Cham had saved her life. There was little else that could show how different they were from the Molloi.
Wandering on, Sarah came to the village square where the Cham’Mara, the village matriarch, was making a sign over a crumpled corpse that had been brought in on a stretcher. The body was a rag doll of torn cloth and meat. Sarah felt the breakfast in her stomach churn over. Another body sacrificed on the altar of war, by the look of things. A cloud passed over the face of the sun, turning the Cham around her into momentary stains of shadow.
Sarah saw him die. His eyes clear as could be. Accused by a Phage that led a Fellfolk patrol. He was unlucky; chosen to be an example. A scapegoat. Facing his executioners, he had the bearing of a proud rebel, even though he was not one. Wanting to face death and look it in the eye. None of his executioners faltered. Fellfolk kill. They don’t pause for conscience. They don’t get upset. They don’t possess hearts capable of missing a beat. The arrow found its mark in his heart. The Cham boy was falling backwards. Sarah felt and saw every slow moment. Life in collapse, ending with a thump in the dust, a gout of dirt, and sand settling in his uncut hair. His eyes bulging. The arrow had hit him harder than he thought it would.

That was his last thought and memory.
Brave dead boy.
A little hero.
When the sun came out again, Sarah saw the flowers: delicate pale petals peeking from the bindings of the dead boy’s belt. Tucked tight in there. A keepsake from a sweetheart. A valentine. No one had ever meant that much to her, not yet. This Cham boy, who would have been thought repulsive and ugly anywhere else, had found the good stuff somewhere in some girl’s heart.
And The Fallen One had brought an end to that future.
Sarah remembered looking into Woran’s possessed eyes, seeing the dead, red glow of the Fallen One there and promising to kill Him.
Maybe I will, she thought, one day. But first, I have to save Mom.
She walked on to the Hut of Remembering.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Cham village, Cham’Rang, was a collection of thatched wattle-and-daub huts all clustered close together like a family around the fishing canals. The Cham were once Molloi, but they knew how the world worked, how its axis spun, and the ever-changing yet ever-constant mood of humans. They knew that they were only a few, and because of what they had once been, they were hated and reviled. None would mourn their deaths under His Shadow. Knowing this, they kept themselves close together and away from the humans of Yrsyllor. Farming their little land, fishing their canals, and carefully breeding their cattle and donkeys. Just enough for food, enough for trade. Familial love was their brightest coin, and none could trade them for a price higher than this. The history of the Cham was spoken, never written down, except for a few rare and precious manuscripts on aged paper so delicate they would dissolve into dust if handled too often.
Sitting cross-legged in his hut, Cham Sinh read the manuscripts, not touching them, letting one of the children trained as his apprentices place a fragment before him so he could peruse it at his leisure. Then another child would come forward and replace the fragment with another. Though Cham Sinh was not so old himself—in human years, he would have been a teenage boy of seventeen—he was as squat and coarse in his appearance as all Cham were, with the blue and red of youth painted into his rough hair.
Sarah entered the hut and made a sign of welcome and greeting to Sinh and the other children. It was a weird feature of the Cham, Sarah thought, that the keepers of their knowledge and wisdom were not the elders of the village but rather the children. They were entrusted with these manuscripts, the most precious things in the village, and not one of them was spoiled or torn by mishandling or clumsiness.
Not as they would be if a young child back home had been given these old pieces of paper to play with, Sarah thought. 
The children carried each worn fragment reverentially on the flats of their palms. Their faces were composed and venerate, watching Sinh as he leaned over to read them. They were so watchful of how he treated the sacred writings, even though he was their senior. Sarah’s eyes had hurt from the strain of reading the faded charcoal strokes in the candlelit hut, but the manuscripts could not be taken out into the light; the elements would bleach the paper and wear it away to nothing in a very short time. Sarah came to better understand the Cham as she read their history. How they had saved and preserved the last remnants of the civilisation that had inhabited the cities within the Mountains of Mourning, before the war of the Iron Gods. Their mythology was only hinted at in the texts because it was thought there was too much danger in setting it down in plain words, in making the intangible tangible, the dreamed and imagined into something real. What little she grasped, though, told her that she needed the Cham’s help if she was to go on with her journey. One scrap of preserved parchment read:
 
There is an isle, far away to the east and then to the south, where we all came from, where the sea speaks softly, no matter the mood of the winds. It is a place where those who walk in this world can meet with the sleeping and the dead. Secrets are writ in the curves of its caverns and its sands often walked upon by the shades of the once-living. We are to be poor in this life because of what came to pass in the halls of stone. We were once dead yet dreaming, and at peace with the other worlds. We left the other worlds through the caves that are the way to dreams of red, blue, yellow, grey, white and blackest night. There are no lights there, for dreams cannot abide the silver of dawn nor the wakeful beauty of any other flame. One day, when we have walked enough in this world, poor and unwanted, we will go back there to the isle, to the crystal caves, to be dead and to dream again. Until that day comes, we must walk alone here and fear others for they may bring into this world a great shadow and then there will be no more dreams, no more life, no more worlds and nothing to come after.
 
Among the manuscripts were other flaking parchment pieces that were illustrated with finely scratched drawings. Each of the images, when looked at in the dim light of the hut, took on a disturbing character. Seen in the forbidden light of day, Sarah was certain they would not have disturbed her so. One was of two figures: a lean monkish mummy kneeling before another being with the outstretched bones of its hands showing. The other was an insect of some kind, seeming to possess the qualities of a spider, a fly and a centipede, and peering down at the kneeling figure.
Another illustration was of a mound of ugly matter surmounted by a bulbous skull. The body of the beast was an overweight slug with thin, wormy feelers trailing from it. Sarah put the parchment down when the lines appeared to move by themselves.
Must be the candlelight, she thought, the flickering of the flame, that’s all.
The last parchment piece was covered by scrawls. It was a mess, as if the artist had been suddenly possessed by a small, untaught child. Charcoal lines crosshatched smears of worked-in blackness. Small shards were shaped by the blackness—hundreds of them, minute, maybe thousands. Sarah thought they looked like teeth, lots and lots of teeth, small vicious galaxies of them. When she had stared at that piece of parchment for too long, the candle had suddenly gone out and the lightless air of the hut, suddenly dark, was disturbed by rattling, a momentary chattering as brittle and harsh as broken glass falling to the ground. It reminded her of the doll she had seen hanging from that dead tree. Sarah had put the parchment down and had gone outside to catch her breath. The sun had been setting, washing the land with heavy brushstrokes of shadow. 
Sarah had not looked at the parchments again since that had happened. Without the Flame, she dared not risk involving herself with any magic. She had been told those parchments bore images of Nightland things. But the manuscript about the island, she had come back to that one again and again, reading and rereading it under Sinh’s direction, hoping to puzzle out a clearer sense of where the island was. It might not have been the same island Mistress Ruth had spoken of, except that Sarah had asked Sinh what it’s name was and he had said it in a halting fashion, clicking the syllables out with his tongue.
K’th’li’li.
As she knelt beside Sinh, Sarah saw something new, something she had not seen before in the Hut of Remembering. Three groups of crude sculpture clustered together in one corner of the hut. Each group was of three figures. The left-hand group were shown to be on their knees: two bowing, one throwing out its minute arms in a servile gesture. The right-hand group were standing facing one another, their arms twisted in gesture, suggesting conversation. The group between the two was the strangest of all. A circle of small stones surrounded the figures, each with a face that was completely blank and featureless, and each with its arms by its sides.
“What are those figures doing?” she asked.
“Remembering, Talking, and Forgetting. The three things that all the peoples of the world do. The Molloi Forget. Humans only Talk. The Cham Remember. This will change again some day, maybe soon, maybe later,” said Sinh.
Suddenly, from outside, there came a cry.
“Dracken!”
Dashing outside, Sarah saw it come down, streaking through the air, a winged form diving out of the sun’s glare. There was a momentary flash as she saw something leaving it, speeding down towards the village—a fireball. Everyone threw themselves to the ground as the fireball came down, trailing a grey-black streamer, spitting hot sparks. Scrambling into cover, Sarah watched it tear through the air, its cloying smoke sending stinging needles into her throat and eyes. It swept overhead, scooting over the rooftops of the village. Then she heard it finally fall with a whumph of released heat. Scorching tongues, brighter than the morning sun, licked up into the air. It spat another fireball as it departed, and Sarah had to throw herself out of its way.
She had seen one Dracken before, which the Cham’s bowmen had shot down. They were small, stunted Dragons, about the size of an eagle. A failed experiment by the Fallen One, no doubt. Not as dangerous as Malus, but still able to wreak havoc.
Instead of running and screaming from the Dracken attack,  the villagers were methodically setting about defeating the blaze the Dracken’s fireballs had started. Men, women, children and the elderly were rushing buckets up from the canals and passing them along waiting lines. The billowing inferno hissed and spat, consuming the water thrown upon it. It was not wasting away or guttering. The skin of those standing too close to the heat began to turn raw and blister. Sarah joined one of the lines. There was nothing she could do with the Flame as long as that damned ring was on her finger, but she could do her best to help these people save their homes.
Then, in one of the burning houses, something went off with a sizzling bang of boiled oil. Liquid fire splashed out, striking another house, feeding the fire even more. Sarah followed a group to a burning wall, which was already blackened and crumbling. Punching holes in the mud walls, they made handholds so as to tear it down piecemeal. They pulled the wall down with their bare hands, breaking it into bits that could be made soft and used to rebuild later. Hot straw and wood from the roofing, rough as animal teeth, burned and cut Sarah’s fingers. Grunting, straining, sweating until drenched, the group dismantled the walls of the burning houses and knocked out the supports with kicks and heavy blows from hammers. The burning thatches sagged and fell into crunching heaps, where they were thoroughly stamped out. Once homes, now ruins, but they would be rebuilt again. The fire had been stopped. It was no longer spreading. Picking splintered threads from her palm, Sarah watched the last of the fire die. Tearing down those houses had saved the village. The sparks that would have created a conflagration had fallen onto empty earth.
Ashes were all that remained.





Chapter Twenty-Four
Clouds dashed by and the wind whipped Sarah’s hair back across her shoulders as she held onto Sinh’s waist. The ground was far away. The village of the Cham passed by below, looking smaller than toy houses, and the people were indistinct blurs moving along the paths and walkways, like ants hurrying from one nest to another. 
It was the day after the Dracken attack, and the sky was a clear blue. The winter sun was bright and high as noon came and went. The Batracca she and Sinh were riding looked like a giant bat to Sarah’s eyes, with a slender fox-like face and big brown eyes. The Cham rode Batracca for recreation, but also to fight invaders on their land.
As they settled into a glide, Sinh took Sarah’s hands and fastened her fingers around the reins attached to the Batracca’s bridle.
“Now, it is your turn, Sarah. Remember, we do not fly him, we fly with him.”
Sarah shuddered as she took the reins, her gut tightening as she realised how far below the ground was and how high up they were. Taking deep breaths, she gave gentle tugs on the reins and the Batracca banked left and then right. A whoop escaped her as she watched the land tip on its side beneath her, first one way and then the other. She let the reins relax and the Batracca righted himself and returned to flying along in a steady glide, parallel with the land below.
“You are doing well, Sarah. Soon, I think, you will soon be able to fly alone.”
Sarah smiled. That was why she needed the training. There would be no ship she could board now without being caught by Fellfolk. She could have used the Sword of Sighs to open a portal, but the hilt was useless as long as she wore the ring. Also, she did not know where K’th’li’li was, so she might end up sending herself to the middle of the ocean and drowning. As darkness and shadow spread across the land, it grew more and more difficult to trust people, except for those like the Cham, who were so cut-off and outcast that the bearers of His Shadow’s tidings did not bother them.
“How much longer will soon be, Sinh?” she asked as he took back the reins and the Batracca began its spiralling descent back to earth.
“Seven days more, maybe less,” he said.
Sarah’s heart leapt, and she held onto his waist all the tighter. Soon, she would be able to leave the Cham. It had been so long. Weeks had grown into months, but there was no hurrying the art of riding the skies on a Batracca.
If only learning how to use the Flame had been like this, thought Sarah, then I would be able to use it as weapon, rather than a live grenade I’m tossing from hand to hand with no idea of when, or if, it’s going to go off.
The Dracken had come to the village every so often, but the Cham had been safe, so far, from worse assaults by the Fallen. Perhaps it was the ring after all—a curse but also a blessing, because it held the Flame in check and none of the creatures hunting for her could sniff her out as they had done before. Sarah looked down at the ring as Sinh helped her dismount from the Batracca.
“Perhaps,” she said, “I’ll keep it on, always, and never take it off.”
Her words sounded far away and distant as she spoke them and she noticed Sinh’s brow furrow deeply at her words.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sleep came for Sarah, and so did dreams. Bad ones.
The screaming, the running, the volleys and streams of fire. The grass at her back ripping and tearing as Fellfolk and Phages charged in. Deepest night becoming brightest day. Arrows rained down into trenchworks. Swords flashed bright. Blood fell, wetting the crisp grass and soaking the soil. In white-on-black, stop-go motion, people were running, routed by the Fallen, fleeing the battlefield in disarray, scurrying deeper into the Grassland Plains, seeking sanctuary there. But they wouldn’t find it tonight.
Greater screams fell, demonic lights erupted in the sky above. Catapults sent up scalding showers that struck home against the winged nightmares. Some ignited and fell shrieking, others burst as gruesome fireworks. Death tore across the land and through the sky in so many forms. Then, it all stopped.
All was quiet.
And then the earth shook to its roots as He reached out from his tomb under the mountain. The Fallen One strode across the land. In a matter of moments, all fell under His Shadow. All of the lights went out.
When Sarah awoke hours later, it felt like no time at all had passed. She stretched the cramps out of her neck. Her shoulders felt threaded with barbed wire. Wiping sticky grains from her eyes, she sighed. The stuff of her dreams was quickly dissipating, leaving nothing for her to grasp onto or really understand this time. Without Ossen or Mistress Ruth, she had to figure things out for herself, and it was hard. Really hard. The rotten taste in her mouth wouldn’t wash away. The hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach, cold and clinging, would be with her for the rest of the day. Trying to wish away the way she was feeling wouldn’t work either.
She knew, because she had tried that before.





Chapter Twenty-Five
The eve of Wintertide came to the village and the Cham made sure that all decorations were inside, out of sight of Fellfolk patrols and Dracken. All a Phage would need was the glimmer of a festive lantern or a shimmer of star-paper to start rounding people up. Mashed tatties, boiled peans and turkey were passed around the table in the Feast Huts. Sweetmeat pies were scoffed down, and the small trees in the corner of each hut made memories of home surface for Sarah once more. She wiped at the wet sheen of her eyes. There was no point getting homesick. There was nothing she could do to get back there right now. In the evening, she went outside to gaze up at the stars, turning the cursed ring around on her finger.
“I miss you,” she said.
“You miss who?”
It was Sinh, standing in shadow. Sarah stiffened as he approached, hands clasped at his back.
“You miss family?”
“Yes. My sister, Kiley, and my mom. It’s like I’m missing a part of myself.”
“A piece of the puzzle. A word from a riddle.”
“Very poetic.”
“I am sorry for your pain.”
“It’s not pain—”
“It is. You try to hide it, and that is why I can see it.”
“I can handle it.”
“Many say the same, but few of us can. War and pain are things we endure and hope to survive. I hope you see your family again. Good night, Sarah. Sleep well.” He squeezed her shoulder for a moment before he left. 
Sarah reached up and squeezed at the same spot, not sure what she was doing or why.
Still thinking, Sarah wandered down the dirt road out of the village, passing a grove of clustered trees. The smell always made Sarah gag. In the branches of the trees were the Batracca houses: suspended, bottomless bamboo frames hanging over squares of matting. Dried droppings were spattered across them all. The Cham sold the droppings as fertiliser. Inside the darkness of the hanging frames, Sarah could see the leathery forms of the Batracca shifting in their sleep. They looked hooded and monkish, hiding from the light. 
Was one awake?
Not sure, Sarah peered into the shuttered gloom, shading her eyes with one hand, trying to dissipate the glare of the full moon and stars. She was sure she’d seen two shining points alight in one of the frames—midnight suns, illuminating for a mere moment then vanishing. Perhaps the noise she had made was disturbing the slumberers.
Overhead, the dirty rag of a night-bird went by, crying forlornly.
Sarah walked on until she could see the Cham fishing boats moored in the icy canal. She saw a faint movement and felt a halting understanding as a few moving shadows separated from the still ones of night. 
Out of the darkness, harsh shouts shattered the peace and quiet of Wintertide. Dim forms plunged into the canal, sloshing through its mud and water. She saw faces, the red light in their eyes, the way they were looking at her. Out of the water and into the water, more came, burning within from His dark fire, turning their open mouths and eyes into demonic lanterns. 
Sarah watched for a moment longer before running back to the village the way she had come, yelling as loudly as she could that the Fellfolk were on their way.
 
~ ~ ~
 
A mist rolled in to settle over the village. It clung like fungus, spreading root-like fronds that ran down the walls, over the roofs, and into doorways, seeming to become one with everything it touched. The Fellfolk followed it like a silent storm born from the abyss. Hissing and low were their voices, bringing with them a cold that crept over the earth and into the surrounding huts. Cham bowmen rained arrows down on them from the roofs of their homes. Women, children, and old folk huddled inside. Fellfolk collapsed under the deadly volleys. Those not struck down by arrows found trip-wires that brought them to the ground where they were battered and beaten until they were still by Cham armed with clubs.
About time they got a taste of their own medicine, thought Sarah.
Sarah closed her eyes for a split-second, centring herself, breathing in the night. Someone had placed a Cham club in her hand and she was ready to jump out and join the fight, until, opening her eyes, she saw it standing in among the huts. It was thin and horrible, its translucent flesh and tentacles catching the light of the moon, and it was looking at her without eyes.
The Mind-Reaver had come to the Cham village for her.
Sarah could feel it behind her eyes, burrowing into her brain, scratching away the topsoil, peeling back the sticky stuff of memories. She dropped the club and found herself scratching at the ring on her finger. The band of metal had grown bitterly cold. The Reaver was in her head, seeking out the burial ground, the cemetery, the place where Sarah hid her one fear. Her most primal phobia. The flashpoint that would burn out the flame of her existence for good. Blinking, in a second Sarah knew what she had to do. She could feel the grave being undug, the exhumation of soft wood from rotten soil. Old nails, pounded down by sleep and dreams, were disintegrating into the grains of her tired red eyes. Raw fingers raked the underside of the coffin’s carapace, desperate to be set loose.
No, you won’t get it out of me, she thought.
Sarah closed her eyes just as the imagined coffin shattered. The wight within was out, shrieking wildly through her mind. But words have power, and she remembered two that would work as well as the Flame right now.
“Bang-dead!”
Something squirmed in Sarah’s eye, a small white worm, wiggling. She plucked it out and threw it away, and the Reaver was lying on the ground, spasming to death.
It was then that the first of the mortars fell on the village.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah moved from shadow to shadow, keeping her back to the walls and her eyes open for Fellfolk and Phages. Her teeth were grinding and sweat prickled her brow. Shouts, cries, and the sound of steel striking on steel tore through the dust-salted air, as well as the pat-pat-pat of Cham feet running and the heavier thumps of the footsteps of more feral things. She ducked and ran into the shelter of a small porch overhanging bundles of cut bamboo. Peering out, she took it all in. Fellfolk lay all around. The heads of arrows and the shrapnel from phosphorus mortars pockmarked the corpses. There were Cham dead too. Keepsakes were scattered into pieces: ornamental eating-sticks, incense bundles, and the remnants of lockets. Another searing rain of mortar rounds hammered down, studding the village with craters and igniting more of the huts. They were following a pattern. Creeping. Targeting. Coming Close. Closer. Closer. 
Sarah felt a clutching sensation in her gut as she saw Sinh standing in the path of a falling mortar bundle. She grabbed him by the shoulders, flattening him onto the ground, winding the young scholar and using her own body as a shield of meat and bone. The mortar went off, chucking a fine hail of dust and dirt into the burnt air. Shrapnel whined by, missing them both—just—and cutting through the space they had been standing in. Sarah rolled off Sinh and helped him up.
“Are you okay?” She dusted him down.
“Yes. You saved my life, Sarah.”
“It’s what I’m here to do. I think. For all of you.”
Even though I don’t want to, she thought. This is too big for me. For anyone. Saving a whole world from war.
Sinh paused, a slight disturbance washing across his face. It was a very brief stir of feeling; then, he was calm again. He placed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “I thank you as a friend, Sarah. I will see you leave here safely and repay my debt to you. Follow me. Quickly.”
He ran in the direction of the Batracca houses, and Sarah followed.
They passed a small boy, missing an arm and a leg, who was curled near a crater. An old woman, unwounded but with her face knotted tight,  pulled stiffly at the cloth of her tunic. Shock. Fear. Then heart failure. 
There were more. Sarah’s eyes went from dead to dead, counting the lives that were gone. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to. They were little memories she wanted to keep with her, their faces in death. 
Strange how it looks like you’re sleeping, just sleeping, after it happens, she thought.
A little girl was dead too, a mortar blast having knocking her off her feet. Sarah didn’t know her name, but she knew her. The child was always the first to greet her whenever Sarah walked past her hut. And the last to say goodbye. She had given Sarah a withered blossom as a Wintertide gift a few days ago. Sarah could feel her throat catching at the sight of her. 
All children dream of flying; this was too cruel a way to go.
Soon enough, Sarah was crying, and remembering her promise. 
To kill the Fallen One.





Chapter Twenty-Six
Sarah let Sinh lead the way. Thrashing aside branches and brambles, Sarah followed him along the path. The fine mist was spreading further, discolouring and souring the air. It brought tears to her eyes and upset her stomach. The trees around her looked like crusty chrysalises, and the leaves were becoming patches of scabby, flaking skin. A strange silence was also settling along with the mist. An abeyance. An unnatural pause that made Sarah hold her breath. It was a silly thing to do, but she did it.
It felt as if the whole world was waiting for something.
Bracken broke open at her back and Sarah ran on, knowing they were there: Fellfolk, Phages, and His Shadow. Sarah looked back into the undergrowth, peering into its tangles and its hangman’s leaves. Nightmare trees spread their fungal limbs out before her; black arteries and strangling veins threaded the paper-white flesh of their trunks. The moon overhead seemed no longer the moon but a diseased eye that stared down upon cemetery cities and graveyard towns. That same sound of bracken breaking was all around her now. It was an echo with nothing to echo from. No walls she could see. Sarah stopped running. Her lungs were burning. Every breath was a gust from a furnace. The way ahead was obscured so much she was no longer sure she was moving. She felt as if she’d been running on the spot for ages. Wheezing heavily, her shoulders shivering, shaking, she heard the bracken breaking again. She didn’t move this time. She knew that whatever was out there wasn’t going to let her go. She was done for. Then a hand reached through the mist and grabbed her arm, dragging her free and into cleaner air.
Sinh had awoken one of the Batracca and was muttering soothing sounds into the groggy creature’s ear as he fitted the bridle and saddle webbing onto its back. The Batracca snuffled and scratched at the dirt as it heard the sounds of battle in the village coming closer. The mist was drifting nearer.
“Sarah, help me,” said Sinh.
She adjusted straps and ensured the bridle was fitted comfortably around the Batracca’s head. She stroked its fuzzy cheek and each of its fluttering ears.
“Do you know where the island is?” asked Sarah.
“I have studied the parchments, Sarah, and I trust in the old instincts passed from blood to blood. We will find K’th’li’li.”
So saying, he climbed onto the webbing and Sarah followed him, clinging onto his waist as he leaned forward, muttering a few words to the Batracca.
A Phage charged out of the mist, red-eyed and lashing the air with the segmented metal cables that made up its one arm. It had no jaw, and Sarah could see a pale white tongue hanging in the space where a mouth should have been.
And then, Sinh was yanking on the reins, and with a gust and a jerk, the Batracca was aloft, passing over the head of the Phage and the Fellfolk that followed him.
Sarah did not need to look back to know that the Cham village was already being burned to the ground.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
The flight out to K’th’li’li scared Sarah, made her angry. 
Below, in the morning, she saw oxen, their heads down, sloshing through soil and mud, dragging their yokes. Men at their backs were guiding the ploughs along. Women and children seemed to drift as dryads through the low waters of the fields. The sunlight caught in the dikes and canals, which shone spectral bright. Morning mist shimmered with sparkles, siliceous gossamer and angel hair. Sarah wondered what they were thinking—the men and women hidden inside their low curling hats, bowed out of sight. She wondered what the poor of the kingdoms thought of the war. The people here, they just kept on going. Ploughing their fields. Living out their time. And dying. The serene scene disturbed her. There was something about it, a buried voice speaking, profound.
 
This is where we were born, where we will die.
We will be here always, in the mud and its waters.
We are one with this world, and it is one with us.
We will be gone soon and soon we will be reborn.
 
The people below fell under fire from Dracken, scattering with screams and bloodied clothes. Hot traces of flame tore out again. Hats fell in shreds of straw, limbs seeming to clutch and twitch. Old men, women, and children died. And the water of the fields became raw with colour. A lone buffalo stood alive, tugging at its yoke. Lifeless hands clenched tight around the ropes that had once guided the beast. Sarah closed her eyes for a moment as the oxen began to low and cry. A lowing of her own was building in the back of her throat. She could feel heat steadily swelling under her skin, urging her to do some real damage. But the ring on her finger burned bitterly cold and the heat died down. She turned her eyes back to the browns and greens spreading away to the horizon, thickets and small groves arising here and there like dark beauty marks. The huts and houses of the land’s people. The murky serpents of rivers and their canal offspring, threading the land with lifeblood. It was all so old, had been here for so long. She looked back, out over the spread of the fields, taking in the quiet of the groves below. They had gone from silence to a scream, and then to silence again, as if the war was only a momentary disruption—something to be patiently outlasted, not won. The morning was growing brighter, yet a grey drizzle was falling too.
The land will still be after the war is over, she thought, the rivers will still flow. 
Paradise will be here again, one day.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
The tower in her dream was a thing of echoes. A lonesome hooning sounded from it, and Sarah stood listening to the sonorous song of the crumbling horn of stone. There were no houses near to the tower. It was a thing alone, a beacon of solitude, hemmed in by a wasteland of ugly hills, quivering trees, shattered rock and excavated mud. She set out, crossing the coarse wastes surrounding the tower's base. She felt a gust of fetid wind tugging at her clothes, whispering to her in warning astral tones, but she was not so easily deterred. Coming to the tower, she found that, while there was no doorway, decay had left certain openings she was able to squirm through. Then, she was through and inside, climbing the spiral staircase that wound around and around the tower’s interior. She came across a number of curious eldritch signs carved into the bare stone. They made her think of Medusa and the serpents in her hair. Running her fingertips over the cryptic depressions made her start as wet electric shocks passed through her, coursing down to her toes. Words woven of gold and silver took shape behind her eyes. She recognised these as words she would need to know when she came to the top of the tower, for they were a prayer to the thing she sought to call back into this world.
There was a nocturnal rustling, followed by a weird whooping call, and then a fluttering, as if from colossal moth wings. Sarah stepped away as the air whistled and parted violently, and it came soaring up, out of the black space below. Thin and faceless, its skin was the colour and texture of spilt ink. Its pterodactyl wings were beating it into sure flight with its long-nailed hands thrust out, and the scorpion barb of its segmented tail trailed, swaying close to her, the hook of it glistening with a noxious bead of benighted venom. Then, it was gone. Only a scented violet mist trailed in its wake. When the tower was once more quiet and the air settled, Sarah continued her ascent.
Atop the tower, Sarah stood with a twinge in her heart but no more than that. The words of the prayer were acid on her tongue. She slipped out of her shoes, letting her bare soles earth her to the tower and drawing upon its forlorn depths of fettered power. Closing her eyes, she spoke, feeling winds lashing her as she did and then circling her, in orbit around the tower.
So called upon, it came. Out of the night and at one with the storm, a boiling black froth of protean cloud edged with silver. Its depths were streaked and screaming with a thousand lost faces, maybe more, all of them singing the same desolate, wordless song as the tower. Sarah found that she was singing, too, though she was cold and the wind of the storm cut her to the bone. The soles of her bare feet were tickling with lines of electricity as her heart began throbbing in time with the febrile humming of the tower. She called out to the spreading storm above, which now hung so low overhead, waiting, eager, fierce and intent on her, its diminutive summoner. 
As the last words were spoken, as was promised, Sarah was taken up, disappearing completely into the churning black belly of the storm-bred colossus. She cried out, not entirely in pain, as she was absorbed into Ka’aron, the First Wayfarer, and as she saw and felt as he felt.
It was the purest ecstasy.
Sarah penetrated to the heart of the storm and it was the most beautiful space she had ever seen. It shone with all colours and hues, and some she did not even know. It was quiet here, at the eye, and she watched as the storm cast a haze of ethereal rainbows over the mournful face of the moon.
To forever be one with the Thirteen Worlds. Now, she too could see the shores of other realms and places: emerald cities with chittering insectoid shamen; the fungal people of the starless and outermost Thirteenth World; the undimensioned void beyond. As one with Ka’aron, she could fly from world to world to behold places, experiences, and sensations never meant for those of us who only walk across one world.
A revel of vampires drinking from dusty wine bottles, supping at crimson contents she did not like to think about. A ghoulish seductress slithering into the bedchamber of a sleeping suitor, her eyes shining silver, her hair writhing with the life of the grave, spiders, worms, maggots, and white lice. A tentacle-headed toad-thing squatting, enthroned in an oozing chamber of knobbly stone, the walls awash with sea foam and decorated with angular glyphs. It bore no eyes, this thing, rather a number of glistening fleshy tentacles, strung through with seaweed, hung loosely like a beard.
And then, she saw a drab, dirty, windowless cell. By the light of a guttering oil lamp, she could make out a face. It was of someone gone utterly mad. There was nothing romantic, melancholic, or fantastic in that haunted face. The eyes were lolling orbs. The mouth was a cavern of disintegrating yellow teeth. The despair lined into the flesh of the grey face was indecipherable and intricate. It was a black, indescribable labyrinth that made the face seem like a mere mask drawn tight over an echoing, endlessly sad space.
The face was her own.
It was the face of someone who had lost the Flame.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
The screams of Dracken startled Sarah from her dream-infested sleep. Clinging to the Batracca’s back, she looked over her shoulder and saw the things circling in closer. With dawn’s sunlight knifing at her eyes, she raised a hand to obstruct the glare so she could better see the creatures that were closing in.
Leading them, she recognised the true form of Malus himself; glistening like rotten fishscales, the Necrodragon was bearing down on them, his eyes shining death-bright and his wings beating with the tempo of an oncoming storm. He let out a magnificent roar as he pursued them, a number of Dracken above and below.
Sarah shook Sinh’s shoulder. “We have company.”
The Cham looked back over his shoulder and his large, pale eyes widened at the sight. “The Dragon of the dead! What hope can we have against him?”
Still, Sinh pulled hard on the reins and lashed them against the Batracca’s neck. Sarah felt the animal’s protesting cries but knew that their lives depended on the Batracca now. She could feel the heat in the air from the gouts of fire spat by the Dracken. Looking back, she saw Malus bearing down on them but not yet opening his mouth to let loose his fire—the kind that had burned through the walls of Highmount and turned the stones into precious gems.
This is a game to him, Sarah thought. He wants us to exhaust ourselves trying to escape from him.
He roared over the rushing wind, “You will not survive me again, O Flame. You were fortunate in Yrsyllor. You had help from someone. But there is no help here. Only death by fire.”
So saying, his jaws slung open and Sarah saw the flames beginning to gather in his throat. They would be incinerated in moments. Sarah could feel Sinh muttering prayers to his ancestors. His hands were slack on the reins, as if he were accepting his fate.
Sarah was not.
She reached around Sinh and snatched up the reins, twisting them hard and making the Batracca wail as she steered it in a loop and brought it face-to-face with Malus and the approaching Dracken.
“Sarah, what do you do?” Sinh yelled.
“Not now.”
She whipped the reins and drove the Batracca forwards, just as Malus and the Dracken spat out searing tongues of fire.
“Get down, Sinh!”
The flames passed over them as they clung close to the Batracca’s back, feeling its sweat and the trembling of its panicked body. Sarah stroked it a little.
I’m sorry, but you would not be alive if I hadn’t done this.
They flew underneath the bleached white belly of Malus and heard his frustrated bellow as he realised what she had done. Sarah turned her head and saw Malus and the Dracken falling in behind them. She had saved Sinh and herself once, could she do it again?
She looked ahead.
Great thunderheads were gathering, strobing with lightning and rumbling with a thunder that equalled the rage of Malus as he approached from behind them. Sarah gave the reins back to Sinh and nodded ahead. “We’re dead if we don’t go in there.”
Sinh nodded in agreement, although Sarah knew they could die in there just as easily. But there was just a chance for them—the slightest. And she had learned that you had to take such chances, even when every nerve in your body was screaming not to.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah could barely see a thing. The black, white and grey vapours of the clouds billowed into her face, making her eyes sting. She could feel that they had slowed down, and that even the sensitive eyes of the Batracca and of Sinh were struggling to cope with the damp and heavy atmosphere. It was also hard to tell if Malus and the Dracken had followed them into the storm. There were roars, bellows, and astounding echoes in here, too, but none were distinct enough for Sarah to tell if they were still being hunted.
Lightning lashed down ahead of them and Sinh tried to ease the Batracca away too late. The startled animal shrieked as the sudden light blinded it. Sinh let the reins slacken and let the Batracca glide on slowly until its eyesight cleared and it could see again. Sheets of lightning flashed and flickered all around them. Sarah peered into the murk, hoping to catch a glimpse of tell-tale shadows so she could know if Malus or the Dracken were there. They were made of sterner stuff than the Batracca, but she also knew that the Necrodragon had a malicious streak. He could be waiting outside the storm, waiting for them to fall, struck by lightning, into the sea where he could fish them out as a cat might a drowning mouse.
Their only hope was to fly on.
Time passed and the storm seemed endless, until a rumbling of thunder threw the Batracca into a panic. Shrieking, it fell into a downward spiral. Sinh shouted and screamed and hauled on the reins while Sarah clung on for her life. The fall seemed to last forever too, and the colourless clouds streaming by made Sarah feel as if she were weightless and floating rather than tumbling towards the ocean waves. Then, slowly, Sinh was able to calm the Batracca and bring it back to a level bearing through the clouds.
It was then that the clouds split open and the shadow of Malus fell over them. Crowned by lightning, his roaring underscored by the thunder of the storm, he hung in the air with the Dracken circling his flanks. He let out a gust of scalding, pale fire that was quickly extinguished by the lashing rain of the storm.
Malus growled, lunged forward, and snapped his jaws shut.
Sarah cried out.
Sinh was gone.
She watched Malus twist his head from side to side, swallowing the struggling form of the Cham boy. That wasn’t meant to happen. It wasn’t fair.
“You bastard!”
His eyes were on her as she grabbed at the reins to steady the Batracca. Sarah watched as the Necrodragon’s great eyes narrowed. The next breath would be a torrent of fire that would not be dampened into smoke by the rain. She could feel the Batracca shaking from her weight on its back, from the miles it had flown, from the cold and the wet that were tiring it to the point of exhaustion. There would be no manoeuvres this time to save their lives. As the jaws of the ancient Dragon opened, Sarah fingered the ring on her finger and cursed it.
Without it there, she could have done something.
She could have summoned the Flame.
I could have saved Sinh.
The lightning came out of nowhere, converging on the Dragon and his Dracken. Searing fingers of blue and white pierced each and every one of them. Sarah could smell burning meat and bone as they shrieked and twisted in the air. But more and more lightning continued to strike around them, blasting them until their wings were torn into rags and their bodies were charred. They fell, plunging into the lower belts of the storm, and were lost to sight.
Sarah stared after them with wide eyes.
What had just happened?
Something like what happened in the garden of stone animals in Yrsyllor. Something is watching over me. 
What could it be?
There was no time for that now.
She took hold of the reins with numb fingers and made the Batracca fly on. She looked back a few times into the storm, imagining she saw someone there. All she would have to do is turn around and she would be able to save Sinh. He hadn’t been eaten alive. It couldn’t be true. Not really. As the storm began to ease and they flew into lighter layers of cloud, Sarah realised that the rain was no longer hiding her tears.





Chapter Thirty
The island of K’th’li’li was a darkness at first that became steadily more defined as the Batracca came closer and as the fog shrouding its shores became thinner. The cliffs of the island were sheer and towered over the interior so much so that Sarah could make out nothing but this oppressive, grey craggy mask obscuring the rest of K’th’li’li from sight as the fog had obscured the island itself. As the Batracca swept over the soaring cliffs, Sarah beheld K’th’li’li—the first time the land had been looked upon by human eyes in centuries.
A sinister enchantment to the vista was revealed as the island’s dull grey covering was rolled back. The symmetrical flow of the warty hills and the even patterns of the soft, tumour-like trees suggested the interior space before her had been shaped and moulded by a guiding hand. But it was not a kindly hand. 
As the Batracca began to descend, Sarah could see great webs strung across the spaces between trees, over the mouths of caverns, and even glimmering below the harsh stone lips of chasms. The silvery threads caught the light of the sun to resemble fine layers of skin stretched across diseased and rotting flesh.
This was the Kingdom of Webs.
Sarah had to fight the urge to pull on the Batracca’s reins, to turn it around and fly away. A humid heat rose up from below and made sweat blossom across Sarah’s brow as her mount came down to earth. Looking back over her shoulder, she felt as though she could see through the rock of the cliffs and out to sea where Sinh had fallen, inside Malus, into the waves.
There’s nothing I could have done to save him, she thought, but I still should have been able to.
She got down from the Batracca and stroked its muzzle. It made a soft grumbling in response and blinked at her. Its eyes darted about as if it sensed something shifting in the dank, moss-encrusted land around them.
“Rest here. I’ll be back for you,” Sarah said, kissing it on its fuzzy cheek.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah walked through the Kingdom of Webs, feeling as though the bulbous hills were watching her. Even the stones scattered along the path seemed to be mottled and leprous. Everything here was touched by a creeping sickness it seemed, and that idea made her skin start to itch. In the Western Wastes, there had been a feeling of desolation in the air, but here, all she could feel was that life was a seeping, mouldering thing that existed only to spread and absorb and consume the surrounding landscape. There was abundance here, rather than emptiness.
No wonder they built those cliffs so high, she thought.
They wanted to make sure this stuff didn’t get out.
The tower was here, somewhere, and inside it, the Sceptre of Storms. Sarah did not know why she still believed the words of Mistress Ruth, someone who had betrayed her, but she did.
She could have killed me, Sarah thought, but she only cut me off from the Flame with this ring. She’s not like Malus, I think, not all bad.
She had the dreams to follow too. Like memories, they burned in her mind and seemed to guide her feet across the spongy ground. As she pressed on, she felt her skin prickling, as if she was being watched. But there were no Fellfolk here or any other subjects of the Fallen One.
What could it be?
Sarah spent the rest of the day wandering the island, looking for the tower, but she could see nothing.
A tower shouldn’t be too difficult to find, she thought. But as the day came to an end, she was tired, thirsty, and hungry and she had found nothing. She crept into a hollow in one of the hills and curled up for the night to sleep.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Suddenly, Sarah was awake again, and she could not see. She could not move either. There was something sticky all over her. She tried to move her arms and to kick her legs, but they were glued together. She tried to call out, but her mouth was covered by the same substance. It tasted bland and bitter on her lips. She was moving, she realised. She was being dragged along by her ankles and bumping over grass and rocks. She could still feel the biting cold of the ring on her finger, dampening the Flame and not allowing her to draw upon it to save herself.
The Kingdom of Webs, she thought, I’m such an idiot.
Where there are webs, there will be spiders.





Chapter Thirty-One
The dragging stopped after a while, and Sarah lay still, listening to a series of clickings and chirrups coming from all around her.
Then, a voice said, Who are you?
She didn’t know what to do.
“Who are you? Speak, two-legs, speak!”
“My name is Sarah Bean.”
“And what are you? You are not the same as other two-legs. Speak!”
“I am ... the Living Flame ... A’aron ...”
“Firespawn! A two-legs firespawn! Why are you here?”
“The tower ... I am here ... for the tower ... the Sceptre of Storms ...”
“We are the keepers of the tower, Firespawn. He sleeps here in the caves of crystal.”
“Will you set me free?”
“Yes, you will see the crystals. We do not eat firespawn. Taste terrible.”
The threads binding her were ripped away and scattered by a number of dark, thin, hairy limbs. Sarah blinked in the sudden light and gasped as she saw the creatures surrounding her. 
They were all giant spiders, and the cavern of crystals was vast and spectacular. Stalagmites and stalactites of hoar frost, quartz, amethyst, and jade glittered and shone all around while strung from crystal spire to crystal spire were the webs of the spiders. Sarah watched as mother spiders scuttled across them with infants swarming after and over them. Father spiders could be seen hanging down from stalagtites, slowly dropping to the ground and clutching bundles of thread, much like the one that Sarah had been bound in.
“That could have been me? One of those bundles?”
“If you were not Firespawn, yes. The harvest grows thinner and thinner each year on K’th’li’li. We must find a new land, perhaps we go deeper into this world and nest there. We are not welcome on the greater islands by the two-legs. They would spit fire at us again from their unwebs.”
“Again? So, you haven’t always been here?”
The cortege of spiders stopped and Sarah could sense a great sadness in the air as the voices in her head began to speak again.
“We are the K’th and we were made after the Dragons and the Unicorns. The Dragons were magnificent. The Unicorns were beautiful. The K’th were Spiders, and so we were driven away to the edge of the world.”
“So why are you guardians of the tower?”
“We are guardians because we do not care for the tower or its secrets. It can do nothing for K’th, only for two-legs and the power they crave. Also, two-legs fear the K’th, big and small, so few have ever come here in search of the tower. Those who were not ripe enough for the tower, we ate them.”
“What if I am not ripe enough for the tower?”
“Then we will kill you. If you come out alive.”
“Great. That makes me feel much better.”
“Good. Most two-legs do not like this. We are glad that you do.”
“You’ve never heard of sarcasm, have you? Can you show me to the tower?”
“Yes, Firespawn, yes. Follow us, follow, follow us.”
Sarah went deeper into the crystal caves.





Chapter Thirty-Two
Mikka Wyrlsorn stood before the mirror in his chambers, watching his own reflection evaporate from the glass to be replaced by that of the Fallen One’s tomb. Taking a deep breath, Mikka stepped through the mirror and into the nauseating atmosphere beneath the Shadowhorn Mountain.
E’blis sat at the carved feet of the Fallen One’s idol. Mikka felt his flesh creep as he glimpsed the curves and lines of the Creator’s glimmering skull within the folds of his cowl.
“Where is the Flame, Mikka Wyrlsorn? We bid you bring us a token of her body following her demise. Surely, Malus did not consume all of her flesh and bones.”
“The Flame was bound as agreed, O Lord. But she was not slain.”
“Is that all you have to say?”
“No, O Lord. We followed her trail to a village on the outer borders of Yrsyllor.”
“And you claimed her there?”
“Un-unfortunately not. She was able to escape by air. Malus pursued her but was not able to take her alive or dead.”
“Then, she has doubtless flown on to K’th’li’li where the sceptre and Ka’aron wait for her. You are aware of the punishment for those not worthy of His Shadow, Mikka Wyrlsorn?”
“I am.”
“Then it is well that you have brought us something of worth. The Reavers have sung their song to His Shadow of the knowledge gleaned from the Herb-Sister and the Highmount heir and warden. There is much of the Wayfarers and the Flame that we did not know, and the blood-history of King Ferra. You have done well in this regard.”
Mikka felt his body relaxing at E’blis’s words.
“Then I may go, Lord E’blis?”
“After one more matter, Mikka Wyrlsorn.”
“What is that?”
“Your punishment.”
Before Mikka could say another word, E’blis raised one of his arms, revealing the bones beneath; from them leapt a lance of indigo lightning that strafed over Mikka’s face. His screams echoed around and around the tomb, causing the idol to creak, grind and groan in such a way that it might have been thought to be in the grip of a sick, dark ecstasy as the mortal man writhed, thrashed, and howled until his voice was gone. Mikka fell to the ground as the lightning died away, and E’blis returned his bony arm to his robes.
“On your feet, Lord of Highmount.”
Mikka struggled to his feet, smoke trailing from his face. Something clattered to his feet. It was a mask of crude iron with eye-slits and mouth-slit roughly cut into it.
“You will have need of this in the presence of others.”
Gingerly, Mikka took the mask in his hands without a word.
“Now go, Mikka Wyrlsorn, and be more worthy of His Shadow henceforth.”
Mikka retreated through the portal into his chambers, stumbling into a heap on the smooth marble.
What has he done to me, he thought. What has he done?
A knock sounded upon the door of his chamber.
“My Lord, the Lady Rennara to see you. You sent for me.”
Mikka got to his feet and, as he did, caught a glimpse of himself in the black glass of the mirror. He opened his mouth to speak, but the flesh within was too dry and burned for him to utter a word. 
The mask, where was the mask?
He had dropped it and could not see where it had slithered away to.
Too late, the door to his chambers opened and Lady Rennara entered. She was radiant, with a heart-shaped face, hazelnut-coloured eyes and a rich tumble of chestnut curls. She had come to beg mercy for her father in the dungeons. Mikka had had a few ideas for things he would do to her before he extended such mercy. But now, there was nothing he could think to do, because her eyes were as wide as her mouth at the sight of his face. He walked towards her, hands out, to stop what was going to come next. She let out a scream and ran from the room. Her cries echoed back to him as he slumped to the ground and began to sob.
“Be worthy of His Shadow henceforth. Or the next punishment will see you weeping truly, Mikka Wyrlsorn.”





Chapter Thirty-Three
The tower was a shaft of smooth, polished stone that shimmered in the light cast by the many crystals hanging overhead. It was windowless, doorless; there seemed to be no sign of a way in. The lack of any visible sign of manual workmanship reminded Sarah of the Mountains of Mourning, the cities that had been carved out of the rock of that forbidding range by the magickal arts wielded by the First Wayfarer. It stood to reason, really, that his tower would be much the same as those cities. But no windows or doors—how could anything survive in there like that? What kind of a tower was this? And, more to the point, how was she going to get inside?
The Sceptre of Storms was here, she was sure. She could feel a resonance in the hilt at her side, as if the Sword of Sighs felt something like its kin nearby.
“How do I get in?” asked Sarah.
One of the spiders clicked its mandibles and trilled as the words took form behind Sarah’s eyes.
“No, Firespawn. No get in. There are no holes in this unweb. It stands tall. None go in. None come out.”
“That’s just what I needed to hear,” Sarah said. “So what do I do now?”
“Wait, Firespawn. You must wait for him to come to you.”
“Him? Him who? Not His Shadow.”
“No, Firespawn. Him. Ka’aron. Son of A’aron. The First of Men and the Wayfarers. He will come to you when you cross the threshold of dreams.”
More dreams, more nightmares, Sarah thought. 
Well, I should be used to that by now.





Chapter Thirty-Four
Jedda walked the halls of Highmount alone. Her skin was still as deathly pale as her hair was black, but there was something in her eyes other than the red glow of the Fallen One. She remembered how the palace had once been, before Mikka, before Ianna.
She remembered her father sitting on the throne with his lion’s mane of golden hair and his beard plaited into three, in recognition of his position as the king of Highmount. When people came before him, he did not ask for them to kneel or prostrate themselves. He allowed them to remain standing, and none had to beg or plead, merely to ask. Sometimes, he granted them what they wished for; other times, he did not. But he was always fair and just and he would tell the people why they could or could not have what they desired.
Such a king cannot live for long.
She remembered hearing those words whispered around the court by unkind lips, even as a child. She never understood what they meant until she had grown much older. Jedda had found her father dying in his bed, his lips stained with the distilled juice of Rosara carna. It was Jedda who had roused the Earlmen and Earlwomen when she discovered Ianna sitting upon the throne before his body was even cold or in the ground. She knew, then, who had taken his life. After the coup failed and she was imprisoned, Jedda had long, lonely years to reflect on how unkind and unjust humanity could be.
His Shadow had found her in the depths of her despair, and had given her what she thought had been a chance at hope and the promise of her sister being spared, even if her own life was to be lost. Now, Jedda had learned the truth of the Fallen One’s lies. Venna was alive, yes. Her life had been spared. And she was no longer at the mercy of Ianna’s cruelty. But she was a dead-eyed, staring doll in a cell, the same as Ianna and the Herb-Sister they said had been helping Sarah.
Sarah ...
The girl from another world whom she had doubted. She had thought that Sarah would go running home at the first chance and would never return to Seythe, but she had been wrong. Sarah was out there and Mikka Wyrlsorn’s will was bent on killing her, which meant that the Fallen One still feared the girl, that He was not the only thing that could offer hope in this world.
Jedda walked on through the halls, not meeting the eyes of those who passed her. Her gaze was turned inward, and she had much to think on as the word spread through the whispers of the court.
The Flame is coming. She will be here soon.





Chapter Thirty-Five
Mikka sat upon the throne, peering out from behind the iron mask that covered his face. Earlmen and Earlwomen, as well as Fellfolk, stood in the court this time, and he could see them regarding him with guarded looks, wondering at the reason for the mask. Mikka’s fingers scrabbled at the arms of the throne as he considered his next pronouncement. The Earlmen and Earlwomen had come to plead for mercy for the people of their lands and to ask for winter provisions. Mikka listened absently to their entreaties, denying each one in turn.
Mikka’s gaze travelled across the court. Following a few gasps of horror, silence had fallen. He broke it with words that sounded harsh and distorted from his recently roasted throat.
“Understand that I am not King Ferra, neither am I as the Lady Warden once was to you. I serve His Shadow. He does not grant mercy nor listen to the pleas of the poor or the weak. He lets those who cannot live under his rule die. Only those who are worthy will survive.”
His eyes fell upon someone in the crowd, and he beckoned. “Lady Rennara. Come forward.”
Courtiers parted around her like a divided sea. Her face was pale and her lips trembled as she took tentative steps towards Mikka.
“Yuh-yes, muh-my Lord?”
“Kneel here. Please.”
She readjusted her long skirts and dropped to her knees at the foot of the steps that led up to the throne. Her eyes were downcast.
“Look at me. Now.”
Her shoulders shaking, Rennara raised her eyes to look at Mikka.
“Do you find my countenance comely, my Lady? Does it appeal to you?”
She swallowed hard. He saw the ghost of memory pass across her face as she composed herself to speak. “Yes, my Lord. Your countenance is most comely. More handsome than any man in Highmount and all the Three Kingdoms.”
“You speak well and are most kind, Lady Rennara. A kiss.”
“Muh-my Lord?”
“You heard me well enough, my Lady. Your ears are not stuffed with cotton. A kiss. Now.”
She rose to her feet and took one slow step after another up the steps until she stood before the throne. Mikka rose too, and leaned in over her. He undid the fastenings on the leather straps that held the iron mask in place. He loosened it and removed it. He heard the courtiers’ cries at the sight of his face, but he had eyes for no one but Rennara.
“Do you still regard my countenance as comely, my Lady?”
“Yes ... my Lord.”
“Then kiss it, and kiss it well, or I will have your head and it will decorate a spike on the Far Gate.”
Rennara stifled a sob, though her eyes shone with suppressed tears.
“My Lord ... please ...”
“Kiss me well, Rennara, and your earlier rudeness is forgotten, I swear it.”
They kissed.
The air in the court grew heavy. All eyes were upon the unsuited couple before the throne. Then, after what felt like an age, they parted and Mikka replaced the iron mask upon his face.
“There now, my dear. That wasn’t so terrible was it?”
Rennara shook her head.
Mikka made a gesture as he sat back upon the throne.
“Now, execute her.”
Cries went up from the assembled throng, and Rennara turned, her skirts hitched so that she might run. She stared into the raw red eyes of a Fellfolk guard for a moment. And then, her head was falling down the steps of the throne.
“Take it away,” said Mikka. “Put it on one of the spikes on the Far Gate and let the crows and ravens make a feast of it.”
Mikka looked out at the pale, drawn faces of the assembled throng. The fear there, the feel of it in the air, the taste. It was intoxicating.
Perhaps, he thought, it is time, at last, for my coronation.





Chapter Thirty-Six
Sarah awoke. She had lain down by the tower, as the spiders had instructed, and let sleep overcome her. It wasn’t all that difficult after her exhausting journey. When she awoke, she found that she was no longer where she had been. It was dark, but in her mind she saw the Flame and she brought it out, just a little, a small flickering arrowhead of fire, dancing above the palm of an outstretched hand. She turned and turned and saw soaring walls of perfectly polished stone encircling her. No doors. No windows. No openings of any kind. It was as spacious as a cathedral but less ornamental in design. Numerous oil lamps were scattered across the curving walls, lighting the way with a sacral glow.
I’m inside the tower.
A voice came from out of the dark and musty air. It rolled like thunder and made her bones tremble down to their marrow.
“THIS IS THE GAME OF KA’ARON. WHO COMES TO DISTURB ME HERE?”
“I am Sarah Bean ... the Living Flame.”
“AND WHY HAVE YOU COME HERE, CHILD OF FIRE?”
“To save Seythe from the Fallen One.”
“BE SURE, BE VERY SURE. EVEN NOW IT IS NOT TOO LATE TO DEPART IN PEACE.”
“I am sure.”
“THEN ASCEND THE TOWER, CHILD OF FIRE. COME TO ME. AND KNOW THAT WHATEVER GHOSTS HAUNT YOU AWAIT. AND THERE WILL BE NO ESCAPE FROM THEM.”
With that, the voice was gone.
Sarah took the steps up the tower carefully, watching the shadows and listening to the sounds made by the dark.
A ripe breeze blew into her face, carrying with it moans and whispers from up ahead. She rounded a corner and saw phantoms standing in a line before her; they were sinking their starving fingers into a soft-yellow yielding wall of matter. Their faces were tired, lined, and haggard. The sounds on the breeze came from their receding lips. Sarah watched them draw glistening handfuls out of the wet yellow wall, raising the lumpen material to their mouths and taking functional bites. Gnawing without pleasure. Swallowing without satisfaction. When they were done, they began pulling at the stuff of the wall again.
They’ll never get through to the other side, she thought. They think they will, otherwise they would stop, but they are incapable of stopping or thinking, or thinking and stopping. There is nothing else they can do.
Then, they stopped—all of them—cocking their heads on one side as if they’d heard her thoughts. They turned to face her. Sarah took a step back down the stairs. A spectral arm spat out, across the distance between her and them, and its wasted fingers snagged into her hair. It was pulling at her, dragging her towards them. The breeze was getting stronger, building into a wind. A wind blowing the wrong way. Like the arm, it was drawing her towards them and that horrible, wet wall. She could smell it, pungent and unprocessed. Sickly and rotting.
The long fingers in her hair were strong. Sarah tensed her legs, trying to grip the ground—ground that was no longer ground. There was nothing there. In her throat she was growling and then grunting, straining under her breath. Not wanting to scream. 
I don’t need help. I’m not scared. I can win this. I can do it. I’ll be okay.
She could feel the hard tug of gravity in her gut. Her flesh would line the stomachs of these strange, blind things. For once, they would have life to feed upon, not crumbling death. Black tongues flickered over salivating brown gums.
Sarah twisted and turned, and fell into the yellow wall of sludge they had been feeding on.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
Sarah was standing in the crowded fairground, years ago. She was a child again, clutching at the callused fingers of her father.
“Have I won yet? Can I go home now, Daddy?”
Dad was at her side, his firm hand steadying her shaking shoulder.
“No, Sarah. You gotta keep on going. Kill ’em all. All the bad guys.”
“But I don’t want to, Dad.”
“Life ain’t about what you want, Sarah.”
“No! I’m not killing no more.”
The hand on her shoulder became cold and rigid, the fingers digging in fiercely. Sarah yelped. She looked up at her dad. She couldn’t see him, not very well. His face was blurry. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have started this, Sarah. Ain’t no going back.”
Sarah couldn’t see his hand so well anymore. Dad was looking weird and out of focus. His edges were wobbly. There was a fire inside him, a dark fire scorching the surface, making his body ignite and peel away. Sarah stood dumb, eyes staring into the queer fire. So bright and so dark at once. Burning the man until he was hollow like –
The Fallen One!
He lunged at her and she ran.
She could hear him following her. As she ran, bumping from body to body through the fairground crowd, they all collapsed. Sarah felt what was underneath their clothes. Wood, shaped, cut, and polished—made human. Their joints clattered as they slumped to the soil. From their arms, great strings trailed, let go by unseen hands. Their heads did not fall. Instead, Sarah watched them float away. She watched wigs, moustaches and sideburns unsticking, fluttering to earth. Balloons in the air—pink, brown, white, yellow and black with crude eyes and toothy grins crayoned across the smooth oval rubber bubbles. She could hear them squeaking as they brushed against each other, ascending into the starless night.
Or, were they giggling?
Laughing at her?
“Look at us, we escaped, got away, we’re on our way to Heaven, where the lights go out. Look at her, stuck down there. Run, girl, run. Run to the Light.”
Sarah could see it ahead: a chink, a slit, a long tear of brilliance showing in the shadowed fairground. The slick rustling of Dad was not far behind. She chanced a look over his shoulder. She saw a hissing Dragon, spitting fiery phlegm. Where the stuff landed, puffs of sour steam rose up. Then a stream of flame shot from its jaws. Sarah’s periphery flickered. There were figures moving among the rides—tall and tenebrous Mind-Reavers coming quickly towards her, stretching out their glistening tentacles. Sarah kept running, legs pumping hard. They came so close, snatching at her. And there were more things coming out from among the shooting galleries and the candy stalls on her left and right. The dead of Yrsyllor and Highmount. The hung, drawn and quartered of Brindan and Atosha. Their sundried faces and wailing mouths would linger in her nightmares for years to come.
Sarah reached the Light, flickering like a flame, and threw herself into it.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Light took her into the Hall of Mirrors.
Her heart skipped a beat. Ahead was a corridor, so it seemed. It was reborn a hundred times over in the reflections of its mirrors. Ominous crimson lighting permeated the inside.
It’s just reflections, Sarah thought, and reflections can’t hurt you.
Sarah watched what the mirrors did to her. They made her into a snake, a worm, a dwarf, a hulk and many other peculiar things. Her legs and arms dangled like spaghetti. Her head bulged, bubbled and buckled. The twists and curves in the mirrored glass worked the simple magic they were designed for.
It was then that Sarah saw it: the thing in the mirrors with her, looking back out at her. It had arms and legs and a head, like her. Not a face. No eyes. It was a shape, not a person. It was the Fallen One, and it was telling her what it would do to her when it was freed from its tomb.
Sarah turned away from it and walked straight into a mirror. The trouble with a hall of mirrors is that there always seems to be a way out—everywhere. Sarah bumped and thumped from dead end to dead end. The thing in the mirror mimicked her, mocked her, its limbs loping and lunging, making slapstick exaggerations of her panicked flight. 
Sarah couldn’t get out. She was trapped. She was never going to get out. She was stuck in the Hall of Mirrors forever.
But maybe, if she stayed put, Mom and Dad would come find her.
But Mom and Dad were ... gone.
They weren’t here. She was on her own, or was she?
Sarah looked around, and she didn’t like what she saw. The Fallen One was making strangers that looked just like her, almost. Puppet-girls that were right yet wrong. Sarah looked away, sat down, pressed her knees up against her chest.
Come and get me, Mom. Dad. 
Please!
Before the monster comes out to get me. Before it makes me into a puppet-girl too. She could hear them dancing, just like that doll had been dancing on its strings as it hung from that tree outside Yrsyllor. The rattle-rattle-rattle of bones and wood.
Then, there were strings around her wrists, and she was trapped behind the glass, looking out from behind the mirrors. She saw one of the puppet-girls standing on the other side. Looking in at her. Its painted eyes were wet with laughter’s tears. 
And Sarah saw her mom’s hands falling on the shoulders of the puppet-girl. 
“Sarah, where have you been? I’ve told you about running off, about taking silly risks and walking into stupid dangers.”
The puppet-girl took Mom’s hand and they left the Hall of Mirrors together, leaving Sarah behind. Sarah battered her fists against the unforgiving glass. Not stopping. Not stopping. She called out to her mom.
But Mom wasn’t coming back.
She was a shadow, almost gone.
No, you’re not taking my momma away from me!
Sarah pulled down hard with all her strength against the strings around her wrists. They bit in harder and harder as she pulled, until she reached her belt and was able to fasten her fingers around the hilt of the Sword of Sighs. She didn’t need the Flame for what she was about to do. She lifted up the hilt, and she hurled it at the mirror.
The mirror shattered. 
The Hall of Mirrors was gone.
Sarah pulled at the strings around her wrists and found they had come loose and dropped away. She looked at the black space before her, where the mirror had been.
I’m going to save you, Momma.
She stepped through.





Chapter Thirty-Eight
Sarah was standing on a city street in the dead of night. In her hands was an air rifle from the fairground firing range. Stepping through three-in-the-morning slush, she looked up and down the street, which was perforated with sodium holes made by the standing lamps. They hurt her eyes with their brightness. The way the light fell on the houses here was wrong. The windows did not reflect. The paint on the doors did not shine. The pavement rang hollow under her feet. Nothing moved at all. There was no breeze, and the air was stale with dust. This was not outside air but inside air. Sarah walked to the nearest house and went up the steps. She felt them sag and creak. The door was not a door: it was painted onto the same flat surface as the windows and the outlines of the bricks. She looked at her palm. Dregs of drying paint stained it red, green, and grey. She ran down to the end of the street and found that there was no end. The end was wood stretching from one side to the other and a receding street was painted onto it. Dabs of orange where lamp lights would be. Squares of white for windows. Smeary smudges for faces looking out from behind non-existent curtains. Sarah, looking up, saw things moving about. Sarah hugged the air rifle to her chest. She wanted out of this and to be back in her world with the people she loved, the ones she cared for. Not to be here, trapped in a painted nightmare. From behind came a sound. Sarah turned around and looked down the street.
Out of the darkness came a figure. The eyes were painted mean and a helmet was wedged awkwardly onto the cut-out head. A red check shirt and jeans hung loosely on its flat frame. The mouth was a slit. It wore a black cowboy hat and it moved forward jerkily, the polished barrel of a pistol glistening in one hand.
A bad guy.
“Bang-dead!” said Sarah to herself.
She threw herself to the ground as bullets tore an ugly line across the street painting behind her, showering Sarah with sawdust and charred wood. She hugged herself into a foetal position as the fusillade went over her head, rattling, chattering and burning. Then, it stopped.
Sarah peeked out. The bad guy was going away, jerking back into the shadows at the opposite end of the street. She could feel machinery whining away under the floor. 
There’ll be another one soon, she thought.
Sarah got to her feet, slowing her breathing, little by little. She weighed the air rifle in her hands. Up ahead, she heard a whirring and a clank.
The next one’s coming.
Sarah nestled the butt of the little rifle against her shoulder. Closing one eye, she peered down through the sight, seeing the outline of a crude head, shoulders and splay-legged body coming at her—fast.
“Bang-dead,” she said.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The street was dusted with grains and chips from the bad guys that Sarah had taken out. It was easy, almost fun, as she pulled the trigger and watched a painted chest explode. They were just dummies, nothing to be afraid of. Whirring, clanking, hidden gears grinding. Another one was on the way.
Sarah got her gun ready.
Bang!
She took the shot before the figure was out of the shadows, but it did not retreat once shot as the others had done. It came on, whining forwards. Because it was not the same as the others: not a bad guy. The face had been drawn on in hurried slashes. The mouth was a hole. An ugly daub of crimson paint glistened where the bullet had gone in.
Sarah’s face went white.
She dropped the air rifle.
It was her mom.
“No!”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
Sarah blinked and found that she was somewhere else. The low sky was the hue of soiled butcher paper. There was a hissing in the air here too. She was standing on a cold beach, looking out to sea, and a wolf was cantering down the beach towards her. It was lean, scarred, and near hairless, its worn skin as grey as its old eyes. 
It was hurrying towards her.
It was intent on her.
Sarah took a step away.
Its muzzle was soggy, dripping with foam and spittle. And its eyes were streaming with tears and sweat. It was not running with the haste of the hunt; it was running in fear. No growls came from its throat, only whines.
Then it leapt at her, its great paws coming to rest on her shoulders. Sarah staggered under the sudden weight. Its eyes looked not into hers but past her, out to sea, to the churning froth of waves. To the parting of the tide and the moonish crown of a gnarled, buckling head breaking through. Dark with moss and long-buried mould, a dank colossus was rising. The eyes of the wolf showed it to her as a reflection. Like twin polished shields saving her eyes.
Do not look! 
The thing in the waves was a Gorgon; not to be seen by the naked eye.
Do not look!
It was the Fallen One come, at last, to the shores of Earth.
Do not look!
Sarah knew what she had to do. She had to look. Sarah took a deep breath, the wolf’s paws dropped down off her shoulders, and she turned around.
Time to face my fear head on.
The desolate scene dissolved, becoming unreal. Reality was shimmering and stretching before her like a great soap bubble.
A moment later, it burst open.
Sarah recoiled from the rupture as what was inside came out at her, thrashing with violent life. The stuff of reality was being forced into a shape that was not its own, and it was trying to push the invasion back out, reject the dark virus. It reached for Sarah with twitching hands. The Fallen One, shorn of His many disguises, so it seemed.
The core of its head had collapsed in, hungrily swallowing itself like a black hole. The hole in its head stared right at her like an eye, its churning depths lit by a grim glow. The Fallen One’s shimmering hands were lengthening, stretching out, becoming the claws that every child fears. The darting, scratching fingertips that flicker on bedroom walls when the moon is full. The limbs of trees that sigh and groan when the witching hour comes. 
It was reaching out for her, wanting to tear her apart.
Sarah plunged her hands into the open cavern of its skull, feeling the freezing temperatures there as they ate into her, drawing hard on her heart, wanting to swallow her whole, to skin her and suck her dry. Sarah forced her hands together, feeling the numb singularity that was the creature’s core. Caught in her hands was the Fallen One’s dismal flame—the dark and poisonous brother to the Flame. Sarah clamped her palms together over it, feeling it go out. The black light within the thing died, and it vanished.
I’m still fighting you, she thought. You won’t take me. I’m still fighting.





Chapter Forty
Sarah came to at the top of the tower.
Looking back down, she saw the stairs spiralling away down into the darkness below. She put a hand out to touch the wall, to feel something solid that wasn’t bred from dreams and nightmares. Feeling somewhat steadier on her feet, she walked into the high chamber. 
This was the tomb of Ka’aron, the First of the Wayfarers.
And there was his sarcophagus at the centre of the smooth-walled chamber. It was lit in the same manner as the cities under the Mountains of Mourning. Phosphorescent light from some unknown source illuminated the undecorated space around her. She could see an aged, pale form lying atop the sarcophagus. She remembered seeing Egyptian pharaohs like this, but this one was different. It looked like this was Ka’aron’s body, perfectly preserved and outlined by a greenish light. He was a slight figure and short, with a plaited white beard that reached down to the ornate blue slippers on his feet. His robe shimmered like moonlight and was woven with filigrees of silver and gold. Sarah approached the sarcophagus and looked down at the lifeless figure. Ka’aron’s hands were fastened tight around a horn of fluted bone threaded with marbled veins of pale azure and rose.
His eyes opened. 
They were entirely white, and the voice from downstairs echoed and boomed inside the chamber, although the mouth did not move a muscle.
“BY STONE AND BY LIGHTNING, I PRESERVED YOU. IN THE CITY AND IN THE SKY, I SAVED YOU. I WAS RIGHT TO DO SO. YOU HAVE DONE WELL, CHILD OF FIRE. YOU HAVE PUT DOWN YOUR GHOSTS AND FOUND YOUR WAY TO ME. TELL ME NOW WHAT YOU TRULY SEEK.”
“My mom. I want my mom.”
“GOOD. YOU UNDERSTAND NOW THAT TRUTH IS WHAT MUST BE SPOKEN IN SUCH TIMES. TAKE WHAT YOU NEED AND USE IT WELL.”
The bony fingers snapped open and Sarah reached in to take the Sceptre of Storms. As her hand closed upon it, Ka’aron’s hands clamped tight around her wrist. His head cracked to the side and his white eyes stared into hers.
Sarah saw what had gone before.
 
In the Beginning, there were the Dragons and the Unicorns. They were among the most blessed of the beings created to people the lands of Seythe. The mightiest and most ancient of the Dragons was Sula, and the wisest and strongest of the Unicorns was Adraxis. As the Unicorns rode across plains, so the Dragons swept across the skies as companions to one another. No man dared fell a Unicorn, for the knowledge that a Dragon would soon come thereafter to burn his home to the ground was passed on from father to son. In the same manner, no man stole the eggs of the Dragons as a Unicorn stampede would then follow and reduce their home to dust, rocks, and sticks. Thus was the long friendship of the Dragons and the Unicorns. It endured through the Beginning and the tumultuous Ages that followed. It lasted until the dawn of the Age of Air.
E’blis was gathering his armies to drown the land in blood, so that the Fallen One might rise from his tomb and feed upon it all. The Daughters of the Flame saw what would come to pass and knew they would need allies other than humanity and the Kay’lo. So they called upon the Dragons and the Unicorns. Without them, Seythe would fall into darkness—this was known.
The Dragons and the Unicorns understood this, and they agreed to fight alongside the people of Seythe against the Fallen. As the armies of the Darkness That is Not Darkness marched out from the Nightlands, so the armies of the Flame marched to meet them with the Unicorns in the vanguard and the Dragons flying on high.
And the armies met upon a plain that stretched for leagues in all directions. One day, it would become known as the Grassland Plains. Men and women fell before the pikes and halberds of the Fellfolk. The Fallen-born slew kings and queens. But the Unicorns tore apart Dionin and Drujja alike. And the Dragons were masters of the wind, casting one foul creation after another to the earth, where they were trampled into the dirt by the hooves of the Unicorns. As the battle wore on and the numbers of the opposing armies dwindled, the Dragons and the Unicorns began to see the cost that was being paid. Their kin lay dying alongside men, women, and Kay’lo. There had been so many of them, but now, in such a short space of time, they had become so few.
And when there were but a few remaining foes of either side, the Dragons and the Unicorns found that they were only two: Sula and Adraxis. They pursued E’blis into the Nightlands with the surviving Daughter of the Flame on Adraxis’ back. They ascended the Shadowhorn and confronted the fallen Creator of Men among its highest crags. It was then that E’blis spoke to Sula.
“Most ancient and greatest of the Dragons, how is it that you are now alone in the world? How does it come to pass that a being so powerful and magnificent sacrifices his kith and kin for the lives of fleshy spawn such as this?”
Adraxis called out to Sula, telling his brother not to heed the words of E’blis. But it was already far too late.
“How has it come to pass that you have lost all those whom you love this day? Do they not lie rotting on the battlefield among creatures that once venerated and feared them? Why have they fallen in the name of those who should have fallen for them?”
These were the words of E’blis. And so it was that Sula paused at the moment when he might have struck down E’blis and burned him away to ashes and bones. E’blis chose his moment and struck. He smote Sula from the mountainside with the summoned strength of the Fallen One, sending him to fall into a pit at the foot of the mountains, where his bones would moulder through the centuries to come. His next blow fell upon Adraxis, who reared up to take the worst of it and protect the already wounded Daughter upon his back. She fell too but remained alive, and as E’blis crowed over the corpse of the last Unicorn, with her last breath, she rose out of his shadow and drove the Sword of Sighs home into the heart of the E’blis. Thus, they all came to their ends on that day, and the world turned and soon enough forgot them and their sacrifice.
 
“Sula is Malus.”
“YES, SAD BUT TRUE—RAISED FROM HIS BONES WHERE THEY FELL INTO THE SHADOWHORN’S PIT. A PUPPET-THING OF THE FALLEN ONE, DRIVEN BY HATRED AND LOSS.”
“So this is the Unicorn’s horn?”
“IT IS, AND THROUGH IT YOU CAN REACH THROUGH TO THE LANDS BEYOND AND CALL HIM BACK TO US.”
“But will he fight Malus? If Malus used to be his friend ...”
“His brother. And Adraxis is a noble creature who will do what he has to. He did not fall as Malus fell.”
“What do you mean?”
“YOU KNOW WHAT YOU MUST DO, SARAH BEAN. THE WAY IS AHEAD OF YOU. THE LONG ROAD YOU HAVE WALKED IS NOW BEHIND.”





Chapter Forty-One
Sarah was back in Raulerson Hospital and in the bed before her was Momma. The slow dream-like air was that of the in-between place, and it made Sarah feel drowsy as she reached out a hand and stroked her mother’s cheek.
Her mother’s eyes opened. “Sarah ... sweetie. It’s you. Where have you been?”
“It’s a long story, Momma.”
“It doesn’t matter. You’re back now. Nobody hurt you?”
Sarah shook her head, not saying a word. Momma smiled and squeezed her daughter’s fingers tight. “Baby girl, I’ve missed you so much.”
“I’m sorry I went away, Momma. I don’t know how it happened.”
“I said, it doesn’t matter. What’ve you got there?”
Sarah took out the Sceptre of Storms and showed it to her. It looked strange and out of place in the mundane surroundings of the hospital room.
“It’s something to make you better, Momma.”
“Make me better? What is it?”
“It’s a magic ... wand, I guess ...”
Momma squeezed her hand tight again. “That’s ... sweet of you, honey, but you know magic can’t make something like this better. I wish it could, but it can’t.”
Sarah felt her stomach go hollow at her mother’s words, and she looked at the Sceptre of Storms with new eyes. She saw it clearly, and she saw what she had been about to do. At that moment, she also felt something change. Something that had been binding her, inside and out, was no longer as tight and cold as it had been.
Now, she knew what she had to do.
The door opened right at that moment, and Oswald entered. His one blue eye shimmered and shone as he caught sight of the sceptre in Sarah’s hands.
“Ah, good. You brought it, jus’ like you said you would. If you could giv’ it t’me and I’ll giv’ it to the Doctors so they kin make yer momma better.”
He extended a hand for the sceptre. Sarah smiled and took his hand in her own. Oswald smiled eagerly in turn, “Thank you, Sarah. We graciously accept that which you give unto us.”
But then his smile turned to a scowl as he looked at what she had given him.
The cursed ring had been slipped onto his finger.
The Sceptre of Storms was still in Sarah’s hand.
Sarah smiled at him. Whatever curse had been on the ring, it seemed to have no power over her in this place. The Flame was not a power here, so the ring was nothing more than a trinket.
“This is not the sceptre, girl.”
“No, but it is all I am willing to give you.”
“This was not our arrangement. Give me the sceptre.”
Sarah did not give it to him.
“No, you can’t have this.”
“But, Sarah,” he said, his voice growing softer again, “without it, yer momma will—”
“She will ... die anyway. This is magic, and magic doesn’t cure cancer. It doesn’t belong here. I’m taking it back … back to Seythe. And you can send my Momma back home.”
Oswald’s blue eye flashed bright, and then it darkened and hardened in colour. His heavily wrinkled face twisted in on itself, becoming bestial and cruel. But nothing more happened.
It had worked! Sarah thought.
A lucky guess but it had worked.
“You accepted it, Oswald. An exchange has been made. You must send my Momma back home.”
“We will honour the exchange. But be careful what you do, O Flame. You have enemies enough in the Thirteen Worlds. You should not wish to make more in the darker, deeper places outside of those Worlds.”
Sarah said nothing in response.
“Fare well, for now, Sarah Bean ...”
“Fare well, yourself.”
With those words, he disappeared, slowly dissolving until all that was left was his one eye. It became a blackened, burnt marble that clattered to the ground and rolled out of sight. Sarah tucked the sceptre into her belt and then looked at her momma. So pale and so sick. She didn’t have long left to her. Sarah hugged her hard, until she could feel her momma’s ribs and until her own arms started to hurt. As she let go, she realised that there were tears in her eyes.
“Sarah, what did he mean about other worlds?”
“That’s where I’ve been, Momma. Another world. I’m a part of it. That’s what they’ve told me anyway. But I feel it too. I want to be there and I want to be here. I’m so confused, and I don’t want to leave you.”
“But you’re going to ...”
“I have to. I can’t leave those people behind, not after everything that’s happened. There are ... things ... I have to do before I can come home.”
“It sounds like you have things to do in this other world, and you’re my baby girl, so I know you’ll do the right things. Don’t leave anything undone, Sarah—not now, not ever, even if you want to. You go back there and you make the things you need to come right.”
“Momma ...”
“I’m going to miss you so much, sweetie. Wherever I’m going to, I’ll be thinking of you always when I’m there.”
“What about Kiley?”
“I’ll tell her to find you, and she will do—one day. Now, go on. Before I ... change my mind ...”
Sarah’s momma tried to force a weak smile.
“No ... not yet ...”
Sarah threw herself into her mother’s arms one last time, kissed her, hugged her and whispered, “I love you, Mom.”
“I love you too, baby girl.”
Then Momma and the hospital were gone.
 
~ ~ ~
 
She was back in the tower of Ka’aron.
“YOU HAVE DONE WELL, CHILD OF FIRE.”
“I don’t feel like I have. I came all this way just to save her, and then I couldn’t save her. I couldn’t do a thing. It all feels so ... pointless.”
“IT IS FAR FROM POINTLESS. YOUR MOTHER WOULD HAVE LIVED ON, BUT ONLY AS A NEARLY DEAD THING IN THE DREAM-SPACE. YOU GAVE HER PEACE. YOU SET HER FREE.”
“I know, but I still feel ...”
“TEARS ARE THE ONLY BALM, I FEAR. BUT THE FLAME IS NOW YOURS AGAIN. YOU HAVE ALSO SET YOURSELF FREE.”
Sarah could feel it, flowing through her arteries and veins. Barely a thought had brought the arcane fire into her blood. She could feel it seething under her skin.
“YOU ARE OF THE FLAME. THE FLAME IS CREATION. YOU ARE OUR MOTHER. YOU WILL SET SEYTHE FREE.”
You go back and make things right.
Sarah felt her tears flowing as she drew the Sword of Sighs from her belt and watched its mystical blade ignite out of the ether. As she had once before atop the Fellhorn, she slashed it through the air, and the air opened for her.
And Sarah Bean strode through the gap into the court of Highmount.





Chapter Forty-Two
Gasps went up from the assembled courtiers at the sight of her. Dishevelled and dirty from her travels, she was quite a contrast to their robes and finery. They looked like they were gathered for a grand occasion. Though fear more than joy etched the lines into their faces.
Sarah turned around and saw the man sitting on the throne, wondering what the mask on his face was for. A figure was frozen beside him, a young lady of the court in fine gold robes. She held a crown aloft in trembling fingers. Sarah could see that she was in the act of placing it on the man’s head. She recognised him. She had seen him in the sky on the way to Yrsyllor. This was Mikka Wyrlsorn, the Fallen One’s avatar.
“It is her! The Flame! Seize her!” he shrieked.
Fellfolk guards closed in around her. Sarah let them take her by the arms.
“Still wearing the ring, eh? Not found a way to take it off yet, O Flame?”
Sarah nodded mutely, keeping her fingers closed in fists so he could not see.
“It is good that are you are here to bear witness, O Flame, to the moment of my coronation. I will become as I should be. The isolation and scorn I have endured are to end. I will allow you one thing before you die. You must kneel before me and swear fealty to His Shadow before I take your life.”
“I’ll never kneel to you.”
“I thought you would say as much. You will kneel to me, and to Him.”
The mask was removed and Sarah saw the scars and bared bone beneath.
“Where is your strength, your power, eh? Where has it gone, O Flame? Where are your friends, your companions? Why are they not here with you, sharing in the pain? Why are you so alone and abandoned before me?”
Sarah barely heard the words as he came down the steps of the throne towards her. The Flame was thrashing about inside her, aching for release. She thought of Momma dying. The pain she was in. Never seeing her again. The loss of Woran. The anger was becoming a blinding cascade she could barely keep in check as Mikka Wyrlsorn ranted on.
“Your final moments have come, spawn of A’aron. The power to destroy and create at a whim, to raise worlds from the oceans and reduce them to ashes will be His alone. My worthiness before His Shadow will be assured, and you will cease to exist.”
Shivers shook her body as she tried to contain what was building inside. From the reedy, nasal tone of his voice, Sarah could tell that he had lost his mind. Something terrible had happened to him.
“What good are you now to your precious mother, eh, child? Oh yes, I know of her. Nothing is hidden from Him. An old crone, weak, withering and dying in her bed, waiting for the daughter who will never come, the little girl torn between two worlds. Are you ready to kneel and swear fealty now, daughter of Earth?”
He snatched at her hand, unfolding her fingers. The gloating expression suddenly evaporated from his face.
“What is this?”
Sarah’s amethyst eyes flashed at Mikka Wyrlsorn.
“A sign that you no longer have any power over me.”
“No! Where is the ring?”
“The ring is gone. I am Sarah Bean and I am the Living Flame. You are no longer the Lord of Highmount. And you will never be its king.”
With those words, Sarah clamped her hands to her sides and threw her head back as she began to glow from head to toe. The glow began to pulsate and intensify. Courtiers gasped as every trace of dirt and suffering disappeared from the girl before them. The crown of Highmount clattered to the ground as the golden-robed girl fled back to the relative safety of the crowd.
“Men and women of Highmount, to me!”
The shout came from Jedda as she strode out from among the ranks of Fellfolk and, sword drawn, began to strike down the servants of the Fallen One. The slack-faced drones raised their weapons, but their skills were no match for hers as she fended off each blow with practised ease and drove her sword home, felling one after the other. The confusion of the Earlmen and Earlwomen among the courtiers soon cleared when they saw the rightful heir to the throne cutting down the enemy that had occupied their city. With shouts and cries, they too turned on the Fellfolk and Phages in the court.
Sarah saw Mikka Wyrlsorn retreating towards the far door that led to the private chambers of the palace. The Flame suffused her, and it told her everything: all that he had done. The tortures. The brutality. The executions.
She followed him deeper into the palace.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Mikka Wyrlsorn ran, stumbled, fell and ran again before Sarah.
"Guards! Guards! To me, protect your king and the throne from this mad child!"
The sound of Sarah’s approach was like thunder as she released the Flame fully and let it envelop her in scorching ribbons of firelight. Mikka, eyes wide, could find no words. He simply shrieked and gestured at the gleaming figure who strode towards him, and then he fled. Shaking in his greaves, he watched the fearsome radiance swallow all shadows. There was no heat from the Flame, however: it was a cold thing this time. Mikka fell on his knees, weeping, and crawled towards his chambers. Her light was more ferocious than the dark and the chill that permeated His tomb under the Shadowhorn. But if he could only reach his chambers and the mirror there.
“Mistress, spare my life,” he cried, “I am but a poor servant bound to Him. The Shadow of his Darkness is a curse upon me. I feel such shame for what I have done. I would be free of it, I swear to you!”
“Really?” Sarah whispered. “Tell me, can you feel this?”
The Flame struck Mikka—a flickering bolt of soundless lightning immolating him. Sarah leaned in close to the dying man, her face illumined by the light surrounding her. Her eyes burned into Mikka’s, worse than His eyes could ever be.
“Your world is such a fragile thing. You forget you are puppets strung on bright strings by those who shaped you from nothing. You forget how small you are, how petty, how vicious and malingering. Your touch is a taint. Your words are a poison. Your seed is a withering thing, and nothing of worth shall ever come forth from you. You forget, O mortal man, that it was your kind who fell to His blight, not mine.”
Sarah then allowed Mikka to fall to the ground and carry on his crawling way. The light around them both was now failing fast. As Sarah spoke, the sconces and lanterns left burning went out, one by one.
Sarah’s eyes burned with a sudden cold. “Come here to me, O Lord Wyrlsorn, or my words shall be the last thing you ever hear.”
Whimpering, Mikka scrambled through the door into his chambers. Finding his feet, he threw himself at the covered mirror, pulling the cloth away from its glass. The blackness of it heaved and shifted and revealed the tomb of the Fallen One. Standing framed there was the shrouded form of E’blis. Mikka cowered before the Creator and gestured wildly at Sarah as she entered the room.
“She is here, O Lord. I have brought her for you. Strike her down. Rid the world of the Flame. Do it now!”
The words of E’blis shook the chamber with their rage.
“You are a fool, Mikka Wyrlsorn. This was not how it was meant to be. You have led the enemy to the Black Lord, and there is but one thing I can do to you for that. Know who you are, Mikka Wyrlsorn. Finally, know the history of your blood and know despair.”
Mikka fell to the ground, shrieking as his mind was opened to the knowledge of who he truly was.
He remembered being born, not from a mother. He was dragged from a cocoon in the tunnels threading through the Shadowhorn. He remembered falling to his knees, his newborn fingers hurting as he scrabbled in the dirt and screamed his pain. Wiping amniotic fluid from his eyes, he looked around and saw other creatures emerging from their cocoons: Dionin pupae, Drujja drones, Mind-Reavers and Dracken. But he was different to all of them. He could see his face reflected in the outer shell of an uncracked cocoon. He was soft, fleshy, and weak with bones inside that could be easily broken. What good was he? Why had he been made so unalike? So unready for war?
He remembered being led by hand to the Chamber of Circles where he was robed and knelt before E’blis to receive the sacrament of the Fallen. He swore his life to His Shadow, which was also his father in its way, and his mother. He had been fashioned to bring an end to the kingdoms of women and men. He would spend years with the Nightland tribes, learning their harsh and brutal ways as further anointment until the day he crossed the borders out of His Shadow’s lands.
He was Mikka Wyrlsorn, and he was not a man. 
He was His Shadow’s plaything, and he would be the downfall of those in whose image he had been made. Mikka screamed as the knowledge sank into his brain. He felt it burning there as surely as a firebrand applied to his flesh would have burned.
“I’m not real. I’m not a man. I have no mother, no father, no family. I have nothing!”
He crumpled to his knees, hanging his head, his body completely limp. E’blis then drew back the hood of his robes and revealed his true face to Sarah—the glistening, fleshless skull with scarlet eyes burning within its sockets.
“I see you, O Flame. But the time for our final battle is not yet. Until that time, fare well.”
The glass of the mirror cracked in a hundred places and Sarah threw herself to the ground as it shattered into countless fragments. A moment of utter stillness and silence fell over the chamber.
It was broken only by the bereft sobbing of Mikka Wyrlsorn.





Chapter Forty-Three
Jedda stormed down into the dungeons of Highmount Palace. She snapped the lock of the torture chamber and strode in to be confronted by the shuffling shapes of the Mind-Reavers. They turned as one, raising their tentacles at her. Their snouts began to writhe hungrily as they drifted across the flagstones towards her. They could feel the pain and darkness inside her, they thought that they would feast well on this one. Jedda wasted no time. She lashed out with her sword, shattering the rusted sconce holding one of the blazing torches mounted on the chamber walls. With her free hand, she caught it as it fell and set about the Reavers with fire and sword. Cutting through the soft jelly of their limbs and then thrusting the torch into the wound to cauterise the tentacle before it regrew. It would have been a simple enough matter to touch the fire to their robes and send them up in flames, but Jedda had a debt to repay and so she took her time. Reavers collapsed, limbless and spasming onto the ground, their tentacles flailing wildly in gestures Jedda recognised as their surrender. But still she bore down on the demons that had stolen her sister’s mind. Perhaps when they were all dead, Venna would be restored. She could only hope.
She beheaded each Reaver with a piercing cry on her lips. As she set the torch against the bleeding stumps, ensuring that no head would ever blossom again from the foul leaking jellies. She felt tears welling in her eyes again as she set fire to the bodies and stood back to watch them burn away to nothing.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Returning to the court, Jedda saw Fellfolk pouring in through the great doors. There were not enough fighting men and women among the courtiers to fight this horde.
“People of Highmount, if we must die, we take as many of them with us as we can!”
They answered her with shouts and clashes of their swords.
To the death then, Jedda thought, once more.
Then a great wind from behind almost knocked her from her feet. Jedda turned, fearing she had left a Reaver alive.
But it was Sarah. She was not walking on the ground but in the air. A sphere of flickering flames enclosed her, but Jedda could see that it was pouring from her eyes and mouth. The girl in the fire moved her hands through the air, the gestures guiding the sphere until it hung in the centre of the court. The Fellfolk horde seemed to flinch as one away from the pulsating orb. Then a voice spoke from within it.
“I am Sarah Bean. I am the Living Flame.”
With those words, she threw her arms and head back and the sphere burst open, sending a rain of fire down over the court. It did not burn Jedda or the people, but it set Fellfolk and Phages alight by the dozen. They ran screaming, trailing smoke and fire as they scattered through the palace gates into the city of Highmount, where they would burn away to nothing. As the cries of the dying dead receded, Sarah lowered herself to the ground and the fierce glow of the Flame disappeared.
Sarah stood before Jedda with a smile on her face, despite everything.
“You were able to control the Flame.”
“Yes, this time. I’ve got a lot to learn, and it’s still anger and fear that let it loose more than anything. But yes, this time it worked.”
“I don’t have enough men and women to pursue them into the city and drive them out.”
“I will go. Malus is still out there.”





Chapter Forty-Four
Sarah strode out of the gates of Highmount and looked up into the grey sky.
“Malus! Show yourself, or are you afraid?”
“Afraid!” The word was roared from on high, and the sky darkened as the form of the Necrodragon came sweeping down from atop the crags of the Northway Pass.
“Little Flame, why did you come back? You evaded death twice already. Surely you know there cannot be a third time.”
“Oh, I think there can, Malus. Do you recognise this?”
Sarah held up the Sceptre of Storms. 
Malus grumbled in his throat and his nostrils hissed acrid gouts of steam.
“I will immolate you before you can use that object.”
Sarah spoke the words that the Flame had raised from out of A’aron’s memories. “Shai’da’kre’aa! Sha’qoo’lo’qoth! Avrea’kel’ka!”
Malus spat fire as Sarah brandished the sceptre. His flames evaporated into the air. He rose up on his haunches and his great tail lashed at Sarah. Out of the ether, a phantasmal horse’s limb struck the tail away, and Malus fell back with the first genuine cry of pain Sarah had ever heard him make. 
One of the most beautiful animals she had ever seen stood before her—a slender and regal horse. Its pale, shimmering body contrasted with its jet black mane. Its mother-of-pearl eyes shone like small suns, and there was a dark hole in its brow. Sarah held out the sceptre to the animal and it lowered its head to her. She set the base of the sceptre in the hole and felt it settled there. Little lines of lightning rang along the fluted curves of the horn, leaving a smell of burnt ozone in the air. He was Adraxis, the last of the Unicorns, returned from the dead by the hand of the Flame, just as Malus was raised from the dead by the hand of the Shadow.
The ground shook mightily; Malus was recovering from his fall.
The Unicorn turned to Sarah. “Ride upon my back, child. Wield the Flame. And we shall bring this Dragon down.”
Sarah climbed onto Adraxis’ back and held onto his neck. He cantered down the steps of Highmount and stood among the ruins as Malus reared up out of the rubble. The eyes of the Dragon fell on the Unicorn and Sarah heard it bellow a single word: “Traitor!”
Then Malus was charging, dwarfing the Unicorn and its slight rider.
Banks of fog swept in from nowhere, and for long seconds Sarah could not see. She feared that she was dead. But then, as the fog cleared somewhat, she realised she was not, and that they were facing Malus as a creature of the same size.
“Illusion will not save you from my fire! Great or small, everything burns, Adraxis.”
Adraxis snorted and his hooves clashed against the ground. Sarah felt his words in her mind. Ready the Flame, child. The battle is upon us.
Sarah took the hilt from her belt and raised it high, feeling the Flame flow into it, igniting the empty air into a blade of whispering fury.
Adraxis charged. 
Malus charged.
Sarah swung the Sword of Sighs over her head, a wordless battle cry on her lips.
They came together with an almighty crash. The earth shook. Great cracks ran through the Northway as the mountains all shuddered down to their roots. The horn of the Unicorn had pierced Malus, and the Necrodragon’s howl of agony tore the air apart. Sarah struck with the Sword of Sighs, but Malus turned it aside with a swipe from one of his clawed forelimbs, dissolving the flaming blade into sparks for a moment before it reshaped itself with a shrill cry of its own.
Adraxis gored Malus, driving the Dragon back and back again until his gigantic spine crashed against the burnt remains of the Plainswall. Sarah could see the remnants of Plainstown being trampled into dust beneath stamping hooves and scrabbling claws. An aurora of lightning burned around Adraxis, and his horn pulsated with white-blue light, making Malus howl again.
Sarah remembered how Malus had been struck down by the lightning in the storm before. The part of her that was A’aron remembered that Dragons were the masters of fire while Unicorns were masters of the lightning and storms.
Malus recovered himself, and leaning his serpentine neck forward, closed his jaws around the neck of Adraxis. The Unicorn whinnied in its throat and struck at the Dragon with its forelegs. Hooves battered uselessly against the iron-clad scales of the beast. Malus breathed searing fire to cauterise the wound, making Adraxis scream. Sarah could feel the strength leaving her steed, and she knew that she would die without him. She rained blows down on Malus’s head, but the Dragon was unmoved; instead, he clamped his jaws all the tighter around the throat of his victim. Adraxis kicked and thrashed as the razor teeth worked their way deeper into him. Soon, they would shear through the remaining flesh and muscle, tear out his jugular and the last Unicorn would die once again. Sarah let the blade of the Sword of Sighs die out. It was a weapon too crude for what she had to do. She fastened the hilt back into her belt and reached out instead with her bare hands.
“You think to heal him as you once ‘healed’ me, Flame?” Malus growled. “Surely, you know that I was not so injured and that your healing was an illusion?”
“I know that well enough, Malus,” Sarah said. “These hands are for you.”
She grasped the Necrodragon by the temples, closed her own eyes, and let it flow. And this time, she did not hold back. She let the Flame come in all its force and flood into the darkness that was Malus. So much darkness, so much emptiness, that the Flame could burn on there endlessly with all its fire and fury.
“Let me go, A’aron!”
She could feel it saturating her. Her skin sang. Her hair floated, every strand of it illuminated and bright. Her eyes and mouth were furnaces of the purest light. And Malus was beginning to smoke and smoulder. He let Adraxis go.
“Unhand me, Firespawn!”
Malus was turning grey and ashes were falling from him onto the ground. The black beast of the Nightlands moaned as cracks of fire ran across its being. Still Sarah did not let go. This had to be done. She hated doing it as much as she hated Malus.
“O Flame ...”
“Die, O Malus. Go to the world where the other Dragons wait for you. You were too deep in His Shadow, too dark and too empty to return to us. But the Flame burns eternal and you are no longer bound to His Shadow. Go on now. Go in peace. Be forgiven.”
For a moment, the form of Malus turned pristine white and the lines of fire criss-crossing his being shone with amethyst, cerulean, and jade. His teeth, claws, and horns became gold and his eyes shone like the finest silver dawn. This last time, he was beautiful again. He was Sula.
He turned his eyes on Adraxis.
“Forgive me, old friend ... brother ... I was weak and I fell into darkness.”
“In another life, in another world, it may have been I who fell,” Adraxis said. “Go now as you lived, O Sula, in light and flame.”
And so the last Dragon fell to earth as a torrent of snow-white ash and bones.
Sarah sat back on Adraxis, gasping, regaining her breath. Her hands fell on the wounds decorating the Unicorn’s neck and collarbone, and as they did, light escaped from her fingers and wound around the holes and bites in the shimmering flesh. Slowly and steadily, the wounds closed themselves, and Sarah found herself smiling.
“I can do it. I can heal as well as make things burn.”
Adraxis dropped Sarah back onto the steps of the Highmount Palace.
“You have done well, O Flame. You set my old friend free from His Shadow. Now, I can join him in the Lands Beyond. Dragons and Unicorns were once as kin, perhaps we can be so again in the life that comes after.”
“You can’t stay with us, Adraxis? Help us fight the Fallen One?”
“The dead should stay dead, O Flame. The practices of the Nightlands should not become those of the ones who struggle against them. Such mistakes have been made before. See that you do not make them again.”
“I won’t, but I wish you did not have to go. Too many lives have ended already, and I think this war is only just beginning.”
“Then know this, O Flame. There is no end. There is only the journey from one world to another. And there is no knowing what is there waiting for us as we pass over, except that there is light in the darkness and darkness in light. Fare well, O Flame.”
“Fare well, Adraxis.”
The last of the Unicorns turned away from her, and with each step that he took, he became fainter and fainter until he was no longer there.





Chapter Forty-Five
Sarah wandered through the halls of the palace and found Jedda sitting in one of the bed chambers. Lying in the bed was Venna’s frail form.
“I’m sorry, Jedda.”
“She didn’t come back. We executed all of the Reavers in the palace and she didn’t come back.”
Her younger sister’s white eyes stared blankly away into the middle distance. Sarah leaned over her and felt for a pulse and for breath. The girl was alive but comatose.
“He promised. He said she would not be harmed, but His servants have taken her mind and given it to Him.”
Sarah laid her hand on the princess’s shoulder. 
“I will kill Him for this betrayal. I will drive my sword through the Fallen One’s heart.”
“If he has one,” Sarah said. “I will be with you on that day, Jedda. I made a promise too, and I mean to see that the Fallen One makes good on it.”
Jedda looked up at Sarah and offered her a wan smile. “Together? As before.”
“Yes, as before.”
“We will do it, Sarah.”
“Yes. We will rescue Venna’s soul from the Fallen One.”
Though Sarah hoped she sounded as confident as her words, she wondered if Jedda was entertaining the same doubts. To cross the border of the Nightlands and attack the Shadowhorn was something else.
Suicide, Sarah thought, leaving the word itself unspoken.
 
~ ~ ~
 
A quiet descended over the court of Highmount, but it was not comfortable, nor peaceful, despite the living once again finding themselves in charge of their city. The Fallen still held the lands beyond Highmount. The battle had been won, but not the war.
Jedda sat on the throne, uncrowned, and Sarah stood before her with a handful of Earlfolk. The other courtiers were being pressed into service repairing the city outside as best they could. The war would come again to Highmount, and it would come soon. Of Mikka Wyrlsorn, there had been no sign besides a few rags scattered in the glass fragments that remained of his mirror. His absence was a worry but there were greater concerns.
“Our work isn’t done,” said Jedda. “We have retaken Highmount, but the Fallen One still has the Three Kingdoms under his sway and we have no army with which to drive him out, or to stop him retaking Highmount.”
“There is a way that we could acquire an army, my Princess,” said one of the Earlmen, General Kella, an older man with scarred cheeks and a heavy brow.
“Yes, and what is that, General?” Jedda asked.
“Lo’a’Pan.”
“Lo’a’pan? You want to negotiate with the Kay’lo?” said Sarah.
“My Princess, my Lady Flame, we have no other allies to call upon. And if you recall the old words of war, the enemy of mine enemy is my friend.”
“Then I will go,” said Sarah.
“No,” said Jedda. “We will go. Gather as many men and women as you can to defend the walls, Kella. With the Sword of Sighs, we can travel from here to Lo’a’pan in a matter of moments. We can bring a Kay’lo army back with us by the same route.”
“My Princess, the Kay’lo will not have forgotten the last war. Their hatred of us runs as deep as the rivers beneath the Mountains of Mourning.”
“Perhaps so, but they are as much at the mercy of the Fallen One and his armies as we are. The Three Kingdoms and Lo’a’pan need each other if we are to survive.”
“You do not have to convince me of this, My Princess, but you will have to convince them.”
“Which is why I will be taking the Living Flame with me. If they do not heed my words, then perhaps they will heed hers.”
As Sarah listened to the discussion between Jedda and the Earlfolk, she realised that it was one thing to burn and smash things, but to negotiate and bargain, that would be a true test of her strength and will.
I hate politics, she thought.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Outside the gates of Highmount, something pale, bitter and beaten staggered into the ruins and undergrowth of the Grassland Plains, muttering to itself in fitful gasps. Clutching a battered mask of iron to its disfigured face. It might have been what was left of Mikka Wyrlsorn, seeking a hole in the ground where it could curl up and die. Or it might have been something else, a harbinger of darker times to come.
“If they will call me Wormtooth,” it said to itself, “Then Wormtooth I will be.”
Soon enough, it shuffled away, passing out of sight and was forgotten.





Epilogue
Kiley Bean drove away from Raulerson Hospital feeling numb. 
Momma was gone.
The cancer had taken her during the night, after all her months of struggle. She had been holding on because she wanted to see Sarah again, just once. The doctors said she had been talking of Sarah before she died, that Sarah had visited her in the hospital, although no one had signed in to the hospital under that name and no one remembered seeing a blonde girl with violet eyes. The doctors had told Kiley that unfortunately dementia could come on in the final stages and might lead to someone seeing and hearing things.
Maybe that’s why she gave up, thought Kiley. She thought she’d seen Sarah, and so she let go.
“And now, I’m alone,” she said, as she walked back into their house. So quiet now. Malarkey, their cocker spaniel, was dozing on the powder-blue couch. He was getting old, grey and scraggly. Kiley kicked off her sandals and padded over the carpet to him. She sat down next to the old pooch and scratched behind his ears. He made a contented grumbling sound in his sleep.
“You’ll be gone soon, too, won’t you, old boy? Then, what do I do, eh? What do I do then?”
She kissed Malarkey on the head, and he grumbled in his sleep again as she got up and went to prepare dinner in the kitchen. If she had been any younger they would have taken her into care. It was a good job that she’d turned eighteen not so long ago. – with no Momma or Sarah at her birthday party. She remembered the sad faces of her friends and their kind words – none of which could bring her family back.
As she stood, Kiley realised that there was something in the pocket of her jean shorts. She pulled it out and turned it over in her fingers. It was a black marble, so it seemed. But when she held it up to the light, it looked like it had been burned black by a fire. 
Where had it come from? 
She had a vague, ghost-like memory of it rolling out from under Mom’s hospital bed and bumping against her toes. She had knelt down, picked it up, and put it in her pocket.
But why?
She had either tossed it away or put it back into her pocket—she wasn’t sure which—and the thought fled quickly enough as she opened the fridge and took out some asparagus, avocado, and lettuce to chop up into a salad. After the hospital, she wasn’t feeling all that hungry, but eating something and watching some crappy cable shows would at least take her mind off things. A bit.
Kiley’s mind drifted as she made the salad. What was on cable tonight?
... His Shadow calls ... for you ...
Kiley stopped, put down the knife, and wiped at her eyes. It was as though something was in them: a dark smear of some kind. She shut her eyes and massaged the lids with thumb and forefinger. She opened them again.
It was gone.
What the hell was that?
“Don’t crack up now, Kiley,” she said. “It’s not like Malarkey’s gonna call the men in white coats to come and get ya.”
She finished making the salad, tossed it a few times with some vinaigrette, and took it through to the lounge in its mixing bowl. 
Less washing up later, she thought, if I eat it this way.
She sat down and turned on the widescreen television that spread across the wall. The screen pixelated for a second and then became clear.
“Sarah?”
No, it couldn’t be. Just someone who looked like her. Very like her. Then the girl on the screen spoke. Kiley shouted and jumped up, sending the bowl of salad across the floor. Malarkey woke up with a grumph, and seeing food on the floor went after it immediately.
Kiley ignored him. She crept closer to the screen, shaking, not believing what she was seeing. Her baby sister, who had been missing for more than three years, was there on the screen in front of her.
How? And what the hell kind of show was she in anyway? 
This wasn’t the SyFy channel.
Kiley reached out to the television and touched the screen. They sank into it as if it were warm jello. She felt static electricity tickling her fingertips and she snatched her hand back.
“Okay, this is creepy and weird.”
Kiley picked up the remote and prodded the television screen with it. Nothing. It was hard plastic again, but still with Sarah’s face on it, speaking. 
What was she saying?
... His Shadow calls ... for you ...
And then Sarah’s face was gone; the television was blank.
Kiley pressed the power button on the remote. She turned the television off and on again. Nothing. It stayed silent, and the picture didn’t come back.
“How could that have been you, Sarah? You’re gone. We lost you.”
Then, Kiley felt it: warm in her pocket, growing hot against her thigh. She took out the black marble she had found at the hospital. It was not a marble anymore. It was full of colours, all circling together in a great kaleidoscopic storm that was burning her fingers. A voice came from the scintillating sphere and spoke inside her head. It promised her that she would see her sister again.
Kiley said, “Yes. Oh please, yes!”
Logic and fear were drowned out by her desire to not be alone, to not grow any older in an empty house that echoed with the memories of those she had lost. She didn’t listen to the barks and growls of Malarkey as he rushed to her, his eyes set on the glowing marble that smouldered in the palms of her hands. 
The voice spoke out loud this time, no longer in her head. 
“Come to me, O Sister of the Flame!”
Kiley looked around and saw that she was somewhere else. 
It was a vast chamber of dark stone with peculiar hieroglyphics and sigils carved into the walls. On the floor, she saw that she was standing at the centre of a pattern of concentric circles that pulsated with a sickly yellow-green light. Outside of the circles sat a number of cowled figures, one of which rose to its feet and stepped across the circles towards her. It spoke with a voice that rustled and crept.
“I am E‘blis of the Fallen, and you will obey me.”
~End of Book Two~





Book Three of The Age of the Flame
~The Stone of Sorrow~
is available here





Author’s Note
Thank you for reading The Sceptre of Storms. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would like to receive updates regarding new and upcoming releases by Greg James, please sign up to my mailing list: http://eepurl.com/vfYf9
If you have a moment, I would also greatly appreciate it if you left a review on the site where you purchased this ebook:
Amazon US
Amazon UK
No matter how big or small it is, every review counts and matters to a writer because without you, the readers, we are nothing.
 
Greg James can be contacted directly at: gregjamesauthor@mail.com
 
For news and daily updates:
Greg James’ Website
Greg James’ Twitter
Greg James’ Facebook Page
 
Other titles available by Greg James
The Sword of Sighs
The Stone of Sorrows





Acknowledgments
I would like to thank the following people for their help, support and contributions;
Lora Kaleva – for listening to me ramble on night and day, and for being my sternest and most caring critic.
Christine DeMaio-Rice – for creating another excellent and fitting cover.
Karin Cox – for a thorough and thoroughly educational editing process.
My fellow self-publishers, all of whom are awesome; Shea Macleod, M. Edward McNally, Jack Wallen, Cheryl Bradshaw, Jessica Meigs, David Gaughran, Jolea M. Harrison, Alisa Tangredi, Heather Marie Adkins, Mike Cooley, Cheryl Shireman, Lin Welch, Athanasios Galanis, Danielle Blanchard, Stephanie Abbott, Michelle Muto, Red Tash, P.J. Jones, Tara West, Julia Crane, Sarah Billington, J. Carson Black, Lizzy Ford, Graeme Reynolds, James Everington, Autumn Christian, Tony Rabig, Sean McLachlan, Tony Slater, Mandy White, Sarah Woodbury, Arshad Ahsanuddin, Laura Yirak, Matt Conrad & Ben White – the Word Lovah!
My friends are my family and this book could not have been done without them, as ever; Ruth Latchford, Jez Joubinaux, Evie Joubinaux, Kris Dyer, Jason Brawn, Dolores Harrington, Mark & Tori Waddington, Sandra Norval, Adrian Chamberlin, Dean M. Drinkel, Nyki Blatchley, Chris Hall, Jean Hatton, Jim McLeod, Libby Cummings, Kiley Owens, Robin Jennifer, Kacey Stewart & Ann Giardina Magee.





About the Author
Greg James was born in Rochford, Essex in darkest East Anglia. He studied Literature and Media at university and spent a year in the Far East teaching English as a foreign language. He now resides in London where he takes long walks on the asphalt beach, dreams strange dreams and keeps trying to get back to Narnia through the wardrobe.





Glossary
A’aron  (AH-aron)
The Creator of Women. Known also as the Mother.
 
Adraxis (AH-drac-SYS)
The last of the Unicorns.
 
Atosha  (Aa-TOH-sha)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
 
Barra  (BAH-rah)
Woran Bean’s small but fearless mongrel dog.
 
Batracca (BAT-rack-AH)
A species of giant bat-like creatures that have been tamed by the Cham to carry warriors and travellers on their backs.
 
Bean, Kiley
Sarah Bean’s sister.
 
Bean, Sarah
An American teenage girl who discovers she is the Living Flame – a scion of A’aron and prophesied saviour of Seythe.
 
Bean, Woran  (BEAN, WOH-run)
Adoptive grandfather to Sarah Bean.
 
Berace, Old
A supernatural being who has taken the form of the jolly rustic innkeeper of The Everlong Road Inn.
 
Brindan  (brin-DUNN)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
 
Cham, The
A splinter group of the Molloi race that have settled in Yrsyllor as farmers.
 
Cham’Mara
The Cham Matriarch.
 
Dionin  (DIE-oh-NYNN)
Creations of the Fallen One.
 
Doctors, The
Undefined beings that inhabit a dimension outside of the Thirteen Worlds.
 
Dracken  (DRAH-kin)
Creations of the Fallen One.
 
Drujja  (droo-YAH)
Also known as The Storm that Walks. Creations of the Fallen One.
 
Earlmen, Earlwomen
Feudal lords and ladies of the Three Kingdoms.
 
E’blis  (EH-bliss)
The Creator of Men. Also known as the Father of Pain.
 
Fallen One, The
A malevolent being from a Space and Time outside of the Thirteen Worlds.
 
Fallen-born, The
Scions of the Fallen One.
 
Fellhorn
A colossal mountain in the Western Wastes.
 
Fellhounds
Undead hunting animals that serve the Fallen-born.
 
Ferra  (feh-RA)
Father to Venna and Jedda.
 
Gorra  (GOH-rah)
Gorra is the Father of Leaves and the spirit of the Wood Beneath the Worlds. He tends to the roots of all Thirteen Worlds and cares for them at the behest of an unnamed higher power.
 
Grah’na  (GRA-narrh)
An area of swampland that must be crossed to reach the Mountains of Mourning.
 
Great Larvae, The
Gigantic invertebrates that serve the Fallen One.
 
Grassland Plains, The
A wilderness that was formally the shared land of humanity and the Kay’lo.
 
Herb-Sisters, The
An order of healers and carers in the Three Kingdoms.
 
Highmount
The city-province situated in the one pass through the Northway Mountains.
 
Highmount Council
The advisors to the ruling family of Highmount.
 
Ianna  (EYE-anna)
Step-mother to Jedda and Venna. 
 
Iron Gods, The
The Iron Gods were created by the Molloi as guardians for their cities in the Mountains of Mourning.
 
Jedda  (jed-DAH)
Heir to the throne of Highmount. 
 
Ka’aron (KAH-aron)
The First Wayfarer.
 
Kay’lo  (kay-LOW)
A race who once inhabited the Grassland Plains in harmony with humanity.
 
Kella (Kel-AH)
A General of the Three Kingdoms.
 
K’th (KIH-ith)
Giant spiders born in the Beginning after the Unicorns and the Dragons.
 
K’th’li’li (KIH-ith-LEE-LEE)
An island, also known as the Kingdom of Webs.
 
Lands Beyond, The
The Lands Beyond are where all things that dwell on Seythe go after they die.
 
Lo’a’Pan  (LOW-ah-PAN)
The secret underground city of the Kay’lo.
 
Malus (MAL-uss)
Last of the Dragons.
 
Mind-Reavers, The
Creations of the Fallen One.
 
Molloi  (MUH-loy)
Once a proud race of engineers and architects, they built the Iron Gods to guard their cities. Following the war with their creations, they degenerated into savages.
 
Mountains of Mourning, The
A range of mountains separating the Grassland Plains and the swamps of Grah’na from the Western Wastes.
 
Nightlands, The
A cold and desolate wasteland in the east of Seythe where perpetual night reigns.
 
Norn Valley, The
A valley between Highmount and the Three Kingdoms where farmers and peasantry reside.
 
Northway Mountains, The
The range of mountains that acts as a protective barrier between the Three Kingdoms and the Grassland Plains.
 
Northway Pass, The
The one clear way through the Northway Mountains.
 
Ossen  (OH-sun)
A Wayfarer well-known in the Three Kingdoms as a champion of humanity and a bringer of hope.
 
Oswald
A servant of The Doctors.
 
Phages  (FEYE-gizz)
Soldiers thought to have been created by the civilisation that once existed in the Western Wastes. 
 
Plainstown
The ‘poor’ half of Highmount that faces out onto the Grassland Plains.
 
Ruth, Mistress
A Herb-Sister and close friend of Ossen.
 
Saltwines, The
A family of brewers and distillers in the Norn Valley.
 
Sceptre of Storms, The
The Sceptre of Storms was fashioned from the horn of Adraxis, the last of the Unicorns.
 
Seythe  (SAY-thuh)
The Seventh of the Thirteen Worlds that make up the Cosmos.
 
Shadowhorn
A colossal mountain in the Nightlands that is the source of the Fallen One’s presence in Seythe.
 
Sinh
One of the Cham.
 
Summernight
The main summer festival in the Three Kingdoms.
 
Sword of Sighs, The
Also known as the Sword Without a Blade.
 
Sworn, The
A secretive order of trained warriors often hired for assassinations, mercenary duties and to protect travellers in the wildernesses of Seythe.
 
Taproots, The
A family of farmers in the Norn Valley and neighbours to Woran Bean.
 
Three Kingdoms, The
The Three Kingdoms of humanity were established on Seythe after the last war against the Fallen One.
 
Trotters, The
A family of pig farmers in the Norn Valley.
 
Venna  (VEN-nah)
Sister to Jedda and Queen-in-Waiting of Highmount.
 
Watchers, The
Selected men and women of the Three Kingdoms who stand guard atop the outermost wall of Highmount, watching over the Grassland Plains.
 
Wayfarers, The
The Wayfarers are an ancient orders of male and female mages that can travel between the Thirteen Worlds using Paths.
 
Western Wastes, The
A wasteland wracked by monsoons and ice storms where the Fellhorn mountain stands. 
 
Wintertide
The main winter festival in the Three Kingdoms.
 
Wyrlsorn, Mikka  (WEERL-sawn, MEE-kah)
An agent of the Fallen One. 
 
Yagga  (YAH-gah)
The witch who dwells in the Wood Beneath the Worlds.
 
Yrsyllor  (ERR-sih-LAW)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
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