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Come with me into the shadows of night.
Keep to my paths, for the light will fade,
and I give no protection,
only dark fingers to guide you,
into my shadows in the bleak, black night.
The Waerg Woods Warning
Anon.
 
 


Chapter One – The Craft-Born Lie
 
When you live on the edge of a cursed forest, you do a lot of staring into the dark. The Waerg Woods is the kind of place travellers go hours out of their way to avoid. Yet somehow they still find themselves lost, seized by the bony fingers of roots, vines, and branches.
The magic of the realm died, and now only shadows remain. Shadows of the once enchanted forest where trees came alive and butterflies spread their sparkle through the air. Now they wait—what else can shadows do?—for magic to return.
I’ve read books about the magic dying. Wars ravaged Aegunlund hundreds of years ago, killing the magical Ancient Ones and smothering their powers. But every now and then one person is born with the old craft, and it reignites the magic in the entire realm.
Father points to the ground. “See how the birch enriches the soil? It helps the bluebells grow.”
We stand in the Waerg Woods, searching for lumber. Each day we creep in a little farther, too frightened to chop down the trees, but in desperate need for anything to trade at the markets. The other villagers already think us stupid, crazy, evil, or any combination of the three, for entering the dark forest. We’re the last in our village who dare to venture in. Yet still they trade for our goods. Halts-Walden needs wood. Trees in the nearby fields are few and far between.
“We’ll take the lowest branches,” he says. “But no more.”
“If we take more, we can trade for cloth,” I argue.
He shakes his head. “No more.”
“Fine,” I say with a sigh.
I shimmy up the narrow trunk with a knife tucked into the sheath on my belt. I pull myself onto a low branch. It dips under my weight, and I remain positioned near the trunk. The fragrant air—full of earth, dust, and mildew—drifts to my nostrils. Sweet scents of nearby honeysuckle carry on an undertone.
“Careful, Mae,” Father warns. “Birch branches are thin.”
“I’ve been climbing trees since I could walk,” I snap. But still I lean against the trunk for support as I rub the serrated knife against the branch above. Father waits below for it to drop. He leans on his good leg, propping himself up with the cane we made from a fallen ash. His knee twisted in a fall from far up an oak, and ever since he’s needed the cane.
“Hoahh!” I call out as the branch creaks. I give it a final push away from me so that it doesn’t catch me on its descent. Anta snorts and jumps back. The branch lands a few feet from Father, and he leans low to drag it towards the small cart behind Anta. When he’s done, I move on to the next branch.
“That’s good, Mae. We can get good coin for this wood. And after the market, you must study.”
I roll my eyes. Father is obsessed with me book learning. He insists it will better me. Although I don’t see what it will better me for, seeing as he has no intention of ever letting me leave Halts-Walden, and it’s not like it got him anywhere.
As I start to climb down the tree, a humming noise attracts my attention from high up in the branches. A lone bee buzzes down towards me.
“Well, hello there,” I whisper to the bee, which orbits my head so fast my eyes can’t keep up. “I bet you have lots of lovely honey up there.” The nest might be within climbing range. It could be dangerous, but the thought of sweet honey is too tempting to ignore.
Tucking the knife back in my sheath, I reach up to the next branch and grip the trunk with my toes, worming my way up the birch.
“Mae? What are you doing?” Father calls from below. “We have enough wood for market.”
“There’s a hive of honeybees.” My voice comes out breathless as I climb. Beads of sweat begin to form on my forehead.
The grass rustles below, and I don’t need to look down to know Father has shuffled towards the tree. When he calls up, his voice is louder.
“Get down now. It’s too high. You could hurt yourself, or—”
“I’m fine.”
“Mae,” he pleads.
Normally, that tone would make me listen. When he uses it, I know he is thinking of Mother, and I know he worries he’ll lose me too. But today I want to reach that hive. I want to achieve something, to sense danger, to feel exhilaration. The higher I go, the more I feel like I’m finally escaping Halts-Walden, the sleepy village I’ve lived in for all of my life. My muscles sing out in pain as I hold my own weight, and the silvery bark scrapes against my rough hands, but I don’t care because I’m making my own decisions now.
I’m not afraid of bees. They’ll leave me alone. Bugs, bees, any kind of critter… I’ve never had a single bite or sting my entire life.
“That’s too high, Mae! Please. You could fall.”
I glance down and immediately regret it. I’ve climbed higher than I intended, and certainly higher than I’ve ever climbed before. The drop makes my head spin, and with a gasp I cling onto the tree, my fingers scraping the bark. Bees buzz around me, and the hive is just a fraction farther. If I climb down now, Father will have won. He’ll think he can guilt-trip me for the rest of my life, make me stay in Halts-Walden forever. So I grit my teeth and take another step up, my arms shaking with the strain.
When I’m close to the hive, I take some of the rope from my satchel and tie myself around the trunk. I gently ease my weight against the rope, making sure it holds me, then I take out a small tin box covered in holes. I don’t always carry this with me, but luck would have it that I decided to pack it just in case. Also in my bag is a flint, which I use to light the pine needles stored inside the tin box. After replacing the lid from the box, I place it on a branch near to the hive, letting the smoke unsettle the bees. They withdraw to the back of the nest so I can cut away at the honeycomb. With a sigh of relief, I pack up the honeycomb and put out the fire in the tin box.
I’ve done it. The risk paid off. Now we will have honey as well as wood.
“I’m coming back down,” I call to Father.
“About time,” he grumbles.
My fingers tremble as I loosen the knots in the rope. In my haste, I’d tied them too tight, and now I have to force them apart with weakened arms, digging my fingernails into the thick rope. With one huge wrench I pull the knot open, but it happens too fast. I haven’t gripped onto the trunk properly, and it knocks me off balance. I slide down the tree, desperately trying to dig my fingernails into the bark, but not finding purchase. As I begin to free fall, a scream escapes my lips and as I crash through branches, Father’s shouts become a muffle.
With my heart hammering against my chest, I stretch out my hands, stretching my fingers as far as they’ll go, trying to grasp hold of anything. One thin branch snaps as soon as I wrap my fingers around it. But it slows down my fall, allowing me to hook an arm over a larger branch, my body painfully colliding with it.
“Mae?” Father shouts in a panicked voice.
“I’m all right.” I pull myself back onto the branch, trembling from head to toe. My fingernails are broken, and two are bleeding. There are splinters in my palms that I have to deal with before trying to climb again. “I’m on a branch. I’ll be down in a moment.” A glance down shows that I fell far and I’m lucky. If I hadn’t caught the branch, I may have plummeted to my death. I take deep breaths, leaning back against the bark of the tree, slowly calming my heart.
After composing myself, I make a steady descent. Without a doubt that was the closest I’ve ever come to seriously hurting myself. It frightened me to my very core. Yet I cannot help feeling a sense of complete exhilaration. When my feet touch the grassy ground, all I can think about is how I want to do it again.
 
*
 
Later that day we make our way to the village market so we can trade some of the wood for milk and meat.
Back on the path, we pass those on their way to the nearby farms. Most villagers stay at an arm’s length from us. It could be the smell, or the fact we’ve come from the Waerg Woods. It could be Anta, who scares some people with his size and antlers. Either way, I don’t care. I only need Father and Anta.
Our cart creaks along as we follow the path out of the woods. The old goat farmer turns his head and stares at us with his eyes travelling along Anta’s flank. His eyebrows bunch together, as though he’s wondering why the white stag still stays with me. You’d think they’d be used to it, but Anta still turns heads.
Halts-Walden is different from the rest of the kingdom, or so Father tells me. I’ve never left my village. Settlers gathered here during the Realm War, sick to the stomach of violence. They wanted a peaceful life. Father and I are not the only dark-skinned people in our village—the immigrants came from all over Agenlund to Halts-Walden during the Realm War, including those beyond the Anadi Sands—but we are the poorest. Unlike other people from the Haedalands and the Southern Archipelagos, who came with riches from the diamond mines or the iron forges, my great-grandparents came with nothing. They spent many decades scavenging for timber to trade. They built a hut from their wares, and that’s where we live now.
Settled in the valley between the Red Peak Mountains in the south, and the Waerg Woods which stretch northwards towards Cyne, Halts-Walden is a self-contained village. With a small mill over the river, and a couple of farms on the outskirts, we survive without much contact from the rest of Aegunlund.
We pass the farms and head deeper into the village, where the market is set up in the courtyard outside the Fallen Oak tavern. People bustle around, carrying armfuls of flowers or baskets filled with baked goods. The scent of fresh bread makes my mouth water and my stomach growl.
“What’s going on?” I brush hair, dirt, and wood dust from my eyes, and address one of the milkmaids. She wears a long tunic, brought in at the waist with a rope belt. Her skirts bustle beneath the tunic. She weaves fresh flowers—bluebells, ivy, chamomile and rosemary, fragrant and sweet—through a wooden arch over the village gate. “Why are you arranging flowers?”
The milkmaid frowns at Anta before appraising my appearance with a raised eyebrow. “Been in the woods again, White Hart?” She tuts. “Robert, I thought you had better sense than to let your daughter roam around in that place.”
Father bristles next to me. “I need to feed her, don’t I?”
She mumbles something about getting a proper occupation years ago.
“The flowers,” I insist. “Are we expecting visitors?”
It seems I uttered the magic phrase, because her face lights up and her ruddy cheeks stretch with a broad grin. Her thin eyebrows raise high above her glistening eyes, moving swiftly with excitation. “The prince is coming for Ellen. It’s so romantic.”
Father and I share a glance. The king has been waiting for a craft-born to wed his son, Prince Casimir. They search far and wide for anyone who shows a sign of the craft—magic passed down through the blood of the Ancients—so they might restore magic to the realm and reignite the Red Palace. I know only rumours about the Red Palace, ones that speak of machines and contraptions that create light without a fire and make precious stones.
“Ellen is craft-born?” I ask. I know Ellen. She’s the miller’s daughter, and one of the prettiest girls in town, with milk-white skin, black hair, and oval-shaped blue eyes. When we were six, she pointed and laughed at the holes in my boots, so I pushed her into a puddle. Then I got a lashing from the miller.
The milkmaid nods so quickly her chins waggle. “Oh yes. She darkened ivy with a touch.”
I fold my arms and roll my eyes. Father sniggers. “Who told you that?” I say.
“No one needed to tell me anything,” the woman says. She bends low and snatches flowers from her basket. “The whole village knows it.” She turns her back on us and pushes daisies into her display.
We know the conversation is over and move Anta away from the woman.
Father elbows me lightly in the side. “Looks like you’re off the hook.”
I nod. “It does indeed.” I run a hand down Anta’s snowy coat. It sparkles with my touch, like icy snow or stars.
“Not in public, Mae. Even after the prince has married the girl, you’ll have to keep it a secret. You’ll never be safe otherwise.”
“I know,” I reply with a sigh, wrapping an arm over Anta’s withers.
They call me White Hart because on the day I was born—the day Mother died—the white stag appeared at the window of our hut, just a calf back then, so Father says. He tried to shoo it away, but the stag kept coming back, staring through the window, watching me as a baby. When I could talk, I yelled, Anta! Anta! I pointed at the large, furry antlers on his head, standing tall and crooked like the branches in the Waerg Woods.
No one knows why Anta stayed with me, or why he let me tame him. I ride him, too, and he drags the cart of wood to market. They whisper behind us, That’s no place for a white stag. What did they do to the creature? They have no right to own an animal like that... and more than once Father has had to threaten those who come to our house late at night, desperate to poach Anta for his fur. I’d never let anyone hurt him. I’d kill anyone who tries.
 
*
 
Back at our hut, I remove Anta’s saddle, bridle and the cart. We never tie him up. He has a shelter if he wants it, and we trade for hay in the winter, but usually Anta roams back into the Waerg Woods, disappearing between the tall birches like the shadows. I pat his quarters, he snorts before trotting off between the trees.
Father and I live on the edge of the gloomy forest, close enough to smell the leaves, hear the rustle of animals, and sense the dangers within. Darkness hangs below the knotted canopy of branches. I stand and watch in awe, following Anta’s hoof-prints. It’s late. The sun sets. The grey of dusk descends over Halts-Walden with the threat of rain in the dark underbelly of clouds. The prince may well be greeted with mud and rain in the morning. The thought makes me feel rather gleeful. I imagine some pampered, puffy prince on the back of a regal horse, riding into the village in search of the red hair of maidens, quaint flowers, and those who bend the knee to him.
“Come in for stew, Mae,” Father says. “You should have a bath, too, if the prince is arriving.”
“I thought the whole point was to make sure the prince wouldn’t want me,” I reply, shooting him a glance.
Father sighs. “That’s true. But this is still a momentous occasion for the village, and you should look the part, or you’ll attract attention. Do you know the last time we had a royal come here?”
I shake my head.
“Well, it was before my time. Your grand-papa talked of it sometimes. King Aldrych the First came when he was still a prince. He thought we were enchanted, because of where we live. I suppose the kings always do.”
We’re under Aldrych the Second’s rule, now, a man I know little about because of how isolated we are. His reputation is one of greed. The only thing I know is that he wants his precious Red Palace to make his gems. Apparently the craft is needed for that. I don’t know how it works. Part of me would love to see the castle, to discover what makes it so special.
“Well, Ellen is craft-born, after all.” I snort. She’s got about as much craft in her as the muck in Farmer Black’s pigpen.
“Are you complaining, Mae? You’ve wanted nothing more than to avoid Ellen’s fate. Ever since…” He trails off.
Ever since I realised I have the magic in me. To finish his sentence, I lift a hand and click with my thumb and index finger. The butterflies that usually hide away between our flowers reveal themselves in the garden. There are dozens of them fluttering through the sky, of all colours: red, yellow, blue, patterned with eyes that stare out like rubies. They fly to me and cluster around my hand.
Father shakes his head, but he laughs. “If only your mother could see you.”
A bold butterfly with wings the colour of sapphires lands on my nose, tapping me with its antennae.
“I just wanted to call you,” I say. “There’s no job for now.”
The butterfly leaves my nose sharply, as though in a huff. The others follow, flapping their tiny wings, disappearing back amongst the flowers.
“You shouldn’t call them whenever you feel like it,” Father warns. “Nature doesn’t exist to serve you and your every whim.”
I’ve heard this speech many a time, so I clap my hands together to prevent a long lecture. “Stew it is, then!”
Father puts an arm around my shoulders as we head back to the hut. “Rabbit stew, in fact. With carrots and mint. I need to fatten you up—I can feel your ribs!”
I pat my tunic. “Really?” I am small for my age.
He chuckles as we walk through the doorway. I help him up the stone step. “You’re still growing. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be a few inches taller by your sixteenth birthday.”
I lift his arm from my shoulders, and it drags dark curls in front of my eyes. I push them back behind my ears. “I doubt it.”
“Sit down and eat your meal.” Father points to the table, laid out with a bowl of food. It’s barely enough for the two of us. “Tomorrow will be a big day. We’ll see the prince, and when he takes Ellen away, we’ll never have to worry again about you being sent to the Red Palace.”
I like the sound of that. As I shovel down the rabbit stew, my shoulders lighten. For years we’ve worried about my powers. We know little about craft and the craft-born, except that the magic within me seems to allow me to call on nature. I don’t know why it makes me powerful or how it would benefit the realm, I just know that I don’t want to be a princess and I never have. I can’t think of anything worse than flouncing about in fancy dresses, cooped up in the Red Palace forever, forced into marrying someone I don’t even know. I certainly don’t want to use my powers to help the king become even richer.
But there is something in me that longs to find out more about the powers within me. Sometimes I fantasise about disappearing from Halts-Walden and travelling Aegunlund in search of answers. I want to be in the woods with the birds and the butterflies. I want to climb trees and ride Anta ’til my arse-cheeks are sore. I don’t know why I’m craft-born, and I don’t really care. All I know is whatever the reason, it has to be more than sitting pretty on a throne. There must be more to life. There has to be freedom and adventure in this world. I want to find it.
 


Chapter Two – The Silver Prince
 
I wake to drizzle filtering through the thinning thatch above. It plops on my nose like tears from the sky.
“Blasted roof.” Father limps into the room, his short curly hair dewy from the rain drops. “I’ve brought a bucket. You’ll have to move your bed for tomorrow.”
I roll from the straw and push it away from the leak. Father bustles around, trying to position the bucket and hold his cane at the same time. He drops the bucket and swears.
“Let me—” I say.
“No, no. I can do it.” He leans down to pick up the bucket and groans with the extra weight on his bad knee.
“Now then, old man,” I chastise. “Are you letting your stubborn pride get in the way? Let me put it in place. No arguments.” I hold up a finger as he opens his mouth. “You cut the bread for breakfast.”
His face breaks into a smile, and his shoulders soften. He places a hand on the side of my face. “You’re a good ’un, my daughter.” His eyes suddenly glisten, and I drop my gaze to the floor. He sniffs and his back straightens. “Something in my eye, I think.” He shuffles off to sort the bread.
With a chuckle, I dump the bucket beneath the leak and move our things away from the sodden ground. What a sentimental old thing he is.
After breaking bread and drinking down milk, we set out into the garden to check on the vegetables. The crops are coming along nicely and will give us a decent trade in a month or so. The rain will help. Rain and sun. I lift my face to the sky and feel the lukewarm water against my eyelids. It’s a good day to ride Anta. Stupid prince ruining my fun.
“You should wear a dress.”
I open my eyes and fix them on Father. “A dress? But I don’t own any.”
“There are dresses in the chest belonging to your mother,” he replies, the corners of his mouth turning up in delight. He’s enjoying my discomfort. “I’d love to see my only daughter dressed nicely for a change, rather than scampering around in dirty tunics. Wash your face, too.”
I throw down my trowel and stomp back to the hut. How can I refuse him when he mentions Mother? I try to ignore the small part of me longing to wear her clothes, to feel what she felt, to look how she looked.
The chest sits in the far corner of our hut, alone in the darkness. Like she is in death. I clench my fists. It isn’t right to think like that. I exhale and relax my hands. Maybe this is what I need. I need to be closer to her. With my eyes fixed on the chest, I rush forward so quickly I almost trip over my feet. In seconds I have the lid open, and Mother’s skirts and dresses lie in wait.
She didn’t own many clothes, and most are almost threadbare from wear and tear. I hold up a long red gown with wide sleeves and embroidery on the bodice. It is soft to the touch, and there’s a lingering scent beyond the must and mould, a lemon citrus scent. I give it a shake and lay it down over the chest while I undress.
The dress fits me quite well, although the sleeves and hem are too long. There’s no time to make amendments now, not that I’d know how anyway, so I lift the skirt and fold it at the middle, using the belt from my tunic to hold it in place. Father comes into the hut to find me smoothing out curly hair between my fingers.
He gawps at me. “You’re… you’re the spit of her.” His voice is a rasp, and his eyes are wide. “You really are.”
He disconcerts me with his tender gaze. There’ve been quite enough emotional pauses for one morning. I slap him on the shoulder. “Let’s go meet the bastard prince then, eh?” And then I belch.
Father’s illusion is shattered. “Can’t you let a father enjoy a special moment with his daughter?” He frowns at me, but I ignore it and take his arm to help him out of the hut.
“Come on, old man. Let’s go and curtsey to the prince,” I say.
“You’re all grown up, Mae. Where has the time gone?”
“It’s gone to hell, with us cutting up wood and getting splinters for our trouble.” My boot sucks into the mud as we take a right outside the hut and follow the path towards the village market. “The prince will love getting dirty. I hope Ellen is worth it. I’m sure she’s wearing something fitting for the occasion.” Crass and gaudy, no doubt.
“Of course he thinks Ellen is worth it,” Father replies. “He thinks she is the craft-born, the one in a generation with a power centred on nature. When the magic of the craft-born is alive, it spreads throughout the realm, meaning others can wield its power.”
I hang my head. Father has mentioned it before. It makes my chest heavier knowing that such responsibility rests on my shoulders. All I have to do is reveal my powers and use them to bring magic back, but I don’t know if that’s the life I want. It’s too much pressure. I find myself withdrawing back into my dress. Danger is one thing, but responsibility is completely different.
Father notices my silence and adds in a hushed mutter, “That blasted miller will be puffed up like a peacock. Unbearable man.”
I laugh and pat his arm, the heaviness lifting. “Don’t hold back, Father. Goodness knows, I’ve never heard you say a bad word about anybody.”
“Well, today a girl undeserving is granted an opportunity many want—”
“Father—”
“It’s true, Mae, whether you want it to be or not. Most young girls would kill to be a queen one day. I’m almost positive some actually have killed in the past—”
“We’ve talked about this. It’s not what I want. He could be ugly, fat, unpleasant… rude… Who knows? I’m not prancing around in a dress for the rest of my life. My place is here, with you.” I squeeze his arm. The words sound half-hearted even to myself. I am saying the things he wants to hear. What I leave unsaid, well, it might break his heart. There must be more to life than Halts-Walden, but the thought of leaving Father behind on his own… I couldn’t… Could I?
“Very well, Mae. But know that you’ve not missed your opportunity yet. The prince is not married. You could grow to like him.”
“Unless the prince knows how to cull an oak or carve from ash, I’m not interested. I don’t like pampered boys.”
We move through the fence posts into the market. The milkmaid’s handiwork, now complete, gives the illusion of walking beneath a sky of colourful flowers. I inhale their scent. The fragrance is so sweet that the craft stirs inside me and I long to call the butterflies again.
“Goodness, look at the town,” Father says. I help him through the cobbles of the market square. His cane taps as we walk. He nods and smiles at the many people milling around. “Look, the tanners have scrubbed up. Even the blacksmith. The bakers have made a huge loaf for the occasion. There’s food everywhere.”
Men and women huddle around the small daub-coated shops, many holding tankards and smoking pipes near the tavern entrance. They wear their best outfits with embroidered tunics and slicked back hair. The ladies have plaited their hair and woven the plaits prettily atop their heads.
“Where?” I step in front of Father, searching greedily for the food.
“That’s not for you, little miss.” The baker’s wife shoos me away, flapping her broad red hands.
“Little miss, indeed.”
“Don’t create a scene, Mae. We have to fit in here.”
“I would never dream of it.” As we turn away I make a rude gesture at her behind Father’s back. The baker’s wife scowls at me.
“What are you laughing at?” Father asks, eying me suspiciously.
“Nothing, nothing. Shall we take a seat until the prince arrives?”
The Fallen Oak has set out barrels and stools for the onlookers. I settle Father down and he stretches out his bad leg. But I’m too agitated to sit. My muscles tingle. I want to be running in the woods or riding Anta.
“Have you seen Anta this morning?” I ask.
Father leans on his cane and looks up at me, squinting against the sun. “Not seen him.” He shrugs. “I’m sure he’s in the woods.”
That’s what I’m worried about. It would be an opportune moment for someone to sneak into the woods and shoot Anta for his fur, or for luck, as some of the more superstitious believe. On more than one occasion, I’ve seen a pig farmer perform the gesture of protection from the gods when I pass him with Anta. I’m sure he believes Anta is some sort of demon.
I regard the crowds, searching for poachers and drunkards, the kind of unsavoury men who hang around our hut at night waiting for Anta to appear to them. I see some of them; others are missing.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” I say. Before Father can protest, I’ve hitched up my skirts and set off back through the crowds, dodging the stout bodies of workmen, the shocked faces of their wives, and the tiny children skipping along the market. I must look a sight, but I don’t care. I have to check on Anta. If I can just check he’s all right…
I duck beneath the flowers and carry on through the market with my skirts dragging. I hitch up my belt, and the lengths of material come loose beneath it. I swear as my feet get caught. Distracted by my dress, I don’t notice the girls approaching from the mill. We run straight into each other. When I step back and rub my sore nose, I realise that I’ve bumped into the one and only craft-born—and soon to be princess of our realm—Ellen Miller, of the millers.
“Oh, do watch where you’re going,” she says, her lips curling with disgust.
I curtsey sarcastically. “Your majesty.”
“When I am queen, I’ll be able to arrest people who insult me,” she replies. A blond girl called Alice titters stupidly behind her.
“Then I shall avoid the queen. Now, if you’ll let me pass, I have somewhere to be.”
Ellen, who I notice is wearing a stiff corset of bright scarlet with her bosom bulging over the top, lifts her skirts and sidesteps directly in front of me. “But the prince will be arriving shortly.”
“I don’t care about the prince. I need to get to the woods.”
The girls behind Ellen, her usual troupe of followers, whisper and share worried glances. Ellen’s face pales. “You spend far too long in that place. It’s unnatural. You’re unnatural.”
“So are you.” I can’t help the smirk stretching across my face. “Craft-born. I hope you give us a demonstration of your abilities later.”
Ellen’s cheeks become a shade similar to the colour of her clothes. “I will. She lifts her dress and jerks her head away from me.
I can’t help but watch them shuffle away, with their silly little heeled shoes clipping on the stones. They are forced to hop over puddles, and one girl squeals when her dress catches the mud.
“Idiots,” I say, turning on my heel and pelting towards the woods. My hair whips against my cheeks.
I burst through the first throng of trees, breathing the forest air into my lungs. My dress streams out behind me. It drags along the ground, collecting twigs, dirtying on the mud. For a brief moment, I wonder if Mother ever ran like this. Father will be disappointed, but he knows I’m like this. He knows I’m no good.
“Anta!” I shout into the lurking shadows. When I stop running, the wind seems to freeze. The rain has stopped. Bushes rustle, and I whip my head around, air expelling from my lungs in a rush. “Anta!”
A twig snaps. I grip hold of my dress. Maybe coming here alone was a bad idea.
“Anta?”
Something moves. I catch it with the corner of my eye. It’s dark, not white like Anta. I shouldn’t have come here on my own. How far have I run into the woods? How deep am I in the Waerg Woods, with the shadows waiting…? I will my legs to move, ignoring the tremble in my muscles. A shape catches the corner of my eye. There’s something watching me, and it isn’t my white hart. I spin on my heel and start to run, but my feet catch on my dress and I fall forwards in the mud. It splatters on my skin. I can taste it in my mouth, bitter and mildewed. My hands shake as I push myself up from the ground. Gathering my skirts, I stumble forward, desperate to be away from the looming trees. The footsteps sound too close behind me as I urge myself forwards. Willing myself to be brave, to face whatever threat awaits me, I turn and face my attacker.
“Wha…? Who are you?” I say, breathlessly.
“What are you doing, lass? Why are you scrabbling about in the dirt?”
Three men sit atop their steeds. Two wear metal plates over their clothes. The other—a teenage boy of about my own age—wears some sort of green-ivy headdress and a long red cape draping over the quarters of his horse. He has sandy blond hair and bright silver eyes. There’s a playful, sarcastic smile on his face, which annoys me.
“What does it look like? I fell,” I reply.
“You Halts-Walden folk are strange,” he says. “And rude. Is that how you address your prince?”
I swear under my breath. With the fright, I’d forgotten all about the prince. I attempt a half-hearted curtsey in contrition. “Sorry, um, Your Majesty.”
“Highness,” he corrects. “Well, that’s quite the worst curtsey I’ve ever seen in my life, but I suppose it will have to do. I must confess that we’re rather lost and late. My guard saw a rare white stag and we thought to hunt it. Father would be so impressed to mount the head of a—”
“How dare you.” I clench my fists in fury.
The prince’s jaw falls open. “I beg your pardon?”
“How dare you hunt my stag?”
“I’m sorry, your stag? Surely you don’t own the stag.” He moves his horse closer to me and stares down at me with a curious expression on his face. “You.”
“Yes, he is mine, so no one touches a hair on his head, or I kill them.”
One of the guards, wearing what I now realise is armour, pulls his sword a finger’s width from its sheath. The prince raises a hand to stop him.
“Are you threatening me?” he asks.
My heart quickens with panic, but I decide to stand my ground, so I straighten my back and smooth my skirts. “No, I’m simply stating a fact.”
My words hang in the air as I wait for the prince to respond. His eyes narrow at me. At any moment, I expect him to order his guard to cut off my head.
His laugh breaks the silence. “Have you heard that? The lass is stating a fact. Well, I’ve not been spoken to like that in… well… never. Now, please do not tell me your name is Ellen.”
“No, it most certainly isn’t. Thank the gods. I wouldn’t swap places with that ninny for all the sticky pastries from the bakery.”
The prince shares a glance with his guards. “Are you saying my future bride is a ninny? She’s not… She’s not ugly, is she?”
I gather my skirts to walk away. “Oh, she’s not ugly, not really.” I turn and head back towards the village. The prince kicks his mount on to follow me. “Not if you like that kind of thing. You know… sturdy.”
“Sturdy?” he repeats. His expression freezes in horror. “Is she a heavy lass?”
“One may say… stout, perhaps.” I glance across at the prince, revelling in his discomfort.
“Stout? Oh gods above, she’s a pig, isn’t she? Father assured me she was the most beautiful girl in the village. But, well, no offense, but looking at you hasn’t given me much hope.”
I suppress the urge to stick a stinging nettle under his horse’s tail and watch him deal with that. “Some people think that a person’s personality is what matters.”
“Does she have a good personality then?”
“Oh no,” I reply. “She’s horrible.”
The prince pales as we head back into the village. I must look quite a sight, walking next to the prince covered in mud. Ellen stares at me with her cheeks bright vermillion. I’ll be in trouble later, but the look on Ellen’s face is worth it. If only I’d found Anta. He’s still out there alone, and the thought makes my stomach churn.
 


Chapter Three – The Attempted Hunt of the White Stag
 
The miller bustles to the front of the crowd. “Your Highness, what an honour it is to finally meet you at last.” He bows low, almost sinking to the ground.
“The pleasure is all mine,” Prince Casimir replies. “If you’ll excuse me one moment, I must thank this young woman for escorting my party from the Waerg Woods. We had lost our way after being distracted by an enormous white stag. You see, my father is a very keen hunter, and he has been looking for an exquisite kill to mount in the ballroom… Oh, I am sorry, I am rambling on. Anyway, thank you once again.”
All eyes drifted to me at the mention of the white stag. My cheeks warm, and I mumble a few words to accept his thanks and move away, scuttling back to my father’s seat.
“What happened? Why have you ruined your mother’s dress?” he says in a harsh whisper.
“I fell. I’m sorry, Father.” I uselessly wipe at the stains with my hands. “I never meant to. I was worried about Anta. I thought something bad was going to—”
“Hush now, Mae. The miller is presenting his daughter.”
I quiet, not because I’m particularly interested in Ellen or the prince, but because I can’t help but wonder how he will react after I joked about Ellen’s appearance. The crowd parts, and Ellen steps forward. His Highness dismounts from the horse so that I get my first proper look at him. He is taller than I’d imagined, and he stands with a straight back, which makes him appear even taller. The decorative tunic he wears is thick and puffy on the sleeve, making him appear bulkier than he is. One of his guards takes the horses, while the other stands by his side, one hand on his sword. It’s odd that he hasn’t arrived with a larger party. I don’t know much about royalty, but if the prince is as important as people say, I thought he would have more protection.
Prince Casimir gestures to his guard. “Come now, we’re amongst friends. There’s no need for such measures. Stand at ease.”
The crowd break into a brief moment of applause. Someone shouts out Long live the prince. I roll my eyes as His Highness stands up straighter with pride. He’s unbearably smug in front of an audience.
The guards nod and back away. Prince Casimir seems satisfied, and he moves closer to the miller. “Now, I must meet your lovely daughter.” He swallows with a gulp. “Is she… around?” His eyes roam through the crowd, looking for the ugliest amongst the throng. His smile fades as he spots the blacksmith’s burly granddaughter. She is delighted his eyes have found her and offers a girlish wave back, turning Casimir’s cheeks bright red. “Is… that… her?” I snigger into the sleeve of my dress, and Father elbows me in the ribs with a frown.
The miller follows Casimir’s gaze. “Good heavens, no! No, no, this is my daughter.” He waves Ellen forward with a flourish.
And suddenly my prank is not funny anymore. Casimir’s eyes fill with a sort of watery, hazy blur that reminds me of Father’s expression when he thinks of Mother, and his body remains very still. Casimir’s jaw drops, and he clears his throat to speak. “I… well… I… You’re a delight, Miss Miller. I wasn’t… Hmm, you must excuse me for one moment.” Prince Casimir coughs into his closed fist. His eyes never leave Ellen’s.
A boy will never look at me the way he looks at her—as though she is the only woman to ever exist, as though the crowd has faded and she stands alone. Never. And I didn’t realise I wanted one to until that very moment. A shudder of disappointment works its way up my body, from abdomen to burning cheeks.
“Your highness,” Ellen says, curtseying low into a graceful bow. Somehow she manages it without dragging her dress into the mud or tripping on her own feet. There is not a speck of dirt on her anywhere. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She holds out one dainty hand, and Casimir takes it to his lips. His fingers tremble. He is nervous. The prince!
I let out a long, loud sigh without even realising it and catch the attention of the villagers. Casimir narrows his eyes at me, and I drop my gaze to the ground. What a fool, to have joked with him like that. Now he could have me banished, or even executed, for my insolence.
“The pleasure is all mine,” says Casimir, and the attention moves back to Ellen and the prince. No, Ellen and her prince. The prince who should, in all fairness, be mine.
I don’t want that life, I remind myself. I certainly don’t want it now, not after the prince insulted me in the woods. How could I ever marry someone, knowing that their first impressions of me were to think of me as unattractive?
“I think I might go and find Anta.” I stand up from the stool, but Father pulls me back down by the sleeve.
“No, you won’t. You’ll stay and enjoy the festivities. I don’t want any more attention on you, Mae. Is that clear?”
“Yes.”
Casimir and Ellen moon at each other for a while longer, professing their gratitude for finally meeting. I decide to watch the faces in the crowd instead. The milkmaid we saw arranging flowers has her hand clasped to her chest. Tears stream down her face. I’m surprised she hasn’t mounted the prince and covered him with kisses. The blacksmith’s granddaughter appears quite glum after her snub from the miller. She picks at her sleeves and sniffs heavily. My eyes don’t linger on her; after all, it was my fault she ended up hurt.
A shadowy figure slips through the crowd, and my eyes dart to follow him. I see little more than the back of a head, dark, almost black, and the figure disappears amongst the villagers. It lasts for such a fleeting moment that I think I might have imagined it. I glance across at Casimir’s guard, but he remains relaxed, watching his prince and future queen instead of the crowd. That churning feeling returns, and once again I find myself drawn to the woods.
“Now, for the moment you’ve all been waiting for,” the miller booms. He stretches his arms out wide, so that his beer belly presses against his cream-embroidered tunic. I hate his tiny bloodshot eyes. They remind me of the time he lashed me with a switch. “My daughter, the only craft-born girl for decades, will reveal her powers.”
Norton—the Peacekeeper of Halts-Walden and general spokesperson of the village—steps onto a raised platform in front of the Fallen Oak. Some of his family are from the Haedalands and some are from Cyne, meaning his skin is a caramel shade. He’s older, in his forties, and the village respect him. I’ve never known another peacekeeper, and somehow I can never imagine another. All eyes turn to him as he begins to speak.
“In the time of the Ancients, the craft tethered the magical beings of Aegunlund to nature. But after many years of horrific wars, the Ancients were devastated and the magic died. It weakened Aegunlund. We lost riches, our soil failed, and thus our power faded. But there was hope. One woman remained tied to the craft. Legend tells of the craft running through her veins down through the generations, passing her powers from daughter to daughter. Now it has passed to Ellen Miller of Halts-Walden.” Norton’s eyes lock onto the girl’s. “King Aldrych II has decreed that the craft-born in this generation will be the first craft-born in existence to join the royal family. The craft-born will marry the crown prince, Casimir Andrei Xeniathus, and continue the craft lineage in Aegunlund. Now, Ellen, you must prove that you are, indeed, the craft-born.”
I lean forward in my seat. She really is going to demonstrate her powers. But how?
If Ellen is nervous, she doesn’t show it. She nods to her prince and he steps back with a flourish of his hand and bows to her. The miller’s servants hurry forward with a tall ivy plant. Ellen rubs her hands together and stares at the plant as though it is her nemesis. She tilts her head back and breathes deeply with her eyes closed.
I fold my arms, annoyed by her performance. The craft isn’t about showmanship, it’s about… it’s about… Well, I don’t really know, but it isn’t showmanship.
Finally, she puts her hands onto the leaves and grips them tight. I let out a small triumphant laugh when nothing happens. But then Ellen’s face breaks into a grin and I clench my fists in annoyance, because the leaves begin to blacken. The prince starts the entire village in clapping as the ivy shrivels up and dies.
Something comes over me, a feeling I can’t really explain but seems tied to my powers. I just know, in my guts, that the craft shouldn’t be about this spectacle.
“But that’s blasphemy!” I call out, jumping to my feet. “It shouldn’t kill anything.” I clamp a hand over my mouth in horror. Casimir regards me as if I am a circus freak. Father drags me back down into my seat and I try to sink as small as I can, ignoring the accusing eyes of those around me.
“What did I say?” Father asks in a taught, exasperated voice.
“But how did she—?”
“I don’t know,” Father says. “But whatever witchcraft it is, it means you’re off the hook. Don’t you forget all that now.” His tone is one of serious chastisement. I’m not used to him sounding so frustrated with me.
“Sorry,” I mumble.
After Ellen has been presented to the prince, the villagers gather in the Fallen Oak for a feast. Unbeknownst to Father and me, the villagers have been fattening the farm animals for weeks in preparation for the meal.
“How come we’re the last to know about these things?” I take an apple from a nearby table, ignoring a glare from one of the farmer’s wives. All the seats are taken in the tavern, and we stand at the back of the dingy room with the rest of the vagabonds that no one wants to associate with. “We work hard. We trade. Why doesn’t anyone like us?”
“You know why,” he replies.
The sight of the food makes my mouth water, and I finish my apple as quickly as possible. Father gnaws on a chicken leg.
“The Waerg Woods,” I murmur. I still can’t shake the feeling that I need to be amongst the trees with Anta. “But even before we started taking wood from there, they paid no attention to us.”
“We’re poor, Mae. Poor people aren’t given anything. We have little to contribute to them and so we are of little use.”
I hate it. I hate the thought that we don’t matter. What about our hearts? Don’t they matter? Tears unexpectedly spring into my eyes. If I wasn’t so hungry, I’d shun them, too. I’d refuse to eat the food, and I’d never speak to any of them again. Dismissing another harsh glare, I steal a slice of meat pie and disappear from the room, shoving the delicious pastry and gravy into my mouth, meat juices dripping down my fingers.
“Enjoying that, are you?”
I whip around, almost dropping my pie, to see Prince Casimir standing with his head cocked to one side.
“Your manners are about as delicate as your character. Dis-gusting.”
“What do you want?” I snap. As I wait for him to reply, I finish my food and lick my fingers clean.
“I have a bone to pick with you.” He steps forward, and the glow of the sunset warms his features. Orange light finds the highlights in his hair. His grey eyes contrast against his skin, as silver as the moon. For some reason I find my throat dry and am aware of every part of my body.
“I… I don’t know what you mean.”
Casimir moves closer to me than any of the villagers ever get. “Yes you do. You told me that Ellen is a pig. Well, she isn’t. She’s quite beautiful.” That dreamy expression comes back, and Casimir stares out towards the setting sun with his eyes glazed over. “Her skin is soft like a peach. She has the most delightful way of pronouncing her words—”
“Are you going to annoy me to death?” I exaggerate an eye-roll, trying to ignore my temper bubbling below the surface, as though my blood is simmering. Why should Ellen be the one swooned over by this prince? “I think I’d rather you had me executed for insolence and be done with it. Anyway, what are you doing out here alone? I thought you were joined permanently to the soldiers in there. Aren’t you afraid I’ll exact my revenge for you trying to hunt Anta?”
“Who’s Antle?” he replies.
“It’s Anta. He’s my stag.”
The prince tilts his head back and laughs. “You’re not still trying to convince me that you own a stag, are you? You’re deranged if you think I’m falling for that one.”
“No, I’m not trying to convince you. I’m simply stating a fact: I own a stag called Anta.”
“Then prove it,” he says. He moves even closer, and his silver eyes flash. “Show me your stag.”
“I can’t,” I say.
The prince snorts. “I thought as much. You’re a compulsive liar, and a bad one to boot.”
Now my skin is on fire, with my blood boiling underneath. “Oh, I am not a liar. I was simply protecting you because we’ll have to enter the Waerg Woods.”
He glances towards the setting sun. “But it’s almost dark. That’s madness.”
I shrug. “I’m in there all the time. It isn’t dangerous. Anta roams through the trees until I call him. It’s the only way I can prove it to you. That is, unless you’re scared of getting in trouble.”
Casimir’s eyes dart from me to the dense trees below the village gates, and then back to me. “Fine. We’ll go.”
“Sure you don’t need your bodyguards?” I tease.
Casimir’s jaw tenses, and he avoids my eyes. “I’m very well without them, thank you. Now if you would lead the way, my lady.” He gestures with a flourish.
I hitch up my skirts and trudge through the mud, still damp from the overnight heavy rain. A soft wind caresses the curls at the nape of my neck like a whisper. The sun drifts into its bed below the stars, casting the village and the forest below in a dreary gloom the shade of lead. Casimir stays close to me with one hand on his sword. We’re about to enter the darkest forest in Aegunlund, and the silence hangs between us like frozen air. My heartbeat quickens. This is a mistake.
We’ll go a few feet into the woods, and I’ll call Anta. If he comes, we can leave swiftly. If not… well, I’ll decide what to do when the time comes.
My right boot crosses the threshold first. The temperature seems to drop, and I pull my arms around my body. It’s dark. The trees sway above, yielding to the will of the wind.
“Where is he?” Casimir’s voice is a rasp.
“Anta!” I call. “Give him time.”
Nothing.
Prince Casimir positions himself next to me so that our arms almost touch. I jolt back away from him, and he turns to me with a furrowed brow.
“What’s the matter?” he asks.
“Nothing,” I reply. How strange that it is a prince who is the first to treat me as equal. I’m used to the wary stares and purposeful distances kept by strangers. I’m Mae Waylander, the girl the cursed woods treat kindly, the one who might spread that curse to them if they aren’t careful. After all, my mother came from those very same woods.
I’ve always been different, and poor, which makes me strange to most who meet me. Yet this boy doesn’t appear bothered at all. If anything, he’s too curious.
Somewhere deep in the forest comes the wailing moan I’ve been dreading. It’s low, so low it almost reverberates through the air like a foghorn. It’s him. He’s calling to me.
“Anta!” I say urgently.
The swaying branches, rustling leaves, and darkness fade. My fear is gone in an instant. I have to run to him. I have to run as fast as my legs can carry me.
“Wait!” Casimir shouts behind me.
I continue, dodging through the birches, relying on the few inches I can see. Only slivers of moonlight make it through the dense trees.
“Would you stop?” Casimir tries to catch me, almost tripping. “What are you… Oh.”
He halts abruptly next to me, because Anta stands ahead, his head held high with flared nostrils. The white stag’s coat shines brightly against the dark, illuminated by a beam of moonlight. He paws the ground with a hoof, and Casimir unsheathes his sword.
“Put that away,” I snap. “Anta, it’s all right, boy. It’s me.”
He snorts, and a substantial puff of steam exits his nostrils. I hold out my hand and step forward gently. What has made him so agitated? My eyes skim his flank and find a long stream of red. He’s been hurt. I knew it. My heart leaps into my mouth.
“I’ll slay the beast.” Casimir leaps forward, and I push him down into the mulch of fallen leaves.
“You will not.” I shake my head. Stupid prince. Now Anta is even more worked up. “Come on, boy. You know me.”
The stag lowers his head, and his twisted antlers catch the moonlight. They cast shadows shaped like curled branches against the tree trunks behind him. He sniffs my fingers as I step closer, placing a hand on his neck, soothing with clucks. He lets me examine his cut—a flesh wound, no deeper than the breadth of piece of string—and I stroke his withers until his trembling stops.
“I should have you arrested for that.” Casimir brushes the dirt from his tunic and picks up his sword.
“You won’t kill him,” I reply, ignoring his threat. “No one will.” After a thorough examination to check he is in good health apart from the cut, I propel myself onto his back using the strength in my arms and Anta’s withers as a handhold.
Casimir stares at us, open mouthed. “So it’s true. You have tamed the beast.”
“He’s not a beast. I don’t know if I’ve tamed him. He allows me to ride him, but I don’t know if he will ever let others ride him.” An owl hoots in the distance, and the swaying branches continue their song. “We should leave the forest. Someone has tried to hunt Anta. This cut could be from an arrow. It’s not safe here.”
I ease Anta along with my legs, and the prince walks behind. Once we leave the Waerg Woods, I will feel more at ease. There is something brewing in the dark tonight. I can feel it.
 
 


Chapter Four – The Burning Farewell
 
A crowd of people await us by the village gates.
“He’s here; the prince is here!” someone shouts from within the congregation.
“Thank the Gods, the prince is alive!” comes another voice. It could be the milkmaid.
“What’s happened?” I ask. I drop down from Anta’s back and stroke his nose. “Why are you waiting here?”
Casimir overtakes me, his cape billowing out in the wind. “It’s quite all right, everyone. I’m not hurt. It must have been a scare, me disappearing for a few moments—”
“Something has happened.” I notice the blank eyes and pale faces. The milkmaid clutches her chest and sobs, this time not for joy. Try as I might, I cannot find Father’s face amongst the crowd. “Father?” I leave Anta and step forward, searching for him. The milkmaid lets out another sob. I go to her. “Where is my father?”
She tries to compose herself between sobs and does something that makes my skin go cold. She reaches up and cups my face with her hand. “Oh, you poor girl.”
I step away from her. “No. No, he can’t…”
She nods to me with tears flowing down her cheeks. Never in my life have the villagers been so kind. Never have they shown me so much pity. The faces blur into a smudge of colours. A high-pitched noise rings in my ears, which is the only sensation I feel in my numb body and cold limbs.
“Where is he?” I whisper, trying to compose myself. “What happened?”
A man steps forward: Norton. “We were ambushed. A group of Wanderers came to take the prince and the craft-born. The prince’s guards tried to fight them, and then your father tried to help.”
Freezing cold trickles through my veins. The Wanderers are opportunistic travellers who prey on our farm animals and steal our food. But they’ve never attacked us. Why would they…?
The realisation hits me like a blow to the stomach. “He thought they wanted me.” The craft-born must be worth a lot of money. They could sell me to the highest bidder, or force me to use my magic for them.
“Pardon?” asks Norton.
“Nothing. Is he… all right?” I can’t stand it. He has to be.
“No, White Hart. He is dead.”
And in that instant, my world tumbles down around me. Red spots dart in front of my eyes, and my ears thunder with the rushing of blood. Norton mouths words, but I hear nothing except my own pulse.
“Take me. To him.” It takes all my effort to form the words, and for a split second, my legs almost collapse beneath me. Norton notices my efforts and takes me by the hand.
“Easy now, Mae,” he soothes, like I am the white stag and he is the human. “Take it slowly.”
I lean against him. It feels wrong. I’ve never had to lean against anyone before. It’s always been Father leaning on me. The pitiful faces of the crowd watch me at my weakest: a girl incapable of walking by herself. Norton leads me to the Fallen Oak.
What waits for me round the corner? What will he look like? I want to be sick. I don’t want to see him, and yet I have to.
“Are you sure, Mae?” Norton stops at the door. Then he turns back. “Your Highness, I’m afraid there is bad news for you too. Perhaps you should join us.”
Norton opens the door to the tavern, and we step in. There’s food wasted on the floor, food I would normally steal and eat away from sight. Wine cups lay overturned, with the red fluid splattered over stools and benches. We tread through the tossed remains of the feast, with Norton’s steady arm around me. The first time one of them touches me, and it is for this.
“Oh, no!” Prince Casimir exclaims. “Erian and Finan.” He covers his mouth with a hand, and my eyes follow his. The two guards lay slain on the cold stone floor, blood from their wounds mixing with spilled wine. One has his guts split open. The other took an arrow to the eye. I grip Norton tighter.
“Does Father—”
“No, child. He is peaceful.”
Norton directs me past tipped chairs and splintered tables. A lump lies in the corner, cane kicked away. It’s him.
“Wait here and don’t look.” Norton leaves me propped against the table. I do as I’m told and stare at my muddied dress until he’s back by my side.
Now Father lies peacefully on his back with his eyes closed as though sleeping. My heart swells with a combination of grief for Father and gratitude for Norton. He saved me the pain of seeing him so undignified. He saved me that extra pain.
I drop to my knees and place my hands on his chest. He seems smaller now—shorter and thinner. Norton has laid his cane on top of his crossed arms. I touch the smooth wood with my forefinger. It’s like an extension of him, a severed limb. It looks wrong without his hand clasping the top. Memories flood my mind: Father limping down the path from our hut, his smile hiding the pain from his knee. He will never walk, talk, or breathe again. I expect tears, but they feel stuck somewhere, stored at the back of my mind like a clot or blockage.
“Let the wind take you. Let you soar above the mountains. As your time here ends, so will it be done.” The last words. Given too late.
“He would have appreciated that.” Norton places a hand on my shoulder.
“Where is Ellen?” Prince Casimir asks. “I… I’ve not seen her.”
“She’s gone, Your Highness. I’m afraid the Wanderers took her,” Norton replies.
“What? She’s gone?” He balls his hands into fists. “But my beautiful Ellen… She can’t be… This is terrible news.”
I stroke Father’s cheek one last time and rise to my full height. Heat spreads through my muscles. Every part of my body feels hot and cold and numb at the same time.
“Leave me with my father, away from him.” I stare at the prince. If he hadn’t come here none of this would have happened.
“No. We need to get you home,” Norton says.
“But Father—”
“I’ll make arrangements for you.”
“The ceremony should be tomorrow. He liked the old customs,” I say as he leads me out of the Fallen Oak.
Casimir stares at me with an odd look in his eye, as though remembering something important at the last moment. He lurches forward and stops us in our tracks. “Forgive me. It was inconsiderate of me to interrupt your goodbye. I lost good men today, but it is nothing of your loss. I’m sorry.” His eyes shine wide and bright—glassy and sincere.
I say nothing but nod.
Anta waits for me, and I put a shaking arm against his shoulder. Together we walk, with the white stag propping me up. He stops me from falling. That night I sleep in his stall, amongst the straw and droppings. I do not care. I do not change out of my dress. I dream of both my parents.
 
*
 
The sun shines brightly as though nothing has happened. Birds sing as if it’s any other day. It’s strange to think of the world continuing as normal when mine has been shattered into pieces. But then we never mattered, not really. Father told me so only hours ago.
I shut my eyes as another wave of grief overtakes me. Anta nuzzles my cheek with his nose. His black and brown eyes—somehow always kind—blink away sleep. Does he know? Can he sense it? Can he smell my dead father on my hands?
With a sigh, I lean into Anta. “What am I going to do now?”
You are going to say goodbye. And then you will move on with your life.
The voice is my own, but I do not understand where it comes from. Deep within me, perhaps in the same place my tears are stored. My next thought lights a fire deep inside me. An anger I didn’t know existed ripples through my body. When I think of him lying on the tavern floor, broken bottles by his lifeless body…
You are going to find the men who did this. And you are going to make them pay.
My hands ball into fists so tight that my fingernails dig into my skin. I will make them pay.
Strength comes from those held-back tears. Anta watches with a lowered head as I leave the stalls. I stride through the garden to the hut. Butterflies buzz around my head, but I wave them away. My unblinking eyes survey my image in the broken piece of glass we use as a mirror. A swollen weak face stares back at me. I grip the broken glass until blood pools on my palm. Silently, I undress and wash before clothing myself in a plain black tunic and trousers. I tuck a dagger into the belt of my outfit, braid my hair, and gather arrows for my quiver. After the ceremony, I will leave Halts-Walden forever. I will follow the Wanderers, even if it takes me into the depths of the Waerg Woods.
 
*
 
Father found Mother in the woods when they were both fourteen years old. She’d been lost, wrapped in rags and wandering blindly through the forest, a jangle of nerves and unable to speak. Father saved her from certain death. After he brought her home, she huddled in the hut, refusing to say a word, only ever accepting the very minimum of bread and water, traumatised by whatever she’d seen amongst the trees.
It was the same year as the flood in Halts-Walden, the same flood that took my grandparents, leaving Father on his own—just as I am now. He told me that she gave him a reason to live again. Every day he would coax a little something from her, whether it was a smile, a muttered “thank you,” or an acknowledgement. He never gave up. She became his world, a reason to work hard, a person to provide for. There was nothing Father wanted more in this life than to look after another. It was what he was born to do. His heart swelled with love for everyone and everything, from the bugs in our hut to those who teased us in the village. He fought for me, because he thought they wanted to take me. He wasted his life because of it.
One day my mother, the urchin, told him her name: Mae. She remembered it, but she didn’t remember much else. Somehow the woods had taken the memories from her. She only talked of shadows, snakes that wrap around your ankles and pull you into the trees, and half-breed animals formed from leftover magic growling in the dark.
Father’s only rule was to stay close by the village and not tread far into the woods. But his death means I must break that rule.
I’d wanted adventure. But I never imagined it would begin like this.
The day continues in a blur. Flowers are pressed into my hands. Food is delivered to the hut. Some I can pack for my journey; the rest, I’ll split for the poor. There are even people who bring grain for Anta.
Norton fetches me at sunset, carrying a torch. “We’ve arranged the raft. Come, White Hart. Pay your respects.” He smiles kindly.
On the way to the river, Casimir appears at my side. He presses his lips together and cocks his head to one side, like someone who has something awkward to say. “In my city, when one person has experienced a great loss, friends and family provide tokens to help them through that loss. I know this will never bring your father back, but it is meant from the heart.” He presses a gold coin into my hand. It is worth more than I can trade in a month.
My fingers fold over the cool metal, and I nod my thanks. I see from his anxious eyes that he does not mean disrespect. His kind words have floored me, and I cannot speak.
As is customary, the entire village flocks to the bank of the river, carrying their flaming torches. We sing as we walk.
 
Oh, mighty wind,
Take my soul on high,
Let me soar along with the lives gone by.
Take my body to the soil,
Where the old tree roots coil.
Return me to thy world.
 
And never let me rest,
For I shall never sleep.
I will evermore fly o’er rivers deep,
For I shall not rot
Where the wet leaves clot.
I live forever in your world.
 
The song is not from the old customs, but no one apart from Father believed in them. He still held onto what his parents taught him from the Haedalands. Everyone else seems to have lost those beliefs after moving to Halts-Walden.
They bury the dead now. In the early days they burned them, letting the wind take the ashes away. Why would the wind come for those in the ground? Father told me the old words once: Let the flames consume me, so I might rise. Still, their voices ease my pain. Only now, in death, does the town come to me. Only now do I feel their love. It’s such a waste.
Pastor John says a few words, but they wash over me like the great waves of the Southern Sea. We lower our torches and light the pyre. John kicks the raft onto the river, and Father floats away.
“Take him, Wind,” I whisper.
 
 


Chapter Five – The Waerg Woods and the Mission
 
I stand alone, watching the pyre float downstream. The flames are still high, licking at the air, lighting the dark. Black smoke trails like a procession. Still the tears don’t come. I’ve got them walled up now. Bricked in.
Even though the fire is far away, the flames seem to burn my skin. It is only a few moments later I realise that my blood is hot with anger. My skin itches with unused energy. After a few moments, my back aches from clenching.
There’s only one thought in my mind: I will make them pay. I will serve justice.
“I’ve spoken to Norton, and we’ve sent word back to my father in Cyne.”
The breath catches in my throat. I had not heard anyone approach. When I turn, I see the pale grey eyes of Prince Casimir lit by the flames. He glows orange again. Only one day ago, I made the decision to take him into the Waerg Woods. It turned out to be the worst decision of my life.
“What good will that do? How long did it take you to get here from Cyne?” I say bitterly.
“Three weeks,” the prince admits. “But you can do it in less by riding furiously. I’ve ordered the boy to do as much.”
“He will skirt the forest like they all do,” I say. “And he will stop in Fordrencan and be distracted by the whores there. They all are.”
“No. He will follow my orders, and my father will hunt down the Wanderers and return Ellen to me.”
“You have about as much chance of getting her back as I have of getting my father back.” I stare out at the fire, and the wind stings my eyeballs. I close them before they begin to water.
His shoulders slump. “Don’t say that.”
“It is the truth, and you know it.” We stand in silence, watching the flames disappear into the dark. “I’m leaving. I will find the Wanderers and slit their throats for what they did to my father. Perhaps I can get to Ellen before they…” I don’t know what they plan to do with her. If they believe her to be the craft-born, it’s feasible that they intend to sell her or force her to use magic to their gain. But when they realise that she lied, she could be in trouble. What if they kill her? It would be all my fault. A lump forms in my throat. I have to help her.
“Then I must come with you,” the prince says. He turns to face me. “We can ride together. I have a fast horse—”
“You cannot go riding into the Waerg Woods. You are a prince without bodyguards. Your life belongs to the realm. What if you die?”
His face pales, but he stands straighter. “I’m not afraid of death, nor of the forest. There is no one here to tell me what to do, so I am free to make my own decisions.”
I shake my head. “Your father really should not have let you travel alone. Why didn’t he come with you?”
“He’s too busy.” Casimir’s brow creases. He kicks at a sod with the toe of his boot. “With taxes and finances, of all things. The number of guards we own is thinning because… because we cannot pay for them.” He sighs. “If he knew I was saying this to a… well, an urchin child from Halts-Walden, he’d have my head on a spike, heir or no heir. This is why I have to marry Ellen. She can restore the Red Palace to its former glory. We can begin to produce riches again. You see, the craft is needed to make the castle work without all the fumes. Right now it chugs black smoke into the air and pollutes the city. But Father insists… He says we need to make enough diamonds to pay back…” His face pales as though he has said too much. I ignore it. I don’t care about the king and what secrets he has.
Somehow I can’t picture the castle, yet others have said it stands as tall as twenty taverns. The thought of wheels on a building sounds bizarre. How would it move? What do I need to do with my craft to make it work?
“Do you like Ellen?” I ask. “Would you marry her if she wasn’t craft-born?”
“Yes,” he says without hesitation. “She is beautiful, and I think I caught a glimpse of her heart. I know I spoke very little to her, but, well, I felt something, you know?”
“No, not really,” I admit. “But maybe you should come with me. You have decent swords, you can carry food, and you can help me with the Wanderers.”
Casimir nods sombrely. “Then we set off in the morning?”
“I suppose we do.” The words give me a hint of peace, as though I’ve taken my grief and moulded it into something else: a purpose.
 
*
 
I had planned to leave in the dead of night without fanfare, but with Casimir joining me on my quest, things have changed. Sleeping in the hut without Father does not appeal to me, so I bed down in the straw with the white stag by my side.
“At least I have you, Anta. You’ll never leave me, will you? You must be some magical creature who never dies. You will outlive me.” My train of thought takes a dark turn, and I close my eyes, willing sleep to find me. It takes its time.
I wake with the dawn and eat some of the food the villagers have brought to me. There’s no point changing, because I dressed for my journey yesterday and remain in the same clothes, so I wash my face and hands only. There will not be any comforts where I am going. I may as well get used to it now.
Anta follows me out into the garden, and I stand by his shoulder, surveying all that I will leave behind: the garden and its crops, the firewood, the chest of my mother’s belongings, the hut. On a quick impulse, I head into the hut and rummage through a pile of my father’s things, some of which Norton brought to me from Father’s body. There must be something I can take to remember him by. Father took his cane. I couldn’t part him from it. My fingers brush cool metal, and I clasp the item and take it into the sunlight to look properly. Anta nickers behind me.
“It’s a locket,” I say, half to myself. I open the locket and find two tiny sketches, one of my father with his wide lips and even eyes, the other of my mother with her wild curly hair and high cheekbones. “I look nothing like her. I’m all Father.” He’d always told me I look like her. For some reason my stomach sinks with disappointment. She is beautiful. I am not.
I loop the chain over my neck and press the locket beneath my tunic. At least now I have something to look at, to remind me of what I’ve lost.
I get to work saddling Anta and loading up my belongings. When he lets out a mighty snort, I turn to see Casimir on his steed, clopping through the village towards the garden. Norton walks by his side. I pat Anta on the neck to calm him, and then wait for Casimir to come within speaking distance.
It is Norton who talks first. “This is a fool’s errand, Mae. You cannot take the prince of the realm into the Waerg Woods.”
“I respect you, Norton, but you cannot stop me from doing this. No one is forcing his highness’s hand. If he wants to come, so be it.”
“Neither of you should be going,” he continues. “You are both children, and that is a dangerous place.” He points savagely towards the forest. I’ve never seen him this agitated. “How is this honouring your father? Hmm? Getting yourself killed will not bring him back to life, White Hart.”
I roll my eyes. This is why I’d wanted to slip away in the dark. “This is my choice and my revenge. If you want to send someone with us to help, then by all means, go ahead.”
Norton presses his lips together until they disappear into a single line.
“I thought not.” I turn back to Anta, tightening the straps on his saddle.
“If I may interject,” says the prince. “The only craft-born in the realm is currently kidnapped within the most dangerous woods in the land. Someone needs to find her before it’s too late.”
“And seeing as you’re not willing to send anyone to help…” I add with a shrug.
Norton sighs. “I cannot, on good conscience, force anyone into the forest. You know how frightened the people are of that place. You know that more than anyone.”
“Yes, I do,” I say. “I know because I’ve been treated as an outsider since I was born.”
“Well, it’s unusual for anyone to enter the forest. Yet you do it every day, and you ride a beast of the forest.” His eyes trail the length of Anta’s neck. “I suppose if anyone is to survive that forsaken place it’s you. We have to think about what is best for the realm. I’m not sure that includes taking the prince.”
I slap down the flap of the saddle and turn to face him, my cheeks burning with temper. “Oh, I get it. You’re only concerned about the prince. That’s nice, Norton. That’s an excellent way to treat your people. And to think I’ve spent these years respecting you.”
“Mae, no, that’s not… That’s not what I meant—”
“It certainly sounded like it,” Prince Casimir adds, sending a jolt up my spine. I’m not used to anyone arguing my case.
Norton turns back to me and clasps my hands. The simple gesture makes me start. “Mae, listen, please. I don’t want you to go into that forest, but I understand your desire for revenge, and I want Ellen to be found safe and sound. Your father was a good man, and I want to honour his memory by saying to you: Don’t do this. You have a place here. You have a way to make a living.”
The thought of staying in that hut alone makes my gut twist. I shake my head. “I can’t.”
Norton grips my hands more tightly. “Then think on this: If you step into those woods with the prince, the realm rests on your shoulders. You are taking on the responsibility to keep the prince from harm and find Ellen.”
I pause, and then I say, “I accept that responsibility.” I lick my lips and avoid Prince Casimir’s eye. My shoulders seem heavier than ever before.
Norton lets go of my hands with a sigh. His eyes turn dark and shadowy, and any trace of emotion leaves his face. “Then may the gods protect you.”
When he turns to leave, a shiver runs down my back. I realise now how afraid he is for us. What awaits us in the forest?
 
*
 
The tracks are easy enough to find. The Wanderers came on horseback. They veer east at the entrance of the forest, which is likely the reason we didn’t see or hear the riders when we were bringing Anta back. We had gone deep into the woods that night. The riders had skirted the entrance for a while before heading into the midst.
“They wanted to avoid something,” I say, half to myself and half to Casimir. “I wonder if they knew where we were.” I think back to the shadow in the crowd. Maybe they had been watching us all day. I’d seen a shadow in the woods before I met Casimir. Perhaps they had been waiting amongst the trees, watching our every move.
“Wouldn’t they have followed us?” Casimir asks. “They were after me, apparently.”
“What if they weren’t looking for you at all?” I say. “What if they only wanted the craft-born, and your guards ended up in the way?” I swallow dryly. “Along with my father.”
“That’s possible,” Casimir says. “They must have a reason to take her. They must need her magic for something.”
The thought concerns me. I shrug it away and direct my attention back to the path. What happens when Ellen can’t perform the magic they need? None of this would have happened if I’d revealed myself long ago. But then Father still would have fought for me, and still ended up dead.
“We need to hurry.” I urge Anta on. “We need to cover as much ground as possible before nightfall.” The thought of sleeping in the Waerg Woods makes the air freeze in my lungs, but we will have to once the darkness seeps in through the trees.
Horse and stag walk together side by side, and we travel like that for hours where we can. Still the tracks remain in the shallows of the woods, showing that the Wanderers are more like nervous children who do not want to paddle into the deep section of a river. In a way, I would respect them more if they ventured towards the heart of the forest, yet I am also glad for their timidity, because it means we can relax for a while. Still, Casimir starts at every noise. His nervous fingers cause his horse to dance and spook at every rustle or bird call. I shake my head at him. If he would only relax, the animal would calm with him.
Casimir spots me watching and straightens his back, in the habit he has of pretending he’s older or less afraid or something. “These woods aren’t half as bad as Norton made out. I find it hard to see what all the fuss is about.” The branches sway above his head, swooshing with the wind. His steed whinnies and shoots forward, leaving Casimir to hurriedly gather his reins and calm it down. I smother a laugh with the sleeve of my tunic. When Anta catches up with the prince’s horse, I can see Casimir’s shoulders trembling.
“We’re only in the beginnings of the woods,” I say. “The deeper you go, the worse it gets.”
Casimir’s throat shows a visible ‘gulp’ as he swallows. “You’ve been into the heart of the forest before?”
I shake my head. “The only person I know to have been deep into the forest and come back is… was… my mother.”
Casimir drops his eyes to the horse in front of him. “I see.”
We don’t talk for a while, and the prince finally settles into his mount. We eat when we’re hungry, but I ration out the food carefully. Neither of us knows what kind of berries or vegetation grow in the forest. It could all be poisonous, so we need to keep a supply of food available, even if it means going hungry. Father showed me plants that were safe to eat when we entered the woods, so along the way, I harvest as much as I can, stuffing the mushrooms and berries into the knapsack on the saddle. Casimir watches with quiet interest. I wonder how much he is learning about the realm today, how much he would never have learned being stuck in Cyne with his father.
Late afternoon, the tracks veer north into the forest. Despite the dense birches, there is a clear path, marked with hoof and boot prints. The Wanderers travel in packs. They collect nomads as they move from village to village, stealing and threatening the locals. Some people whisper about how they live in the Waerg Woods. Some say they used to be witches before the magic died.
Now we are heading deeper within the trees, and it is my turn to experience the jitter of nerves running up and down my arms. Anta responds by shaking his head up and down. I see shadows between the trees. What lurks there? What waits for us?
The tracks follow the path of the forest where the trees are spaced wider apart. From this part of the woods, I can see the sun fading behind thin clouds, spreading a purplish shade across the sky. That’s a good thing. It gives me the sense of being anchored to the realm, rather than lost in the shadows.
Casimir’s horse, who I learn is named Gwen, drifts closer and closer to Anta, as though the two animals seek the warmth of each other. Animals always sense danger first, so I know we’ve left the comfort of Halts-Walden now.
Part of me wants to stop and find a safe place to rest, even though the sun has barely set, but another part urges me on. I have to remember what I’m doing here. I have to find the people who killed my father, because they can’t get away with it. The Wanderers deserve to pay for what they’ve done, and I can’t make them pay if we let them get away from us. We have to keep moving, keep up with them. No. It’s not time to stop, not yet.
Foliage changes from the pretty silver birches into old, gnarled trees with thick trunks and low-hanging branches. The path becomes so narrow that Casimir has to ride behind me. Overhead, the branches begin to block out the moon, and we’re cast into shadow. With a heavy feeling in my stomach, I realise we have to stop and camp for the night. I ease Anta to a stop and dismount.
“We sleep now,” I say.
Casimir slips from his horse. “Thank the gods. My thighs are red raw.”
I shake my head. “You rode here, didn’t you?”
“Yes, but we stopped in inns on the way. We didn’t ride for hours like you do.”
“Pampered prince,” I mutter as I remove Anta’s saddle and bridle. The substantial stag scratches his belly—which is damp with sweat—with the sharp edge of his antler. I can’t help but grin. “Majestic creature, aren’t you?”
Casimir stands awkwardly next to his steed. I roll my eyes. He doesn’t even know what to do with himself. He’s waiting for my lead once again.
But then he does something that surprises me. He unbridles Gwen, places a halter over her head and tethers her to a tree, and then gets to work setting up the camp. I watch with my jaw half dropped as he arranges the fire in exactly the same place I would.
“Are you going to stand there gawping all day or come and help?” he snaps.
With a blink I come to life, my cheeks burning with shame for being caught staring. Silently, I pull the bedrolls from our packs, and place them on the ground.
“Father took me hunting once a month,” Casimir explains. “We have servants, yes, but that doesn’t mean I don’t learn myself. I can catch and skin a rabbit, too.” His voice softens. “Finan taught me.”
“You were close to your bodyguards?”
“Of course,” he answers. “They were like brothers to me.” He turns away and busies himself with the fire, angling his face so I cannot see it.
It occurs to me that, in those moments when I found Father, I treated Casimir badly, suggesting that his grief for his two employees and his bride-to-be was somehow not as worthy as my own grief. My cheeks burn again. “I’m sorry.”
His head bows in a nod.
The two of us work separately and yet somehow together to get the camp set up. Soon we’re sitting in front of a warm fire, heating up a batch of cooled stew from Halts-Walden.
“Does it feel weird?” Casimir asks. He sips his stew, which seems like a good way to let your food go cold, if you ask me.
“Does what feel weird?” I answer, still chewing on a piece of meat.
Casimir grimaces at me. “Your manners are appalling. Does it feel weird to be sat eating with the Prince of Aegunlund?”
I think for a moment. “Why should I care who you are? You’re helping me get to the Wanderers and I’m glad for it, but if you’re asking if I think you’re somehow better than me because of who your dad is, well, the answer is no.”
He stirs his stew, and at the same time a small smile forms on his lips, as though he knew I’d say that. “What do you care about, Mae?”
I realise then that he’s attempting to get to know me. He wants me to tell him all about my life and the things I love. Well, I won’t take the bait. “I care about the flowers in summer and the way the dew settles on the grass in the morning,” I say in a wistful voice with my head tilted to one side, staring up at the sky above, “and the way the blackbird sings at dawn with its chirripy song. Chirrip-cheep-cheep-chirrip-chirrip-chirrip—”
“That’s enough. I can tell you’re mocking me,” Casimir says. He rams a stick into the dirt. “I just wanted to get to know you, that’s all. No need to be like that.”
I wipe my palms against the knees of my trousers and look away, not wanting to see the water in Casimir’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” I mumble. At the back of my mind, I think of the way father chastised me just minutes before he died. My body goes cold. Here I am, acting the fool again. Embarrassing myself.
We finish our food in silence before passing a canteen of water between us. Casimir leans back against a log and draws in the dirt with his stick.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I say.
Casimir turns to face me. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know what I’m going to do when I’m face-to-face with Father’s murderers. In my mind, I find the camp and fight them all, slitting their throats while watching the blood run from their bodies. But in my head, they have no faces. They are blurs of people—blanks. I don’t know what I’ll do when I see them in the flesh. Can I look a man in the eye and take his life? I don’t know.” The words are a burden lifted from my shoulders.
“We’re only part way into our journey,” Casimir says. “You have plenty of time to meditate on the subject, decide on what to do.”
“It’s about revenge, it has to be,” I say, my voice rising. “I want them to pay for what they did to Father.”
“Revenge isn’t always about death,” replies Casimir. “It can be taken in other forms.”
I meet his eyes. “What do you mean?”
“Well, when Father is angry with one of his subjects, he doesn’t kill them, he locks them in a cell or he banishes them from Cyne. He doesn’t kill many people at all, really, only the murderers.”
“They are murderers,” I say, my voice sounding cold and dark even to my ears. “Maybe they deserve to die, and it should be at my hand.”
“Father was betrayed by one of his friends once,” Casimir says. “He had an important law to pass in the realm, and the lord was supposed to vote in favour of my father. At the last minute, the lord changed his vote against my father.”
“What did the king do?” I ask.
“He arranged a marriage between the lord’s daughter and, well, let’s just say someone very undesirable to almost any woman, a man completely beneath her station.”
“That’s cruel,” I reply. “It punishes the girl as much as the father.”
“It punished the entire family. They became the laughing stock of Cyne and…” he trails of. “I don’t want to tell you the rest.”
“Tell me,” I say, now far too intrigued by the story to let him stop.
Casimir doesn’t look at me. “The girl took her life.”
I turn my head away from him. I’m sickened to the stomach.
“I told you he was ruthless,” Casimir says.
“It would have been kinder to kill the lord.” I think of the poor girl, forced into marriage with a man so disgusting she would rather die. This is why I hide my craft-born skills. I will never, ever let that happen to me.
The wind picks up in the highest branches of the tree, whispering through the dark. I feel the cold touch of its fingers on my neck, and a surprising gust of wind blows out the flames of the fire, leaving little more than embers to light the dark. Gwen whinnies, snorts, and I hear the sound of her hooves as she backs up.
“Do you see that?” Casimir asks.
I follow the direction of his gaze. A thick fog travels towards us. There is something unnatural about it that makes my heart skip a beat. The temperature drops dramatically, my muscles tense, and something tells me we have to get away from it. Fast.
 


Chapter Six – The Warmth to Live
 
Anta lets out a low, rolling groan, like a cry of pain or a shout of forewarning. Casimir leaps to his feet and removes his sword from the sheath at his hip with a metallic zing.
“You can’t fight fog with a sword. Can you?” I say. Even as I say the words I doubt them. This fog is somehow different to what I have seen before. It moves as though aware of its path. There is something preternatural about it that makes the hair on my neck stand on end.
“Have you got a better idea?” Casimir replies with a shrug. His eyes bulge out in terror.
I glance behind me, wondering if we can outrun the fog, but when I turn back, it has almost descended on us. With my heart in my mouth, I move closer to Casimir and remove the dagger from my belt. It has to be better than nothing. Gwen backs away, tossing her mane, churning the forest floor with her hooves.
“Maybe we should go back.” Casimir’s voice trembles as he talks.
“There’s no time.”
The fog slows down when it is just a foot away. Then it creeps forward, almost languishing on its journey towards us, inching closer like a dare. Challenge me. It seems to say. I’m here. Come to me.
Casimir strikes with his sword, slicing through the fog. He moves in agile arcs, controlling his weapon with both hands. A high-pitched squealing sound comes from the fog. It crackles like a burning fire. I join in with the prince, swinging my dagger in jerkier, more frantic movements than him. For a brief moment it seems to work, but then the fog darts forward to coat our skin.
The chill begins in my fingertips and works its way up my arms, making every part of my body feel heavier. Casimir exhales in rasps. My boots are touched by the slow spread of the fog as it swirls up around my legs like smoke, making me feel as though I’m rooted to the floor.
“What is it doing?” Casimir whispers. “Can you move?”
For some reason I don’t feel like I want to move. It’s not that I can’t move—it’s that I have no desire whatsoever to move at all. I shake my head.
“Me neither,” Casimir says dreamily. He sways from side to side. Watching him makes my eyelids feel heavy. Maybe I can have a rest… One little sleep… If I close my eyes…
Anta snorts and rears up, kicking out his front legs. Gwen neighs, and it echoes through the trees like a pealing bell.
“What’s wrong with them?” Casimir’s voice sounds far away. When I look at him, he is almost completely covered in the fog.
“I don’t know. Maybe…” The words are difficult to form. My mouth doesn’t want to work anymore; it wants to be still. My body longs to be still. “Maybe they don’t want us to go to sleep.”
“Why not?” Casimir says. “It would feel so good…”
“So good…” My eyes begin to close. The cold worms its way around my arms and legs the way that a poison seeps through blood.
Anta paws the ground with his hooves, snorting steamy breath into the cold air.
The fog cushions every part of my body, and I long to lean into it. I long to fall back into the fog like a soft, feather pillow. An old memory of my father pops into my head: the day I was sick and I had the flu, he lifted my head towards the spoon so I could eat my soup. That’s how the fog feels—it is a parent embracing my head, so I don’t have to do the work anymore.
But that isn’t right. I don’t have parents, and I don’t have anyone to lean back onto—certainly not a freezing cold fog, the tendrils of which are beginning to tickle at my nose. I move my head from left to right. Everything is so much slower than before. My neck… It’s as though it’s made of ice. My eyelids are stuck, with the lashes fusing together. My lips are the same—sewn shut by some mysterious force.
The most sound I can make is a muted humming in my throat. My fingers are stiff around the hilt of my dagger, and despite moving my eyes as much as I can, I can’t prise them open. It’s pointless. I’ve failed already by letting my father’s memory down. Norton was right; we never should have come to the Waerg Woods. I think of the prince frozen next to me and think of what I’ve robbed from the realm. I’m nothing but a selfish girl for letting him come with me. I lean into the fog, ready to let it take me.
Just as I find my body shutting down from the cold, a warm tongue licks the back of my neck. Anta. He hasn’t given up on me yet. The sensation ignites a fire inside me. That fire spreads through my muscles, awakening them, and suddenly I have the ability to fight again.
It begins with my eyes. I flutter my eyelids, concentrating on my need to see the forest again. When they are open, I realise that the fog has almost completely surrounded us. Prince Casimir is covered with a shimmering blue frost from head to toe.
“Mm… mmm… mmoo… C… as-im-ir,” I say, forcing my lips apart. The sound begins in my throat but I push it out, finally finding my voice. “Casimir! F-f-fight it!” Beneath his lids I make out a slight movement. He’s conscious—that’s a start.
After my eyes and mouth are free, I concentrate on moving my fingers. But I need Casimir to stay with me, so I find myself chattering to him, saying anything and everything I can think of.
“The fog is trying to freeze you. It’s trying to stop your muscles from working. Keep moving. Keep trying to move. Think about how much you want to move. Work on your eyes first, Casimir. You can do it. Don’t give up. Don’t let the cold take you.”
My fingers flex against my dagger. It’s small, but it’s a start, and I strain to move my forearm. If I can move that arm I can stab the fog. Something about the incisions from my dagger makes the fog retract. Perhaps it is a living organism, even though it looks like nothing of the sort. Either way, our only hope is to try and fight back.
“Casimir, I can move my arm again. I think I can attack the fog. Keep trying to open your eyes. I… I can push my arm forwards. Maybe I can stop it.”
My eyes stay focussed on the prince. I can’t let him give up and be taken by the fog. Anta moves towards Casimir and rests his muzzle against the boy’s neck.
“Anta is helping you,” I say. “Let the warmth of his breath awaken your muscles again.”
With Anta helping the prince I can concentrate on getting the fog away from us. My arm moves—albeit slowly—meaning I can make thrusting motions with my dagger. I continue doing that, not really knowing if it can cause any damage to the strange, smoke-like vapour. The fact that it felt solid gives me hope. There must be something I can attack. Something that will make it retreat.
My arms are an ice I’m afraid to snap, but I try to ignore it and slash at the fog. Anta moves away from the prince and shoots forward with his antlers low, butting against the fog, driving it back. Gradually my shoulders loosen, and I can lean forward, jabbing out my arm, slashing at the dark vapour. I find purchase against the tendrils, and when I pull my knife back, I see a splash of shimmering blue along the blade. It has a life force. The fog has blood, and that means we can hurt it. The crackles and squeals turn my stomach, but I slash forward, ignoring them.
“I’m fighting it, Casimir, I’m really fighting it,” I say. The prince forces his eyes open. Those pale grey eyes are a welcome sight. “We’re going to live!”
I keep working my dagger at the vapours until the tendrils fade away from my body, beginning with my face and neck, until there is little more than a puddle at my feet. Casimir forces his lips open and manages to turn his head to me.
“Y-you did it,” he says.
I nod. “I really did.”
The effort and the strain on my muscles cause me to collapse to the floor. I’ve never experienced anything like that before. It was bizarre and terrifying and exhilarating all at once.
Gwen nuzzles Casimir’s neck with her muzzle and the prince laughs. “It felt so good for a minute there.” His laughter stops and he sighs. As his body thaws the blue shimmer leaves his skin. “I… I almost gave up.”
A pregnant pause lies between us. If it hadn’t been for Anta, I may have given up as well. Have I lost the will to live? My fingers rise to the locket around my throat. The image of Father in the tavern comes flooding back, and it ignites some fire in my veins. I can never feel like that again. I will never let anything weaken me. My purpose is to find the Wanderers.
“We should build a fire,” Casimir says. “We need to warm up.”
I blink to remove the mist from my eyes. Of course, we need to heat our bodies, I had forgotten because of my anger. When my hand drops from the necklace I find Casimir observing me with an odd look on his face. His mouth opens, and I think he is about to say something, but then he thinks better of it and collects a handful of sticks from the forest path.
I crouch down to place my hand over the embers of our fire. They are as stone cold as I expected. We have work to do.
We crouch down together, arranging the fire and creating a spark. Casimir may be a pampered prince, but he is also a quick worker who never once complains of aching knees, even when mine begin to throb. When the fire lights, I could swear a glint of something shines in his eyes. Hope, maybe?
 
*
 
Our first night in the forest is a tense one. Neither of us says it, but we are both afraid that the fog will return. I’m not sure we have the strength to fight it away twice in one night. Even as I lay on my bedroll, the tang of sore muscles works its way through my arms and legs. I finally manage to close my eyes and drift away, but I’m all too aware of the fact Casimir is standing watch, and I’m not sure how much I trust him to keep us safe. He has shown that he is more capable than I thought, but even the best men are taken by the Waerg Woods. I’m not sure I trust myself anymore.
I wake at intervals, and even though I’d rather it didn’t, my mind wanders back to the night my father died. Sometimes I imagine the fight in the Fallen Oak. I picture shadows attacking Father and dragging Ellen away. They are never people. Those monsters could never be people to me. My fingers grip the locket around my neck.
There are a few things that don’t add up. If the Wanderers were looking for the prince, why didn’t they follow us into the woods? Someone was watching us that night. Surely that wasn’t a coincidence. Could it be possible that the watchers and the attackers were different groups? No, that wouldn’t make sense. So why aren’t they interested in the prince? He’s the most valuable person in the realm, well, except… except for the craft-born.
Unless their motive is the craft alone. Word of Ellen’s abilities has spread far and wide. The prince coming to marry her is big news. It will be the talk of the realm, whispered about in taverns and markets from the Haedalands to Cyne, maybe even the Benothalands. Through the realm, excitable peacekeepers will toast to their health and fat future children. Ellen will be transformed into a gifted young woman with indescribable power. They will say how she can heal the sick and mend the broken. That’s why they took her. They need her for something. The thought makes me queasy. They don’t know she’s lying. Whatever they need, I’m the only one who can give it to them, but I never will, not now. Now I go to deliver them to their gods for what they’ve done to me.
“Mae! Mae!” I’m shaken awake by a rough hand. For a moment I think it’s Father, and the pain comes rushing back.
“What is it?”
Casimir pulls me to my feet. “Do you hear that?”
“Hear what?”
“Shh!”
I rub the sleep from my eyes and listen to the forest. Anta chews on grass, and Gwen lets out a snort. The wind has calmed to a gentle breeze, and it allows me to hear creatures move through the branches, I don’t know what kind of creatures, some sort of nocturnal bird perhaps, but they are far away overhead so I don’t care.
“I don’t hear anything,” I say. “Let me sleep.”
Casimir raises his eyebrows and shoots me a stern glare that I imagine his servants receive when they disobey an order. I sigh, fold my arms, and wait for this mysterious sound.
Then it comes.
At first it sounds like the wind-up toys the carpenter made children back in Halts-Walden, the kind where you twist a handle to make them dance. The clicking drifts through the trees in such a way that you cannot tell which direction the sound comes from. One moment you snap your head to the right, but then the clicks sound louder to the left. It is as though I am being circled by an enormous wooden snake.
“What is that?” I breathe. When the clicks speed up I notice how my skin prickles into goosebumps.
“See,” he says. “I told you there was something.”
We stand, listening, for what must be ten minutes, but whatever is out there doesn’t come any closer. Every now and then, Anta raises his nose and snorts into the night sky, his eyes rolled back, and great jets of steamy breath coming from his nose. He knows that something is wrong.
“You should get some sleep,” I say eventually. “Whatever that thing is, it’s not going to attack us.”
I sit back down on the leafy ground and lean against a rotting log. The clicks are beginning to fade into the night. They still make the hair stand up on the back of my neck, but it doesn’t seem interested in attacking us.
“Don’t you want to know?” Casimir asks. His eyes shine in the moonlight, and his fists clench at his side. There is a rigidity about his features, a combination of utter fear and compelling curiosity. He wants to explore yet is afraid of what he might find. “Don’t you want to go and see what’s out there?”
“You want to investigate the wood in the pitch black?” I reply. “Not knowing where you’re putting your feet? Not seeing what’s dangling in front of your face?”
Casimir’s body ripples in a shudder. “Well, when you put it that way…” He settles down on the bedroll and props up his head to talk to me. “But have you ever heard anything like it in your life? Whatever that was, it wasn’t normal. It wasn’t flesh and bone like you and me.
“The way it moved, the way it sounded… It was bizarre. There are so many things in this place that I don’t understand. Do you understand them, Mae? How deep have you gone into the woods?”
Give me strength. I roll my eyes. This is going to be the longest night ever. If the Waerg Woods don’t kill me, Casimir’s incessant chatter will put me into a coma. “Would you please stop talking?”
Casimir regards me with narrowed eyes. “Fine.” He rolls over on his side so that his back faces me.
I find no peace in the silence. The mysterious noise has made me alert to every rustle and every animal call. My eyes roam the woods, looking for the shadows between the trees. The campfire and tavern tales come to me like dreams, the stories of the leftover magic in the woods, magic that has created half-beings, not quite magical or mortal—twisted and sick creatures that lurk in wait for you, ready to consume your soul. I hadn’t truly believed the stories until we encountered the fog. I only hope that we make it to morning without being attacked.
I sit and wait for dawn. In the distance, the clicking continues. It’s so far away, it’s hardly audible. Yet it continues as though it lies in wait for us. A hunter waits for the perfect moment to strike. That’s what the creature is doing. It’s waiting for the perfect moment before it strikes us. I feel it deep down in my bones.
 
*
 
The first light of dawn is a welcome sight. It filters through the trees and warms everything it touches; shades of yellow and gold dance on the forest floor, mingling with the green and brown leaves, turning dull grey tree bark into glittering gold. Casimir’s sandy hair becomes tinted gold, and his skin warms from its usual pale complexion. As I sit by the fire, I find myself wondering what his eyes look like in the sunlight. I’ve seen the pale silver of them at night and the warm grey of the daytime. I’ve seen the way fire can turn them to an orange gold. I wonder what early morning sunshine turns them to. Amber? Gold-flecked grey?
He stirs, and I look away, embarrassed by my thoughts, and I busy myself with the task of creating a breakfast from our rations. We have berries and goat cheese.
“Did you sleep well?” I ask.
Casimir rolls over and assesses me with a cool expression and firm lips. His face is in shadow, and I try not to stare for too long, aware of my thoughts from a few moments ago. It wouldn’t do to get soft on the prince, not after everything. Not when I have something important to do.
“Considering I’m stuck in an evil magical forest with a surly urchin girl for company, I can’t really complain.” He takes a handful of berries and examines them.
I don’t reply for a while. The apology is there on my lips, but to utter it would feel weak. I hate that feeling. And then I leave it too long to apologise without feeling foolish, so I clear my throat. “We should leave soon. We need to keep pace with the Wanderers so that their tracks do not go stale.”
“Sure,” Casimir mumbles. He runs a hand through his hair. “Plus we should find a stream or river. I could do with a wash. So could you.” He wrinkles his nose at me.
My cheeks warm, and I move away from him, gathering our belongings from the campsite. Is he trying to get back at me? Or do I really smell? I don’t know. When he isn’t looking, I try to angle my arm so I can sniff my armpits, but I’ve lived too long without caring how I smell. How do I know if that scent is bad or not? I don’t smell any different to the forest or to Anta or Gwen. I guess I’m more like them—a wild thing—than anything else. I will never be refined or perfumed. I’m destined to always belong in the forest.
“I thought you wanted to leave?” Casimir asks.
His question jolts me from my thoughts, and I realise I’ve been leaning on Anta, gazing into the distance. I turn and pack my bedroll and some of our food into Anta’s saddlebags.
“The tracks lead this way,” I say, examining breaks in low branches and clotted earth where horse’s hooves have pulled at the ground. The boot prints and the number of horses indicate these are Wanderer tracks. Unless there is another group of people travelling through the woods, but it is unlikely, considering the reputation of the Waerg Woods. We’re lucky it hasn’t rained yet. When it does, we will lose the tracks altogether. “But we need to listen for water as we ride.”
Casimir mounts his horse and nods. “Yes, my lady.”
I climb onto Anta’s back and ignore him. He can use his sarcasm on me all he wants. I’m not rising to it.
We ride in silence. The forest seems quieter in the daytime, perhaps because we don’t listen as intently in the day, and my thoughts are distracted by tracking the Wanderers. There are bird calls up ahead. The odd rabbit flits through the trees. I should nock an arrow on my bow, but every time, I let the moment pass. Truth be told, I was never a good hunter or particularly talented with a bow. I’ve only ever caught one rabbit, and I’ve let many more go. Father always handled that side of things. I never had the stomach for it.
“Do you hunt?” Casimir asks.
“Yes,” I lie.
He nods. “I thought as much. The eminent survivor, Mae of Halts-Walden, who lives and survives with her wits and her wits alone. I tip my hat to you, my dear.” He fakes a pompous salute.
I glare at him. “Have you quite finished being a twit?”
“Have you quite finished being mean?”
“Did you even sleep last night, or did you lie awake crying over what I said? Get over it, Casimir. It won’t be the last time I tell you to shut up until my father’s murderers are dead and Ellen is safe.”
“It’s ‘Your Highness’ to you,” he says in a quiet voice.
I shake my head and lean forward across Anta’s neck. “Have you ever met anyone so annoying?” Anta shakes his head. “Me neither.” I stroke his coat and ears.
For all my complaining, when Casimir is quiet, my mind wanders, and that isn’t always a good thing. When Father was alive and we lived our quiet life in Halts-Walden, my mind wandered about things like food, whether we had enough to trade in the market and whether Father’s knee was getting worse. Now I worry about our water supply. Did I pack enough? The prince drinks more than I do, accustomed to servants fetching him wine whenever he feels like it, no doubt. I don’t know the woods at all—I’ve never been this far in—I don’t know where the springs and rivers are, or what they are called. The only thing I know is that different parts of the woods are like different seasons. You can travel a matter of feet and find the temperature changes from warm to freezing. The normal rules of the world do not exist in the Waerg Woods.
Around midday, we stop and eat. I wipe the sweat from under Anta’s saddle and make sure he’s comfortable. Casimir takes good care of his horse. He never whips or spurs her like some men do. Instead, he brushes her coat and removes burrs from her mane. At least I’m not stuck in the forest with a brute.
“All right,” he says as we eat a modest lunch. “This is ridiculous now. We can’t travel without talking to each other. If I’ve been annoying, I’m sorry, and I didn’t mean those things that I said. You don’t smell bad, and you’re not an urchin.”
“Very well,” I reply, biting into a slice of bread. It’s stale.
“And what about you?” he says. “What do you say?”
I shrug and avoid his eyes.
Casimir sighs. “You don’t really have to call me ‘Your Highness.’ I don’t really feel like a prince anymore, not with these dirtied clothes.”
“Father always said that it didn’t matter what you looked like or what you wear. It was who you were that mattered.” The bread is stiff and has a bitter aftertaste. Although, with the way my stomach is churning, I wonder if it is all because of the bread.
“He was a smart man, then,” Casimir says. “You must miss him.”
My eyelids feel hot and pressure builds up around my nose. I get up and pack the bread away in Anta’s saddle. “It’s time to go.”
“But, I haven’t finished—”
“I said it’s time to go.”
I shouldn’t be talking that way to royalty. He’ll probably have me hung for insolence when he’s back in Cyne with the king. I shake my head. What an idiot I am. Why can’t I ever keep my tongue in check?
“Fine,” says the prince. “My, you are a surly girl, for sure.”
Back on our mounts, we head through the low-hanging trees. Now we are deeper into the woods, I do not recognise the trees. They are tall enough to be oak, but the leaves are too small and numerous, with jagged edges. If I can’t recognise the plants it will make it harder to forage for food. We might have to take some risks as our supplies dwindle.
When Casimir realises I let the rabbits pass us by, he takes my bow and arrow so he can hunt. Even though I don’t say it, I’m grateful. And despite my earlier bravado, he chooses not to tease me about my lack of hunting. Soon we have rabbit to smoke over the fire after we make camp.
The forest is quiet—almost too quiet for my liking—with a stillness that hangs over us like a storm cloud. Casimir rides ahead, the bow in his hand, waiting for more movement in the forest. It leaves me alone with my thoughts, and soon I miss his inane chatter.
We follow the tracks, at one point coming across a camp. They covered their fire with dirt and straightened the flattened grass to some extent. Casimir nods to me to say that he sees the remains.
Untrained eyes would probably have kept moving, but I’ve been roaming far and wide with my father, so I know they were here. There’s nothing out of the ordinary, nothing that screams ‘evil’, which is somewhat of a let-down. I want to get to know these murderers. I want to be proven right, that they do deserve to die, that they sacrifice goats to the devil or carve disgusting effigies on the trees in their camp. Maybe that would make it better. Maybe the thought of ordinary people killing my father is worse than the idea of evil people doing it.
I feel the spot where their campfire had been built. It’s cold, but I didn’t expect otherwise. I straighten up and open my mouth to speak.
“Yes, yes, keep moving, I know,” Casimir says before I form the words. He is still atop Gwen. His voice drops. “To think that my Ellen has been here.” For some reason, hearing her name spoken so softly from his lips sends a jolt up my spine. “She could be in chains or a cage. She could have suffered at their hands, and I’ve not been able to do anything about it.”
“Yes, you can. You can turn Gwen around, and head that way,” I say. I mount Anta and move him in the same direction. The prince quietens.
A little farther through the trees, I notice a distinct rustling in the bushes around us.
“What was that?” Casimir says.
“Shh!” I rein Anta in and listen. My heart beats hard and fast, making it difficult to concentrate on the atmosphere around me. In my bones, dread creeps up. What if it’s the fog? I withdraw my dagger and grip the hilt, ready.
The rustling becomes louder, and I notice that it comes from our right, drawing my eyes to the spot. We’re in a dense part of the forest, with thin, whip-like branches and thorny bushes on all sides. Casimir has been cutting back the undergrowth to get through, leaving an easy trail to follow. I hope we aren’t being hunted.
I turn my head in the direction of the sound. It stops.
“Maybe we should turn back, find a clear path through the forest,” Casimir suggests.
“No,” I reply. “The Wanderers have been through here. You can see where they’ve cut the branches. We have to keep moving.”
“I have a really bad feeling about this part of the woods, Mae.”
“We could be close.”
“And we could be wrong,” he points out. “We could be in danger—”
“No, this is the way. There are the same prints in the soil. We have to keep moving.” I press my legs against Anta and urge him forward. The stag protests, but I remain firm.
After a battle of wills, Anta moves forward and even helps to clear our path with his antlers. Casimir chops with his sword, but it’s almost as though branches somehow manage to grow back. They thicken so quickly that it becomes like forcing our way through a hedge.
“Mae!” Casimir shouts. There’s a clatter as his sword falls to the ground, and his hand is up in the air at a strange angle as though some sort of invisible thread has tied it up above his head. “Dammit. I’m caught.”
He tries to wrench his arm away. I move Anta closer to see what has hold of Casimir. A thin vine, hanging down from one of the low branches, not much thicker than a flower stem, moves like a snake down his forearm. I reach across and try to prise the vine away with my fingernails. The prince’s tunic is ripped from where the vine grips his wrist, and a thin trickle of blood makes its way down his arm.
He strains against the vine. “Get it off me!”
“Don’t panic,” I say, trying not to panic myself. “Keep still. I’ll try to prise it away from you.”
Every time I lift one part of the vine, there is more to replace it. Gwen whinnies, and I glance down to see the vines wrapping around her hooves. Anta thrashes his head as they begin to creep over his antlers. One worms its way up my boot. Soon we’ll be covered in them, trapped in the forest. A vine rips my trouser leg, and a sharp stabbing pain ripples through me as it begins to feed on my blood.
“What are we going to do?” Casimir looks at me with wide, open eyes. Underneath him, Gwen is fighting against the vines travelling up her body. Casimir has both arms trapped.
Another vine grips hold of my arm. Anta’s shoulder bleeds where they cut into him. The pain is excruciating, like hundreds of tiny splinters dragging across your skin. I struggle against the vines, unable to stop myself, unable to relax my muscles anymore. I want to scream and shout. My pulse thuds in my ears. The more I panic, the more blood they get from me. Soon my pulse will be fading. Soon, I’ll be drained.
 


Chapter Seven – The Long, Dry Walk
 
The air freezes in my lungs as I try to breathe. I’m stuck, with both arms being pulled in opposite directions, and vines slithering up past my elbow, towards my shoulder, down my chest... They curl up my thighs, scratching at my skin, pulsing with the glut of blood they take from me. Panic spreads as fast as the vines. My chest tightens, and my throat closes. What am I going to do? How can we survive?
“Mae, we’re going to die,” Casimir says with his voice devoid of emotion. There is a flat realisation to it, a lack of hope.
There has to be a way. There has to be. “How did they get out?” I say, half to myself.
“Who?”
“The Wanderers. The people who took Ellen. They went this way, so how did they survive?”
“I don’t know. Maybe they burned them off with fire or cut them away. Maybe they didn’t drop their sword like a pathetic prince,” he says bitterly.
He’s right. There are more of them, and they know the forest better. They were prepared for this and had measures in place to stop the vines. We have nothing.
But that isn’t true. I have something. I have something within me that I can use.
Casimir cries out. The vines have begun to wrap around his face, covering his eyes. His chest heaves in panic.
“Hold on. Don’t give up, not yet.” I have to fight the terror building in my chest as I watch the vines encase the prince. If I don’t do something, that will be me.
Gwen lets out a low, desperate whinny, and her head drops. Her knees buckle, and the vines pull her down. As she hits the ground, the pack falls and is crushed beneath her weight—it’s the pack with the pouches of water, and I am unable to stop them from popping. A bubble of water sprays out and then seeps into the soil.
I have to think fast if I’m going to rescue us. My craft-born abilities mean I can communicate with nature. I’ve summoned small creatures before, butterflies, birds. Perhaps I can get help. Or… communicate with nature… That’s it! I can control the vines. Warmth surges into my chest, and my heart soars with hope. 
I try to steady my breathing and clear my mind. It’s easier than you’d think, when your body is crying out in pain. All I have to do is focus on the pain and block everything else away. Then I concentrate on the source of the pain, seeing myself in control. I go deep within myself, imagining I am in my veins, in my blood and in the vines wrapping around my body.
I fill them up. I course into every part of the vine and then I visualise them retreating, backing up away from my body. I am the vines, and I retract back into the bushes around us, peeling myself from skin. It works. The vines slither back away until the air is cool and raw on my cuts. I can move my arm again, flex my fingers and toes. I open my eyes. My clothes are ripped to shreds and ugly red welts cover me from head to toe. I take my dagger and cut the vines devouring Anta, before moving on to Casimir and Gwen. Casimir slumps from his horse, unconscious from blood loss.
“Wake up!” I slap his face, but it’s no good. His cuts still dribble with blood. I lift him onto Anta’s back while I check Gwen. Her flank trembles with fear as I touch her sliced skin. She’s in a bad way. They all are, but there is nothing I can do until we reach some sort of safe place.
I lead Anta and Gwen through the dense trees, chopping at those horrible vines, which are now satiated with our blood. The thought of their touch on my body makes me nauseated. My stomach churns and aches simultaneously. I need food and water to give me strength after losing so much blood, but with our supplies ruined, I have to turn to the woods for sustenance.
The forest is never-ending. The thin trees stand so close together that they scrape against my already cut skin. I want nothing more than to be able to change my clothes and wash my cuts. Every time the air blows against a wound, the same sensation of sharp pain takes hold of me, and I find myself thrashing my arms around, checking that the vines are not on me again.
Every few seconds, my eyes drift to the sleeping Casimir. What if he never wakes up? My gut twists as I watch the blood seep from the slashes, and from time to time, I stop to check his pulse. It’s there—slow, but there. If only I knew what he needed to get better. Water? Food? Medicine?
As night begins to fall and dusk sends us into gloom, my legs weaken, and Anta has to nudge me on. My head spins from the blood loss. The trees begin to thin. I no longer have to cut away at the branches and vines. Instead, I lean against my stag, whose beautiful white coat is marred by red cuts. I force myself onward, no longer able to follow tracks, desperate to find a stream or a brook, anything to sate my thirst.
Casimir needs something to keep him going. I try putting berries in his mouth, but he lies slack, unable to chew. I mash the berries and push them far into his mouth, but he doesn’t swallow.
The berries taste dry and bitter. But at least they give me a little more strength to continue. At least I can keep putting one foot in front of the other. If I can get us to a stream, I can wash the cuts before they become infected, and then make a fire to smoke the rabbit meat.
I stagger on for hours in a dizzy stupor. Anta nuzzles me on.
“It’s all right, boy. Keep going, we can make it.”
His deep brown eyes lower. He blinks slowly. My heart twinges. It’s as if he’s giving up.
Pressure builds behind my eyes. No. I won’t cry. I won’t let Anta give up, and I won’t cry. We need to keep going. I pull him forwards with the reins. He won’t stop. I won’t let him.
“Come on, boy. Come on.”
The tears are there, trying so hard to come out. It’s a waste of water to cry.
I stumble blindly onwards. It’s stupid to keep going in the dark. We could fall down a dirt bank or a steep drop. On more than one occasion, we walk into trees or trip over uneven ground. Casimir slips from Anta’s back, and I have to lift him back up. My arms are like jelly, bending and trembling with the effort. Anta stumbles on. I lean on him and Gwen, letting the two animals carry me on. At one point I close my eyes and sleep begins to come, even as my legs move forward. I want nothing more than to let my body shut down, to fold in on myself like a crumpled piece of linen.
My mind begins to wander, and in my mind’s eye I see butterflies and moths and torchbugs hover around me. There are dozens of them in bright, luminous colours, landing on my arms and shoulders, flapping their tiny wings. With each flutter of their wings my body seems to lighten. My feet quicken, and the dead weight in my legs finally shifts.
“It tickles,” I mumble.
Gwen nickers, and I force my eyes open. It wasn’t a dream. Glowbugs and torchbugs shed a soft yellow light that bounces off the trees around me. I watch them in awe, entranced by their beauty, so much so that for a fleeting moment I forget the dry burn in my throat.
“I must have summoned you with my craft,” I mutter, watching the dancing butterflies. “Without even knowing.”
The glowing bugs fly away from me, their fluorescent little bodies bobbing up and down.
“Are you taking me somewhere? Where are you going?” My voice croaks. It is now hardly even a whisper.
I stumble on after the glowbugs. There’s more energy in my legs now; they don’t buckle at the knee anymore. The bugs flit through the trees like tiny flames. Where are they taking me? Is this another trick from the Waerg Woods? Just as I’m beaten down to almost nothing, it comes back at me with a cruel twist?
The trees begin to thin, and the moon shines down, clear and bright. A sphere of silver in the dark sky. I can finally see where I’m going and hear the soft trickle… the soft trickle of water.
I let go of Anta’s reins. Strength pours into my arms and legs like molten metal being transferred into a mould. I can run again.
The stream lies ahead, a few feet wide and bubbling white where the stones create tiny waterfalls. It shimmers in the moonlight. My throat aches for the cool feeling of water. My mouth fills with saliva in anticipation. In seconds I’m kneeling by the bank, face deep in the stream, all caution about poison completely gone. I lift my head from the water and shake my wet hair. With shaking hands I form a cup and gulp down the precious fluids. Nothing has ever felt this good. It is like the most delicious sweet pastry I have ever eaten. I drink until my belly gurgles, before rushing back to Casimir. He’s still unconscious, and his cuts need tending to.
I lead the two animals to the stream and then pull Casimir from Anta’s back. The boy is heavy, and I struggle to carry his weight. We fall back together amongst the weedy banks of the stream. Mud seeps through my torn clothes and finds the many cuts on my skin. I let out a hiss between my teeth.
After a bit of rolling in the mud, I manage to prop Casimir up next to a rock. His head lolls to the right, and his mouth opens wide. I rush over to the water and fill our flask to the brim. Then I gently ease the nozzle to Casimir’s lips, urging him to drink. He swallows it down and stirs from his slumbers long enough to mumble incoherently and almost fall forward away from the rock.
“Come on. Drink it down.” I tip his head back and pour the water over his mouth.
When I’m satisfied he’s taken enough fluid, I check over his cuts. His wrist is badly damaged, and I lack the linens needed to bandage him. The best I can do for now is wash out any dirt and use strips of clothing to stop the bleeding. Tomorrow I will need to look for the herbs Father told me could be used as a poultice if I ever found myself lost in the woods alone. When Casimir is settled, I take a bedroll from our pack, pull him up away from the stream, and light a fire near him. He sleeps like a baby, his light eyelashes resting on his pale cheeks.
I shake my head. This is no place for him. I should be alone, handling the horrors of the forest by myself, and he should be in the Red Palace with his family, yet why do I want him to wake? Why do I want to speak with him, to talk about anything and nothing?
He rolls onto one side and bundles the blanket up between his knees. “Ellen,” he whispers.
I roll my eyes. Of course. I save his life twice, tend to his wounds, carry him like a baby, and even put a blanket over his sleeping form, and yet still he dreams of Ellen, that damned idiot miller’s girl.
No, she’s not the idiot. I am. What did I expect? For a prince to dream of a dirty, skinny, dark-skinned girl like me? Did I think people would write tales of our love story? Of course not. When is it the girl with the cuts on her fingers and splinters in her feet? When is it the girl with mud on her legs and rips in her tunic? Never, that’s when. You fool, Mae. You utter fool.
Anta is still by the stream, and I have neglected his injuries in favour of tending to the prince first. Well, I won’t make that mistake twice. Anta is my oldest friend. I should act like it. As he silently sucks in the water, I remove his tack and examine the flecks of pink where the blood has mingled with his fur. There are many cuts, but none that will not heal. I thank the gods that most have remained relatively shallow. It could have been a lot worse.
Gwen is suffering more. Her flank trembles beneath my fingers as I touch her soft chestnut coat. There are wide hacks across her quarters. I rinse them with the water, washing away any dirt to try to prevent infection. They should be smeared with the poultice and wrapped in linens to make sure, but I can’t find any herbs in the dark.
Finally, I strip to my undergarments and step into the stream, gasping as the cold water hits my all too fresh wounds. The water is barely up to my mid-calves, yet the pain makes me let out a hiss. After my body acclimatises, I wash each bruise, cut, and graze until I’m certain the dirt has been taken care of, then I head back to the fire. By now I know that neither Anta nor Gwen will run away. They are too loyal for that.
With the fire at my feet and a blanket beneath my head, I drift away to slumbers. I’m too exhausted to keep watch and will have to rely on Anta’s loud snorts to wake me if trouble arises.
My mind wakes before my body. My eyes open at pre-dawn, where the sky is a grey-red colour and the grass is its freshest. Anta is grazing with Gwen. He lifts his head to me and snorts a good morning. I roll over to face Casimir, surprised to find his eyes open and watching me.
“Hello,” he says. “What am I doing here?”
“I brought you here on Anta’s back.”
“How did we get free from the vines?”
I hesitate. I don’t want Casimir to know about my craft-abilities. “I managed to get my dagger free from my belt, and I cut myself away. Then I cut you free.”
“I don’t know how you managed it, but thank you. I thought I was going to die. That’s twice you’ve saved me now.”
I shrug. “And it’s twice I’ve led us into danger.”
“I had the most pleasant dream,” he says. “It was my wedding day, and Ellen was walking towards me in her best gown of white feathers and lace. She looked beautiful. But when I woke up, it felt so distant and, well, stupid. I couldn’t be further from her at the moment. She is kidnapped, all because of me and what the realm wants from her. To think she is forced into marrying me is… abhorrent. Yet, for some reason, it is all I want in the world. Does that make sense?” He doesn’t give me time to answer. His eyes are glazed with the look of someone deep inside their own thoughts. “Of course it doesn’t. You must think I’m a romantic twit with ideas above his station. How can one fall in love so quickly? I don’t know. My mother doesn’t even love my father. When I was little, I tried to think of ways to help them fall in love. I would leave gifts for my mother in her room and pretend they were from Father. Little trinkets, like a single red rose or a box of the finest chocolates in Cyne. She never fell for it, though, especially not with my scrawling handwriting. I suppose you can’t force love. It has to grow inside yourself, like a blooming flower. Perhaps I am trying to force myself to love. Maybe that’s what I’m doing right now. What if I don’t love her at all? I hardly know her… What if I just want to?” He stops speaking and clears his throat, as though he is only now aware of me being near him.
“I should find ingredients for a poultice,” I say, forcing my body up from the warm blankets. I walk away from Casimir with a strange ache in my stomach, one that I suspect cannot be satiated with food.
 
*
 
Dawn breaks as I wander the forest for the herbs I need, and for a little while, it seems hard to believe that such a beautiful place could be home to such danger. Not far from the stream is a meadow nestled between thickets of hawthorn trees. Blue and gold flowers grow there, and butterflies dance around them. A warm sun shines down, reflecting in the shiny grass. The glowbugs are gone. I wish I could thank them for saving my life last night. Now I finally understand how powerful nature is as an ally. Without their interference, I would be dead, and so would the prince. No wonder the Wanderers want the craft-born.
If I had never hidden my powers, it would have been me who was kidnapped. The thought sends a shudder through my body. It seems so stupid to think that all this time, I could have been learning the limits of my power. I spent most of my life hiding it, only ever letting myself use a little magic now and then, and I only ever used it to summon nature, to help our carrots grow or stop greenfly from attacking the lettuces. I should have equipped myself, learned how to use the magic to defend myself. But that is the danger of life sometimes, underestimating ourselves and our future. Despite longing for adventure, I never let myself believe I would have one.
How wrong I was.
I collect a few different types of moss and wild herbs. It’s difficult to tell which is which from the descriptions father told me about. When I get back to camp, I rub some of the leaves on my skin, checking for poisons. While I’m waiting I set up a pot of stew on the fire, the last of the soup made for me by the people of Halts-Walden. Then I sit back down and pull a small book from my pack and attempt to examine the pictures of plants and herbs.
“What are you doing?” Casimir asks.
“Trying to find the right kind of herbs to use. We need to treat your cuts.”
He stares at the wounds on his arms. “Thank you.”
“No problem.” I try not to avoid his eyes. There’s an awkward atmosphere of over-intimacy after he shared the story about his parents. I get back to my pocketbook. After a few moments, I realise that the fire is beginning to die. But before I can stand, the prince climbs to his feet.
“You need to rest, Casimir,” I chastise.
“Call me Cas,” he replies. “That’s what my mother and my nurse call me.” His voice is strained, holding back the pain.
He limps across to the fire and attempts to stoke it. But he is stiff and moves awkwardly, which tips the soup and knocks some of the firewood out of place.
“You idiot!” I blurt out, leaping to my feet and attempting to rescue the soup. The tin is scalding, and I burn my fingertips trying to right it. Flames lick at my boots as I kick the wood back, keeping it contained. Sparks and ashes dart from the fire, hitting my skin and sizzling. I jump back and wipe the sweat from my forehead.
Casimir plonks himself back down on the grass. “These injuries make me a burden. You should go on without me. You’ll be able to get Ellen back on your own anyway.” He rips the grass from the soil and stares at it, his hair covering his face.
I sigh and sit back down on my bedroll, picking up the herbs and putting them into a wooden bowl. “Father used to say that complaining got you nowhere; doing got you anywhere.”
“But what if you can’t do anything right?” he asks.
“Then I suppose you learn how to make it right.” I begin to mash the herbs. As I’m doing so, a bubble of laughter escapes my throat.
“What’s so funny?” Casimir lifts his head and regards me coolly. He must think I’m laughing at him.
“Father used to say many things like that. But the only thing he ever achieved was a life of poverty, collecting wood to trade at market. I only now realised how ridiculous it is.” When I stop talking, the humour leaves my body, and I’m left with hollowness. Grief rushes back into my chest, so suddenly that I almost can’t breathe.
There’s a brief silence, and then Casimir says, “That isn’t true. He raised you, and you are the strongest person I know. Have you ever thought that the reason he didn’t try in other things is because he put all of his efforts into raising you? Into making you the girl you are now?”
I freeze. Very slowly, I raise my head and meet Casimir’s eyes. My heart is beating faster, but I don’t know why. My eyes burn with unshed tears, and tingles run up and down my arms. He keeps hold of my gaze.
“It is the most admirable task a man can accomplish,” he says, and his smile is so open and warm that my chest swells.
No one treats me like Casimir. No one considers me an equal like he does, touches me without even thinking I might be cursed. He never flinches or stares at me out of the corner of his eye as though I am going to steal or hurt him. I think back to the night of Father’s funeral and the moment Casimir placed a gold coin in my palm. Perhaps he isn’t all bad. I return the smile, calm my beating heart, and continue with the poultice.
 
*
 
Grinding the herbs gives my hands something to do but it leaves my mind free to digress to other things. The incident with the vines has taken us off the track of the Wanderers, and we’ve stalled in the same place for a long time. We can’t continue until Casimir and Gwen’s wounds are treated. We need to gather more food and fill up our canteens with water, too. What if I never catch up with the trail again? After all that staggering through the dark, we could be anywhere in the Waerg Woods.
As I continue my task, a noise from the forest causes me to go completely still. It’s the clicking noise from the previous night, and a cold sensation spreads over my skin. I turn to Casimir. His eyes are wide, staring into the thicket of trees behind us. Gwen has her nose straight up in the air with her nostrils flared. She knows there is something lurking in the trees.
Like before, the clicking and clacking sounds travel around us in a circle, sounding from the left and then to the right. Casimir grips the hilt of his sword.
“Do you think we should investigate?” His voice trembles with fear.
Deep down, I know that whatever makes that sound will catch up with us in the future, and it would make sense for us to attack first in order to have some sort of advantage. But the thought of coming face to face with whatever makes that unnatural noise creates a slick of sweat on my palms.
I shake my head and swallow. “Maybe we should treat the cuts and move on. The poultice is almost ready.”
With shaking hands, I apply the paste to Casimir, Gwen, and Anta’s cuts. The clicking continues around us, putting my teeth on edge. My knees shudder with the thought of it finding us. When it echoes farther away, I let out a long breath.
“Hey,” Casimir says. “You’ve not put any of this on your own cuts.”
“Oh, they are fine, Casimir. I don’t need—”
“Cas,” he corrects. “And nonsense.” He clutches the wooden bowl and plunges his fingers into the green goo. “Lift your shirt.”
A red-hot flame sets my cheeks on fire. I can’t bare my skin to him. Can I? Casimir—no, Cas—urges me on with raised eyebrows, encouraging and calm.
“It’s all right,” he says. “I won’t look at anything except the cuts on your stomach. It has been bleeding through your tunic. See?”
I look down at where his forefinger rests on my belly. To feel his touch is somehow odd and exhilarating at the same time. The cloth is wet and stained. He’s right—I have been bleeding, and I hadn’t even noticed. I lift my top high enough to make the cut visible. It hasn’t healed over yet, and it is deeper than the others. Cas applies the paste, and I flinch at both the pain and the chill.
Everywhere he touches me, my skin comes alive, and before long, the paste is a welcome sensation, cooling the heat within my body. Every now and then, I find myself searching his face for signs of disgust. Why isn’t he afraid of me like everyone else has been my entire life? The people of Halts-Walden seemed to think I had a disease they might catch, something that would dirty them if they touched me. Yet here is a prince who is willing to put his flesh on my flesh…
“There, that should do it,” Casimir says. He smiles at me, his head not far from mine. I stand there for a few moments, still with my tunic lifted and my skin exposed, gazing into his flecked silver eyes. Casimir clears his throat. “You can put your top back now.”
Him having to remind me sends more heat up to my face. “Right, yeah, of course.”
Casimir goes to wash his hands in the stream, and I busy myself by packing away our belongings. Adrenaline courses through my body, turning me into a jerky, clumsy version of myself, dropping pans and tripping over stones. I’m aware of every part of my body and somehow unable to use them normally. By the time we are ready to leave, I have somewhat come to my senses and am more focussed on the job ahead. The clicking noise has disappeared back into the trees, lurking somewhere in the shadows.
 


Chapter Eight – The Flock and the Flee
 
I’ve lost sight of my mission. This isn’t a bonding trip with the prince. It’s about getting justice for my father and finding Ellen. I have to keep that singular focus in my mind.
We’re in a part of the forest where warm sunshine filters through tall trees. The trees are unlike the birches at the shallow end of the forest. They spread up to the sky, breaking into almost vertical branches like spread fingers. The bark is a bronze colour, and the leaves are all shades of yellow to red.
The forest floor is spongy from the layers of fallen leaves. I lead Anta, walking along the ground so I can pick up on any tracks. There has not been another soul walk these paths for a long time, at least not since the leaves carpeted the ground. My boots spring along; it’s like walking on thick moss or many blankets.
Cas stops and sighs. “There is nothing here, Mae. The trail went cold long ago. I’ve spent long enough hunting with the king to know that we’re heading in the wrong direction.”
“Then what do you suggest we do?” I snap. “I don’t see you coming up with any plans.”
“I don’t see the harm in stopping and regrouping for a while. After all, it is blindly heading into danger which has almost got us killed—”
“You blame me?” I say, whipping around to face him.
“No, of course not,” he replies.
“You do.” The thought makes me sadder than I care to admit.
Anta moves rhythmically beside me. His jagged antlers bob up and down, and he chomps the bit in frustration. “Okay, we’ll slow down so we can scour the landscape for clues.”
“Or stop,” he suggests again.
He’s probably right, but a heavy desperation grips my insides, telling me that I should carry on and never stop. It urges me to keep looking because the tracks might be around the corner and then everything will be all right.
“Mae,” he says, this time with a quiet voice I know I should heed. “I think we need a break.”
We make camp and eat the last of our smoked meat. It’s a meagre meal, followed by a handful of berries. The forest remains quiet, with only the sounds of our chewing, the animals’ grazing, and the occasional rustle of leaves. Every noise makes the hairs stand on the back of my arms.
When we set off, I decide it’s time to increase our speed. There’s no point tracking the Wanderers here; the leaves are untouched. We might as well make good time through the forest.
“Do you know what those trees are?” Cas asks, his neck craning up to the sky.
I shake my head. “There is a lot I don’t know about these woods. Around every corner is a new species of plant.”
“Do you see those birds?” Cas says.
This time I squint against the sun and take a better look. High up in the highest branches are hundreds of dark coloured birds. They blend so well against the branches that I hadn’t noticed a thing.
“I don’t like the look of them at all.” Cas urges Gwen on, overtaking me on Anta.
“They don’t seem to be doing anything.” I shrug. “If they wanted to attack, they would have by now.” Of course, he doesn’t know about the fact that I can control nature.
“Keep up, Mae,” Cas says, turning back to check on me.
I press my legs against Anta. But as we’re moving along the path, one of the large black birds swoops down towards us. It caws and flaps its wings, which are a glorious shimmering black with highlights of emerald green.
“Well, hello there,” I say, holding out an arm. The bird hops onto my forearm and regards me with its tiny glass-bead eyes. I dig a berry out of my pocket and feed it to the bird. “Cas!” I call ahead. “Look how tame this bird is.”
The prince turns back, and his face pales in horror. “What are you doing with that thing? Shoo it away.”
“It’s not harming anything.”
The bird turns away from me and caws softly.
“That thing is staring at me far more than a bird should,” Cas says. He has pulled Gwen to a halt, and his knuckles are bright white from gripping the reins.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoff. The bird makes one loud caw noise and flaps its wings. It travels up into the sky, back to the branches. “Isn’t it a beautiful creature? Look at the grace with which it moves.”
“We should keep moving. We need to pick up the pace,” Cas says.
Reluctantly, I press my heels into Anta’s belly. “You’re being overdramatic.” I call out, but Cas has already trotted away with Gwen.
 
*
 
Later in the day, the sun cools, and the bronzed trees become a darker brown, dirty as mud. It could be my imagination, but every time I peek through the branches, those birds are a little closer to the ground.
I catch up to Cas so that we travel side by side.
“We should find somewhere to camp for the night,” I suggest. “It’s beginning to get dark.”
Cas raises his head to the birds in the trees. “Not with them watching us.”
“Are you frightened of birds?” I ask, the corners of my lips twitching in amusement.
Cas flashes me a stern look, one I can imagine him practicing on the servants. “Absolutely not—not normal birds, anyway. I’d swear on the gods that those things are supernatural.”
“What makes you think that?”
“I don’t know,” he replies. “They’re too quiet. Too still. It’s like they’re waiting for something.”
While I laugh off Cas’s words, a chill runs up my spine. He’s right about them being quiet, and they blend so well into the trees that you can hardly see them.
“Okay, we’ll keep moving for now,” I say. “There’s still some daylight yet.”
My legs and bum cheeks are crying out for recuperation, but I can tell from the rare frown on Cas’s face that he feels very strongly about this. So we carry on.
The sky darkens as we hurry through the woods, and clouds of black gather above our heads. When I lift my eyes to the tallest of the branches, I could swear that the clouds pulse like living things. Sometimes I look up and the shape of the clouds has changed in an odd, almost supernatural way, which fills me with cold dread. We keep moving at a trot with Cas up ahead. I don’t know where we’re going, but Cas’s anxiety about the birds seems to be rubbing off on me.
The trees thin out into a shorter and bulkier species, like compact pines but with less foliage. The evening temperature drops to so cold, it sends a shiver up my spine. Cas reins in Gwen and waits for me to catch up.
“Have you seen those clouds?” His voice is low and serious. “They don’t move like regular clouds. It’s like they’re made up of lots of different ones all moving together. And I’ve never seen anything so black in my life. Do you think it’s another one of the Waerg Wood’s tricks?”
“All I know is that we should hurry up and get out of here.” I hurry Anta on, and Cas does the same. This time we travel side by side, the two animals so close that my knees brush against Cas’s calf.
“You know what those clouds remind me of?” Cas says.
I shake my head.
“The feathers from that bird. Remember how dark it was?”
My stomach sinks. The blood drains from my face. “That’s what they are. The clouds are the birds from earlier. I saw them nesting in the top branches of the tree. Now they’re bundled up like clouds above us.”
Cas turns his head up to the sky. “Gods prevail, you’re right! What do they want from us? Why do they follow us?”
The cool night air brings with it the scent of damp earth. A drop of rain lands on the skin of my neck, and another on my nose. Within seconds, the rain pours down, cold and refreshing. But then, a few moments later, the atmosphere changes and fills me with utter dread.
It begins with an itch on the skin and then becomes a burn that spreads over my body, finding the half healed cuts from the vines. I cry out in pain. Cas rubs his face with his palms. The two animals shake their heads in panic. Anta bucks beneath me, almost dislodging me from the saddle.
“The rain—it’s coming from the birds,” I say. “Whatever it is, it’s burning us.” Steam rises from my tunic. “We need to get out of here.”
Gwen bolts forward into the forest with Anta hot on her heels. Anta is fast for a stag, but he’s no match for the horse. Soon enough we’re left far behind. I can’t even see Gwen’s chestnut flank anymore.
I grip Anta’s neck as he hurtles through the trees, running flat out. The forest whizzes past me in a brown blur, and overhead the birds stretch out like a gathering storm, putting us almost in complete darkness. The strange liquid burns my exposed skin, creating ugly red welts on my fingers until it’s almost impossible to grip the reins. In a desperate attempt to protect my face, I bury it into Anta’s fur.
Behind me the birds caw strangely as though they are communicating with each other. Finally, the rain stops, Anta slows down, and I turn back to see sunshine filtering through the trees.
“That was too easy,” I whisper, half to myself.
The woods are silent, and Cas is nowhere to be seen. Anta snorts, exhausted from the sprinting session.
“Easy, boy.” I pat his shoulder. “Take it easy now.” He slows to a walk as I examine the forest around us. There’s no sign of the birds, but they could be lurking somewhere, ready to strike at any moment.
We continue on in the quiet. Anta’s hooves thud against the thick, leafy floor. My clothes begin to dry out, and the scent of wet leaves drifts up from the ground. I hope that Cas has had the forethought to stop and wait for me along the path. If we get split up for the night, I worry that we’ll never meet again. Is it possible that the crown prince of the realm will survive a night alone in the Waerg Woods? He hasn’t shown much survival knowledge so far. I’ve had to save his life twice now.
The longer we walk, the more unease spreads through my veins. The sun settles into dusk and still there is no Cas and no Gwen. Images flash through my mind: finding Gwen alone without Cas, finding Cas’s body and Gwen nowhere to be seen, finding both prince and horse murdered. My stomach twists.
It darkens quickly above, sending a chilling shiver along my arms. Beneath me, Anta moves in his usual rhythmic way, hooves plodding in a one, two, one, two, one, two. If I don’t find Cas soon, I will have to stop and camp for the night.
A caw sounds in the night, and I whip around. Anta’s body starts beneath me; he tenses and leaps forward. I hold onto the reins tight, the blood draining from my knuckles.
“The birds,” I whisper to myself. “If they send that burning water on us again…” I urge Anta on. He snorts and spooks at every shadow.
Another caw rings out, and Anta startles again, shaking his head up and down.
“Easy, boy. Keep going forwards.” The last thing I need is to fall from Anta and hurt myself, especially with those damn birds everywhere. “Come on, Anta. Keep going. Keep us safe.”
I wrack my brain to think of ways I can use my craft. Perhaps I can control the birds like I can butterflies and glowbugs. Something tells me these creatures are different and not easily swayed by humans. Another caw makes me start, and I yank the reins so hard I jab Anta’s mouth. He darts forward again, his head up in the air so that his antlers are dangerously close to my face.
“Easy, boy,” I say, louder this time. “Calm down, Anta.” I try to stroke his neck, but I have difficulty relaxing my clenched fists. “Those birds really frighten you, don’t they? Me too, Anta. Me too.”
This time there are three or four caws all at once, more coming after, and I hear the flapping of wings. I put my head down on Anta’s neck and give him the reins. He’s got better night vision than me, so I let him dart through the woods. Behind me I’m aware of the flapping of bulky wings and the caws approaching through the darkness. What the hell are these birds, and what do they want from me?
Anta shoots through the forest, tearing chunks of leaves and dirt with his hooves, dodging trees with only inches to spare. I grip onto him by weaving my fingers into his coat, trying desperately to remain seated. The birds are close. Feathers brush against my shoulders. Something sharp and pointed rips into the skin on my neck, and a warm trickle of blood works its way down to my collarbone. It pecked me.
Needle-like claws plunge into my shoulder. I lift my head and cry out, jerking my arm to try to get rid of the bird. Another tangles in my hair, and something squirts the burning water onto my arm. As I writhe in agony, another bird launches itself onto Anta’s flank. In a panic, he kicks out with his hind legs, bucking me so hard I lose the feet of my stirrups. I scream into the silence of the forest and fall to the right, one foot still stuck in the stirrup.
Stones, dirt, and leaves scrape and scratch my body as Anta runs away terrified, dragging me with him. Where my foot is caught in the stirrup, it is utter agony, and I can’t compose myself enough to rotate free. My face turns to the ground, and soil fills my mouth. The abrasive stones and dirt draw blood from my already sore skin. I don’t know how much more I can take. Finally the safety catch on my stirrup breaks, and my foot is free. Breath escapes my lungs as I’m left in the mud and Anta runs off into the forest. Before I can even think of lifting my battered, bruised, and injured body from the ground, a cloud of black feathers descend on me like a piece of raw meat for the taking.
My desperate screams echo through the forest. My burned and scratched body can’t fight back any longer, and that’s when I realise it was all part of their hunting plan. They picked us, followed us, and wore us down until we were powerless. As I lay there, the strength seeps from my muscles. My chest heaves as I wheeze out a pathetic breath. Seconds become hours, and in a desperate attempt, I shut my eyes to summon the craft, but nothing comes to me. Either panic or weakness has cut me off from my powers, and now I am helpless. I can only hope Anta got away, because their claws and beaks begin to tear into my flesh until my thoughts are of nothing but pain and anguish.
I don’t know how long it lasts. It could be seconds or it could be minutes. I’m vaguely aware of my body jerking and flapping. My arms are across my face, but my body is so numb that I can’t ascertain where any of my other limbs are. Ebony feathers flap and croaking caws deafen me.
Then, something bright and silver cuts through them in the moonlight. There’s a glimpse of sandy hair, and an arm loops around my body, pulling me close to a chest that smells like berries and musk. I fall limply into those arms. And then the darkness comes.
 
*
 
I wake to the pleasant humming of an unknown tune. When my senses come back, I realise there’s a dampness on my skin, and my body rests on something soft. For a moment I think that I’m back in the hut with my father humming as he prepares breakfast. Then everything comes flooding back, the woods, the vines, the birds… I flap my arms out in front of my face, waiting for them to attack again.
“Shh,” says a voice. “They’re gone. You’re safe now.”
Soft hands pin my arms back down to my sides, and I blink away the blurriness to see a head haloed in sandy blond. “Cas?”
“Who else would you find in the forest?” he says with a chuckle. “Actually, don’t answer that. We’ve had far too many surprises already.”
I try to sit up but he prevents me. “Where’s Anta? Where are we?”
“We’re in a clearing,” he says. “I carried you away from where the birds attacked us. They didn’t come any closer once I got past those trees. It’s weird how this forest works, like there are different sections to control certain creatures.”
“You didn’t answer my first question,” I insist. “Where is Anta?”
Cas’s eyes drop from mine, and a surge of panic rises in my chest like a solid lump.
“He ran away,” Cas says eventually. “I went to you first, and when I turned back, he was gone. But he’ll be all right, Mae. Like you said, he roams these woods on his own.”
I try to swallow that panicked lump back down but it is persistent. I hate to think of him all alone, especially when the Wanderers could be anywhere. I think about that arrow mark in his flesh the night Father died. Could it be that the Wanderers saw a quick opportunity in the middle of their real mission? Or did they also need Anta for whatever they had planned? The thought makes my stomach roil.
“We’ll get him back. But first you need to recuperate, and you need to drink some water.” He lifts the canteen to my lips. I take a tiny sip.
“Anta had most of our things,” I say. “Our camping gear, the majority of our food, some of our water.” I let out a heavy sigh.
“We’ll worry about all that in the morning,” Cas says. “It’s late and dark. You’re cut to shreds... I need to help you wash them.” His cheeks flush pink as he moves flaps of my clothing to reveal the cuts beneath. My muscles clench wherever he touches, and his fingers jerk away. “Sorry.”
I shake my head. “I’m just not used to being touched. When we lived in Halts-Walden, the others thought I was cursed because my mother came from the woods and died birthing me. Even when I was sick, the healers kept a wide berth.” I try to smile to make the situation less uncomfortable.
“Well, I think that is all a load of codswallop. If anyone around here is cursed, it’s probably me,” he says. “I’m the one who needs saving the most often.”
“But you saved me this time,” I point out.
A slow smile of pride moves across his face. “I suppose that’s true. I did save you.”
Cas gently moves his fingers back to the wounds, using a ripped piece of linen to soak up the blood. I wince at the pain, which makes me forget about being embarrassed, and soon I hardly even think of how odd it is for him to touch me. Soon I feel my eyelids getting heavier and heavier until I fall to sleep with Cas’s fingers trailing my cheek with a touch of water.
At first my dreams are peaceful. In them, I sit in a pleasant meadow with Cas next to me. There are no burns on my hands or cuts on my face. Instead, I have my hair tied back in a bow, and a white linen dress that comes to my knees. Cas wears a fine uniform, embroidered with gold thread on the pockets and shoulders. He passes me a grape and smiles at me in the same way he smiled at Ellen back in Halts-Walden.
Then the pastel blue sky becomes muddied with a huge black cloud. Rain falls from the sky—but it isn’t rain, it’s the burning water from the birds, and it melts the skin from Cas’s face, leaving a grotesque skull in its place. I scream so loudly it makes my ears ring.
Cas shakes me awake, and my fingers rush to feel the warmth and smoothness of his skin. He stares at me with his eyebrows creased together. There’s something about his concerned expression that causes my heart to skip a beat.
“Are you all right?” he asks.
I nod sheepishly and drop my hands from his face. “I’m fine.”
I shiver. We are low on blankets, and the night air is freezing cold. I realise that my teeth are chattering, and Cas’s hands are cold against my skin.
His eyes turn to the sky. “The wind has ice on its breath.” He bends down to gather wood.
Cas makes the fire as I shiver beneath our one thin blanket. I watch his fingers move deftly. I never expected the prince to be so capable, but here he is, looking after me.
In the distance, that terrible noise begins again, and another shiver runs down my spine. It’s the click-clack of our mysterious follower.
“There, can you feel the warmth?” Cas asks.
I nod, but I can’t stop the tremors running up and down my body. Cas frowns at me.
“You’re still cold, and so am I.” He stares at me thoughtfully. “There’s one thing that would warm us both up, but you’re not going to like it.”
He bends his knees and drops to the floor. Before I can protest, he gets underneath the blanket and wraps his arms around me.
“Wh-what are you doing?” I say.
“I’m warming us both up,” he replies. “Don’t be a prude! I’m not going to touch you or anything.”
“You’ve got your arm around me!”
“Well, you know what I mean. Now, relax and go to sleep,” he says.
My body is stiff with the shock of such contact. I’ve never been someone who hugs often, and no one but Father has ever hugged me. As the grotesque clicking continues, I actually find Cas’s warm arms and body a comfort. Before long, my mind begins to jumble up in that way it always does before sleep comes. For the first time, I think of my old home. My gut aches when I think that I will never be hugged by my father again. Somehow, Cas’s arms around me help to ease that ache.
 


Chapter Nine – The Wandering Girl
 
Cas is gone when I wake. I bolt upright, eyes roaming the surrounding forest in search of him but he is nowhere to be seen. My fingers plunge into the fire embers to find them cold and dead. Up above, the sun is high in the sky. I’ve sleep for too long. What were we thinking? Sleeping without either of us keeping a lookout? I let my guard down last night, and now the prince has disappeared. My stomach sinks.
“Oh, you’re awake!”
I whip my head around to the sound of the voice. Cas strides towards me, carrying fresh berries, with a freshly killed rabbit over his shoulder.
“I’ve brought breakfast,” he says cheerily. “You look better, well rested.”
“I slept for too long. Why didn’t you wake me?” I say. “We have Anta to find and Wanderers to hunt. They could be days ahead of us by now.”
“Then an hour is not going to make much difference, and Anta knows the forest.” He places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes it. There is strength in his touch. “Here, eat these.”
I examine the berries first. They look juicy and inviting, but I’m suspicious of everything and anything in the Waerg Woods. I place one on my lips and let the juice lie there for a few moments.
“We should check they aren’t poisonous,” I say. “We should wait awhile, see if our skin itches or swells.”
He nods as he sits and begins to skin the rabbit. I find myself looking away, my stomach roiling. “That’s sensible. How did you become so sensible so young?” He grins at me as his knife slides between flesh and meat, teasing me with mischievous eyes.
“I had to. It was just me and Father. When he hurt his leg, I had to look after him.” I shrug. I rub another berry on my forearm. “We didn’t have money or things…”
“You could have sold the stag for a fortune. If you really wanted to survive, why didn’t you do that?”
“The thought of selling Anta is a terrible one. My first memory is looking out of the window and seeing him as a calf. Father said he saw the stag calf when I was born, and Anta never went away. When I was old enough, I started to climb on him, and he’s protected me all these years. He’s my friend, my one friend in the world.” I stop talking, realising that I’ve let my mouth get away with me. I scowl and turn away from him, with tears threatening, building at the surface of my eyelids. No, I must brick them down again.
“We’ll find Anta.” Casimir reaches across and puts his hand on my arm. “I promise you, Mae, we’ll find him.”
 
*
 
People shouldn’t make promises they can’t keep. Someone needs to make it a law of the realm. Anything to prevent hearing those words: I promise.
We wander aimlessly through the forest calling for Anta and searching for his tracks. But he is nowhere to be seen and I worry that our shouts will attract the attention of whatever unsavoury beings are hiding in the depths of the forest. The only good thing is that we find another source for water to refill our canteens. 
For a while I ride pillion with Cas. You would think that the night spent under the blanket would make me more comfortable with him, but it just makes it worse—as though the intimacy has broken down something inside me and now I am too aware of everything: aware of his firm body, the warm tones in his voice, his expressive eyes, and the way he smells of berries. For the first time ever, I worry about what I say, whether it is stupid or petulant or my voice cracks. Our conversations from the morning repeat in my mind, looking for faults. I lost control of myself when I talked about Anta.
I let my guard down. And now he can stamp all over my heart whenever he feels like it.
I’m a fool who forgets her priorities. Anta is my priority, not some stupid prince.
Every turn brings a fresh hope, and every time, it disappoints. I see no white flashes through the trees, no glimpses of his great antlers. Beneath my legs, Gwen’s chestnut flank seems strange. She moves too smoothly and with too much grace. Everything feels wrong.
We break for food, but I can’t rest even then. My eyes search the trees around us.
“We’ll find him,” Cas insists. This time his voice is smaller. He’s beginning to lose his own hope.
I punch the soil. “Where? How? We’re lost!”
Today the forest is cold and green. There is no warm sun filtering down. These trees have a green trim of leaves, but the branches are twisted and quite bare. Generous bushes and thorny plants twist around the path edges.
Cas remains silent. The day continues until the cold sun fades, and we find a place to set up camp. It’s a second day without finding the Wanderers’ tracks, and one whole day without Anta. This feels as low as when the birds were attacking me.
Cas chats away about everything and nothing. I don’t hear most of it. Instead I wrap my arms around my knees and stare out into the shadows around us. When the clicking comes back, Cas talks louder, trying to drown out the sound.
He sleeps close to me again, to keep away the freezing chill. This time I dream of both Father and Anta. In my dreams, they are both dead, and I am alone in the world. My worst fears come true. When I wake, I feel as though I dreamt the truth, and Anta really is lying stiff beneath the fallen leaves. My throat tightens as I think about it.
The early morning brings frost. There’s a stiff, sharp citrus scent to the frozen air. My boots slip on the icy leaves as we pack our meagre belongings and head out onto the path.
Here the forest climbs up a steep incline, and Gwen treads carefully as we follow it to the top. The higher we go, the colder it gets, and soon enough we are trudging through inches of snow. The horse does her best, but her hooves slip on the icy ground, and more than once she almost falls.
I shake my head and dismount. “This is no good. We have to turn back. We’ll have to head through the forest and away from the path. It’s the only way to avoid the slope.”
Cas swings his leg over Gwen’s back and lands on the snow with a soft thud. “You’re right.” He pulls the reins over her head and turns the horse around. She shivers with the cold, so I pull the blanket from our pack and lay it over her back before continuing the treacherous journey back down the incline.
“It’s more like a mountain here,” Cas observes. “Look at the rocks peeking out of the snow, and the icicles hanging from the trees. I can imagine we’re in the Benothan ranges of the north.” He blows onto his hands for warmth.
“Have you ever travelled that far?” I ask, my interest piqued.
“No, Father would never allow it. But I would love to follow the river Sverne all the way to the ranges, and then travel back down to Jakani near the Anadi Sands. They say the people wear silk from head to toe.”
“My ancestors are from the Haedalands,” I muse. “Father says it is a place of bright colours and spice.”
“Would you like to go there?”
“Oh yes,” I say. “But…”
“But what?”
“No, it’s stupid.” I fold my arms so that my cold hands are tucked beneath my armpits.
“Tell me,” he insists.
“I don’t speak the language. My skin is lighter. I don’t know their customs. I would feel like an outsider.”
Cas lets out a low laugh. “That’s not stupid at all. I would feel exactly the same.”
When I try to picture Cas in the Haedalands with his princely demeanour, my lips twitch. He catches my eye and must notice the glint in it, because he begins to chuckle.
“Hey,” he says. “I can fit in with locals.”
We carry on, feeling lighter than before. He’s right that the terrain is completely different here, as though we’ve passed over the northern border. I know we haven’t, but the effect is extraordinary.
Cas shakes his head. “These woods, they are unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The creatures, the unknown trees, the plants that grow here and nowhere else… The strange changes in climate… Surely all of this means there is still magic here. Why can’t Father use this magic for the Red Palace? Why is it that only the craft-born can tap into the magic that is so obviously here?”
“I don’t know,” I mutter. It has reached the point where I no longer like having to keep a secret from Cas. We have shared moments and conversations that could turn us into friends. I don’t know much about having friends, but keeping such a huge secret from the other person feels wrong.
“I suppose just because the land is magic, it doesn’t mean we can harvest it,” he muses. “Not unless we have the ability deep within. I can’t wait to find Ellen and see what she’s capable of. This forest has shown me so many things.”
I raise an eyebrow incredulously.
“I know, not all of them have been good.”
“We’ve nearly died at least three times,” I say.
“Like I said, not all of them have been good. But they’ve all been fascinating. Don’t you think?”
I don’t have time to answer. Cas slips on the ice and takes a tumble, letting go of Gwen’s reins at the same time. He rolls down the side of the hill, and I hurry after him, picking up Gwen’s reins at the same time.
“Are you hurt?” I shout.
Cas picks himself up and dusts down his clothes. “What an idiot I am. I’m not meant for this place.” He sighs and takes Gwen’s reins. “Ignore everything I said. This place is rotten, and I am a fool to think otherwise.”
I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. “After everything we’ve been through, it’s a fall that makes you so angry? We’ve been attacked by raining birds, frozen to near death by fog, and drained of blood by vines, yet a tumble is all it takes for you to lose faith in the woods?”
Cas regards me with his narrowed eyes. His mouth is set in an unamused line. The seriousness of his expression only makes me laugh even harder.
“And this is what finally makes you happy? My demise? My fall? Well, I think that shows a lot about your character, Mae,” he says bitterly.
I laugh so hard that I fall back and land on my bum. Then I hear a snort and realise that Cas is laughing too. He begins with a soft chuckle while shaking his head, but before long, he has tears streaming down his face. I grab his arm and pull him down in the snow. He gathers snow into his hands and throws it at me. I ball it up and push it down his back which makes him shoot up and dance around, jiggling the back of his tunic to get it out. I’m laughing so hard my stomach aches.
Cas groans loudly, shaking his body and jumping up and down. “Come on,” he says. “You’ve not said ‘We should get moving’ for ages now.”
“We should get moving,” I say.
Cas chortles and shakes his head. He reaches down and takes my hand, pulling me to my feet. He pulls me too hard, and I end up bumping into him. His face turns serious for a moment. “No, we really should get moving. Anta is out there alone.”
The spell has been broken. The brief few moments, where my troubles disappeared like melted snow, hit me with the full force of an avalanche. What right do I have, joking and playing when Anta is out there amongst Father’s killers?
“You’re right,” I say. “You’re so right.”
We pick our way down through the slope until reaching the flat areas of the forest. Cas leads Gwen off the track and into the trees. It’s warmer down here, but there’s still a chill, and I hug my body for warmth.
The forest is quiet, but we make a lot of noise moving through the undergrowth. Thorns catch on my legs. I don’t even flinch. The scrapes and scratches of the forest are something I’ve acclimatised to now.
It has been over a day and a half since we were last attacked by something in the forest, and in a way, that makes me even more nervous. What can it throw at me now? I touch the half-healed cuts on my face and wonder.
“Mae?” Cas asks. He brings Gwen to a stop and points to the right. “Does it look like someone went through those bushes over there?”
I turn to where he’s pointing to see broken twigs and a print of some kind. My heart soars, and I immediately think of Anta, but when I examine the print more closely, I realise that it is of a boot, not a hoof.
“We should follow these tracks,” I say. I don’t know where they lead or whom we’re following, but it’s better than nothing.
“Don’t you think you’re being a little impulsive?” Cas says with a raised eyebrow. “After all, every other time you’ve insisted we should do something, we usually end up stuck in killer vines or something.”
“They could take us to Anta,” I say.
Cas sighs. “How can I say no to your big brown eyes?” he mutters. “Very well. But you had better be prepared to think us out of another dangerous situation. There’s no way the woods have done with us yet.”
He walks away, and I find myself staring after him. “I have big brown eyes?”
“You know you do,” he replies, his tone rougher than usual. “And you know that they get you your own way.”
I pull myself out of my thoughts and follow him. My heartbeat quickens as we carry on down the track. After a while, my thoughts turn to what lies ahead. Will these tracks lead us to the men who killed my father, and if so, what will I do?
 
*
 
The footprints continue on. We’re far into the woods by the time we find a print with freshly churned mud. Then the prints stop altogether.
I slip down from Gwen’s back. “It’s impossible to simply stop like that.” I search the forest around me, looking for places he could hide.
“Maybe he climbed a tree,” Cas suggests. “It’s beginning to get dark. Perhaps he sleeps in the trees.”
The two of us search the area with our weapons drawn. There is no one lurking behind the bushes or up in the trees. Each time I check around a corner or search the low branches, my heart skips a beat with the thought that we might find the Wanderers.
“There’s nothing here,” Cas says eventually.
I don’t want to give up yet. I move farther into the woods and cut back thorns with my dagger. I bend down and search an old fallen tree, hollowed out over the years.
A scream rips through the silence, and I straighten up and turn around sharply. My breath catches in my throat as I squint through the dusk at a shadowy figure running towards Cas. The figure holds a long, deadly sword in his hand and raises it high above their head.
“Cas!”
Without a second’s hesitation, I’m running towards the prince. I clutch hold of my dagger in my right hand and throw my body towards Cas, knocking him to the floor. The figure swings the sword, and I have just enough time to meet the sword with my short dagger. The blade of the attacker’s sword runs along my knife’s edge until it catches my hand, cutting into my flesh.
Cas pushes me off him and dives at the stranger, knocking him to the ground. He grasps the stranger’s hand and squeezes so hard that the attacker cries out in pain. I wrench the weapon from their grasp and hold the blade to their throat.
The attacker wears a hood over their face. A black cloak hides their form. Cas removes the hood and a burst of red hair is exposed. The stranger pants and blinks the hair from their blue eyes. I realise with a start that the attacker is a young girl about my age.
“Take your filthy hands off me,” she spits.
Cas squeezes her wrist once more. “That’s no way to speak to your prince.”
I give Cas a frustrated kick in the shin. “Don’t tell her that, you idiot.” I press the blade closer to her throat. “Who are you and what are you doing in the Waerg Woods?”
“I’m not telling you anything. You’ll have to kill me first.” She scrunches her eyes shut and elongates her neck as though she expects me to slit her throat.
I loosen my grip on the sword, surprised that she is so willing to die and thinks we’ll kill her without hesitation. The girl opens her eyes, sees me falter, and springs to her feet, knocking me back in the process. Cas tries to keep hold of her hand, but she is like a wild thing, with red hair whipping about her face. She wrenches herself free, and I chase after her, throwing the sword to the side, since I have no intention of using it.
She’s quick, but I am too. She darts to the left, and I chase her, my toes almost hitting the backs of her heels. I push myself forward, wrapping my arms around her body, and bring her down hard against the ground, bruising my arms in the process. She wriggles around like the frustrated toddlers you see in Halts-Walden market.
“Stop struggling,” I say breathlessly. “We are not going to kill you.”
“But we’re not letting you go, either,” Cas says. He has a length of rope in his hands. He reaches down and grasps the girl by the hair. “Hold her still, Mae.”
I take her hands and pull them behind her back. Cas wraps the rope around her wrists and then uses another piece of rope to tie her feet together, leaving enough length between her ankles to take short steps.
I glance at him quizzically. “How did you learn to do that?”
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls the girl to her feet and places my dagger at her throat. “Who are you with?”
The girl bites her lip and looks away. “I will never tell.”
Cas grasps a handful of her hair, and she cries out. “Who are you with?”
This is a side to Cas I never expected to see. His grey eyes are hard, like opal stones.
“I will never tell you.”
He slaps her face.
“Cas!” I shout out.
He never even turns to me. His eyes never leave hers. “Don’t you want to find your father’s murderers?”
“Of course, but—”
The girl gasps. She opens her mouth as if she wants to say something and then closes it again.
I step towards her. “You know something. Tell me what it is.” My hands clench and unclench at my sides.
The girl keeps her mouth completely shut and eyes me warily. I know that there is something she is hiding, but it’s clear she’s not going to tell us. Not through brutality, anyway. Cas lifts his hand, but I calmly take hold of it and press his arm back down to his side.
“Leave it,” I say.
“But—”
“We should get moving.” I raise my eyebrows at him, and he relinquishes with a sigh.
 


Chapter Ten – The Nix
 
Darkness descends, and we have no choice but to settle down for the night with the strange girl among us. I check that her ropes are tight, sit her down by the fire, and roast root vegetables.
The girl watches my every movement. My stomach churns when I think of the people she belongs to—the same ones that killed my father?
When the food is cooked, I divide it up between the prince and me. He sits and watches our prisoner, hardly ever moving his eyes from her. For a brief moment I wonder if he is attracted to her, but then I brush that thought aside, first because it’s stupid, and second because not long ago I had to stop him from slapping her in the face.
“You’re not feeding me, then?” she says with a sneer on her face.
Cas and I stay silent, eating our portions. The girl struggles against her ropes for a moment and then goes still.
“I know what you’re doing,” she says. “You think if you starve me that I’ll talk. Well I won’t.”
Her voice has the slightest hint of a tremor, and I flash Cas a look to say that she will crack soon enough. His head is bent low over his food, and the flames cast his eyes in shadow. With the new hope of finding the Wanderers, Cas is more determined than I have ever seen him before. I often find myself turning to him, examining the new tension in his features, made curious by his silence.
The girl leans back against the tree and closes her eyes. After the food, and after watering Gwen, we both settle down on our blankets. We have arranged lookout sessions tonight, making sure that one of us is awake at all times. For all we know, someone could be looking for the girl, and they may decide to snatch her back in the night. So I sit with my dagger on my lap as the black of the night begins to swallow us whole.
 
*
 
Click-ick-ick-click-ick-ick-click
The familiar sound sends a shiver down my spine. The girl’s head snaps up from where she was dozing. She whips her head around, and her chest rises and falls in quick succession. Her eyes are wide open with terror.
“Where is it?” she whispers. “I can hear it but—”
“You know what it is, don’t you?” I say.
The girl clamps her mouth shut and turns away from me. I pick up my whetstone and begin to sharpen the dagger on my knee. More than once, I feel her stare on my bent head. So much rests on this girl that my fingers tremble. She is the key to finding the Wanderers and avenging my father. She knows something. I saw the expression on her face when we mentioned Father’s murder. I have to play her like a negotiation in the marketplace. I have to wait her out until she’s so desperate she starts talking.
It won’t be tonight, and even though I am bursting to say so many things, I simply wake Cas up from his slumber, inform him that he cannot say a word to the girl, and rest my head for a few hours before dawn.
In the morning, I wake with a surge of hope that Anta might have found his way back to us. He is not there again. My stomach drops like a felled tree. Cas sits by the fire, whittling a piece of wood. He stops and places it in his pocket when he sees me wake. I glance over to our prisoner. She sits defiantly, with her chin in the air.
“Any trouble?” I ask.
He shakes his head and says in a loud voice, “Looks like there isn’t anyone coming for her.”
I can’t help but smirk when the girl blinks and shakes her head so her hair falls over her face, hiding the wetness on her cheeks. She’s beginning to crack.
Cas and I share a breakfast of berries and water from a nearby stream. Cas helps the girl drink a few gulps of water. I let him; starving her out is one thing, but I couldn’t deprive her of water as well. Gwen grazes by our feet. The only thing that mars the morning is the occasional clicking sound from the mysterious monster in the woods. Every time the noise starts up again, the girl gasps and stiffens. She knows what the monster is, and I long to go over to her and make her talk. Curiosity is itching away on the surface of my skin. But I won’t do it.
Cas sits next to me on the grass and says in a low voice, “What are we going to do with her? She’s had no food and she’s getting weak. We can’t keep that up forever.”
“We’ll take her with us and get her to show us how to find the Wanderers,” I say. “She’ll crack soon.”
“What if she doesn’t? We’ll be murderers, just like them,” he says.
I don’t want to think about that. “Let’s get moving and decide on the way.”
Cas nods and begins clearing away our camp. I stamp out the fire and pack up our blanket into Gwen’s saddle. The girl watches us with furtive eyes.
“You’re not going to leave me here, are you? Not with that monster waiting in the forest,” she says.
“Maybe,” I say. I fasten Gwen’s bridle with my head turned away from her.
The girl squirms against the ropes. “I don’t care. I don’t care about dying.”
“Could have fooled me,” I reply. “You seem like someone who cares very much about death.”
“It’s not death I care about,” she says. “It’s the way I die.”
And then I realise that we still have power over her. I nod for Cas to get on Gwen, and we begin walking away. Behind me, I hear the sound of the girl struggling against the tree.
“To leave me here would be murder!” she shouts.
“You mean like my father was murdered?” I spin on my heel and stride towards her. “You mean like he was bludgeoned to death by your Wanderers?” My hands automatically clench at my side.
The girl drops her gaze from my eyes. “I don’t know nothing about—”
“Yes, you do!” I scream. My stride breaks into an urgent run. “You know all about it. You were probably there—”
“I wasn’t,” she says breathlessly, shaking her head. Beads of sweat form on her forehead. “I wasn’t. I swear.”
“But you know about it.” My eyes are open so wide the morning air chills them, and my fists are squeezed so tight my knuckles hurt. I struggle to maintain enough control to stop myself from hitting her.
“I know of it,” she says in a very small voice.
I slap her face. “Next time it will be my fist.”
“Mae!” Cas shouts. He hurries over, dragging Gwen by the reins.
“Tell me!” I shout in her face. “Tell me where they are.”
“What, so you can kill them?” she says. “So you can kill my family and friends? I don’t think so. You won’t get the chance. They eat people like you for breakfast.”
Cas seizes my hands and holds me back. “We want Ellen back,” he says. “We don’t care about anything else.”
“Speak for yourself,” I say, glaring at the prince.
“Why did they take Ellen?” Cas asks the girl.
She turns her head to the side.
The clicking begins again, closer this time. “If you don’t show us which way your precious Wanderers went, we’ll leave you here to die by whatever that is in the woods,” I say.
The girl’s eyes widen. “You won’t leave me here.”
“Do I look like I care about you?” I say. “One of your kind killed my father. We’ve not even given you any food. Does that sound like someone who cares? Does it?”
She closes her eyes tightly and hits the tree with the back of her head in desperation or exasperation. “No. No it doesn’t.” When she opens her eyes, they are full of tears.
“If you think crying is going to make me feel sorry for you, then think again.” I step back and fold my arms, trying not to let her misfortune pull at my heartstrings. Even if she didn’t have anything to do with my father’s death, I have to remember she is part of their group. I have to use her to get to them.
“I’ll show you,” she says. “If you give me some food.”
I nod to Cas. He removes some smoked meat from Gwen’s saddlebags and holds it at the girl’s lips. She eats greedily.
“Untie me,” she says.
“Fine,” I say. I untie the ropes from the tree, leaving her arms and legs bound but loose enough to allow her to walk, and then tie her to Gwen’s saddle with a long length of rope.
“Is this really necessary?” she says. “Where am I going to go?”
“Right back to your ‘friends and family’,” I say in a mocking voice. “Are you going to tell us how you ended up alone in the first place?”
She sighs and makes a noise like a growl. “More food first.”
Cas passes her a few berries.
“Is this it?” She rolls her eyes.
I step closer to her. “Yes. Now tell me what you’ve been doing in the woods and why you’re alone.”
The girl flinches away from me. Anger rises up like a tide, and it shows in my expression because she edges back away from me. “Fine, I’ll tell you. I… I got lost from my camp. We were travelling through the woods in a group. I hung back to shoot a rabbit, and I must have got caught up in the moment. When I turned back to rejoin the camp, they’d gone. It was almost nightfall. I tried to follow their tracks, but I lost them. Since then I’ve been alone in the woods.”
I don’t want to, but I feel sorry for her. Only a few days ago, I lost Cas and Anta at the same time. It was one of the loneliest moments I’ve ever experienced.
“How long ago was that?” Casimir asks.
She glances at me with a glint in her eye that almost seems like guilt. “Three days,” she says eventually.
I sigh. She’s even farther away from her camp than we are. “So you know where they’re heading?”
“I’m not sure,” she says. “But I have my suspicions. If you untie me, I can help. I know their tracks, too. When you find them, I can tell you whether they are the right ones to follow.”
“You really don’t want to be alone anymore, do you?” I say. “What’s your name?”
“Sasha,” she replies.
“Sasha,” I say, rolling the name on my tongue. “Weird name.”
“I’m Casimir,” he says. I shoot him a glare. “What?” he says, looking at me. “I’ve already told her I’m the prince. She may as well know my name.”
“I knew it already,” Sasha says, a grin playing on her lips. “Everyone knows about the prince.”
“Yeah, and everyone knows about Ellen, which is why your people stole his future bride and killed my father in the process,” I snap.
“And my bodyguards,” Cas says sadly.
Sasha’s eyes drop to the forest floor. “I know. I… I’m sorry.”
Her apology surprises me, but I refuse to let her win me over so quickly. “Come on. We have her people to find and punishments to deliver.” I slap Gwen’s flank so that she darts forward, dragging Sasha along.
She gasps and staggers forward, flashing me a narrow-eyed angry look with her blue eyes. She has spirit, I’ll give her that. “What about untying me?”
“No chance.” I return her glare. “You’ll have to direct us as you are.”
Yesterday we were lost and without any hope of finding either Anta or the Wanderers. Today we have one of the Wanderers captured. I should be pleased. But as we walk through the Waerg Woods, I can’t help thinking about Sasha. She is no older than me, even if she tries to act like it. They left her behind. I know what it feels like to be treated badly by a community.
We follow the path into an area of forest unlike any I’ve seen before. The leaves of the trees are almost blue in colour, and the branches stretch out low and wide. Clouds hang in a pink-tinged sky, like balls of pure cotton. Bushes are filled to the brim with bright berries. Cas reaches out to take one.
“Don’t,” Sasha warns.
Cas retracts his hand. “Why not?”
“This is Welhewan, the blue forest. Things are not as they seem here. The berries are poisonous; the leaves and tree bark are, too. There’s a spring up from here but you can’t drink the water. We should turn back and go around,” Sasha says.
“How do we know you’re telling the truth?” I ask. “You could be trying to trick us.”
“If you don’t believe me, eat a berry and find out,” she says through gritted teeth. “Look, I don’t know where my people are right now. They are most likely on the move or working their way to the camp. It’s tricky finding the way to the camp from here—”
“Is it quicker to go through Welhewan?” I ask.
“It’s more dangerous—”
“Is it quicker?” I ask again.
Cas looks at me and shakes his head. “We should go, Mae. I think Sasha is telling the truth.”
“Every part of this forest is dangerous. We keep going,” I say.
“Fine. It’s your funeral,” Sasha says, her eyes flashing anger.
We hurry along. Cas cuts the rope between Sasha’s legs so she can take longer strides. If she’s right, we should get out of this part of the woods as quickly as we can.
“Tell us more about the forest,” Cas says. He walks alongside Sasha with his hands in his pockets. Something pangs in my chest. Why should I care whom Cas speaks to? When he natters on to me, it’s just annoying. It’s good that Sasha is here to take the burden.
“Welhewan is one of the most beautiful parts of the Waerg Woods. If anyone is unlucky enough to get lost in the woods, it draws them in with its mysterious blue leaves and luscious berries. Most people wander through, picking the delicious berries and collecting the leaves to show off. You can survive for days on those berries. They taste amazing, people say, better than the juiciest orange or tangiest wine. The problem is, you crave the taste so badly that you cannot stop eating.”
“So, they aren’t poisonous?” Cas asks.
“Oh, they’re poisonous. You just don’t realise it. You keep eating and eating and eating until your stomach bursts. They’re addictive. You would kill your own grandmother for another one of those berries.”
“What a load of goat dung,” I say. “You’re making this up.”
Sasha pulls at her rope so she can twist round to me and curl up her lip. “I am not making any of this up. It’s as true as the Red Palace is broken. Ask anyone.”
I lift my arms up in mock frustration. “How can I ask anyone? There’s no one here.”
“Not for long,” Sasha says mysteriously. “Welhewan is home to the wood nymphs.”
“Gods prevail,” I say, tipping my head back. “You’re making that up, as well.”
She scowls at me. “I am not. Why would you even assume that I am?”
She looks at me with such an assessing gaze that I feel my cheeks warm with embarrassment. “Of course you’re a liar. You’re a Wanderer, and they are murderers and thieves.”
Sasha rolls her eyes and turns back to Cas. “Wood nymphs are not what you think. They aren’t tiny little elf-like creatures. They aren’t small and winged. They are human-sized. But, since the magic ran out in Aegunlund, they’ve been dying. They lay dormant inside the trees, conserving their magic and trying to lure people towards them so they can suck out their souls to live longer.”
A shiver runs down my spine. Cas says, “Yuck! How do they suck out your soul?”
“By seducing you,” Sasha continues. “They are very beautiful, you see, like the rest of the blue forest. It’s a siren call. Men can’t resist the wood nymphs.”
Cas flashes me a quick look. “I’m sure I could resist them. I have eyes for only one woman.”
“What, her?” Sasha stares at me with an expression of mixed disgust and shock.
“No, of course not Mae. Ellen! We are to be married, once… Well, once we rescue her from your people. Why would you even think that of Mae? It so… so…”
“What?” I say, through gritted teeth. “So ridiculous that any man would find me pleasing? Well, thank you very much.” I kick the blue leaves, turning from Sasha, but not quick enough that I miss the way her lips turn up at the corners. I fold my arms and move away from her. I do not like that smirking girl.
“Don’t be silly, Mae,” Cas says. “I’m sure some baker’s boy or miller’s son would make you a fine husband one day.”
I look at him, aghast. “A baker’s boy? Fine. Fine then, I know my place.”
Sasha bites her lip as though to stop herself from laughing. I yank on her ropes so she trips forward. Cas shoots me a hard glare.
“There’s no need for that,” he reminds me.
I move round to the other side of Gwen to get away from them. It didn’t take long for an extra person to push me out, especially one with pretty blue eyes and red hair. I wish Anta was here. Then I could bury my face in his fur and stop the tears from burning behind my eyes. How long has it been since he ran away from me? I thought he would never leave my side. What if something has happened to him? What if he’s been captured… or worse? A lump forms in my throat, and I can’t continue that thought.
Instead, I place my hand on Gwen’s shoulder and feel the way she moves, in long, rhythmic strides. The repetition helps to calm my temper and my worries. She snickers and moves her head around to the side so I can stroke her nose.
“At least you still like me,” I say softly.
But as much as I love Gwen, she isn’t mine, and the ache in my chest from losing Anta—and Father—is still going strong, like a fire that burns down only to be built back up with fuel, over and over again. How many times will I lose those who are important to me?
We trudge on through the blue forest. Sasha grows quiet, and Casimir climbs onto Gwen to ride for a while. I walk by his side, silent. There is nothing we can forage in Welhewan, and there doesn’t seem to be anything Cas can hunt, so there is not much to eat or drink. The plump berries taunt us at every turn. In the distance, I hear the soothing tones of a babbling brook, and above us, birds call out a musical song, yet we cannot utilise anything from this part of the forest. We cannot eat or drink from any part of it, and the blue forest seems to continue for an age.
“Can we at least sleep here?” I call to Sasha from the other side of Gwen. My feet and calves are heavy with the long walk.
She appears from behind Gwen. “Yes, I suppose so. But someone will have to be on watch all night. Especially for the…”
“The what? The clicking monster? Tell us what that is, will you?” I say.
She swallows. I see the lump rise and fall in her throat. “It’s the Nix.”
I shrug my shoulders. “And that means…?”
“It’s misery itself,” Sasha replies. “It feeds on your troubles by presenting you with your worst fear.”
Cas stares down at Sasha from atop Gwen. “Your worst fears? How does it do that?”
“Those clicking noises are its body as it scurries through the forest. It has a hard shell on the top of its body and a weird, slimy part underneath with many legs. It scuttles around, waiting for you to become so frightened that you are easy prey. Then it squirts a paralysing poison at you and makes your worst fears play out in your mind, except you don’t realise what’s happening. You think they’re real. The only way to defeat the Nix is to overcome your fear. If you don’t, he eats you.”
Cas sits up straight. His arms are rigid, and he stares directly ahead. I hug my body for warmth. It sounds like a terrible fate, and now I understand why Sasha didn’t want to be alone. I understand everything now, especially why so many people from Halts-Walden were afraid of the Waerg Woods. It’s because of that monster, the Nix.
No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to be able to warm my body. My skin is so cold, my teeth chatter, and it’s because I can’t stop thinking about the horrors that lie in wait for us between the trees.
 


Chapter Eleven – The Wood Nymph of Welhewan
 
We decide to keep walking long into the night. Glowbugs light our way, casting a hazy glow through the blue forest. Still the birds sing, and I find myself relaxing and being captivated by the nature around me. My muscles unclench, my arms drop from around my body, and once or twice, I catch myself smiling as I admire bluebells and fallen leaves.
Yet inside, my body aches for food and water. It’s a strange sensation, like the forest is purposefully tricking me into contentment, when I should be feeling the exact opposite.
“Welhewan is charming us,” Sasha says in an unsure voice. “It is trying to soothe us with its lullaby. Do not let yourself… Oh, a butterfly. Look how beautiful it is! No, don’t look. The forest is making us happy, and we cannot let it.”
“The butterfly is very pretty,” Cas says, reaching out to catch it.
“No!” Sasha and I say in unison.
“Don’t touch it,” Sasha says. “It could be laced with poison.”
My hand longs to trail amongst the lush grass, and my tongue desires the taste of the berries on the bush. The babbling brook tempts us from afar, and instead we have to drink the stale, cloudy water from the last stream we crossed before Welhewan. I let out a long groan of frustration.
“You have to fight it,” Sasha says. “The woods are trying to draw you in, but it’s a trick.” Even as she says the words, she leans down towards a flower...
“No, Sasha!” I call out.
She straightens up and half collapses against the horse. “I’m weak. I can’t… I can’t fight it when my body is so weak.”
“We have to get out of here, fast,” I say.
Cas leans back on to Gwen’s quarters and stretches his arms out wide. I have to catch his arm to stop him falling. “Oh, but look at the stars in the sky.”
“Get a grip, Cas. This is the Waerg Woods, not a pretty palace in Cyne for you to gawp at.”
He pouts and leans forward. Welhewan seems to bring the pampered prince out in him. “Do you know what I want? I want the finest Cyne chocolate and liquorice. I want a castle built out of gingerbread like Mother had made for my tenth birthday, and I want a ceremonial sword with rubies in the hilt, and…”
As Cas continues listing the things he wants, Sasha’s head appears around the back of Gwen. “Is he always like this?”
“No,” I say. “The forest is getting to him. It seems to be turning him into a spoilt brat again.”
Sasha chuckles. “What a king in the making we have. No wonder we call him the Pinhead Prince.”
“You what?” Quick as a flash, I’m around the other side of Gwen, and I press my face close to Sasha’s as we walk. “How dare you—”
“Touched a nerve, have I?” she sneers at me.
“What are you talking about?”
Her sneer spreads into a grin that stretches from ear to ear. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”
Heat rushes to my cheeks in indignation. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You, and the prince,” she says, leaning forwards so Cas—who is still reciting a list of all his wildest wants—can’t hear us. “You like him.”
I turn away from her in disgust. “Don’t be so ridiculous. I’m stuck here with him because I want to get my stag back and find the people who killed my father.”
“That’s what you keep telling yourself,” she says. I can hear the mocking laughter in her voice. “Wait, you said you’re looking for a stag?”
“Yes, he disappeared days ago. I need to find him. Have you seen him?” My voice rises in increments as my desperation increases.
“I saw a sizeable white beast, bridled and saddled like a regular horse. When I tried to approach him, he galloped off into the woods and I lost him,” she says.
“Where?” I demand. “Where did you see him? You must tell me at once.”
“It was over two days ago now. I was near the Sleeping Willow—”
Cas cries out, interrupting us both. “She’s here!” He rises from Gwen and lands on the ground with a thud. “Oh! She is here, and she is everything I wanted. Ellen, my Ellen.”
He runs forward, ahead of us, and I have no choice but to leave Sasha standing by Gwen and chase Cas. Farther along the path, a bright white light shines so bright that I have to shield my eyes. A pastel blue glow emanates from the light, and as I get closer, I notice a shadowy figure inside. Cas runs full pelt towards this figure with his arms outstretched.
“My beautiful Ellen,” he croons. “Come to me, my future bride.”
I manage to grab onto his tunic to slow him down, but he turns back and savagely swats my hand away. The expression on his face is contorted into a troll-like version of himself, with bulging veins on his head and eyes so wide they pop out of his skull. I take a step back and clamp my hand to my mouth. That was not Cas. It was something else.
I compose myself and chase the prince as he continues towards the figure in the light. As I get closer, I realise that it is not Ellen at all, but a very beautiful young woman dressed in green, with bare legs and a flowing cape which reaches the floor but does not cover her front. Instead, her body is covered by living, growing vines which hug every curve of her body. They pulsate as she breathes, and the flowers open and close with each rise. She smiles, and it is a pleasant, calm smile. Her mouth is full, upturned and sensual. Her eyes are a bright violet, oval-shaped and wide. Her skin is like the colour of milk, and her hair flows down her body in undulating waves of gold.
She flickers like a flame, like the twinkling stars in the sky. She is ethereal, yet seems tangible. I blink more than once when I see her. Her attention is completely taken with Cas, as though he is the only other person in the world. She doesn’t seem to see me.
“Come to me, my prince,” she says. Her voice is like a harp, rising and falling in song. She sounds as beautiful as she looks. “Come and we will live a happy life together.”
Cas’s face fills with joy. His eyes are open wide, his lips relaxed in contentment. He opens his arms as though to bask in her gorgeousness. “I will, my dear. My love. I will go to you.”
“Wait!” I shout. I jump between Cas and the strange creature. “That’s not Ellen.”
“Who is this?” says the creature. Her voice becomes a cold growl, all promises removed. “Why does she challenge our love? Get rid of her, Casimir.”
“Yes, my one and only.” Cas moves towards me in mechanical steps. His eyes are blank, and the expression on his face turns slack. He appears to have only one singular thought: to eliminate me.
“Cas, stop. Don’t you see what she’s doing?” I say, backing away from him.
He continues striding towards me and unsheathes his sword. He lifts it in front of his face and grips the hilt with both hands. I have nothing but a small dagger to defend myself with, seeing as my bow is still attached to Anta’s saddle.
“You don’t want to do this, Cas. That woman is not Ellen. She’s just a—”
He swings the sword, forcing me to duck. As I do, I lose my footing and find myself off-balance, causing me to fall onto the leaves below, landing on my buttocks with a bump. Cas lifts the sword and thrusts it down in a vertical strike. My heart surges as I manage to roll to the left just in time, so that the prince brings his sword down onto the soil instead. There it sticks in the mud, giving me enough time to run back to Sasha.
“It’s the wood nymph,” I say, almost out of breath. “It has done something to Cas and now he’s trying to kill me.”
“Oh, so now you believe me,” she taunts.
“This is not the time,” I reply. “If you don’t tell me how to break the spell, he’s going to kill me.”
“Why should I help you?” she says. “You’ve half-starved me since you captured me.”
Cas appears from the other side of the horse with his dirty sword pointed straight for me. He charges and I duck to the side. Sasha has to move herself and Gwen out of his way.
“That’s why. He’ll kill you too!” I hold out my dagger and plant my feet shoulder width apart, ready to spring or dodge out of his way.
“Fine,” she says, with a roll of her eyes. “But this is all your fault, you know. You’re so obsessed with this silly notion of revenge that you put yourself and the prince in danger. I told you to turn back—”
“Just tell me!” Cas chases me down with his sword. Ducking and diving is not enough. If this carries on, I’ll have to hurt him, or run away, or tie him up or something.
“He has to see the wood nymph in her true form.”
“And what’s that?” I ask. Sweat trickles down my forehead. I have to force every word out between deep breaths.
“I don’t know. The wood nymphs have a true face, one they rarely ever show,” Sasha says.
“That’s not very helpful.” I dodge another of Cas’s blows.
The only thing I can do is lead Cas back to the wood nymph and hope that somehow she will show her true face. Perhaps it’s something I can trick her into, like how I tricked Sasha into thinking we were going to leave her to the Nix. Maybe it’s like the marketplace negotiations. I have to figure out what her trigger is.
I sprint back to the bright light with the ethereal woman. Being near the wood nymph actually makes it easier to fight Cas. He is slightly distracted by her presence, long enough for me to take his sword. The nymph stares at him aghast.
“But my prince, you are letting her win,” says the nymph. “Why aren’t you fighting for me? Don’t you love me?”
Cas drops to his knees. “I love you more than anything.” His voice croaks with desperation. It twists at my heart to see the emotions she is forcing upon him.
“No he doesn’t.” I square up to the nymph. “He doesn’t love you at all. You’re compelling him to feel, and that is not love. I bet you don’t even know what it’s like. I bet you’ve never lost someone, not like I have.”
Her violet eyes flash towards me. “You will mind your tongue in my presence, girl.”
Cas gets to his feet and begins to walk towards me with his fists clenched. “You do not speak to my Ellen like that.”
“That isn’t Ellen!” I scream. “Ellen is much prettier, for a start.”
The nymph narrows her eyes. Her face contorts into a mask of rage. For a brief moment, she is ugly. Then I realise: the trigger is anger. If I can make the nymph angry enough to show her true face to Cas, this will all be over.
“No one is more beautiful that I am,” says the nymph, swirling her cape and lifting her chin up in the air. “I am the nymph of Welhewan, and I break the heart of every man who crosses my path.” She lifts her arm and makes her hand into a fist, squeezing it shut with her eyes flashing. Cas clutches at his chest and drops to the ground.
“No!” I rush towards the nymph with Cas’s sword raised. When I come within striking distance, I hesitate. I lift the sword, still not sure of where to hit the nymph. I glance towards Cas, who writhes along the floor. “Let him go, or I will kill you.”
The nymph tilts her head back and laughs. “You have not got what it takes to kill me, girl. I see through you like you see through me.” She indicates her ethereal form. “You aren’t capable of killing anything, not even the wildlife in the forest.”
“That’s not true,” I retort. “I am here to avenge my father’s death. I will bring the murderers to—”
She cackles so hard that I stop and my arms begin to tremble. The nymph steps forward and lifts her arm higher. Cas cries out in pain.
I swing the sword, bringing it down on her arm and slicing open the vines wrapped around her. The nymph laughs again. “You barely drew blood. How pathetic.”
This time a rush of hot blood courses through my veins so that it pounds in my ears and I can feel my pulse in my fingertips. I drop the sword to the ground, and instead I use my anger to call upon the familiar. The air begins to pulsate around us, and a buzzing builds to a crescendo. Her face contorts until it twists into a grimace, showing her as the grotesque creature she really is.
“Craft-born.” She spits the word out as though it tastes like bile. “It cannot be. There has been no other.” She shakes her head and backs away.
Hundreds of glowbugs and butterflies appear from behind me. Tiny birds and insects with elongated thoraxes surround the nymph. She tries to bat them away, but they cover her, pecking, stinging, and flying at her skin. Now her true face emerges—it is gnarly and old, as though made from the tree itself, with thick dark skin.
She hisses like a cornered snake, writhing under the fluttering wings. “Craft-born, if you think you can fight against this forest, you are wrong. You may have power, but it is nothing compared to the power in this soil. The Waerg Woods will chew you up and spit you out. We don’t want the craft-born here, ruining our ways. We will eliminate you.” The nymph reaches out with her twisted fingers, as though to scratch me with her root-like nails, before disintegrating back into the tree behind her. There her face freezes into the bark as if it has always been part of the tree and nothing more.
The insects and birds circle me once, and I thank them as they fly away. When they’re gone, I can’t stop staring at the contorted face of the wood nymph. It’s only after I hear Cas’s croak for help that I remember he is still here, and he could have heard what the nymph said to me.
I rush to his side. “Casimir!”
He climbs to his feet, rubbing his chest and neck. “The woman, she… What was that? I think I became unconscious.” He moves over to the tree, and his eyes open wide in wonder. “That was her? But I was so sure it was Ellen. So sure.” His head falls forward, and he closes his eyes as though in terrible pain. “Why would anyone trick someone like that? It’s so cruel.”
“I know,” I say. I put a gentle hand on his arm. “Come on. Let’s go back to Sasha.”
As we approach the girl, I realise from the mask of shock frozen on her face that she overhead the conversation between the nymph and me. Behind Cas’s back, I shake my head at her, hoping that she will not reveal my secret.
“It’s fine, Sasha,” Cas says, presuming her shock is from seeing the wood nymph. He rubs her shoulders soothingly. “The creature has gone back to where it came from. We’re safe now.”
I hand Cas his sword. “We should get out of here,” I say. “We’re not stopping until we can’t see another blue leaf.”
As we move off, Sasha’s eyes find me and hold my gaze. She’s open-mouthed and completely silent. I grip my dagger and stare at my feet, uncomfortable with the accusation on her face. As we move away from Welhewan, all I can think about is the wood nymph’s warning. The Waerg Woods wants to chew me up and spit me out. I’m not welcome here, and my life is in danger.
 


Chapter Twelve – The Magic of the Sleeping Willow
 
It’s not until we have put enough distance between us and the nymph to stop the chill in my bones that I question Sasha about the sleeping willow tree. The forest changes around us. I begin to recognise birch trees. The path widens, and there are a few clearings between the trees on soft banks of green grass. The sun is beginning to set, turning our colourful world into a blurry grey. Soon it will be black.
“In the centre of the forest, the trees are alive. They have been for centuries. At one time they moved, stretched their branches and roots to capture prey,” Sasha tells us.
“Father told me about a place where trees come alive,” I say. “I wasn’t sure if it was real or not.”
“Oh, it’s real,” she continues, “but they haven’t come alive for many years. Right in the middle of the sleeping forest is the sleeping willow. It’s the tallest tree in Aegunlund, and the wisest.”
“The wisest?” says Cas. “You mean, it talks?”
Sasha nods.
Cas starts to laugh. “No. It can’t. Talking trees don’t exist.” He pauses. “Do they?”
There’s no hint of a smile on Sasha’s lips. She only looks ahead evenly, being careful not to stumble on her ropes. “They do exist, Prince.”
Sasha doesn’t have much respect for Cas, and it makes my skin itch. There have been many times I’ve thought Cas to be a bit of a fool, but somehow when she treats him with disdain, it brings out a rash of temper in me. Above everything, he is thoughtful and has saved my life. I shake my head. Why am I thinking of Cas when I should be concentrating on getting Anta back?
“Where is it? Which direction? Can you help us get there?” I ask.
Sasha tries to hold her hands up as if in surrender, but Gwen pulls her forward with a jerk. “Whoa, hold on, it’s dark. We can’t go there tonight. We need to camp and get rest.”
“She’s right,” Cas says. “Gods prevail, we need a rest after that awful wood nymph thing. I ache all over.”
“You didn’t think she was awful before,” I mutter. “You were quite taken with her, if I remember rightly.”
“Only because she tricked me into thinking she was Ellen,” he retorts. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have been interested at all.” He puts his nose in the air as though he is above the situation, but I can tell he is embarrassed by the pink flush on his cheeks.
Sasha sighs. “Look, we can sleep in the clearing on that bank. It’s an open space, and we’re away from Welhewan. You can make the fire there.” She nods to a patch on the ground.
“I think I’ll decide where we make the fire,” I say, a hint of growl coming out in my voice.
“Fine,” she says through gritted teeth. “I can’t walk any further. I need rest, and I need to be out of these ropes.”
Cas reins in Gwen and dismounts. I stand opposite Sasha and shake my head. “Oh, no way. We’re not letting you go. Do you think I’m stupid? You’d slit our throats in our sleep.”
Her eyes flash. “I would not.”
“I think you want to get back to your murdering family,” I say, “and I think you’ll do anything to get there.”
She approaches me. The rope allows her to get within a few steps of me. In the moonlight I see the way her blue eyes twinkle, and her pale skin glistens with sweat. “Don’t get all high and mighty with me,” she says in a whisper. “You have more secrets than anyone in this camp, and we wouldn’t want them to get out.”
“What’s going on?” Cas steps over to us. He has the blanket under one arm as he prepares to set up the camp.
“Nothing,” I say. My cheeks are red hot where angry blood has risen to my face. Where does that girl get off, trying to blackmail me? “Could you get some wood for the fire? Don’t go too far though.”
Cas frowns but heads off to a small thicket of trees. Sasha grins, and the moonlight reflects on her slightly yellowing teeth.
“You treat him like a child,” she says. “You like looking after people, don’t you? It’s such a shame he doesn’t feel the same way about you as you do him. He’ll only have eyes for his precious Ellen, you know. Not a plain, surly girl like you.”
I grab Sasha by the throat, and her eyes widen in shock. “If you tell Cas about me being craft-born, I will leave you for the Nix.”
“You need me to find the others,” she croaks.
I squeeze her throat tighter. “I can find them on my own.”
“What about your stag?” Her face is red with the strain. Her voice rasps little more than a whisper.
“Anta will come back to me.” I let her go. “Tomorrow you show us the sleeping willow. You will keep your mouth shut, or I will shut it for you.”
I untie the length of the rope from Gwen’s saddle and lead her over to a substantial tree. There I knot the rope around the trunk and tie her feet together.
“Water,” she croaks. Her eyes are swimming with tears.
I hold the canteen to her lips, and she drinks greedily.
“Your abilities will be the undoing of you, unless…” She stares out into the distance. The Nix is back, circling our camp like always.
“Unless what?” I say.
She shakes her head. The blush leaves her cheeks, making her as washed out as milk, starkly contrasting with her bright red hair. Even her lips are drained of colour. She gazes out into the dark with wet, unfocussed eyes. She doesn’t speak again all night.
 
*
 
We reach the sleeping forest the next day. It is a large thicket within the woods, covered with dense trees, trees with trunks so large it would take two people to wrap their arms around them and reach both sides.
Sasha directs us away from the path to a part of the woods where we have to weave through low branches. The trees lean over like a hunchback, so long that they almost reach back down to the ground in an arc of fluttering leaves, reminding me of a trail of tears. Gwen snorts and shakes her head as we duck underneath. She doesn’t like the way the thin branches fall over her body. I rub her shoulder, trying to keep her calm. I am walking on foot and holding the horse’s reins. Sasha jogs to keep up when Gwen breaks into a nervous trot.
“If you don’t disconnect me from that horse, I’m going to end up getting dragged halfway to Cyne,” Sasha says indignantly.
“She has a point.” Cas appears from behind the weeping trails of branches. He parts them like a curtain and steps through. “Gwen is very jumpy. The girl could get hurt. Maybe I could hold her ropes for a bit?”
I press my lips together but untie Sasha from Gwen’s saddle and hand her over to Cas. “Don’t let her run off.”
Cas rolls his eyes at me, but the corner of his mouth twitches in amusement. “You know, the rich women in Cyne walk about with little dogs on leads. They take them in the park and walk them with their husbands. That’s like us right now.”
“Don’t be so ridiculous,” I say. “You’re not my husband.”
“And I’m not a dog,” Sasha points out. “Although I suppose the likelihood of you two marrying is similar to me being like a dog, seeing as the prince can only marry the craft-born.”
I narrow my eyes at her.
“That’s not strictly true,” Cas says, carrying on without the slightest clue what Sasha is hinting at. “Father suspected a craft-born would be born in my lifetime but it was never a given. Had there been no one before my thirtieth birthday, I would have married a noble woman from Cyne, or maybe even the Haedalands.”
“That’s a shame, Mae. Maybe if there was some noble blood in you…?” She looks me up and down as if I’m a donkey for sale. “Hmm, I doubt it.”
I close my eyes and think of those precious moments when I had my hands wrapped around her neck. I long for them again.
“Well, Mae could have noble blood in her veins, depending on who her ancestors from the Haedalands were,” Cas says. He flashes me a pitying half-smile.
Gwen lets out a deep snort and nods her head so violently that it jerks me forward and shakes the great vines of the willow tree above us.
“Steady, lass,” I say, putting a hand on her trembling skin. “Isn’t there any way around these trees?”
“No,” Sasha replies. “There aren’t any paths in the sleeping forest.”
“I think she senses that the trees are alive,” Cas says. “You can’t fool a horse by pretending to be asleep. They sense a lot—your mood, your temperament, whether or not you have a sugar lump in your pocket.”
The image of a young Cas with his horses pops into my head. For some reason, I imagine him spending most of his time in the stables and away from his warring parents. Father always said that if you wanted to find a good person, you looked to the way they treated their horse. Mean types are bullies, fools are trampled over, and leaders encourage loyalty. Gwen is utterly loyal to Cas. She would ride into battle with him if he wanted her to. There’s a leader inside him—I know it. He just needs to let it emerge.
“This way to the sleeping willow,” Sasha says. She turns to the right, and the prince follows her closely.
My heart begins to quicken as I think about Anta being nearby. There has to be a reason why he hasn’t found me.
Up ahead, a curtain of long, trailing branches block our view of anything else in the forest. I have to peel them apart so we can enter beneath the sleeping willow.
It’s dark inside, but if we crane our necks up, we can see the tree in all its glory. The sun shines against the pale yellow of the leaves so that they are almost translucent. Underfoot, the gnarled old roots spread across the ground like huge snakes that have been petrified solid. The tree trunk itself is so thick, it is almost the width of our hut back in Halts-Walden. It would take five people to wrap their arms all the way around it.
In the middle of the tree there is a small portion of bark that juts out and hangs low like a nose. Above the nose there are two hollows that could be eyes. The effect is of a big-nosed, ancient old face patterned with wrinkles. It doesn’t take much to imagine the tree is alive. I only have to close my eyes and concentrate to feel the humming of magic emanating from the bark. 
I reach forward to touch the tree, and when my fingertips brush the surface, I gasp. Magic thrums through it like the skin of a drum being beaten. It draws me in with its power, and I find myself pressing both palms to the bark of the tree, watching as every hair lifts on my arms. The forest melts away. Cas and Sasha fade from existence. It is just me and the ancient tree with its ancient craft inside. I don’t know how I know, but I sense great power, and when I close my eyes, I picture the roots spreading from beneath the soil, twisting and turning and feeding every single patch of forest with its magic, like nutrients spread through veins. I imagine them travelling for miles beneath the surface.
“What do you feel?” Sasha asks.
I’d forgotten all about them. I open my eyes and move away from the tree. Gwen has calmed now that she has found space beneath the sleeping willow where the branches leave her alone.
“Power,” I say. I try to say it nonchalantly. I try to ignore the way I feel differently about my craft now.
She nods as though that is what she expected me to say, or expected me to feel.
“It just looks like some old tree to me,” Cas says. He steps forward and puts his hand on the tree trunk. “I don’t feel anything.”
I shrug. “Maybe I was mistaken. Come on. We should leave from under the canopy and try and find Anta’s tracks.”
Moving away from the sleeping willow feels like leaving home. My hands ache to touch the living magic inside the tree one more time. For the first time ever, I want to learn more about my craft abilities. I want to know why I can influence nature and why I’ve been chosen. I want to know if I can use some of the power from the tree, and how. It calls to the very fibre of my being. Walking away seems wrong. Yet I have a reason for being here. I have to find Anta. I have to find the Wanderers.
The sleeping forest provides cover from the sky above, and when it starts to rain, we barely feel it. With our bodies close together beneath the canopies, we become hot and sticky, with steam rising from our wet clothes. It’s seemingly never ending, with many branches that open like curtains. As we travel through, I begin to get a sense of something behind us, watching us. Every now and then, I find myself looking back, expecting to find something or someone lurking in the shadows. There is nothing each time.
“Mae, over here.”
After getting distracted by the thought that someone is following us, I’d drifted away from the group. Cas, Gwen, and Sasha are already a tree ahead of me. Suddenly aware of the shadows around me, I rush ahead and part the low-hanging branches to find the others. Cas waves me over.
“Look! The tracks—they could be Anta’s.” He takes my arm and pulls me closer.
He’s right. The tracks are Anta’s. I would recognise them anywhere. They are the size of his hooves and the length of his stride.
“He was walking slowly. That’s a good sign,” I say. “He wasn’t running away, frightened.”
“We should follow them,” Cas says, smiling. The fact that he is as excited as I am warms my heart.
 “See, I told you I would help you find your white hart, didn’t I?” Sasha calls out from behind Gwen. “Now will you untie me?”
“We still don’t know if you’ll run off,” I say.
Sasha stamps her foot and glares at me. Gwen spooks away from her, startled at the outburst. “How many times do I have to tell you? Why would I run off into the Waerg Woods on my own with the Nix out to get me?”
“The Nix could get any of us at any time,” I say. “You just keep using it as an excuse. How do you know it will get you if you’re on your own? You’re trying to talk us round, and it won’t work.” I want to tell her to remember what I said. I want to tell her to heed my warning, but she knows that she’s safe with Cas next to us. She knows what she can get away with saying.
“It will get me because it got my mother,” she says. Her face contorts as though she is going to cry or scream.
Cas walks towards her and places a hand on her shoulder. “What happened to your mother?”
“We don’t have time for sob stories. We should go,” I remind him. I don’t want to know about her family. I don’t want to feel sorry for her.
Cas lifts a hand to silence me. For the first time ever, I feel like one of his subjects, and I clench my fists in annoyance.
“I didn’t say before because… because I didn’t want to think about it. We were separated together. Borgans, or Wanderers as you call us, are different to other people… We don’t have as much loyalty. We’re not really a community or anything like that. There’s a leader, and you do his bidding, or he tosses you out of the group. We… we couldn’t keep up. My mother is… was unwell. She had a bad leg.”
A jolt runs down my spine as I think of Father and his limp.
“We ended up getting left behind, and no one came back to help us. They just left us. We drifted farther and farther away. Mother was in a lot of pain, and we were low on food and water. We stopped. Before the sleeping willow, back towards the twisted brook—that was where the Nix took her. I tried to stay awake. I really did. I was exhausted.” Her voice begins to crack. “I’d carried Mother all day, and my body ached all over. My eyes couldn’t stay open, and I drifted to sleep. When I woke, I heard her screams, but I couldn’t find her. I ran in every direction I could. I searched and searched the forest until I was lost. Wretched, and lost. That’s when you found me. I thought you were going to kill me anyway, but you didn’t.” Her eyes find mine and fix on me, hard and challenging.
“I’m sorry,” Cas says.
“We’ve all lost people,” I say, swallowing with a hard lump in my throat. “Let’s go.”
“I helped you with the wood nymph,” Sasha reminds me. “Doesn’t that mean something?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know yet.”
 


Chapter Thirteen – The Ibenas
 
Anta’s tracks take us out of the sleeping forest and back onto a path within the main Waerg Woods, leading us north and away from Welhewan. Cas hunts a rabbit and skins it while Sasha makes many tutting noises, informing him every few knife strokes that he’s doing it wrong. I still won’t untie her, no matter how many times Cas turns to me with his eyebrows raised and a pleading expression on his face. She cannot be trusted.
After we eat, we move on.
“Look at the tracks,” Sasha says, gesturing with a nod. The tracks are longer. Anta’s stride has elongated.
I move over to the tracks so I can measure the strides with my own. “He’s running fast here.” I follow them farther into the forest. At one point he leaps from the path and darts in and out of the large oak trees. Then, he clears a felled tree and heads down a bank towards a stream. On the soft soil of the bank, you can see where he has thrashed around, and it’s there that I notice the boot prints. My stomach flips. Someone chased Anta down to the stream, and then the person caught him. A pattern of churned-up soil shows Anta trying to back away and rear.
Cas runs down the bank behind me, his feet skidding on the damp soil. “What’s happened?”
“Someone has caught Anta.” My eyes trail the footsteps as they rise back up the bank and farther into the woods. Anta’s hoof prints run along in parallel. “He led him… That way! Come on. Get Gwen and the girl.” Hope bubbles in my chest. We’re close.
 
*
 
I move quietly through the forest. We don’t know how long ago the man took Anta and where he took him to. We don’t know how many of them there are, or whether they are hunters. That heavy feeling forms behind my eyes again. I know it’s the wall of tears that I’d built up and won’t let down. It threatens to burst. If something has happened to him…
No, no… I can’t think like that.
Cas and Sasha are both on Gwen when they catch up with me. I scowl at the prince. “What is she doing up there?”
“I’m still tied up, if that’s what you’re worried about.” She lifts her hands so I can see the restraints.
“She was struggling, Mae. I had to.”
“Fine,” I say between gritted teeth. “At least she won’t slow us down now.”
We tread carefully through the forest. None of us know where we’re heading, and Sasha knows little about this part of the forest. She said there were some people who lived in the woods, and she thought it might be in this direction, but no one has actually seen them or come back from one of their camps. That sounds like a bad sign to me, but I keep my mouth shut. It doesn’t matter how dangerous it is; I have to get Anta back.
The tracks find their way back to a path, but this path is different to any of the others I’ve seen in the forest. It’s more like a road, with footprints of all sizes, hoof prints large and small, as well as dog prints in the dirt. The realisation hits me. There is a community living inside the Waerg Woods.
I turn to Sasha. “Are these Borgan tracks? Is this your camp?”
She shakes her head. “Ibenas. They are native to the forest.”
I exchange a confused glance with Cas. “Native?”
“Yes. What’s so strange about that? You have natives from all over Aegunlund, why not the forest? Just because the people in your village are superstitious idiots doesn’t mean the rest of us are,” Sasha says.
“We should get off this track and move back into the forest,” I say, after taking in Sasha’s explanation. “Whoever dwells in this area uses this as a road, and we could encounter them at any time. We don’t know anything about them, whether they are friendly or…”
Cas nods. “Hostile. We’ll head down that bank and follow parallel to the road. The trees are thick there. We can hide amongst them.”
“We need to walk silently.”
“That’s difficult with Gwen.” Cas dismounts and pulls the reins over the horse’s head. He leads her gently down the bank into the thicker trees. “We’ll have to see if we can catch a glimpse of their camp but from farther away. Maybe we can figure out how to get Anta, if they have him.”
That ‘if’ troubles me. It could mean so much. If they found him in the first place, if they brought him here, if they still have him, if they haven’t done something to him.
“We should leave Gwen and Sasha here,” Cas says. “If we go any farther with them, the camp will hear Gwen.”
“We can’t leave Sasha there alone. She’ll steal the horse and go back to the Borgans to warn them.”
“We don’t have a choice, Mae. She didn’t kill your father. She got us to the sleeping willow. She’s suffered just as much as you,” he says.
I run my hands through my hair, pulling at the roots. Cas has no idea how much I could lose if Sasha goes back to the Borgans. She could tell them I’m craft-born. She could have them hunt me. She could result in my death.
“You’re too trusting, Cas,” I say with a heavy sigh.
“I won’t betray you, Mae,” she says. Her eyes are emotionless blue spheres. “But if you leave me here tied up, I can’t defend myself. It would be murder.”
I step towards the horse and reach up to Sasha’s hands with my dagger. “If you do anything—”
“Yeah, yeah, you’ll hunt me down,” she says. “I get it.”
Against my better judgement, and with a stone-like feeling in my gut, I cut through the rope binding her wrists.
She rubs her hands and lets out a little laugh of relief. “Oh this feels so good. You have no idea how much it has been chafin—”
“Shh.” I place my finger to my lips. “We don’t know how close we are to the camp. They could hear you.”
She nods firmly. There is determination in the set of her jaw, and I look at her and see a girl who doesn’t like to let people down. Maybe I have misjudged her. Maybe she is on our side now. Maybe there weren’t any sides to begin with.
I put my dagger back in my belt and make my way back to Cas. He gives me a little tap on the arm, like an owner praising their puppy for not making a mess.
I’m thankful that Cas was taught how to hunt in Cyne, because he moves almost silently through the thicket of trees. I place my feet with care, avoiding twigs or anything that can snap. My hand hovers over the dagger, dreading the moment I’ll have to use it. A film of sweat gathers between my shoulder blades.
I hear them first. A laugh. Then a few muffled words from more than one voice. There’s the crackle and snap of a fire, plus the shuffling of animal hooves. My heartbeat quickens. Anta!
A dog barks. I hear my pulse thudding in my ears. We creep through the woods, following the sound of the campsite but always remaining behind a thick cover of trees. Cas waves me towards a bush between two thickets of trees. There we can peer through a gap in the foliage and view the campsite.
The people are dark-skinned and wear ragged clothing. They are similar to each other in appearance, with high cheekbones, curly hair, and slanted eyes. Some don’t wear shoes, and the children run around without any clothes at all. But there are tall men with spears and serious expressions on their faces. Hunters.
The hunters are clad in bulky boots, and when I see them, I know I have found the owner of the footprints out by the stream. That means one of them hunted Anta.
Most of the group sit around chatting in a language I don’t understand, but the hunters sit silently, chewing on grass roots, their faces covered by wide-brimmed hats. Even though my body itches with impatience, we sit and watch them for a while, noticing how their body language is different to mine, to the people I am used to in Halts-Walden. There doesn’t seem to be any affection amongst them, not even towards those who appear to be related. Their voices are loud, almost to the point of shouting.
Cas nudges me and nods towards the back of the camp. I’d been so enthralled by the curious tribe that I hadn’t noticed the antlers peeking out from behind a tent. Anta. I grab hold of Cas’s tunic for support. He’s here. But how are we going to get him back? I gulp as I survey the people in the camp. There are at least a few dozen, including experienced hunters, not to mention a complete language barrier.
We could try to steal him, but these people will not abide by laws of the realm. Just one look at them shows that they have their own way of life, their own customs. If we steal from them, they could kill us. And why shouldn’t they? They don’t know that Anta belongs to me. They wouldn’t believe me even if I could tell them.
I move back away from the camp, and Cas joins me. “What are we going to do?” I whisper. “We can’t take those hunters on. Can we steal him back?”
Cas folds his arms and places one hand underneath his jaw. “What if Anta saw you? Would he come for you?”
“Yes, but that would only work if he was untied. Do you really think they’ll keep an animal like Anta untied?”
“No, it’s unlikely,” he admits.
We creep around the edge of the camp, listening to them going about their business. Cas is a warm, comforting presence beside me. He could have turned around and left, but he chose to stay and help me. I shoot a quick glance in his direction, taking in the depth of his eyes. If he does this for me, I will help him get Ellen back. I make a silent promise.
“He’s tied up behind that shack,” Cas whispers.
I squint through the trees at the camp. Anta is tied up by his bridle, but his saddle has been removed. He seems in good condition, still fat enough, with his head down grazing.
“Mae, call to him, get his attention,” Cas says. He nods encouragingly.
“The camp will hear. It’s too dangerous.”
“Then I’ll create a distraction for you,” he says, grinning. He begins to straighten up, but I seize him by the arm and pull him down.
“Are you crazy?” I say. “You can’t do that! What if they capture you? What if they kill you?”
“I’m not afraid,” he says, smoothing down the front of his tunic and puffing out his chest. “Listen, you’ve saved my life three times already in the forest. I want to do this for you. And if they do capture me, you’ll just have to save my life again. You seem pretty good at it.”
I glare at him. “I was hoping to avoid having to do it again.”
He laughs. “So was I.”
Before I can reply, he springs to his feet and runs out from the bushes into the camp. At first the people are so shocked that they sit there, utterly frozen. Then Cas begins to yell and runs straight through their camp, knocking things over. The two largest hunters with the heavy boots narrow their eyes in confusion before chasing Cas through the camp. I have to work fast. I make my way over to Anta, and his head shoots up as soon as he sees me.
“You’re causing a lot of trouble, old boy,” I say, giving him a quick nose rub. Then I untie his bridle. He rubs his face against my shoulder in greeting. “Where’s your saddle, lad? Huh? No time. Come on.”
I spring up onto his back and kick him hard. Anta comes to life, darting through the trees away from the camp. I have to find Cas before he’s captured, so we follow the length of the camp, moving so fast that I have to grip onto Anta’s coat to stay on his back. A rush of exhilaration sweeps over me like a forceful wind. It’s so good to be back riding my stag. The ground disappears below me, the trees blur beside me, and the sound of the natives is a mere echo next to the thundering of Anta’s hooves. I lose myself for a moment, pulled back to reality only by the piercing scream of a man.
Cas.
With a tug on my reins, Anta turns towards the scream. This time his thundering hooves have the opposite effect on my body, mimicking the pounding of my heart instead of relaxing me into a familiar rhythm. They must have caught him. If something happens to him, I will never forgive myself.
Anta responds to my urgency. His shoulders tense, and he stretches out his neck so that I have to hold on to him for dear life. My knuckles whiten as I cling to his fur. It’s at the entrance of the camp that I see the crowd of people and the curled-up body in the mud. One of the hunters retracts his leg and hits the curled-up body with the toe of his boot, causing Cas to cry out in pain.
“Stop it!” I yell, forgetting that the hunters can shoot me down in an instant. “Leave him alone!”
The faces of the group turn from Cas’s crumpled form to me. The heavy weight of their glare causes every hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. Even the children stare at me with eyes deep, dark, and solemn, the likes of which I have never seen before. The hunters stop kicking Cas and stand up. One of them takes a step towards me. His eyebrows are furrowed, and there are questions in his clear eyes. I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out.
One of the young children lifts his hand and points to me, mouthing a single word: valta. I don’t know what it means, but the others follow suit, saying valta, valta over and over. They bend their knees and place their hands on the ground as I have seen some of the worshippers do in the church in Halts-Walden. Eventually even the hunters kneel before me. Cas struggles to his feet and stares down at the tribespeople.
“Gods above, Mae, what have you done to them?”
 
*
 
“Thank you for the kind gestures,” I say, waving Cas closer. He backs away from the people, who are now moaning in their language and performing some sort of dance which involves vigorously jerking their arms and legs. “It’s time for us to go now.” I turn Anta away from them, but the crowd shout so loud that Anta jerks to the left and unseats me in the process.
I land in the mud with a soft thump, hitting my head against something hard. Before I even get a chance to lift myself up, the clan have surrounded me, each touching a different part of my body. Cas pushes his way through the group and takes hold of my hand. I am hurt and jostled by the tribe, and yet his hand on mine sends a tingle up my arm.
“Are you hurt?” he asks. He tries to help me up, but the people push him away, and our hands break.
“I’m not hurt, but—”
Strong hunters loop their arms underneath my body and lift me higher and higher until I’m above the heads of the crowd. It’s bizarre, as if I’m floating on hands. Beneath me, young children run alongside as the men carry me back to their camp. Panic rises in my chest, and I search for Cas behind us.
“I don’t know what’s happening,” I shout. “Get Anta.”
Cas’s eyes are wide with fear. He dashes towards Anta, but more of the tribespeople catch up with him, and they reach for his clothes with their hands. As we turn a corner, I see them pulling him towards the camp. There are people dancing and singing, chanting and shaking their bodies. It reminds me of harvest day in Halts-Walden, when the villagers thank the gods for our crops by laying out a feast and lifting their tankards. I long for harvest day right now. I long for the familiar taste of mead. This is so alien to me, so strange. I’m the farthest from home I’ve ever been, and my heart is sick.
 


Chapter Fourteen – The Valta and the Prophetess
 
Covered in mud, the tribes folk take me through their camp to a clearing. One of the hunters brings a strange seat made from twisted twigs and sets me down. They bow to me. Chants rise from their collective voice in a strange, punctuated rhythm, completely different to songs we sing in Halts-Walden. Some of the women smear paint on each other’s faces before adorning the hunters with red paint on their chests until it resembles three slashes. Cas and Anta are nowhere to be seen. I’m surrounded by people and yet I’ve never felt so lonely in my life.
A woman comes close to me with a bucket of cold water and begins to wash the mud from my body. She has a gaping smile, with most of her front teeth missing. I try not to flinch from the smell of her breath, but inside my stomach roils.
“What do you want with me?” I whisper. My voice sounds more pathetic than it ever has before. It is small and tinny, barely audible to even my own ears over the raucous sound of the tribe.
She only grins in response and continues to clean me. I’m like a pet, being washed down before being put to bed.
“Where is my friend?” I say, forcing myself to speak louder than before. I try to animate my face and mime a person with my hands. “My friend.” I place a hand over my heart. The woman shakes her head. It’s no use. She doesn’t understand. “Does anyone speak the common tongue of Aegunlund? Anyone?” I raise my voice this time. Drums and stomping feet drown me out. “Please, I need to talk… I need to understand what’s happening.”
A hunter approaches. He has a thick, dark beard, and the whites of his eyes are enlarged like someone who is either afraid or very stirred. The red paint gleams from his chest, and I find I can’t move my eyes from it. He bends one knee and bows his head.
When he lifts his head and meets my gaze, he says, “I speak your language, Valta. What is the knowledge you wish?”
He is a man who has never laughed in his life, who spends his life caring only about survival and honour. I see that in the set of his jaw and the scars on his cheek. “Where is my friend, Casimir?”
“He is with the stag. At our camp.”
“What does valta mean?”
“It means chosen one. You are the chosen one of the forest. You’ve come to us, Valta, to save us.”
“What do you mean?” I ask. As I talk, the woman washing me lifts a flower braid over my head and settles it onto my neck. I finger the soft petals, a delicious shade of pink. She retreats with a bow and a smile.
“Our people go hungry. The forest does not provide for us anymore. You can change that, Valta. Your blood.”
That word makes me sit bolt upright. My breath freezes in my throat. “Blood?”
“Valta, your sacrifice, it would save—” I try to stand, but he pushes me back into the chair. “It would save us all.”
“You mean… sacrifice my life?”
“What else would I mean? The prophecy told us you would come riding on a white stag. Our prophetess saw it with her own eyes. Ret metta il fonta. So it shall be done.”
“No,” I whisper. “No. I want to see your prophetess, I want to speak to her. I’m not your valta, I swear. It’s not me. You must be mistaken.”
The hunter jerks his head at another man and says something in his language. This man is older, with the same markings on his chest and the same full beard. They exchange words, and the older man runs back to the camp. I see him duck under the animal skins overhanging a tent. The first hunter remains in front of me with his eyes, dark as night, boring into mine. I find myself assessing the camp, taking in everything to do with the natives—anything to avoid those eyes.
Behind the camp is a small patch of land with very few trees. They have a couple of goats and some horses tethered. The camp itself is made up of half a dozen shacks, some constructed from sticks and mud, others made from animal skins thrown over structures. There are numerous tools and weapons strewn over the ground, near their campfire and in front of the tents. Bowls of half eaten food litter the ground. The people themselves are not heavy—they are lithe, with rope-like muscles up their arms and legs, muscles I’ve seen on labourers and farmers. They work hard and eat little. We must have interrupted them eating.
Eventually my eyes find their way back to the hunter. “What is your name?” I ask.
“Finn,” he replies.
“I’m Mae,” I say. “How did you learn to speak the common tongue?”
“I am trader for the Ibenas. My father was trader before me. He taught me this tongue,” he says.
“What happened to your father?”
“He… What is word? Died?”
“Yes, that’s the word.”
“He died on hunting trip. Bitten by snake.” Finn doesn’t flinch as he recounts the facts. It’s as if he’s discussing the weather.
I shudder. The forest is bad enough already, without the thought of venomous snakes hiding in the fallen leaves. “I’m sorry.”
“What is… ‘sorry’?” Finn frowns.
“It means: I’m sad your father died.”
His frown deepens, and his brow furrows. “Why are you sad? You did not know him.”
“I’m sad for you,” I explain, holding out my arm towards him to somehow clarify. “I’m sad because you never get to see your father again. I can never see mine either. He died, and I know it hurts.”
“Hurts? Like feel pain?”
“Yes. It hurts.” I touch my heart. “Here.”
Finn lifts his chin, and his eyes drift to the sky. Eventually he fixes his gaze back on mine, and those black eyes have softened. They remind me of horse eyes, wide and dark, with a gentleness about them. “It does hurt.”
I nod. Somehow, despite the setting and despite the language difficulties, we find a common ground, but we are interrupted by the young hunter bringing the prophetess to us. She is not what I expected at all. She’s a young girl, no older than thirteen, wearing a leather dress and a headdress of dried flowers. Her hair is long and dark, flowing almost to her knees. She has black lines drawn around her eyes, which makes them almost imperceptible against her dark skin, and her lips are also painted black. The sight of her amongst the people causes quite a stir. Most of the natives stop dancing or drumming and turn towards the young girl with their expressions frozen with fear. Yet they furtively seek her out in curiosity, so that all the faces are turned towards us. She tips her head to one side and says something in the aggressive Ibena language.
Finn begins to translate. His voice is loud and clear amidst the new silence. “This girl is an ordinary girl.” I sigh in relief. “She is not special. She does not look special or sound special. She is not beautiful, and she is not cunning.”
The prophetess pauses.
“Then can I go?” I ask.
She steps forward and tips her head to the opposite side. She walks like a cat hunting its prey, her feet soundlessly caressing the ground. Her eyes widen so that I can see the whites, and she reaches out with one hand. Bile rises in my throat when I see that the nails on her right hand have grown long and been filed to sharp points. The contrast between a young girl and those menacing nails make me squirm in my seat.
She continues in the Ibena language, and Finn translates. “Yet the girl has a mission. A purpose. She has power within her that she does not know how to use. It is ancient power.” Those fingernails trail down my cheek, and I shudder, but not from the chill of the wind. “She with the wings of a bird and the heart of a stag, she with the call of nature at her fingertips—she will be the only one to save the Ibena. Her blood will enrich the soil and save the crops. It will ward off the Nix and the shadows. She alone will save us.”
I shake my head. “No. You can’t do this. You can’t justify taking the life of one to save your camp. There has to be another way. Tell her, Finn. Tell her what I say.”
He relays the message to the prophetess.
The girl comes forward and grips my face in her strangely strong hand. The fingernails draw blood, and it trickles from my cheekbone to my jaw.
“It is the will of the gods,” Finn translates. The girl’s breath smells like fermented meat. “It is the way of the Waerg Woods.”
The wood nymph was right. The Waerg Wood will spit me out, most likely after being eaten by the natives. I try to shake my head, but the girl keeps me in her grip.
“She will now be prepared,” Finn translates. The girl lets me go.
Finn ties my hands and legs to the chair and places a gag over my mouth.
 
*
 
The Ibenas groom me like a prize pig. Children comb my hair. My face is washed with stream water. At one point, Finn unties me and lets the women clothe me in white robes. He turns around, but I feel at least some eyes on my naked, vulnerable body. The chilled air hits my skin like a cold bucket of water. When they’re done, I’m tied back to the chair. Other women place golden necklaces around my neck. They are thick ropes dipped in some sort of paint. The fibres scratch at my skin.
They forgot to replace my gag, so I plead with Finn, the only person who can speak my language. “Don’t let me die.”
“In our language you don’t die, you filgen, you fly. You ascend.”
“I don’t care,” I say between gritted teeth. “I don’t care where you believe I go, or where I believe I go. I’m not done here yet. Don’t you understand? I have things I need to do. I have things I want to do.”
“Your purpose is to save us. It has been written in ancient prophecy.”
“It doesn’t have to be this way. I know the Prince of Aegunlund, I can get word to the king that your people are suffering. Let me go, Finn. Please let me go.” My voice turns into a whine, and at that moment, I hate myself. I hate myself for letting us get caught and then for losing my strength and begging for my life. What have I become? A whining and snivelling mess of a girl, someone my father would never be proud of. I press my lips together and vow that I will not beg any more.
Finn grabs me by the arm and unties the rope from my chair. He leads me through the muddy campsite. My feet are bare, and the soft ground squelches between my toes.
“It will happen when the moon is full,” he says. “Until then, you stay with him.”
Finn leads me into a tent, puts me down amongst a pile of furs, and ties my hands to the tent structure. It’s only then I see my cellmate—Cas. Finn backs out of the tent, and we’re left alone.
“Funny seeing you here,” Cas says with a smile that fails to reach his eyes.
I turn my head away. This is all my fault, and I can’t bear to see his open face, already forgiving me. If I hadn’t insisted on getting Anta back, none of this would have happened. When will I learn to stop putting the people I care about in danger? First hiding my abilities results in Father being killed, then I ignore Cas’s warnings and almost kill him in the vines of the woods, and then I ignore Sasha in Welhewan. I’m little more than a stupid stubborn girl who ignores danger because of my own selfish reasons. The well behind my eyes threatens to burst again. I won’t give it the satisfaction.
“How long do we have?” Cas asks.
“Until there’s a full moon,” I reply. My voice cracks, betraying my composure.
“Sasha will—”
“—be long gone with Gwen by now,” I say.
“Not with Gwen,” Cas says with a hollow chuckle. “I know that horse, and she won’t go with anyone but me.”
The thought of Sasha trying to escape on a reluctant horse actually makes me laugh. “You’re right. She wouldn’t leave without you.”
“I wish I’d had a moment to say good-bye,” Cas says softly. “I suppose we all need moments that never happen. A moment to fall in love. A moment to feel alive. I wanted one to free Ellen, but it never happened.”
The tent goes quiet and still. Cas rests his head against the thick wooden post he’s tied to.
“We have to make moments,” I say eventually. “We can’t wait for them.”
It’s something that my father would have said if he were here. It sounds strange coming from my lips. I don’t remember him ever saying anything like it, and yet here it is, spoken by me.
The words give me a strength I thought I’d lost. Energy spreads through my body like warmth. It spurs me into action, and I start by rubbing the ropes against the wood of the tent, ignoring the burn and the splinters digging into my arm.
Cas watches me. “The ropes are too thick,” he says. “I’ve been trying.”
“Don’t give up.” I flash him a look, feeling the ferocity of my own stare. I’m abuzz with new hope. “We can get out of here. We have to make it happen.”
The corners of Cas’s mouth twitch, and his eyes come alive again. The dim candlelight picks out the sparks of new energy about him. He begins to move his arms.
It’s hard work. Sweat drips down my forehead, sweat that I can’t wipe away. The tent closes in on me, and a sense of suffocation sweeps over me.
We have to stop when members of the Ibena enter the tent. Some wish to pay their respects to the ‘saviour’. Others come to check on us and make sure that we haven’t tried to escape. I notice Finn regarding my sweaty face on more than one occasion. He can tell we’re up to something, but each time he checks, we’re still fully tied up. Cas is right about the rope. It is so thick it would take hours, maybe days, to chafe away, and even then, we could be caught at any time. My speech about moments grows smaller every second, but there is nothing else we can do.
“They’ll kill me too,” Cas says. “They won’t want me around afterwards.” His skin has paled to a sweaty white. Ugly blisters mar the skin on his hands and wrists where he has struggled with the ropes.
“You don’t know that. We could still get out of here.”
He sucks in a long breath. “You’re right. Do you know why?”
I shake my head.
“Because you’re going to save my life again. You’ve saved me three times already, and I know you can do it again. I have faith in you.”
“I think this place is getting to you,” I reply. “There’s nothing about me to have faith in.”
He shakes his head. “That’s not true. I don’t have faith in much in this world. I’ve never believed in anything I can’t see. It used to frustrate my family, especially Father. As royals, we’re meant to be the gift from the gods, created in their image to lead the people. Our blood is chosen by them. But I never believed that, because I never truly believed in them. I see you, though, and I know how resourceful you are and how you seem to make the impossible happen. You’ll get us out of this mess. I know you will.”
Now is the time to tell him. I’ve kept the secret for too long, and it’s made a mess of everything. Keeping this secret caused my father’s death, and it continues to keep Cas from me. “I-I’m the craft-born.”
Cas turns to me, and for a moment, his face is slack and pale. My body remains rigid as I wait for him to react. My chest rises and falls with every breath. Time seems to stand still.
He bursts out laughing. “Good one, Mae. I needed something to cheer me up.” Rolls of laughter travel up his body. “You’re the craft-born, ha! How ridiculous. Thank you for lightening the mood.”
His words spear through me like a sword. It’s different to when I found my father—that was like a hole opening up inside and widening with every passing minute. This is a dagger to the heart. He will never love me. It’s clear now. A single tear escapes and rolls down my cheek. I’d thought, for a second, that this person knew me, knew my very soul. I realise now that he never knew me at all.
 


Chapter Fifteen – The Sacrifice
 
I fall asleep wondering if being craft-born is the only thing I have going for me, and if I’m so average and plain that people around me won’t even believe I could have such power. The small face of the prophetess haunts my dreams. She taunts me—now speaking in the common tongue—that I am not worthy of my abilities. It should not be me. It should be Ellen. Then Ellen becomes the sacrifice, with her oval eyes filled with tears. I see her writhing in agony as Finn cuts her wrists and neck. Blood splutters from her. She tries to speak, but nothing more than a gurgle comes out.
When I wake, Finn is crouched next to me. I think of him wielding a bloodied knife from my dream and struggle against my ropes.
“Calm, Valta. I am not here to harm you,” he says. He lifts his hands, and I see there is no knife. “Here, I brought food.” He gestures to a wooden bowl filled with a sticky white goo.
I regard it dubiously. “What is that?”
“Sap from the falag tree. It tastes good, how you say… sweet?”
I nod. “Let’s try this fala stuff then.”
“Falag,” Finn corrects. He scoops some of the white goo out of the bowl with his hand.
“You want me to eat it from your hand? What? You don’t have spoons here?”
“What is spoon?” Finn’s face seems so blank and confused that I can’t help but laugh.
“Never mind.” I lean forward and take a small bite, trying to avoid touching his skin with my mouth. It seems weird eating out of someone’s hand, as if I’m a dog. But at least he is right; the sap is very sweet and surprisingly tasty. My stomach rumbles as I eat, making me realise just how hungry I am. Before long, I’m licking Finn’s fingers for more. He doesn’t seem embarrassed at all. Perhaps all Ibenas feed each other.
“When is the full moon?” I ask after the meal is over.
“In two sun-cycles,” he says. I don’t know if it’s my own wishful thinking, but there seems to be a hint of sadness in his voice and the way he stares down at the bowl in his hand. Maybe Finn is my way out.
“How old is your prophetess?” I ask.
“She is as old as the prophets before her. She is the reincarnation of the illustrious Profeta from many years ago.”
“She’s a little girl,” I say. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. Are you going to take the life of a human being because a little girl told you to?”
“I will get food for your friend.” Finn rises to his feet and leaves the tent without looking back.
I get to work on my ropes, ignoring the burning pain. They are beginning to fray, but it’s moving much slower than my skin is chafing away. I sigh and lean back against the furs. There has to be a better way.
It isn’t Finn who returns to feed Cas; it’s an older man. He shakes Cas awake and then proceeds to shovel the sap into his mouth. Cas has barely a few seconds to register what is happening. He looks so startled and confused that I want to laugh, but then I remember the sound of him laughing at me the night before, and the desire fades away.
After the hunter leaves, we continue trying to fray the ropes. I twist my body around, trying to get a better view. Another part of my hope dies when I realise just how little I’ve managed to achieve. I try balling my hands into fists and forcing them through the ropes. I try relaxing every part of my body and wiggling. Nothing works. The knots are too tight. Cas attempts to knock the wood of the tent over, but he isn’t strong enough. I beg him to stop when I see the tightness in his lips and the way his face contorts in pain at every attempt.
After that, the day goes by in a blur. Women come into the tent and apply more paint to my skin. They braid my hair by wetting it and using wide-toothed wooden combs. Later in the day, Finn checks on me. The first thing he does is kneel by my shoulders and examine the ropes. When he sees the wounds on my wrists, he sucks in air like a hiss.
“You have been trying to escape,” he says. “You should not try. Will not work and you hurt yourself.” His voice is low and terse. He washes the wounds on my wrist but makes no attempt to be gentle. He won’t look at me, either. After a few moments, he says, “Why did you say those things, Valta?”
“What do you mean?” I match Finn’s whisper so that Cas won’t overhear us.
“Why did you say such things about Profeta? It made me think about things I have not thought about before. Before you came, Valta, I was happy. When you came, I was happy because we would be saved. Now I am sad. Sad like when my father died. I feel… What did you call it? Sorry for you.”
“That’s because you’re a good person, Finn. We call it empathy. It means to put yourself in another person’s position and learn to feel what they feel. You’re doing that now. You’re realising that I don’t want to die.”
“If you don’t die… my community...” He shakes his head. “Why did you do this to me?” His arms flail as his temper flares. “You make me want to betray my family here. We are starving.”
“Killing me is not the answer. I can help you when I am alive, but I cannot help you if I am dead. Talk to your people, Finn. Make them see what they are doing.”
He leaves the tent.
“What was all that about?” Cas asks.
“I think it might be our way out of this mess,” I say.
 
*
 
The next day Finn brings the prophetess into the tent, along with three other Ibenas. There is not so much as a smile between them. The Profeta kneels in front of me, her tiny body taking up hardly any of the space in the tent. She is a tiny slip of a girl, and my heart aches to see she has so much responsibility at such a young age. If I had the lives of a community resting on my shoulders, I would probably go crazy too.
Finn translates as she begins to speak. “You live a lie, Valta. You want to be something that you are not. There is power inside you, and yet you deny it. You’re avoiding using it now. But you will use it soon.” She leans forward, and I smell the fermenting breath between us. It hangs like smoke on a still day. “You want to live longer in this world, but you have no right to. Why should you live for the sake of others? What will you do with your life if you live?”
The girl lifts her chin expectantly. She awaits my reply.
I swallow. She stares at me with such ferocity that I have trouble meeting her eyes. I decide to be honest, to tell her about my mission. Then they will see that I am more than the craft-born, that I have an important quest to achieve. “I want to avenge my father’s death.” Finn translates. He turns my words into a shout. “I want to bring justice to the people who murdered him. I want to see even more of the world and I want to live an adventure.”
“These are selfish reasons for living,” the girl says through Finn. “You want to live in order to kill, and then for your own entertainment. I see nothing here worth saving. You have failed to show me why your life should be saved at the expense of others.” She stands and bends over me.
Finn finishes his translation and lowers his head. He folds his arms across his chest, hiding the red marks placed there two days ago. After the prophetess and the others leave he says one sentence to me. “You have let me down, Valta.”
I’ve never felt so low. The girl was right. I do want to live for selfish reasons. I came into the Woods with one goal—to kill those who killed my father. And yet, here I am now, tied to a tent, completely vulnerable and powerless, with death just around the corner, and all I can think about is how unworthy that sounds. You want to live in order to kill.
Would my father be proud of me? Would he encourage me to seek revenge against my enemies?
“Mae,” Cas says softly. “Don’t listen to them. You are not a selfish person.”
But I am. I must be, because I’ve sat here waiting for the Ibena to execute us both, and I haven’t even tried to use my craft to get us out of it. The reason why? I don’t want Cas to see. Every other time, I’ve waited until he cannot see me before trying to use it. Now I can’t do it without Cas seeing, and I won’t do it. Not after his reaction. No, I couldn’t—it would bring me so much embarrassment and shame. To reveal that I am the craft-born, after he found it so hilarious? To have to be married to Cas and know that he loves someone else and was forced into being with me? I couldn’t.
“Mae?” he says again.
My heart is beating fast with pent-up emotions below the surface. When I turn to face him, I realise that my chest has tightened and my breath is ragged. Every muscle in my body is tense.
“Calm down,” he says slowly. “We’re going to get through this. Deep breaths.”
I take in air and exhale slowly. My legs tremble.
“You’re just panicking,” Cas continues. “If you take deep breaths and try to relax, you’ll calm yourself. Look at me, Mae. Look into my eyes. I wouldn’t lie to you. I know you’re still going to get us out of this.”
“No, I’m not. It’s too much.” I lean forward and put my head between my knees. “We’re going to die.”
“We’re not. I’ve thought that so many times while we’ve been in this forest, and yet I’m still alive.”
The sound of footsteps approaching causes me to lift my head. Finn steps through the tent. His face is set into a grimace, with thin lips and narrowed eyes. I let him down in front of his community. I’m a failure to him, a waste of a life.
“The execution is prepared for tonight,” he says.
My face goes slack, and the trembling in my legs stops. Every muscle goes still. I search Finn’s expression for any indication that he will change his mind. There is none. He leaves, and I rest my head against the tent. This is it.
 
*
 
“‘Execution’ is a strange word, don’t you think?” Cas says. “Before it was ‘sacrifice’. You were to sacrifice yourself for them because you’re the chosen one.”
“I think it means that they don’t think I’m honourable anymore.” I try to kick myself through my ropes. “I’m so stupid. Why did I answer their questions like that? Why didn’t I make something up? Why don’t I have an honourable purpose for life? I could get out of here and come back to save the Ibena, help them grow crops, and teach them how to trade with the Halts-Walden. Instead I go on about killing people.” I’m the lowest of the low.
“You answered honestly,” Cas says. “They would have seen through anything less.”
At nightfall Finn and another hunter stride into the tent. Finn unties me and yanks me to my feet. My body falls against him, weak and stiff from lack of movement. He is forced to wrap his arms around me. All the time, I feel his cold stare from those eyes as dark as night. Finn is a good man. I let him down by not being a good person.
It’s a clear night, and I can smell the forest in the air: the tang of pine and the musk of soil. The ground squelches beneath my feet as we walk through the tent and into the camp. I’m all too aware of Cas being dragged behind me. He shouldn’t be here. This is my punishment. I make a pact with myself that whatever happens tonight, I will make sure he escapes. Even if it means revealing my abilities to the world, and even if it means my execution becomes a sacrifice. Finn’s disappointed stare will haunt me for the rest of my life if I don’t.
The light from the fire glows in the Ibenas’ eyes as they huddle together around the flames. It is a time of silence now, with the drums and singing long finished. Their faces are as solemn as stone carvings of the gods, with streaks of white and red across their cheeks. I notice that their hair has been braided like mine, and they wear either white robes or scant outfits fashioned out of tall reeds.
Finn places me down on a wooden chair and ties my wrists again. He never looks at me, not once. After he walks away and joins the group, I notice the red marks on his chest have rubbed onto my robes. It’s as if he has transferred the hunter to me. For some reason, it gives me a warm sense of courage. I can do something to stop this.
The prophetess emerges from a tent. An Ibena bangs a solitary drum, and her body jerks as she walks, matching the slow beat of the drum. The Ibenas clap their hands in time. It’s so strange and alien that it’s almost grotesque. I look away, turning to Cas instead.
We don’t say anything for a moment. Then I say, “I’m so—”
“No.” He shakes his head. “You will not apologise to me.” He moves his chair closer to mine and nods up to the sky. “Look at the moon tonight. It’s beautiful.”
I lift my face to the moon. The clear night is more like the darkest blue than black. Clusters of stars shine like precious stones embedded in velvet. The moon is a white unblinking eye.
“Ellen is looking at that same moon right now,” he says. “I wonder what she is thinking. When I was young, my father used to tell me that I should never think of myself as the same as other people. I am a prince—a royal. That makes me better than others. The blood of the gods runs in my veins. Well, after Father would tell me such things, my mother would take me out onto the balcony of her room and show me the moon. Everyone sees the same moon: our ancestors, the future generation; peasants in the villages and royals in their castles. We are a small part of a big world, insignificant in the grand scheme of worlds and stars. While we live and die our short lives, the moon continues to be, and it always will. I’m no different to anyone in this world, and no matter what happens, where I am and who I am with, I will always be looking at that same moon.”
“That’s why you should be king,” I say. “That’s why you should lead people, and not your father. You will make a wonderful king one day.”
The drum beats a faster tattoo, and the prophetess jerks her body in time. All of the Ibenas turn towards me, including Finn, whose face is a taught mask of non-emotion. I feel my pulse in my fingers and toes as my heartbeat matches the speed of the drums. The Ibenas begin to chant along with the music, but the sound is drowned out by the thudding in my ears. The tiny girl—so small and yet so powerful to her people—comes closer, and I know what I have to do. I glance down at the red marks on my robes. The marks of the hunter, of Finn. I draw strength from those marks.
Using my craft, I call on the animals of the forest. I suck in a deep breath and plunge my feet deeper into the mud, rooting myself in the nature around me. There is power in the earth, and I draw it all in.
Anta careens around the corner, a snapped rope dangling from his bridle. He gallops towards the prophetess and knocks her to the ground. The Ibenas leap to their feet, rushing towards the girl, but she is already on her feet. Her robes are covered in mud, and her long hair drapes over her face, covering her eyes. She lifts a finger and screams something at me in her language. I don’t understand it, but the tone is so murderous that I know it’s not good.
The Ibenas turn towards us with clenched fists and drawn weapons. Their expressions are stone cold with fury. Cas struggles against the ropes, tipping his chair over in the process. At the same time, a flock of birds descend onto the Ibenas, and they flail their arms and weapons at the tiny attackers. A dark figure pushes his way through the chaos and strides towards me. Finn. He carries a dagger in his hand, and his paces cover the ground with purpose. My breath catches in my throat when he stands over me with the knife. He hesitates for one moment, long enough for me to see flashes of my childhood before my eyes, and then he moves behind me and goes to cut my ropes.
“No!” I shout. He stops and regards me with a confused expression. “Casimir. Cut the prince free first. He’s more important to the realm than I am.” Finn follows my gaze. He glances at me, the Ibenas and then Cas. “Please, Finn. Do it for me.”
He nods and moves over to help Cas. When I turn back to the crowd, I see a small, dark figure coming towards me, her every step a jerk. Her hair falls over her face like a curtain, and a serrated knife is outstretched in her right hand. She mumbles a chant which seems to drain my powers. The birds begin to retreat from the camp. Whatever she’s doing, it’s blocking my craft. A high-pitched buzzing noise rings out in my head, getting higher and louder until searing pain rips through my brain. I scream, struggling against my constraints, desperate to clamp my hands over my ears even though I know the noise is in my mind.
Blood begins to trickle from my nose. It runs into my mouth, and I taste the rusting sweetness on my tongue. I can’t stand that noise. I can’t bear it. If my hands were free, I would rip my ears off my body. I’m hardly aware of my own screams. I’m hardly aware of the prophetess coming closer to me, with her lips moving and her knife ready to strike.
“No! Profeta!” Finn shouts. He dives towards the girl, knocking her into the mud and sending the knife flying so that it lands by my feet.
Cas rushes forward and takes the knife. In an instant he is by my side, cutting me loose.
He pulls me up, but I’m transfixed on Finn, who is still fighting the prophetess. Whilst he is trying not to harm her, she has her claw-like fingernails embedded in his skin and is dragging them across his cheek, drawing blood.
“You get Anta and head for the trees,” I say to Cas. “I can’t leave Finn.”
“Mae—”
“Do it!”
Finn growls in pain as the Profeta rips his skin open. With the birds gone, the Ibenas are free to attack, and I have to think fast. My feet sink into the ground, and I use the energy from my craft to summon animals from the forest. Small creatures come running from the trees; rabbits with ferocious teeth, wolves, stray dogs and pigs chase down the attackers, hounding them back to the camp. The children scream as their mothers yank them up from the ground.
“Don’t hurt them,” I whisper.
A bony hand clasps my ankle, and sharp nails dig into my skin. The prophetess hisses as she pulls herself up my leg, climbing me like a lizard climbs a tree. Beneath the curtains of hair, I see her eyes gleam. They are no longer black; instead they shine bright white with the irises removed. When she chants, her voice sounds as though it is many voices, all of them warped and gravelly. The searing pain rips through my skull. My body is frozen as she cuts at my skin. I see blood trickle down my body, wetting the white robes and seeping into the ground to mingle with mud. It’s only then that I realise the prophetess has thrust a knife into my thigh. She turns it, and I crumple to the ground with her on top of me, with her disgusting black lips still moving.
“Who will help you now?” the prophetess says in her warped voice. I don’t know if she is speaking in the common tongue, or if, in my pained, maddened state, I imagine her speaking it, or if my craft has allowed me to understand her. All I know is that her eyes will haunt me forever if I live. “The forest always wins, craft-born. Valta.” She laughs. It is a slow, venomous laugh that reveals her sharpened teeth.
A speeding shape knocks the prophetess away, and her grinning face is replaced by Finn’s even eyes. His blood drips on top of me as he tries to help me up. But quick as a flash, the prophetess is on her feet and pulls the knife from my leg. Before I can do anything to stop her, she plunges the knife deep into Finn’s chest. My arms reach out towards him as he staggers back, his mouth open wide as he stares down at the knife sticking out of his body.
My mouth forms the word “no” but no sound comes out. My fingers stretch towards him, towards the man who was so kind to me and tried to save my life. As the prophetess and many of the Ibenas lift their weapons in my direction, a thundering of hooves sweeps through the campsite and someone yanks on my arm.
“Mae!” shouts a voice—a female voice—that I recognise.
In a blur of motion, I manage to pull myself onto a chestnut horse, and before the Profeta can stab me again, we’re riding out into the forest.
 


Chapter Sixteen – The Healing from Within
 
Beneath my limp body, Gwen’s chestnut shoulder rises and falls. A bony white hand grips my wrist, keeping me atop the galloping horse. I’m face down on her withers, watching the blur of leaves disappear with every stride. Pain shoots up and down my body. At every turn, I feel as though I am about to slip down onto the soil below, and every time that bony hand grips on and keeps me on the horse. We must travel for hours until we reach a wide brook. There, at the water’s edge, the rider reins in and lets go of my arm. After they have dismounted, the rider helps me off the horse. My legs collapse into the dirt, and she has to help me stand. From the ripples of red hair, I recognise Sasha.
“Let’s get you some water,” she says, half dragging me to the stream. “And I need to take a look at that wound.”
“They killed Finn,” I say. The words stumble out of my mouth like I stumble over the rocky surface. “I saw him. Profeta stabbed him in the heart.”
“I know,” she says in a soothing voice. “I saw it happen, too. Open your mouth, Mae. You need to drink.”
I allow her to scoop water into my mouth, but my mind replays the moment the knife plunged into Finn’s chest and I could do nothing but watch. He’d helped me. He had sacrificed himself for me. I am not worthy of his sacrifice.
“You’re trembling,” Sasha says, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders.
I’m barely aware of her guiding me back to the dry ground and putting me on the floor. Her fingers dig into my leg as she examines the wound.
“It’s deep,” she says. “And it’s bleeding badly.”
I lean back against the soil, my mind drifting back and forth, between Sasha talking to me and patting my face and the prophetess killing Finn. The two scenes merge until I realise my arms are flailing, and Sasha has to pin me down. It’s so real, I can smell the sweet rusty scent of blood. Then black spots dance in front of my eyes, and the world darkens.
 
*
 
My dreams are different. Usually I see my father’s crumpled body from the tavern, or my mind goes back further, to moments when we felled trees together. Sometimes my mother is there too, and I hear her voice for the first time. Well, not now. My dreams are strange. My body is weightless, cradled by arms. But at the same time I feel constricted, as though I am being stretched in opposite directions and pinned to the ground. The images are of pulsating soil. Tiny green buds push the soil aside and grow and grow into beautiful, tall flowers of every colour and every shape.
The smells are intoxicating. Every gorgeous scent imaginable winds its way up to my nostrils like smoke tendrils.
I’m part of this, somehow. I’m connected. It’s as though my blood flows through the roots of the plants, and my muscles are the vines of the forest. My heart beats along with the flutter of a bird’s wings. I am one with the woods, and the breeze sings to me as it floats through the trees. My blood is its blood.
Then the warnings ring in my mind, telling me that the forest will kill me and spit me out like a cherry seed. When I think of those words, sweat forms on my forehead, and my eyelids flutter as I try to wake, but something else pulls me under. A soft hand strokes mine. A cold sensation spreads over my hot face. Whispers soothe my boiling blood.
When I finally wake, I do so with complete confusion. I don’t understand what is happening to me or what part the Waerg Woods plays in it all. Silver eyes, the colour of the moon, regard me. A lock of sandy blond hair falls across the young man’s face. I smile.
“Cas,” I say.
He cups my cheek with his hand and when he speaks, I hear the note of calm relief. “Mae. I thought I had lost you.”
“I’m still here,” I croak.
“I’m so glad to still have my friend.” He leans forward and kisses me gently on the forehead. “Now, I will return with water. You need to rest and get better. Sasha has fixed your leg as best she can.”
“The Ibenas,” I say. “Are they following us?”
Cas frowns. “Those murdering bastards.” His harsh language sounds strange, coming from such a gentle person. “No. They never even attempted it. We left their camp in complete upheaval. There were animals all over the place, I don’t know where they came from, but we owe them our lives. We would never have escaped if they hadn’t caused such a distraction.”
“And Finn,” I say sadly. “He died for us.”
Cas squeezes my hand. It does something to help the hollow feeling inside me. “I’ll be back soon,” he promises.
Sasha kneels next to me and places a wet piece of linen on my forehead. It soothes the heat of my skin. “Your wound is infected,” she says matter-of-factly. “I tried to clean it out as best I could, but with it being so deep and you spending so much time rolling around in the mud—”
“I was trying to escape,” I say between gritted teeth.
“—it was almost impossible to get rid of the dirt. However, I’ve applied a poultice, and if you drink this tea, it will calm the fever.” She tips her head to one side and raises her eyebrows, but when I take the tin cup from her hand, she breaks into a crooked smile.
“Thank you,” I say. “You could have taken Gwen and ridden away from here. Instead, you risked your life to save me. I’ve treated you—”
“Like pig crap,” she says, pursing her lips together.
I laugh, “I was going to say something else, but yeah, that’s about right.”
She turns the piece of linen over and lets out a long sigh. “I don’t blame you for being suspicious. I’ve not told you everything I know. When you found me, I was alone and scared. I’d just lost my mother. I thought you were going to kill me, and I thought I had to protect my community. Now, I’m not so sure. They left us in the forest after they made us go with them to Halts-Walden. They told us that all they were going to do was find the craft-born and convince her that she needed to go with them. They said that no one would get hurt. I didn’t see your father die. I was waiting for them in the woods. I’m sorry… When I found out that someone had died, and when I saw the frightened face of the girl we took, I felt terrible. I wanted to run away from those people, but I couldn’t leave my mother behind.”
“I understand,” I say.
Tears well in Sasha’s sapphire eyes. “There are things I need to tell you about my people. There’s a reason why they took the girl in your village and it affects you. They wanted you that night, but the girl tricked everyone into thinking she was the craft-born.”
“What is it?” I ask, sitting up a little higher so that I can hear her better.
Sasha’s eyes dart from left to right, and she checks behind her. “Casimir is coming. I will have to tell you another time. Now, drink your tea and rest.”
 
*
 
Sasha and Cas take turns reducing my fever with the cold linen and changing the poultice on my thigh. At first my flesh reeked of putrid mould. Sasha scrubbed it clean, ignoring my cries of pain. When my screams rose into the sky, so did a flock of birds as though they were connected to me.
Many times I felt the soft touch of Cas’s hand on my skin, and each time I thought the fever was worsening. Now, I believe it is Cas who stirs something inside me that I never thought I would feel. When I don’t dream of nature, I dream of his grey eyes. Sometimes they merge with the picture of the forest, hovering above the skyline like storm clouds. He chatters to me every now and again, telling me about the pranks his younger brother plays on him, like switching salt and sugar or covering his bed linen in chilli powder.
“My father prefers Lyndon,” Cas says as he sprinkles cool water on my face. “Lyndon is fifteen and already a master of combat. He hunts almost every day. I hunt occasionally, but truth be told, I don’t really have the stomach for it.
“Once, Lyndon and I were sparring with wooden swords. We have to train every day because Father tells us that we will lead armies into war. Well, I may be older, but there’s not much muscle in these arms.” He stretches out an arm as far as his tunic will allow. It is lithe, but I would never consider Cas to be thin or scrawny, not like I am. “Lyndon usually overpowers me within minutes of our sparring sessions. On this one occasion, it just so happened that Father and Lady Clare were watching us spar. Lady Clare is a member of the court. She is very rich and owns a lot of land in Jakani. She’s also my father’s mistress, and Lyndon wanted to impress her.” Cas pulls a face a like a lopsided smile. “To cut a long story short.” He pulls up his trouser leg, and I let out a hiss through my teeth. A long, red, and very ugly scar runs from Cas’s ankle to his knee.
“What did he do?” I breathe.
“He hit my shield so hard the sword snapped in half, and then he proceeded to stab me in the leg with it.”
“He sounds awful.”
Cas lets out a hollow laugh. “When you saved me from the Ibenas, you have no idea what kind of service you paid Aegunlund. Imagine a brute like that for a king.”
I suppress a shudder. Cas’s family worsens by the second. “Why would anyone treat a brother like that? I grew up wishing for a brother my entire life.”
Cas’s face breaks into a broad grin. “Then I shall be your big brother. Imagine what we would get up to.”
My stomach sinks in complete mortification. To think of the kind of sensations I get from just Cas’s touch, and he considers me a sister. I feel the blood drain from my face, and I long for the soil to pull me under, out of sight, where no one will ever find me.
Sasha saves me. “Casimir, why don’t you make the fire and start roasting the rabbit? Mae needs to eat, and I need to change her dressing.” She winks at me when Cas walks away.
“You heard that?” I ask.
She lets out a sigh as she peels away the linen covering my wound. “That boy has no idea what he’s saying. You should tell him how you feel before it is too late.”
“What do you mean?”
“Before he finds and marries that Ellen girl.” She lowers her voice to barely above a whisper. “He still believes she is the craft-born and you are an average girl. If he knew the truth—”
“He’d be forced to marry a girl he thinks of as a sister,” I reply. “Would you want that fate for yourself?”
She gives a little shake of her head. “No I suppose not. But there’s still time for Casimir to think of you differently.”
“But I’ll always know,” I say. “I’ll always know that I was the second choice.” That when he first met me, he thought I was ugly. That he grew to like me as a sister or a friend, not as a girl. A woman.
Click-ick-click-click-ick.
“It’s back,” Sasha whispers. “I’ve not heard it for days.”
The relentless prowl of the Nix chills my skin. “It’s coming for us because of my injury. We’re vulnerable!”
“We’ve been weaker,” Sasha says. All traces of a smile leave her face. “Your recovery has been short of miraculous, Mae. I’ve seen many of the Borgans suffer fever and illness. None of them have overcome the fever so quickly. It’s almost superhuman.”
Before I have time to ask if Sasha believes it is because of my craft, Cas has the fire started, and the smell of roasting meat distracts me. I’m more interested in my stomach. For the first time in days, I pull myself up onto my feet and lean on Sasha so I can walk over to the fire. Cas rushes to my other side and loops an arm around my waist. I know that it’s just to help me walk, but I can’t help leaning into his warm body and examining the profile of his face, the sharp edge of his cheekbone and the straight nose. When he catches me looking, my cheeks heat, and I avert my eyes to the fire.
“Are you in pain, Mae?” he asks.
I shake my head. Not physical pain. Sasha turns her blue eyes on me and stares me down harshly. I can almost hear the words that look says to me: Stop making a fool of yourself, Mae.
When they set me down, the hunger has left my stomach, but I pretend to still be ravenous, and I eat my roasted rabbit. All I can think about is Father and the story he always told about when he met Mother. A light went on in his eyes, and his fingers gripped his cane in excitement. As the years went on, those moments became sadder. He would tell the story and, partway through, forget a small detail—the colour of my mother’s eyes, the shape of her chin—and his eyes would glaze over until he stared into the dark of our hut with misty tears rolling down his cheeks. His heartbreak seemed only to worsen as he aged. The thought of that happening to me chills me bone deep.
What if I fall in love with Cas, and he never loves me back? What then? What if Cas is the only man I ever love, and for the rest of my life, I will know that I once could have had him, but instead I gave him to another and watched how, in one instant, he felt for her something he could never feel for me? What if I am his ugly little sister for the rest of his life? I feel like spitting out my rabbit, because a bitter taste forms over my tongue.
What if I am alone forever?
Sasha drops her bowl, and it clatters over the rocks she had been sitting on. Now, she stands with her hands twitching by her sides. Her face is a grey-white colour that only ill and terrified people have. Her eyes are wide open and bulging, with her eyebrows high up on her forehead. When Cas follows her gaze, he reaches for his sword.
I’m the last to see it. I’ve never seen a creature like it before, and yet I immediately know what it is. It is the Nix, and it has finally attacked us.
 


Chapter Seventeen – The Vision of Fear
 
I find myself face to face with the disgusting creature that has followed us for days. It is dark—black as night—and huge, the size of a horse. But it is shaped like a maggot or a fat worm, and wiggles its body as it moves, creating that skin-crawling clicking noise.
Click-ick-ick-ricker-ricker-click-ick-ick.
When it comes closer, I see that there is a hard shell on top of its body, which knocks together as its body squirms across the ground. That is what makes the clicking noise. It moves more quickly than I expected, faster than Gwen at a canter. When it approaches, it lifts its head to reveal a circle of teeth and two wide, gaping black eyes. Its front feet hang limply in the air.
Cas lunges at the monster with his sword drawn, but the thing simply squirts him with a coating of clear, gloopy liquid. I remain transfixed as the gel wraps itself around Cas’s body and holds him tight. Sasha whimpers before turning to run away. Tears stream down her face; she trips and falls, landing heavily on her face. The monster shoots her with its serum, and Sasha quiets.
My body is telling me to run, but my heart tells me to help my friends. Bile rises in my throat as the hideous thing approaches me. I try to lift myself from the rocks, but my leg isn’t strong enough. My only hope is to call upon nature. I summon enough energy to use my craft, pulling strength from the soil around me.
Ha-ha-ha-ha.
It takes me a moment to realise that the laughter sounding in my head comes from the Nix. It is talking to me in my mind.
Craft-born, you cannot summon your little butterflies to fight me. The forest will not come to your rescue this time.
“Why not?” I say. My fingers are trembling, and I don’t know how I manage to summon the courage to ask such a bold question.
Because they know better, White Hart. They know not to cross me. I am more powerful than you will ever be.
“How do you know that?” I force myself to ignore the rapid beat of my heart and lift my chin defiantly. “You don’t know what I will become.”
The thing squirts its serum at me, which sends freezing cold up and down my body. The gel forms around me, tying my legs to my torso. When it has spread from my feet to my neck, it solidifies to create a cage. I am trapped.
Why don’t we take a look at the future for the heroic craft-born, shall we?
The world slips away. The monster before me disintegrates into the earth. My arms are free, and the pain has disappeared from my leg. I’m on my knees with a foamy brush in one hand. On my left there is a bucket of water. I see a lofty hall stretched before me, with red brick walls and glorious tapestries. There is a long mahogany table with half a dozen servants milling around it, laying down silver which sparkles as the sunlight breaks through the tall windows.
Quick footsteps tap along the stone flags of the floor, and before I can even look up to the approaching person, a sharp toe rams into my side, causing pain to burst through my abdomen.
“Get a move on,” says a harsh voice. “The wedding is tonight, and every inch of this floor must be scrubbed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I hear myself say. It was an automatic response, as though I have said it many times before. I give the owner of the voice a quick glance to see a formidable woman in a black maid’s outfit, standing above me with her hands clenched by her sides. She has her grey hair scraped back into a severe bun, and her skin sags at the jaw line. Her foot lifts in threat, so I lower my head and continue scrubbing the floor, my side still aching from the blow.
I remain like that for hours, scrubbing that floor until my knees throb. Eventually, the image fades away, and I find myself basking in sunshine. This time I see the castle from the outside, with its tall turrets of red brick with terracotta slate roofs pointing to the sky.
Surrounding the castle are enormous copper cogs, turning with a thunderous grinding noise. Each one is connected to the other by lengths of something that looks a lot like rope. There are sky-scraping copper turrets; steam pours out the tops, into the bright blue sky. It doesn’t linger. It fades almost as soon as it touches the wind.
“Mae!” says a familiar voice.
I pull my eyes away from the castle to see Cas approaching me. My stomach turns into butterflies when he comes closer. He’s not like the Cas I know, with skin dirty from camping in the woods. He is regal in his resplendent cream outfit which complements his eyes. His face shimmers with a sun glow, and he smiles brightly. His eyes are wide with excitement. “Can you believe I’m a married man?”
The words hit me like a hammer to the stomach. “No, I can’t.” I force a smile.
“Doesn’t everything look wonderful? Isn’t Ellen beautiful?” He waves a cream-gloved hand over the festivities.
I hadn’t noticed the tent before then, nor the bunting decorating it. There are flower bouquets everywhere, adding bright bursts of colour to the scene. In the middle of it all is Ellen, wearing a pure white gown which trails the ground. She doesn’t seem to care about her gown getting ruined. She is sipping from a glass and tipping her head back in delight at something amusing. Her skin is a perfect alabaster, and her black hair rains down her back in ringlets. She is beautiful.
“May I?” Cas says, gesturing to what is in my hand.
I look down and realise that I’m carrying a platter of champagne flutes. He lifts one and takes a sip.
“I’m so glad we managed to find a job for you here in the castle,” he says. “Now we get to remain friends.”
“Casimir, you nincompoop, what are you doing fraternizing with the serving staff?” A corpulent man comes up to Cas and slaps him on the back. “You do know you’re a prince, don’t you?” The man guffaws and clasps Cas by the elbow, pulling him away.
As he leaves, an excited Ellen runs to me. She is not the Ellen I’ve known previously; her cheeks are flushed, and she smiles from ear to ear. It isn’t her usual sarcastic smile; it’s bright and open and warm. “Oh Mae, thank you so much,” she gushes. “Thank you for helping me when I needed it. If you hadn’t transferred your craft in the castle source, I never would have kept him. I never would have become a princess.” She lifts a glass of champagne. I can tell she’s a little drunk from the bright red rash on her neck. “But you can never tell. It’s our secret.” She winks and then leaves.
The scene melts away again. This time I’m alone, and I do not have anything in my hands.
I face only myself. The mirror is dirty, with rust spots around the outside. It reminds me of that chunk of glass we used as a mirror in the hut back in Halts-Walden. I’ve not come far, just far enough to own a whole mirror. The face in front of me is not one I recognise. It is haggard and old, with sunken cheeks and sagging eyelids. The skin around my eyes is so dark, I can hardly see the irises. I look bruised, but when I touch below my eyes there is no tenderness. It must be fatigue.
The mirror reflects my humble room, which contains a tiny mattress, a leaning wardrobe, and a few blankets. Underneath the mirror are a washbasin and a small dresser. On the dresser, I notice a sketch of Cas, young and attractive as I know him now.
A deep, ripping pain explodes in my chest, and I lean forward into the washbasin. Before I know it, a sob runs through my body like a wave, hitting me so hard that I can’t breathe. Tears flow from my eyes. The wall is coming down, and there is nothing I can do to stop it.
Father’s death comes flooding back, along with speeding images of things I’ve never seen before: Cas and Ellen dancing; Cas walking past me without so much as a glance; Cas, older now, asking me to shine his boots; me alone, pulling my stockings off at the end of a long day and rubbing my tired feet.
When I straighten up, I realise that I’m holding a razor blade in my right hand. As I let out a groan of pure, primal sadness, I press that razor against the flesh of my inner arm. Trapped inside my own body, I can’t do anything. I can’t shout or stop myself. I can’t! I can only witness…
Not yet.
With a gasp I find myself back at the stream, with the Nix before me. I sit on the soil by our fire with a shard of rock in my right hand. I have gripped it so hard that there is blood on my palm. I shake the rock out of my hand and move away from it, appalled at what I was about to do.
Not yet. I have things I want you to do first.
“What things?” I try to calm my breathing, but my heart is racing so fast that I struggle.
It begins to back away, making its click-click sounds again. A white blur runs at the thing and collides with it, knocking the monster sideways.
“Anta!” I shout, realising that he has hit the Nix with his antlers.
The monster squeals and rears up, shooting the serum at Anta. I watch helplessly as my white stag falls backwards and snorts. He cannot move. The goo has wrapped around his legs.
Keep your beast in line next time, Craft-born.
The monster wiggles away, leaving the click-ick-ick noise as a lasting reminder. I blink, not sure what I have seen today, not sure what the Nix showed me. When the bushes rustle, I know that it has finally gone, and I wiggle my legs, waking them up after the serum froze them. Cas rolls onto his side and rubs the side of his head.
“Was I hit? Why was I unconscious?” he says.
“I was too,” Sasha says as she pulls herself up from the ground. “The bastard knocked me out.”
I remain on the ground, shaking all over. My breath comes out in ragged whispers. Cas rushes to me and frowns. “Are you all right? Did the thing do anything to you?”
“I’m fine,” I say.
“I don’t remember anything,” Sasha says. “I don’t understand.”
“Me neither,” Cas says, still rubbing his temples. “What about you, Mae, did you see or hear anything?”
“No,” I reply.
For the rest of the day, I sit by Anta and stroke his nose until the Nix’s serum wears off. I find that I can’t look at Cas, not anymore.
I came into the Waerg Woods for revenge. Since then, things have changed. I’ve faced death more than once, I’ve helped people I never thought I would want to help, and I’ve developed feelings I never knew existed. Throughout all of this, the ache in my heart still exists. I still miss Father.
Now, a new ache has begun: an ache for the future, for my future. If what I saw was true, then going along this path will lead me to heartbreak, loneliness, and poverty. It condemns me to a future of scrubbing Cas’s house and cleaning his boots while he lives happily ever after with Ellen. As we pack up the camp to move on, I wonder if I should just leave. I could sneak away with Anta and leave Cas with Sasha. Together they can find Ellen, and I can move on with my life. I can go back to Halts-Walden and take up where I left. Perhaps the sympathy regarding my father’s death would finally bring me closer to the other villagers.
But then I think about the miller and his wounded eyes. Could I live there, after leaving Ellen to the Wanderers? If Cas and Sasha failed… Would it be my fault?
Maybe I could move to the Haedalands. Generations ago, my family came from there. Perhaps I could trace that history and find out if I have any relatives left. But then I think of how I was born in Halts-Walden and that I don’t even know the Heda language. Would I fit in? Or am I destined to never fit in anywhere, to always live as a half-ling, with one foot in either culture, never belonging to either?
If I left now, I would never see Cas again. The thought makes me feel hollow inside. I’m not ready to say goodbye to someone else in my life. Even leaving Sasha would be difficult. If I stay, it means helping Cas find his future wife, and the thought of it makes my stomach roil.
I feel so betrayed by my feelings. I blocked away those tears at my father’s funeral because I didn’t want to hurt anymore. I wanted that wall to go up and stop anything from getting in again. Somehow I let Cas work his way into my heart, sidestepping the wall I thought I had so cleverly constructed.
Reluctantly, I climb onto Anta’s saddle. He nibbles the end of my boot with his nose, and I know he’s trying to cheer me up. Well, it won’t work this time, Anta. There’s too much weight on my shoulders, too much to bear.
Sasha has recognised a trail, and she believes it will take us straight for the Wanderer’s camp. Now is the time that I have to decide what I want to take from the Waerg Woods. Do I want to take the revenge I came here to seek? Do I want to seek answers from the people who killed my father? Do I want to free Ellen so I can rid myself of guilt? Or do I want to run away from it all?
 
 


Chapter Eighteen – The Journey to Knowledge
 
The sun shines through golden leaves, and almost all the pain has left my leg. Cas rides Gwen up front, and Sasha skips along next to Anta. Ever since the Nix attacked us, she seems free and happy, as if she’d been locked in a cage before and now she has broken out. She begins to sing a song, and I find myself listening to the lyrics.
It’s about the Ancient Ones, when everyone had magic, not just the craft-born, and those abilities were passed through generations. 
The Ancients live for hundreds of years in cities with beautiful castles and tall, glass houses. But then people begin to be born without magic. These non-magicals travel for miles around to heal their sick, begging the Ancients to help them. At first the Ancients do it because they want to help the sick people, but later in life, they begin to charge. The charges go up, until most people can’t afford to pay for the service anymore. Many people die as a consequence, and the non-magical people hate those with magic because of it.
They come to the city with torches blazing, ready to burn their castles down to the ground. It starts a war that lasts for centuries, magic and non-magic fighting, innocents dying, riches running out.
Years later, a beautiful young woman with the power of the Ancients—the last of her kind—falls in love with a handsome young man without magic. They run away together to start a family, and it creates a scandal that reaches into the four corners of the world, until they are hunted down by angry people. They kill the man, leaving the woman to grieve. This part pricks up my ears. Sasha sings with a haunting voice, and I find myself falling into her song:
 
The maiden did cry,
“Oh, now shall I die?”
As she beat the soil with her fist.
 
Dirt answered her call,
Far down did she fall,
’Til roots wrapped her tight and swift.
 
The girl she felt dread,
“Oh no, am I dead?
What have I hastily wished?
 
For grief made me wild,
As rash as a child,
And my life will end forthwith.”
 
“Your life will not end,”
Whispered a friend.
“In fact it has only begun.
 
“Take all this power,
From earth, air, fire,
And water to cleanse the rift.”
 
’Twas magic that helped,
Her love-caused welt,
And gave her the strength to live on.
 
Sasha’s tone is one of pure joy but the words are so sad, they tug at my heart. As we ride on, I wonder if the song is intended for me. For all of Sasha’s joy today, she knows very well that there’s a good chance we will find the Borgans, the people who left her in the woods. At one time, they would have been like family to her. Perhaps her words are telling me not to start that war again, not to kill the people who killed my father. Like the maid in the story, I should find comfort from my craft. I should move on.
When Cas is farther ahead, Sasha places a hand on Anta’s reins. “Mae, I need to tell you something.”
Anta stops and I look down at Sasha’s upturned face. “What is it?”
“It’s about my people.” She pauses to checks that Cas is still ahead of us and out of hearing distance. “There’s a reason they’ve been searching for the craft-born, and it isn’t what you think. They are the protectors of the craft. They don’t want to harm Ellen; they want to help her with her… your… powers. My people are not craft-born, but we have an affinity with the craft. When the new craft-born comes of age, we send out scouts to find them and bring them into the Waerg Woods for help and guidance. When the king sent out word that the first craft-born girl would marry his son, he upset the balance. He created imposters, and it was hard for my people to find you. It made things… messy—”
“Not just messy,” I say between gritted teeth. “My father died.”
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I just thought you should know.”
“It changes nothing,” I reply. But deep down I wonder… I wonder what they could teach me.
“Are you girls coming, or what?” Cas shouts from farther down the path.
Sasha lets go of the reins and purses her lips. “Please think about it. It could be important to you. That’s all I’m saying.”
We move on in the morning sun.
 
*
 
It’s mid-morning when I first see the tracks. My heart leaps into my mouth. It has been so long since I’ve seen the tracks left by the Borgans. I’d begun to doubt that we would ever find them again and instead become lost in the Waerg Woods forevermore. But as we follow those tracks, the reality of our situation sinks in. We’re weak. There are three of us, whereas Sasha has told us that the camp is made up of over three dozen people. Our supplies are depleted. Most of Anta’s saddlebags were lost when we escaped from the Ibenas. I have an injury. Sasha and Cas are tired from sleepless nights keeping watch while I recover. How are we going to get Ellen back?
As we eat berries and rabbit over a dim fire, the three of us stare out into the forest in silence. The realisation has hit us all.
“If the camp is in the same place it used to be, we should reach it tomorrow at sundown,” Sasha says.
Cas nods. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can save Ellen.”
“Not if we fail,” I point out. “We need to devise a plan to get her back. I don’t want this to end up like the Ibenas.”
I exchange a glance with Sasha. The two of us know more than Cas, and I want to make sure it stays that way. I’m not ready for him to know my secret, even if it would make it easier for us to get to Ellen. We both know that the Borgans are supposed to protect the craft-born, but we don’t know if they have worked out that Ellen has no craft. Perhaps she can fool them with her tricks, like she fooled my village.
“We won’t fail this time,” Cas says. He licks his lips thoughtfully. “I think we should sneak in under the cover of night. We could be in and out without the Borgans even knowing about it. Less fuss, and no one gets hurt.”
Sasha shakes her head. “They will have her watched. We have a jail at the camp. It’s more of an iron cage contraption than anything else, but it’s designed to lock up prisoners. My guess is that’s where they’re keeping her. It will be difficult to get her out.” She takes a stick and draws outlines in the soil. “This is the camp. There are lookouts with bows and arrows on each side. They have built a wooden wall which goes all the way around, with the entrance here.” She points to a dot along her drawn outline. “That’s where carts come in after market. Inside the camp, the tents are lined up along this border, and there is the jail. It is only opened by a key, which will be with Allerton.”
“Who is he?” Cas’s eyes shine.
“He’s our leader, a tall man who channels the craft through his amulet. You do not want to cross him. He carries the keys around with him at all times. There’s no way we can get them from him. Not by force.”
“We have to think of a way in first,” I say, pulling at my hair in frustration. “If they know I’m from Halts-Walden and that I have the prince with me, they will know we intend to free Ellen. They know the prince is her intended, and they know what they did in my village.” I close my eyes, trying not to think of that terrible sight in the Fallen Oak. To my surprise, a rough hand slips into my own. I open my eyes to find Cas squeezing my fingers. He drops my hand, and his cheeks flush. I clear my throat and turn to Sasha. “Will they recognise you straight away?”
“I know some of the guards,” she replies. She pauses for a moment and then adds, “One is quite taken with me.”
“Could you tell them you’ve brought new recruits to the camp?” I ask.
“They rarely let others in,” she says. “I would have to vouch for you, which would be fine, but I think someone would recognise Cas as the Crown Prince of Aegunlund.”
“Yes, that could be a problem,” Cas admits. “Father was always insistent about distributing my portrait to all and sundry. He thought it would make me appear more powerful. Of course, it also means every potential kidnapper in the realm knows my face.”
“Maybe we could let Cas in after we’ve made it into the camp?” I suggest.
“Someone would see it. It would raise suspicion.” Sasha stares down at her diagram with her head in her hands.
“What about a disguise?” Cas suggests. “I mean, I don’t look much like me right now, anyway. My clothes are ripped and ragged. I’m dirty and scruffy as a beggar.” He rubs the smattering of stubble on his face that has formed during our stay in the forest. It does make him look slightly older, and it’s slightly darker than his natural hair colour.
I gasp. “Bricken tree leaves!”
Sasha stares at me with her brow furrowed in confusion. “What about them?”
“If you boil the leaves, it creates a brown dye. We can dye Cas’s hair brown, and with his beard—well, almost beard, hmm, more of a moustache maybe—he won’t look at all like the crown prince.”
“Hey,” Cas says in protest, “I have more than a moustache here.” He strokes his chin in indignation.
Sasha’s eyes widen in excitement. “Plus with a hood and some yellow dye on his teeth, he would look like a beggar. It’s perfect!”
“That’s how we’re going to get in,” I say. “But how are we going to get Ellen out?”
Further discussion brings up nothing else of worth, and we decide to settle down for the night. I sleep next to Anta, his fur keeping me warm. The nearer we get to the people who killed Father, the more those thoughts of revenge slip back into my mind. I grasp hold of the locket around my throat, wondering what he would make of my journey here.
I try to think of Finn and his sacrifice for me. He didn’t lose his life for me so I could kill another. I focus on that disappointed look he gave me when I revealed my plan to the prophetess. He had thought I was better than I am.
The next morning, we follow the path, keeping a lookout for a bricken tree. When we find one, Sasha collects water while Cas and I pick the leaves. It means I get to climb again, and I’d forgotten the thrill you can get from climbing high into a tree and then looking down at the world below. Some might find it terrifying; I find it relaxing.
But all I can think about are the visions the Nix showed me. A shiver runs down my spine when I remember what I was about to do in the vision. It’s so abhorrent to me that I can’t even contemplate it. Yet, I was about to… end my own life.
As I climb back down with the bricken leaves, Cas helps me the last few steps. The touch of his hand on my arms brings those images flooding back, and I pull away from him. He frowns in confusion, but as he’s about to speak, I stop him.
“We’d best boil these. I don’t know how long it will take to change your hair colour.”
It’s enough to distract him. “How long will it last for?” he asks. “Am I going to have brown hair forever?”
I don’t actually know, so I just shrug. “Maybe. Do you want to back out?”
He snorts. “Of course not. I don’t care about my hair. I used to, but not anymore. People are more important.”
“You mean Ellen,” I say.
“No, people in general. You’ve taught me that.” He places a hand on my arm, but I shrug it away. Why does he insist on touching me if I’m just a friend to him? Why doesn’t he see the effect it has on me?
“Come on,” I say, before he has time to wonder why. I don’t want to explain that his every touch is like a jab to my heart.
If I carry on along this route, I will become that person. I shake my head. That can’t be true.
“Mae?” Cas asks with concern.
We reach our campfire, and he turns to me with his usual open and friendly expression. It kills me to see him like this. It kills me because of what might be, of what he might become. I should leave. I should run away and never come back. But how can I leave Sasha and Cas to the Borgans? How can I let them walk into danger… alone?
“I’m just nervous,” I lie. “A lot can go wrong.”
Cas sits down by the fire. “Ellen’s life is in our hands. Sometimes it feels like too much responsibility to bear. If we make it out alive, and one day I really do become king…” He trails off, staring out into the woods. “Everyone’s lives will be in my hands. Can you imagine the responsibility? Sometimes I wonder if that is why Father became the man he is. Somewhere he decided that the burden was too much, and he switched it off.” Cas clicks his fingers. “He switched off the ability to care. Then everything became about me.” He turns to me, and his eyes are filled with the glassy look of utter desperation.
In that moment, I renounce the Nix and his visions of my future. I forget it all. I know nothing except the fact that Cas needs me, and I will be there for him, no matter what.
“You could never be like that,” I say. “You could never stop caring, because that’s not who you are. We are not always shaped by our parents, Cas. We’re shaped by our choices. When you followed me into the Waerg Woods, I didn’t want you here, and you knew it. But you came anyway because you chose to be a good person. You chose to risk your own wellbeing for the sake of another person. Have you ever heard of a prince or a king doing that? I know I haven’t, and my father told me stories that date back centuries. You will be a good king. You will make it back from the Borgans, and you will live a long, happy life with pretty children.” I stop speaking because my throat closes over with emotion.
He leans forward and clasps my hand. “And we will be friends forever.”
I swallow back the tears burning the back of my eyes. “We will be friends forever.”
“Am I interrupting something?” Sasha asks. She lowers a pail of water to the ground with a raised eyebrow.
I let go of Cas’s hand and rub the palms on my trousers, clearing my throat at the same time. “I’ll stoke the fire so we can boil the water.”
Sasha flashes me a crooked smile as I get to my feet. “Something I should know about?” she whispers.
I shake my head, but she reaches out and grips my arm with her cold fingers. “Is there something between the two of you?”
I wrench my arm away. “Not that it’s any of your business, but no. We’re just friends.”
She narrows her eyes. I see those deep blue eyes assessing me. She misses nothing. “Something happened when we were attacked by the Nix. Did it show you a vision?”
I sigh. As much as I wanted to keep it to myself, there is a part of me that needs to say something, that needs to share the load. So, while Cas feeds Gwen and Anta, I tell her quietly about the vision I was shown. I tell her about how I will grow old alone in the castle as a servant to Cas, and how he will grow old and happy with his wife and I will never move on.
Sasha’s mouth turns into a thin line, and she shakes out her red hair. “That was not a vision of the future, Mae. You understand that, don’t you? The monster shows us our worst fear.”
“It told me that it was what I would become. It was so real, Sasha. You weren’t there—”
“I know, but… You can’t believe it, Mae. The Nix is a trickster. This is what it does to people. It weakens them until they crack.”
“If it wanted to weaken me, it would have let me do it.” I motion the action against my wrists. “When I came to, I had a sharp stone in my hand.”
Sasha sucks air in through her teeth and closes her eyes as though to compose herself.
“I’m sorry,” I say, remembering that the monster killed her mother. “I shouldn’t have mentioned that.”
“No,” she says, opening her eyes again. She places a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad you told me. You have to dismiss those thoughts. The monster tricked you into thinking the vision was true, because then you will make it come true. Fight against that impulse. I don’t know why it didn’t kill you. All I can think is that it has some unfinished business, maybe with all of us.” She shudders. “Don’t let it win by becoming the person it expects you to become. That’s the only thing we can do in our lives, fight against those who put us down.”
 
*
 
We boil the bricken leaves and let the mixture cool before coating Cas’s hair in the goop. Touching his scalp feels so strange, so intimate. I rush through it, dragging my nails and causing him to chastise me for being too rough. Sasha flashes me a knowing look every now and then. She always knows what I’m doing and why. It makes me wonder why Cas has never realised. Perhaps it’s because he doesn’t see me like that, and he never will.
With a lump in my throat, I wash my dirty hands in some clean water and instruct Cas to leave the mixture to dry. Later, we’ll have to wash it out and rub berry juice on his teeth. But for now we eat and try to relax before the journey to the Borgan camp. I put the dangers we face out of my mind and go looking for firewood.
We’re in a part of the forest covered in lush green grass and exotic flowers. There are bundles of plants with huge pink flowers the size of my palms. When I run a finger over the petals, my finger squeaks against the shiny coating. They are thicker than cloth. Colourful butterflies cluster over the open faces of the flowers, and chunky bees float lazily in the air. There’s a sweet scent in this part of the forest, like honey and roses. I can imagine why the Borgans camp here. It seems like the sort of forest with delicious treats nestled high up in trees or in the stalks of plants.
Later, we wash the dried paste from Cas’s hair, and he no longer looks like Cas. His grey eyes seem darker next to his mud-brown hair. It’s soothing, because it stops me from imagining the visions every time I look at him.
In a quiet moment alone, Sasha turns to me. “This is your last chance, Mae. You could walk up to the camp and announce who you are. Allerton will let Ellen go in exchange for you, and then he will show you how to use your craft. It’s the simplest way.”
“And then Cas will come for me alone, getting himself killed in the process. Or he will succeed, and he will be forced to marry me because of my craft.”
“Isn’t that what you want?” she asks.
“Not like that,” I say. “Never like that. He has made a choice, and I am not that choice.”
“Has he, though? He doesn’t know the truth. He doesn’t know what you are. Maybe he would see you differently if he did.”
“We’ve been in the forest alone together for well over a week,” I snap. “Don’t you think he would have those feelings if he was ever going to have them? No, I’m his friend and nothing more. He will never love me, and that’s that.”
Sasha frowns. “You’re a stubborn girl, indeed. Very well, if that is your answer, then I wash my hands of it. I tried to make you see sense, but you’re having none of it. Now, we should go. We want to get there just after sundown, when it is too dark to recognise Cas but not so late they will be suspicious.”
I don’t answer. We simply pack away the camp into our saddlebags and leave. Sasha rides on Gwen with Cas. I have a big decision to make when we get to the camp, and so far, I don’t know what I’m going to do.
 


Chapter Nineteen – The Infiltration and Disguise
 
It is the moonlight which reveals the Borgan camp. I notice the wooden wall first, with its pointed logs shaped into spikes. The sight of them makes me shudder. The Borgans don’t want anyone to climb that wall.
As we approach, I can just make out the shape of a gate in the wall, and a couple of small windows. Fire lights up those windows. A torch carried by the guards, perhaps. We stop our animals before we are in sight, and each dismount. We’d planned this earlier, as a way to make us seem more believable. I remove Anta’s bridle and move into the trees, finding an appropriate place to hide them beneath leaves. Cas does the same with Gwen’s belongings. Then, I take Anta’s muzzle in my hands and rest my forehead against his.
“Stay safe,” I whisper. “Don’t go far. I don’t want to have to come find you again.”
Anta nickers in response.
When I let go, Anta trots into the trees with Gwen following. Cas has tears in his eyes. He looks away and rubs them with the sleeve of his tunic.
“Do you remember your names?” Sasha asks.
“Mim,” I say.
“Olef,” Cas says.
“And your story?”
“We’re beggars from Fordrencan. We ran away from our master and got lost in the woods,” I repeat.
“Good,” Sasha says with a firm nod. “Remember, answer questions as vaguely as you can. Don’t socialise or invite conversation. You’re traumatised youngsters.”
She examines each of us in turn. Dissatisfied with Cas, she ruffles his hair, smears more mud on his cheeks and rips his trousers to the ankles.
“There,” she says. “You can hardly tell he’s a prince.”
Cas grins, but beneath the grime I can see how pale and afraid he is. We all are. I’m all too aware of the dagger hidden in my boot. I haven’t told anyone about it. If someone finds it, the consequences could be dire. But I can’t go in there without something. I can’t face my father’s killer without some sort of weapon.
We retrace our steps back to the road and begin walking towards the settlement. The torches burn bright behind the windows, like beacons directing us forward. Before I entered the Waerg Woods, I never realised that people lived inside the forest. Now I know that it is home to so many, whether they are natives, Wanderers, or a completely different species. Now I know what hides in the shadows. I know the secrets of the woods. It isn’t just magic that haunts the forest; it is humans, and they are the worst of all.
“Halt!” a rough voice shouts through one of the windows. “Not one step closer. Who are you?”
“It’s Sasha,” she calls out. She places her hands out in front of her with the palms up to show she is unarmed. Cas and I do the same. “Let us in, Kaz. We need help.”
“Who are they?” the voice continues.
“Two beggars from Fordrencan. They have been lost in the words and are starving. I came across them after the Nix took my mother. They saved my life.”
The voice is silent for a few seconds, as though contemplating Sasha’s response. Then the torch moves away from the window, and I hear a scraping as the gate is unbolted. It drags along the forest floor as Kaz opens it.
“You may enter,” he says. “As long as you vouch for the two beggars.”
“I vouch for them,” Sasha says.
Kaz—who has dark features and tan skin—holds Sasha’s gaze. His mouth is fixed in a serious straight line. “You understand what that entails?”
A flicker of doubt crosses Sasha’s eyes in the moonlight. Her pause suggests that vouching for us entails a consequence that she has chosen not to inform us about. “I understand.”
“Then welcome, sister.” Kaz’s face breaks into a smile, and he opens his arms out wide. I cannot make out much about his clothes in the dark, but he does wear a cape, which billows out as he steps towards Sasha. The two of them embrace, and he squeezes her tight, like someone greeting a long-lost friend or family member. “I thought we had lost you.”
Sasha pulls away, and her face changes. A crease appears between her eyebrows. “No one stopped for us.”
“I looked for you,” Kaz says. “Allerton stopped and looked for you, too. But we had to move on.”
Sasha narrows her eyes in suspicion. Kaz keeps one hand on her arm. His gaze hardly settles on us at all. He is quite taken with Sasha, and he is young, too, perhaps a couple of years older than us. I wonder if the two of them have a history.
“Come,” he says. “You must be hungry. What have you been living on in the forest?”
“Rabbit meat and berries,” Sasha replies unenthusiastically. “What I would give for a cup of spiced wine.”
Kaz ushers us through the gate and then bolts it shut. “I’m sure we can manage that.” He calls over to a hefty man with broad shoulders. Handing him the torch, he says, “Tosar, can you cover me? Sasha is back and needs assistance.”
The man grunts and wrenches the torch from Kaz, who doesn’t even flinch. My eyes follow Tosar as he stomps towards the window. I wouldn’t like to get into a fight with him. Then a stone sinks in my guts. Is he the one who killed my father? I turn to Kaz, who is still smiling at Sasha. Or is it him?
As we walk through the camp, my skin tingles, and my stomach squirms. It’s almost impossible to play the part of a rescued beggar when all I can think about is the fact that one of these people killed the person I loved most in the world. I force myself to concentrate on the camp, forcing myself to search for any trace of Ellen.
Most of the people sit around a campfire where a pig is being rotated over the flames. There are many children sitting cross-legged by their parents. The Borgans have wooden huts with thatched roofs, which reminds me of Halts-Walden and causes my heart to twist. It’s a noisy camp, with the sound of voices in the air: from hushed whispers to raucous conversations to sensual singing. Over the top of voices comes the crack of the fire, and the smoky scent of cooked pig wafting to our nostrils. Kaz leads us towards the heat of the fire, and I am careful not to make eye contact with anyone. Someone could have seen me in the woods the night Father died. They might know who I am.
Kaz cuts generous chunks of meat from the boar and passes us each a plate. He stuffs his own face before licking his fingers with relish. My stomach growls at the sight of the food, but my guts writhe because of where I am. I can’t look out of character, so I tuck into the meat.
“I will have to take your friends to Allerton,” Kaz says, his mouth still full of pig. Some of the juice escapes and dribbles down his chin.
“So soon?” Sasha coos. “I was hoping we could catch up.”
She is flirting with him. It reminds me of Ellen and how she used to puff up her chest around the boys in Halts-Walden. She always angled her head down and looked up through the rim of lashes, fluttering them prettily. It’s a side to Sasha I haven’t seen before, and I can’t help but envy her for being able to do it.
Kaz grins. He wipes his mouth before fiddling with his dark hair. “We could get some of that spiced wine you’ve missed.”
“Sure,” Sasha says with a shrug. She plays with the sleeves of her dress whilst maintaining his eye contact.
“What about your friends?” he asks.
“Oh, they’ll stay out of trouble,” she says. “I’ll find them a place to sleep and meet you in your hut.”
He nods and backs away, moving so fast he almost trips over his feet. One of the Borgans shoos him out of her path as he hurries through the people.
“What are you doing?” I hiss at Sasha.
“This gives you some freedom to find Ellen,” she explains, “and avoids us meeting Allerton. If there is something fishy going on, he will sniff it out. It’ll be easier to fool everyone in the camp except him, trust me.”
Cas steps forward and puts a hand on her arm. “Be careful.”
It takes me a moment to realise what is happening. Sasha won’t be coming back with us. She’ll be staying with the Borgans when we escape with Ellen.
“But how are we going to get out?” I say.
Sasha fixes her sapphire eyes on me. Her red hair is haloed by the orange flames of the fire. Despite the heat, I shiver, because her eyes burn with the same intensity as that fire. “You know how.”
I don’t need to ask to know she means my craft. When the words sink in, I realise that I will have to finally use my powers in front of Cas.
Sasha turns to leave, but Cas stops her. “Wait. What did Kaz mean when he asked if you would vouch for us? What happens if we do something to jeopardise the camp?”
She folds her arms, and I see the lump in her throat. A worried expression darts across her face. She composes herself. “Nothing I can’t handle.”
Her words make the pig meat in my stomach feel like water. Whatever happens, it puts her life in danger.
Her eyes widen. “I can handle Kaz. Mae, maybe you can make it look like you got in here unaided.”
“How is she supposed to—”
“I’ll do my best,” I say, interrupting Cas.
Sasha pulls me into a hug, which takes me by surprise and almost knocks me off my feet. Her bony arms wrap around me and squeeze hard.
“I always knew you didn’t mean it,” she whispers in my ear. “You can’t kill, Mae. You don’t have it in you. You’re a good person. You need to forgive and let it go. Let it all go. Do you understand?”
I nod instead of talking, because if I talk, my emotions will erupt from beneath the surface. I struggle to blink back tears, focussing on the task ahead. It seems ridiculous to feel like this about a girl who stumbled into our lives just days ago. But then, so did Cas. I may have lost my family in Halts-Walden, but I had found real friends in the Waerg Woods, something I never thought I would have.
When I pull away from the hug, Cas wraps his arms around her. “Stay safe,” he says.
“Look after Mae,” Sasha replies. “Always.” Her expression is so stern that it pulls at my heart. I misjudged Sasha, and I wish I could go back and treat her differently. “Now find your friend and get out of here.”
We back away, aware of the eyes around us, watching the faces of people they don’t recognise. We are attracting too much attention near the fire, we need to move away and find a part of the camp more isolated, even though I hate to turn my back on Sasha.
Cas takes my hand and leads us through the rows of the wooden huts until we come to a part of the camp that is quiet. There, we crouch down and examine the place before us.
“Do you see a cage?” he asks.
“Nothing. But there is a tent in the far corner which is suspiciously grand. There are guards outside, see?” I point through the dim light. “They have swords. Why would they have armed guards, unless there is something to protect?”
We stay where we are and watch people enter and exit the tent. A tall, bulky man with a bald head and a long black robe with wide sleeves enters the tent with a following of four men. I watch as the followers lift the front of the tent to let him in. It only lasts for a moment, but I catch a glimpse of a light on inside. I think I see the edge of a desk.
“I think it’s some sort of control room,” I say. “It must be for the leader.”
“Do you think they would keep prisoners in the same place as the leader?”
“No, but Ellen isn’t a usual prisoner. She’s the craft-born.” I think back to what Sasha told me about the Borgans and how they hope to tutor the craft-born. That means the most powerful person in the camp would want to be near the craft-born at all times. I don’t know why, but I know in my gut that Ellen is inside that tent. “We need to get closer.”
Most of the Borgans wear capes, and we manage to find two inside an empty tent. My father would not be pleased with me stealing, but the capes provide good cover and allow us to move through the campsite without attracting attention. I pull the hood over my face, and Cas does the same. In my boot, I am all too aware of the sharp metal resting against my leg. I still have the dagger. But can I use it?
As we move closer to the control tent, we find two glasses and pretend to be drinking and talking near the campfire. The extra light means we get a better view, but the entrance is obscured by the closed tent flaps. We have to wait until someone leaves or enters before we can see inside.
Suddenly, the flap opens, and the bald man strides out. He is even taller than I realised, and he holds his clasped hands out in front of him like Norton always used to in Halts-Walden. His shoulders are thrown back, and his chin is lifted high so that when he looks at those around him, he looks down on them. His skin is so pale it is almost white, and the firelight shimmers against it. I’m so distracted by him that I almost forget to check the tent.
Cas gasps, alerting me that he has seen something.
“What is it?” I ask. My voice is so whispery it is like a breeze on a cold day.
“Ellen. She’s inside the control tent. But Sasha was right about the cage. I don’t know how we’re going to get her out, Mae. We can’t take on the guards and we can’t break into a cage. How are we going to do it?”
“Maybe we need a distraction,” I suggest.
“A distraction would get us in the tent. But how could we get Ellen out?”
I open my mouth to answer, but the words remain frozen in my throat. The bald man stops walking, and his head begins to turn towards me. My eyes are drawn to him, and a small smile plays on his lips. It’s as if he has heard something no one else has. When he stops suddenly, one of his guards walks straight into his back. The man does not seem concerned in the slightest. Instead, he turns his head to stare straight at me. When he does, something like lightening shoots up and down my spine, and I realise that I’m standing as straight as a fence post.
A chill spreads over my skin when I see his eyes. They are pure gold, unlike anything I have ever seen. They cannot be human eyes. The rest of his face is almost flat. There are no eyebrows on his head, and his nose is straight and long. His face is wide and flabby. With his dark robes, it gives the impression of a spherical floating head, which could have been comic, had it not been for those fierce, cat-like eyes.
He turns on his heel. It’s a sharp and deliberate motion, and before I know it, he’s approaching us both. I want to sink back into my hood away from him. My head tells me to run away, but some sick curiosity forces me to stay. I feel Cas go very still behind me and am only just aware of him clenching his fists in my peripheral vision.
“That man is coming straight towards us,” he says in a breathy voice.
“Just stick to the story. If we run away now, it will seem more suspicious,” I say.
I suck in a deep breath and try to stop myself fiddling nervously with the edge of the cape. A Borgan wouldn’t do that. And now I am one of them.
Up close, those eyes burn out of his face like fire. He moves noiselessly along the ground, like a ghost. His guards remain glued to his side.
“Forgive me, young ones. I do not recognise you. Could you give me your names?” he asks.
“We joined a few days ago,” I say, unsure whether I should add ‘your majesty’ or ‘sir’ or something else on the end of that sentence. “We were beggars from Fordrencan. I am Mim, and this is Olef, my friend. Our master beat us, so we ran away into the woods. That’s where we joined you.”
He looks us both up and down. My heart sinks when I notice him examine Cas’s jacket carefully. You can still make out the embroidery beneath the mud. “I see. How interesting. If you have been here only a few days, then you may not know me by name yet.” He places his hands under his chin like a steeple and his forehead creases as though he is lifting his eyebrows. However, he moves only skin.
“Of course I do, sir,” I say. “Everyone knows who you are.”
“Come now,” he says with a small wave of his hand. “There is no need to call me sir. Allerton will do.”
The risk paid off. My heart thumps against my chest, and I allow myself to let out a little breath in relief.
“Come,” he says, waving us closer. “You must dine with me.”
It’s only as we approach the tent that the cold realisation hits me. If this is Allerton, then he is the man who organised Ellen’s kidnapping. He is the man who killed my father.
 


Chapter Twenty – The Captured Cat
 
My first thought when I see Ellen caged is of a travelling circus that once stopped in Halts-Walden. They had a big cat with sleek black fur living in a cage. When you got too close, it growled and bared its fangs. Ellen sees me first, and she runs to the bars, gripping them so hard her knuckles whiten. I have to quickly turn my head and place a finger to my lips, avoiding the gaze of Allerton and his guards.
A flicker of understanding crosses her face, and she gives an almost imperceptible nod in my direction.
The tent is far more luxurious inside than it is outside. Candlelit lanterns with ornate engravings hang from the tent poles, and the ground is coated in thick carpets with colourful patterns. Silk drapes ripple down from the ceiling. There is a generous wooden desk filled with papers. On the desk, a quill lays next to an inkwell, its nib blackened by fresh ink.
Ellen’s prison is located on the far left of the tent, the entrance comes in nearer the right, and between them there is a long table filled with plates of food and fruit. My mouth waters as I survey the delicious delights. I don’t recognise half the goods, like a green fruit cut open to reveal tender purple flesh. There are grilled roots in a bright scarlet and tiny yellow berries.
“Not a lot of people realise how much treasure is hidden in the Waerg Woods,” Allerton says, taking a seat at the head of the table. He gestures for Cas and me to sit next to him. “Of course, most people are too afraid to enter the woods, and rightly so. There is a lot to fear.” He bites on a red root and then grins. The bright red juice has coated his teeth, making it appear that he has bloody saliva. The sight is so gruesome, it makes the hair on my neck stand on end. “I’m sure you’ve had your fair share of troubles in the forest.”
Cas and I exchange a glance, one that wonders who should answer his indirect question. I’m having trouble containing myself around the leader of the Borgans. My palms are sweaty, and more than once I have to wipe them on my trousers underneath the table. My mind keeps buzzing with thoughts. Did he kill my father? Or did he order his guards to do it? Was he even there? The blood thuds in my ears, pounding so hard I almost don’t hear Cas’s reply.
“We came across a strange flock of birds,” he says.
I inwardly cringe. We can make Cas look like an urchin, but he still sounds like a prince. We never thought about that before we entered the camp.
“A flock of birds you say? The aciflights, perhaps? Were you burned by them?” Allerton asks.
Cas nods.
“Yes, nasty little creatures. They have a poison, which is a lot like what people in Cyne city call acid. It burns the skin on touch.” His eyes examine me, trailing over my face, looking for evidence, for scarring. “But I see you both healed well.”
“I’m trained some in medicine,” I say quietly, forcing the words out. “I made poultices.”
“Very clever,” Allerton says as he breaks open a bread roll. “Very clever indeed. And what else did you encounter in the woods?”
He is testing us, trying to get us to open up so that he can fish for information. The more we talk, the more likely we are to slip up. He doesn’t believe our story and never has.
“A wood nymph,” I say.
“And yet here you are to tell the tale.” Allerton raises his eyebrows in over-exaggerated surprise. “Not many can say that after facing a wood nymph.”
“No, she was difficult to reason with,” I admit, trying not to stray too far from the truth. “Luckily, Olef is strong enough to see through her… guise.” The irony of the words hit me as I say them. Allerton also notices, because the corners of his mouth turn up in satisfaction.
“Imagine that,” he says, chewing on bread covered with preserves. “Now, youngsters. You haven’t eaten a single morsel, and yet you must still be recovering from your trials in the woods. Please, help yourselves.”
I lean across the table and take a handful of yellow berries. It takes almost all my willpower to stop my hand from shaking. When I pop one of the berries into my mouth it tastes far bitterer than I had expected, and I force myself to chew on.
Allerton lets out a chuckle, which sounds more like a feminine giggle. “Tika berries are not as delicious as they look, are they? But they are very good for the heart, so eat on, young Mim.”
Allerton’s voice is very controlled and even. All of his mannerisms are the same. He moves in fluid motions, never straying from his target. When he chooses food, his eyes lock onto the thing he wants and immediately his arm swoops out towards it. He never lets his gaze move over the table, surveying the delights. He just seems to know. I cannot stop watching him, wondering who he is and how he came to lead the Borgans. When I think about what Sasha said and how the Borgans help the craft-born, bile rises in my throat. How can I think of any of that, when this man most likely killed my father? The tent suddenly seems stifling hot, and I want to be anywhere but sat next to this man.
“You seem troubled, Mim. I’m sorry, I forget that we have company in the tent.” His gaze directs towards Ellen in her cage. Again, my stomach lurches. “Unfortunately the lovely young lady in the corner has been refusing to cooperate. I would love to release her, but, alas, I cannot for her own safety.”
“Get knotted!” Ellen shouts from the cage. That’s very much like the Ellen I know and mildly hate.
Cas stiffens next to me. He’s probably never seen the angry side of his future wife before.
“What a charming young thing she is,” Allerton says with a heavy sigh. “And to think she is the craft-born herself, the one true saviour of the realm and most possibly more powerful than any of us put together.”
“Why would you tell us that?” I find myself saying. “Wouldn’t you want to keep that a secret?”
“I would,” he says. “If I thought it was true. You see, the girl in that cage could have escaped umpteen times over if she was the true craft-born. Not even iron can stop true craft. Some legends of old claim that it diminishes magic, but not for the craft-born—no, they are too powerful for that. No, sadly, it would seem that we have the wrong girl in that cage.”
I shoot a glance towards Cas, but he is staring pointedly at his hands on the table, with a strange, frozen look on his face.
“I told you,” Ellen says loudly from her prison. “I haven’t figured out how to use them yet.” She stares at Cas. She knows exactly who he is and why he is here. There is a note of desperation in her voice, one which suggests she is terrified that Cas will turn his back on her if he believes she is not the craft-born after all. “No one has taught me to use my powers. I just know that I have them.”
Allerton rolls his eyes. “How very dull, my dear. It really is no fun when there’s nothing to play with.” He pouts. “And I have so very much to teach. Yet you won’t even try properly.”
“Maybe you should start with the basics,” I suggest. “Is there some way to focus on the source of the craft? Where does it come from?” I try to keep my tone neutral, but inside I am abuzz with all kinds of emotions attempting to rupture. I have a desire to lunge at Allerton and wrap my hands around his throat, but at the same time I want to hear what he can teach me. Part of me wants to free Ellen right now, and part of me wants to run away from the tent, from the Borgans and out of the Waerg Woods, never looking back.
“Well, I suppose I could tell her about how the craft comes from the elements—earth, wind, fire, and water.” He idly polishes a knife with the sleeve of his robes. “You have probably heard that magic was destroyed over the course of many wars throughout the realm, wars that began with humans against magical creatures, and ended up between warlocks and kings. For the most part, magic was destroyed in Aegunlund, but not completely.” He sets down the knife, clears his throat, and clicks his fingers. A tiny flame floats above his thumb. I gasp, and Cas starts. “Warlocks still exist, my dear, but they are not the same as the craft-born, oh no. Oho! No. That is something very different indeed.”
“What is the craft-born?” I ask.
“She is the embodiment of magic. Nature exists in all things, and therefore so does the craft. But only the craft-born—the talisman, if you like—can allow the magic to flow through all things. Without the craft-born, it remains clogged, caught in the throat of the world.” He shrugs. “Perhaps it is our curse for killing the Ancients.”
“Who were they?” I ask.
“Those who existed before us. Those for whom the magic simply was. Those who never needed a talisman, who were all craft-born.”
“So how can you perform magic?” I say.
“When the craft-born exists, warlocks are strengthened by the surge of power throughout the realm. When she comes to her full strength, the craft-born can use the four elements to bend to her own will. She can make nature do whatever she wants.” He leans in as he speaks, and I smell the hint of root vegetables on his breath, like sweet soil. His amber eyes glow bright. With a flick of his wrist, he gestures back to Ellen and snarls. “This creature cannot make anything bend to her will, nor can I bend her to mine. We are at an impasse. A pointless and predictable impasse. Halts-Walden ransacked for no reason, the prince lost for nothing. Just a silly little girl who lied to be queen.”
Cas’s eyes widen, and I see him turn to Ellen. When he does, I try to catch Ellen’s attention, shaking my head very slightly. She has tears in her eyes, and if she allows herself to show weakness now, she will show Cas that she is not the craft-born after all, and I will have to admit to my lies. I can’t let that happen. Not now. Not after everything.
When Ellen has composed herself, I turn back to Allerton. This time, my skin feels as though it is on fire. “What happened in Halts-Walden?”
He flaps an arm, and his sleeves ripple. “Oh, a disaster. I sent my men in to retrieve the craft-born, only some idiot beggar man got in their way. I almost lost one of my guards, and they had to kill the man, as well as two of the prince’s bodyguards. It was a terrible mess.”
I’m on my feet before Cas can clutch my arm. The guards step forward with their swords drawn. Allerton laughs in his hideous giggle, because he knows he has won. He knows he has revealed us for who we truly are. I don’t care. I can hardly see the room because of the mist that has fallen over my eyes. I see nothing but fat Allerton laughing at me and laughing at the death of my father.
“He was worth fifty of you.” The words come out through my clenched teeth. My fists grip the tablecloth.
“Who, dear?” Allerton says. “The beggar we killed? Oh my, well, that would mean that you are not from Fordrencan at all, are you? Sit down, dear.” He dabs his mouth with a napkin.
I want to wipe that smug smile from his face. He licks his lips and shuffles deeper into his seat, composing himself, waiting for me to sit. Well, I won’t. Eventually one of the guards forces me back into the chair.
“So you have come to help your friend,” he says. “Such a shame you were found out.” He clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “The first rule in trying to trick someone is to never underestimate your victim. It would seem you forgot that rule, dear Mim. Now, would you care to tell me your real name?”
I do not speak. I’m half aware of Cas squirming in the seat next to me. I don’t know if Allerton knows he is the crown prince yet. Were the Borgans aware of us being together on the night they attacked our village? I’m not sure. I must keep my wits about me.
“That’s a pity. I suppose I will have to call you Mim for now.”
My hands tremble, not from fear but from the red-hot anger which is searing through my veins like a forest fire. It takes all the strength I can muster to stop myself lunging at him.
Allerton stops smiling, and his features turn sombre. His eyelids lower as he speaks. “I see the resemblance now. You are his daughter. My dear Mim, I am very sorry for your loss. My instructions were quite clear. The guards were to take the girl and not harm the villagers, but I saw it with my own eyes. Dear, your father threw himself at my men like a madman.”
His words paint the picture I never wanted to see. Now that I know what the guards look like, I can piece together the entire sorry scene. Tears sting my eyes. I won’t let them come. I won’t. I need to hold it together so I can finish this.
“Why would he do that?” Allerton continues. “Why would he sacrifice his life for someone he isn’t even related to? The prince’s guards had a duty to serve, but why did your father die for that girl over there?” He gestures to Ellen. “It’s so strange.”
I stare down at my hands, but I can see his golden eyes examining the side of my face. Of course Father died thinking he was protecting me, thinking that the men had come for the craft-born. I can’t tell if Allerton has figured this out yet.
“So if you are not Mim from Fordrencan,” Allerton says. “Then who is this rather handsome fellow sitting next to you?” He points to Cas with a flourish, and I sense Cas sinking down in his chair. “Stand up, dear. Let’s get a look at you.”
There’s a slow creak as Cas pushes his chair away. I see two pale hands gripping the edge of the table. I follow those hands to Cas’s ripped and muddied jacket. Despite its wear and tear, you can still clearly see the embroidery on the sleeve. We were fools to think we could disguise ourselves. No one from Halts-Walden would wear a jacket like that. When I meet Cas’s eyes, my heart sinks to see the stark look of fear in them.
Allerton leans forward and places his chin on his steepled fingers. “You’ve clearly been living in the woods for a while. There is a most definite stench of mud.” He curls up his lip in disgust. “However, those clothes are rather fine.” His eyes narrow, and it is as though I can see the cogs of his brain working out our innermost secrets. I have to do something to stop Cas being discovered.
I glance over to Ellen, who has her face pressed up against the metal bars with tears streaming down her face. She has the look of someone who has seen victory snatched from her at the last moment. I think of Allerton’s harsh words—saying she is unable to escape on her own. Well, she is not on her own anymore, and I’d love to see the look on his face when she proves him wrong.
There’s only one thing I can do, one thing that might save us all. I have to let the circus animal out of the cage.
 


Chapter Twenty-One – The Craft-Born and the King
 
Allerton’s voice drones on as I quietly close my eyes. My head is angled down, looking at my hands so that he does not notice what I’m doing. With my eyes shut, I think of my dreams, those strange dreams where I found myself becoming one with nature. According to Allerton, I can control the elements, and I focus on that ability, that power. I focus on it with all my might.
The tent falls silent. Next to me, Allerton lets out a small gasp.
“The power,” I hear him whisper in awe.
Then something rips through my body, a shudder like nothing I’ve experienced before. My hair lifts from the back of my neck. It flies before my eyes as a powerful wind sweeps through the tent, rattling the table and pushing us all back. I fall backwards, landing next to Cas on the carpeted floor.
The wind picks up books, papers, and curtains, throwing them around the tent. The guards fall backwards, shielding their eyes from the force of the wind. Using my focus, I direct the wind towards Ellen’s cell and, with all my might, blow the door straight off the hinges. Ellen—a girl who never misses an opportunity when she sees it—stands up straight as she walks out of the cage. I move the wind back, so that it will not knock her over, and allow her to walk freely, with just her hair batting around her face. She keeps an expression of complete control on her face, playing the part well. She glances at me once, and I nod just a little to let her know that it’s me.
When she has walked to the centre of the tent, I get onto my feet and pull Cas up. Allerton stands, and I force the wind back at him, knocking him against the tent wall, which unsteadies the structure. The tent is beginning to implode on itself, and we need to get out before we are stuck beneath the heavy sheets of canvas. This is our only chance to escape.
“We have to go,” I say.
Ellen reaches across and takes Cas’s hand. They run through the tent together. 
My powers are draining. This is the most I’ve ever used them, and I don’t know how long they will last. We burst out of the tent back into the campsite. In the distance, Ellen and Cas continue to run through the camp until I can no longer see them, and for a moment, I freeze. With a sick feeling, I realise that they have left me behind. They have left the camp together, without even checking that I’m with them. How could they?
Allerton is not far behind me, making me all too aware of his presence. I feel his eyes on my back. I want to follow Cas and Ellen out of the camp, but the dagger burns next to my leg. It longs to be used, to be thrust into the gut of that fat, smug man.
I turn back.
I reach down and pull the dagger from my boot. Allerton’s eyes grow wide as he sees it. The wind circles us, sending his robe into a flutter of black, twisting my cape around my neck. I shrug it off. I step forward, clutching the dagger.
“I know it’s you,” he says. “I knew it the moment I saw you. The others may be fooled, but I am not. They may think you are an average little girl, without anything special, but I see you for what you really are, and that is powerful.”
I grip the hilt of the dagger. “I don’t care what you think. You’re a murderer!”
Allerton shakes his head. There’s a hint of sadness in his shining eyes, a hint of regret. “No one was supposed to get hurt. I’m sorry about your father. I truly am.”
The sincerity in his voice makes me falter. I steel myself and take a step closer. “This is a trick. You just want to live.”
“The truth is that you need me,” he shouts through the wind. “You need me to help you control your power. Look around you. Look what you have done.”
It’s only then that I see the hurricane ripping through the camp, tearing the roofs from the huts, knocking people from their feet. The shock staggers me. I try to focus on calming the wind, but it won’t. It simply carries on with its destruction.
“Make it stop!” I yell. “Make it turn off!”
“It’s not a switch, Mim,” Allerton says. “Your emotions are too high. You are letting your grief control you and your power. You need to calm yourself deep within.”
“I can’t.” My voice is drowned by the howling winds. “I can’t do it.” I turn back to Allerton and step forward. “It’s because I came here to avenge my father’s death. The only thing that will work is killing you.”
A freezing cold sensation spreads over my skin, finally cooling the red-hot rage. I take two steps closer to Allerton, holding out my dagger. His guards are still trapped beneath the collapsed tent. The rest of the camp are too busy running for their lives to stop me. This is it. This is the moment I have been waiting for, the moment I promised to my dead father that I would fulfil. It is time to kill the man responsible for his death, to finally deliver justice. I move closer and place the dagger at his throat. Allerton’s golden eyes widen in shock, and he lifts his hands in surrender.
“Mae!” A familiar voice jolts me out of my spell. Sasha stands behind Allerton, her red hair whipped up by the wind. “Mae, don’t do this.”
“So your allegiance is to them,” I spit. “I thought you would turn on us eventually.”
“No, Mae, it’s not. Don’t do this, because if you do, you will change. If you take a person’s life… There’s no coming back. I don’t want that to happen to you,” she pleads.
I swallow and turn back to Allerton. His mouth is open in shock, and his forehead is lifted and wrinkled. His eyes beseech me. He has no weapon, and no way of fighting back. All around us, the wind continues to howl in a terrible wail of despair.
This is not how I imagined delivering justice. This is not what I thought it would be like. I thought it would be heroic and passionate, not sleazy and pathetic. The winds howl louder, and I finally realise why. They are my tears. The wind is doing what I could not. It is grieving.
I drop the knife to the ground. Allerton staggers backwards. My knees collapse from beneath me as I do the one thing I said I would never do. I can’t stop it. It’s like a force I have never experienced before, stronger than the wind ever was, and it hits me so hard that I’m on my knees in the soil.
I cry.
The wall comes down, and I cry so hard I can’t breathe. I plunge my hands into the soil and then beat the ground with my fists. At the same time, the wind stops howling. The breeze calms to nothing. The only howl comes from me.
Warm arms wrap around me, and I find myself sobbing into red hair. Sasha makes soothing noises and strokes my head until the sobbing subsides. I eventually pull away, wiping away tears with dirty hands and streaking mud all down myself.
I am about to open my mouth to thank her when a horn sounds out from nearby. Thundering hooves approach the camp, a horse snorts, and a cavalry forces its way through the gate. A stunning white mare stops a short distance from us, carrying a man dressed in chainmail with a bright red cape embroidered with a dancing dragon. He dismounts and lifts his helmet to reveal a face that seems oddly familiar. He is grey-haired, with pale eyes and a firm jaw. He stands upright, very straight, with lips that are downturned into a ferocious frown.
“Where is my son?” The man not so much speaks as growls.
Sasha gasps. “I think that’s the king.”
Cas’s father walks straight past us and strides up to Allerton. He places a hand over the Allerton’s jaw and squeezes. “I will not ask again. Where is my son?”
Allerton attempts to speak through his squashed lips but manages only a mumble. Cas’s father releases him. “He ran away with the girl.” Allerton glances across to me. “The craft-born.”
The king swears and kicks the soil with a roar. “That idiotic twit! Three days of trekking through that blasted forest, and the shit runs away.”
Before I know what I’m doing I get to my feet. “I can find him.”
The king turns to me slowly. Oh, he has Cas’s eyes all right, but they are nothing like Cas. The king has eyes like frozen opals. They are hard and cold, with little emotion. Cas has eyes like the moon. They are wide and open and change colour depending on his mood. I see little of Cas’s good nature in his father.
“And who might you be?” the king asks.
“I’m the idiotic twit who suggested your son go after Ellen in the first place, so you can take it out on me rather than him if you want.” I lift up my chin to hide the fear causing me to quake in my shoes. Allerton chuckles. The last thing I need reminding of is the fact that Allerton is still alive and my father is dead.
The king moves forward and grabs me by the collar of my tunic. Every time he moves, his chain mail chinks like soft bells. “You will find me my son, you dirty little urchin. I’ve not spent three long days in that wasteland for nothing. He’d better be with the craft-born. It’ll be the only thing he’s good for, if he marries her.” He roughly releases my tunic.
As the king walks away, I flash a goodbye glance at Sasha. My world has turned upside down in just a few moments, and I wish I had the words to thank her for helping me, for stopping me making the worst mistake of my life. I wish I had the time. She waves.
“I’ll miss you, White Hart,” she calls.
The old nickname given to me by the people of Halts-Walden twists at my heart. I wave back, avoiding Allerton. That wound is still wide open, but Sasha managed to help me heal it a little at the corners.
The king strides over to his horse and mounts it. One of his guard helps me up onto the withers of a grey mare. The king doesn’t even wait for me to settle before he is galloping out of the camp. A pang bursts in my chest as we pass the broken-down huts. It was my grief that caused the destruction. I never should have let it happen.
Back into the forest, I direct the king towards where we left Gwen and Anta. If I know Cas, he will have gone straight to his horse. When I think of him running out of the camp without me, my gut aches. How could he leave me behind? Stop whining, Mae. You knew from the very beginning he never liked you.
We weave through a new thicket, which is more like shadows interlaced with trees the night sky is so dark. My eyes strain as I search for any sight of Cas or the animals. There’s a blur of white, and my heart soars.
“Anta,” I cry as the white stag trots out from the trees.
“Look at that beast,” the king says. “I must have it.” He reaches for his bow.
“No!” I cry. I drop down from the horse and run to my stag, protecting him with my body. “You will not hunt him.”
The king raises his bow. “Get out of my way, girl. These are my woods, and I will hunt whatever I like in them.”
“You will not hunt him. He is mine.” The tears are close to the surface again, and my voice shakes. I’ve not come so far to lose Anta as well as Father. And Finn… and Sasha. I wrap my arms around Anta’s neck, holding him tight.
“Stop fooling around and get out of the way, or I will shoot you.”
“No!” I scream.
The king lets loose his arrow, and it plunges into my side. I scream and clutch onto Anta’s fur. He lets out a groan of agony as though he feels the arrow in his own side.
“Father!” Cas comes running out of the forest trees. As I feel the blood trickle down my side, he rushes over to me. “Mae, no. Father, what have you done?” He stares at the arrow in horror.
“I’m hunting, son, what does it look like?” The king replaces his bow and dismounts. “Well, seeing as the little brat is determined to stop my fun, hello, dear Casimir,” he says in a voice laced with sarcasm. “What a pleasure it is to see you again, and looking so regal in your rags. Gods above, what have you done to your hair?”
“Never mind my hair—you need to get help to Mae. She’s bleeding!”
The king clouts his son around the head, hitting him with such a heavy blow that Ellen screams as she exits the thicket. “That is no way to address your king.”
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Cas mutters. “Please help my friend. She is bleeding, Your Majesty.”
Seeing the distant look in Cas’s eyes is almost as painful as the arrow in my side. Ellen stares at the scene, aghast. She eventually puts her hand inside his. I flinch away from them all.
“Very well. Where is the healer? Come forth, you old cretin,” the king says, rolling his eyes with boredom.
A man in dark blue robes hurries forth. His eyes widen at my wound. “Oh, this is very bad indeed.”
“That’s not helping,” I say between gritted teeth.
“We need to remove the arrow and swiftly. But she will lose a lot of blood, and bandages need to be applied.” The man is very old, with crinkling eyes and white stubble on his cheeks. Still, he clicks his fingers, and the guards are at his side in seconds. “Fetch my tools from the carriage, and something to carry her on.”
“I’m not leaving Anta while he is around.” I glare at the king.
“I am your king, and you will address me as such.” His eyes flash with temper.
“Your Majesty,” I say with a sneer. I’m too angry and in too much pain to be afraid of him. What kind of coward shoots an arrow at a girl?
“Father, Mae saved my life on more than one occasion when we were in the woods. Spare her and her stag, please.” He tries to move between the king and me, but His Majesty is still staring me down with his austere glare. Cas rushes to where we stashed our belongings. “Look! This is the stag’s bridle. Mae is telling the truth. She rides Anta like a horse.”
The king briefly glances at the bridle in Cas’s hand. “Fine. We don’t have time for this nonsense. Casimir, you will ride the stag, and the craft-born can ride your horse. Healer—get the injured girl into the carriage and fix her on the way back to Cyne. We need a new housemaid in the Red Palace, although that insolent streak will need to be beaten out of her.”
“Father, I don’t think—”
“It’s Your Majesty,” the king booms. “And I will do what I want. Now move your sorry arses before I put another arrow in the girl. This time I won’t miss the heart.” He grins at me, flashing his teeth. My bravado fails. Cold fear runs through my veins.
As the healer helps me onto the stretcher, all I can think of is the vision shown to me by the Nix. I’m one step closer to it coming true.
 


Chapter Twenty-Two – The Way to Cyne
 
The healer pokes and prods around in my wound as we ride in the carriage.
“It’s not deep,” he says. “I suspect His Majesty did not release the arrow at full strength. Then you really would have been in trouble.”
“How lucky I am not to have incurred his full wrath,” I snap. 
“You are lucky,” he replies, his voice straining as he yanks the piece of metal from my flesh. I let out a cry. “You may not realise this, but talking to His Majesty in the way you spoke to him is treason. You should really watch your tongue before he cuts it out.” He leans closer and waggles his flaky eyebrows. “Or worse. In fact, I believe the only reason you were not executed on the spot was because of your services to His Highness.”
“You mean Casimir?” I say.
The healer applies something cool and refreshing to my skin. “Yes, Casimir. His Highness to you now, if you want to live.” His voice softens. “Listen, we’ve all had the equivalent of one of His Majesty’s arrowheads stuck in our backside from time to time, and if you want to learn how to survive in the Red Palace, you should listen carefully.”
“Go on,” I say.
The healer winds a bandage around my stomach. We are intimate in the small space, thrown together when the carriage bumps over the uneven ground. He lowers his voice. “The king is a tyrant. We all know it; I imagine you know it, too. He rules Aegunlund with an iron fist, but he is susceptible to flattery. How do you think an old codger like me has survived court for so long? Hmm? It’s not by standing up for what I believe in, I can tell you that.” He chuckles as he fixes the bandage in place. It is a warm chuckle, but with a hollow edge. The laugh of a man who gave up on his principles a long time ago.
“I can’t do that,” I say. “I can’t switch off what I think is wrong. How can you stand by while a man like him shoots an arrow into a girl at close range? What kind of people are you?”
The healer’s eyes turn to stone, and he yanks the bandage so tight that I yelp. “The kind who keep their heads.”
And with that, my wound is dressed. We continue the journey in silence.
It’s only when the trees begin to thin that I realise how far we’ve travelled through the Waerg Woods. The Borgan camp lies on the northeast edge of the forest, which means the carriage takes less than a day to exit the woods. With my fingers gripping the side of the carriage, I watch the trees disappear behind us. We rise up a slow hill, and the thicket of woods turns into a green blanket, stretching out far behind us. As we travel onto the stone slabs of the Cyne road, the smoothness is almost unsettling.
The landscape changes from long meadows dotted with isolated farms, to more concentrated villages where scruffy young children run along the side of the carriage. We stop in a town called Aberlock, which is nestled by the conflux of the stream running from the Waerg Woods into the Sverne. A tall mill rotates by the waterside. Rapids gush over stones, and salmon leap over the current.
When the king’s carriage pulls into the town, a number of men drop their farming tools, put down their children, or abandon their bread and cheese in order to welcome the king. They fuss around the horses, bringing pails of water and bales of hay. The tavern owner rushes out of the door, wringing a cloth in his hands and jittering from one foot to the other. After the healer helps me out of the carriage, I hear the way he stutters in the presence of the king.
“Your Majesty.” He bows low. “Will you be staying the night? I can have your rooms set up within the hour. We can house your horses in the stables and…”—his eyes trail up and down Anta—“the stag.”
The king flicks his cape behind his back and pulls his gloves from his hand as he strides into the tavern named the Rushing Brook. People scatter away from him, bowing low. I have no desire to follow him, so instead I decide to tend to Anta. Cas dismounts him and hands me the reins.
“Did he give you a good ride?” I ask. My voice sounds stiff even to my ears.
“It was a little bumpy,” he admits. “How do you ride him without getting one of your eyes poked out?” He regards Anta’s antlers dubiously. His face freezes when he glances down towards the bloodstain on my tunic. “How is…?”
“The healer patched me up.” I manage a thin smile.
Cas stares at his feet. “I’m sorry,” he says.
I nod and turn to leave, but he catches my arm with his hand.
“I thought you were right behind us. It was only once we’d run into the trees that I realised you weren’t there. Was it Allerton? Did he try to capture you?” Cas asks.
“Yes,” I lie. “I had to fight him off.”
Cas lets go of my arm, and his hand falls limply to his side. “I’m sorry… I…”
There’s nothing he can say to make it better. “You should have looked back.”
Cas swallows and balls the hem of his tunic in his fist. He can’t ever go back and not leave me in the Borgan camp. Nor can he stop his father’s arrow from hitting me.
“I should help Ellen down from Gwen,” he says after the pause becomes uncomfortable. “She’s not used to riding.”
“Yes, of course.” I lead Anta to the stables.
 
*
 
As the king, his son, and his men dine in the Rushing Brook, I sleep in the stables. The floor is cold and hard against my wound, but Anta lies on the straw and lets me curl up against his side. I am dozing like this when three guards come into the stable, carrying a bucket of hot water, clean clothes, a plate of food, and a glass of warm wine.
“Casimir,” I whisper to myself while ogling the meat pie. My stomach growls in anticipation. At least he didn’t forget about me this time.
When I’m clean, dry, and sated, I drift to sleep with my head resting on Anta’s stomach, soothed by the rise and fall of his breathing and the softness of his downy fur. I wake at first light and am the first to saddle up for the journey back to Cyne.
“I missed you in the tavern last night,” Cas says.
I whip around, not having heard footsteps approach. After the shock of seeing his silver eyes open and relaxed in the early light, I shrug. “I had to make sure no one poached Anta.”
“He won’t now,” Cas says. “I promise he will never hurt him. Not while I’m around.” His smile stretches into a warm grin.
“Help me up, will you? I want to ride Anta back.” I lift a leg so Cas can haul me onto Anta’s back.
“I will not,” he says, his jaw tightening. “You were shot by an arrow yesterday. You’re in no condition to ride. I’ll take Anta again. He’s a good steed. Aren’t you, boy?” He pats the stag on the withers, and Anta nickers in response.
“Very well,” I say with a sigh. “I can see you two have bonded. I suppose I’m destined to be confined in a small space with that blasted old fogey all the way to Cyne.”
“Now, that isn’t fair. Baxter isn’t a day over ninety-two, and you know it.” He points at me with a faux-serious look on his face.
Despite myself, I chuckle. Cas responds, too, and for a moment, it feels as if the world melts around us. Yet deep down, I know this will be the last time we joke together like friends. He will always be the prince, and I will always be the scruffy girl with mud splatters on her cheek who feels more comfortable sleeping in the stables than a bed.
Unless I tell him.
That went really well last time. I told the truth, and it was so ridiculous to him that he didn’t believe me. But… I could show him. A mad impulse takes me over.
“Cas, do you remember when we were being held captive by the Ibenas?”
He stands with his arm around Anta’s shoulder, idly running his fingers through Anta’s fur. When I mention the Ibenas, his back straightens. “Remember? How could I forget? I never thought we would make it out of that place alive.”
“Do you remember what—”
“Casimir!” Ellen appears in the tavern doorway and waves enthusiastically at him. She’s back in her finery and therefore back in her comfort zone. My cheeks prickle as I notice the way her scarlet dress pinches in at the waist and pushes up her breasts. Her ebony hair is half plaited, with the rest hanging down in tendrils over her chest. One braid has been wrapped around her forehead like a crown. She gathers her skirts and runs down the steps to her future husband. He only has eyes for her, and it is as if a second arrow hits me in the stomach. “There you are! Oh, hello, Mae.”
“How are you going to ride in that outfit?” I stare at her, aghast.
“I’ll be perfectly fine.” She grips her skirts a little harder.
“You could ride in the carriage with Mae,” Cas suggests.
The blood drains from my face, and I spot Ellen’s cheeks whitening. I may have saved her life, but that does not mean I want to spend days cooped up in a tiny carriage with her.
“But then I won’t be able to talk to you, my prince,” she says with a pretty bow. “I do so enjoy getting to know you better.”
When the king has eaten and drunk his fill, we leave the village. I watch the tavern keeper from the window of the carriage and can almost feel the sigh of relief he gives as we leave, his shoulders slumping forwards. It bothers me that the people are so afraid of the king. What does he do to elicit this response from the realm? How cruel can he be?
Cruel enough to shoot me with his arrow. A shudder runs down my spine as I remember the bored expression in his eyes. He strikes me as a man who could never love another person, not a wife nor a child. My heart aches for Cas. The time with my father was brief, but at least it was full of warmth and love. I can’t imagine the king embracing his son, or even sharing a kind word.
Our journey back to Cyne is uneventful. The road is long and straight, passing occasional travellers or market traders. The landscape changes from rolling hills and green meadows, to muddy towns and farms. Soon we pass towns that are larger, that bring with them the stench of waste. Here, I see poor people with bones that are protruding from their thin skin. The sight of their king fills them with forced joy. Some bow to the floor, one hand held out, hoping for charity. They receive none.
“Why are there no crops here?” I ask the healer. I nod towards the low clouds hanging over the scene.
“It’s the fumes,” he says. “It killed most of the fields from Cyne to the river.”
“Fumes? What is that?”
“Smoke that comes from the Red Palace. When the last craft-born died and magic left the realm, the king had to develop a way to keep the Red Palace functioning. The only way he could do it was through burning coal from the Haedalands. The only problem is the smog, you see.”
The carriage trundles on through the towns, and as it does, the smoke thickens. The scent of the air changes, with overpowering acrid odour. I can no longer smell the trees or honeysuckle, nor the pine of the Waerg Woods. This is unlike anything I’ve experienced before; the closest smell that I can remember is when the blacksmith’s caught on fire in Halts-Walden. Hot metal, leather, and thatch had burned that day.
I cover my mouth with my sleeve. “Is it always like this?”
The healer shrugs.
There’s a heavy grinding of gates, as well as shouts and an announcing horn. I peer out of the carriage window. There isn’t much visible through the dense fumes, but I make out the shapes of guards opening the gates to the city Cyne. For a short moment, my heart swells with pride when I remember being a young girl staring out the window of our hut, dreaming of one day travelling the realm. Now I am at the king’s city itself.
But then I remember all the heartbreak that has led me here. My father dying, Finn sacrificing himself for us, Cas running from the Borgans, never even looking back. The smoke-covered city doesn’t seem like such an achievement anymore, not when the king has already shot an arrow into my side and tried to kill Anta.
Nevertheless, I stick my head out farther so I can see more of the city. As my eyes adjust to the hazy smoke, I see lanes of shops, brick built with roof shingles on top. Their signs sway with the breeze. The streets are cobbled, and women in fine dresses walk with their arms entwined with tall gentlemen in dark tunics with fitted jackets.
The carriage turns a corner, and I see the Red Palace for the first time. My breath escapes my lungs. It is exactly how it was in my vision, from the huge winding cogs to the tall, bricked towers, to the pointed roofs escaping up above the thick clouds. The only difference is the weather. In my vision, it had been a beautiful sunny day. I can’t imagine the sun ever shining down on Cyne. It is too grey, too dirty.
And it’s as I have that thought that the illusion shatters. The shop signs swing topsy-turvily, there are loose cobbles on the streets and missing bricks from the palace walls. The women in their fine dresses have mended patches that don’t quite match the colour of the original material. Men cover their mouths as they cough violently. This is not a fine city; it’s a city in decline. This is a place that used to thrive and is now dying. I am the only person who can save these people and save the city, but everyone thinks that person is Ellen.
Now I realise that by pretending to be someone I’m not, I’ve robbed the world of magic. My thoughts shouldn’t be about myself or Cas or the king. They should be directed to the people coughing into their sleeves or starving as their crops fail. If my abilities mean I can save them, then I must use them.
 


Chapter Twenty-Three – The Red Palace of Shambles
 
When we enter the castle, I finally realise just how depleted the royal family has become, and I am made aware of how isolated I have been in Halts-Walden. The enormous doors creak and groan as the strange cogs work to open them. There’s a sense of rustiness about the place, as metal scrapes against stone. Inside the castle, I’m drawn to the cavernous spaces. The high ceilings make me feel like a speck of a human. It’s a place you can get lost in. It’s an empty place, one that should be filled with guards and soldiers. Instead, only a few guards await the king, and even fewer servants. Their uniforms are tatty and ripped. Their helmets are dull and misshapen. Now I understand why Cas came with just two bodyguards to Halts-Walden. The king cannot afford any more. He is a beggar king, and our realm is poor.
A woman hurries through the hallways with her skirts collected in closed fists. She is easily the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, with golden hair cascading down her back like melted sunshine. Her lips are red and full. She wears a blue gown which trails along the floor, collecting dust. But you can tell that she doesn’t care. Her gaze is locked on one thing only—Casimir.
“Mother,” Cas breathes.
The woman scoops him up into her arms. “Oh, Cas, I thought I would never see you again.”
“Put the boy down,” the king demands. “As if he isn’t enough of a mummy’s boy already.” He gulps down a tankard of beer, burps, and slams the empty container onto the platter held by a servant. “Damned mollycoddling. You’ve done nothing for him. Nothing.” He walks away, still mumbling.
The queen straightens up and watches her husband leave out of the corner of her eye. Her face is an unreadable mask, almost serene in its composure. I imagine that she has put up with his abuse for years. When he has finally left, without so much as a word to any of us, she grasps Cas’s hands.
“It’s so good to see you. Oh, Cas.” Her eyes are watery and wide. She touches him with gentle fingers. It makes me ache for the mother I never had.
Cas reaches up to his cheek and takes the queen’s hand. “Mother, there is someone I would like you to meet.” Ellen stands a little straighter, a small smile playing on her lips. She fingers the creases in her gown. My shoulders slump as I realise the queen is about to meet her future daughter-in-law and I will have to watch. But to my surprise he turns to me. “This is Mae. She has become my closest friend and has saved my life countless times in the Waerg Woods.”
When the queen turns her shining eyes on me, I’m all too aware of my scruffy rags and dirty skin. I try to remember how to behave in front of royalty and end up tripping as I try to curtsey. The queen catches my arm as I begin to fall.
“Oh, Mae, there’s no need to curtsey. You saved my son’s life and brought him back to me safely. I should curtsey to you.” To my complete horror, the queen drops into the most graceful curtsey I’ve ever seen. In the corner of my eye, I can just make out Ellen’s cheeks blushing scarlet. “It’s lovely to meet you. Any friend of Casimir’s is welcome in the palace, and I hope you will be comfortable.”
“I’m sure I will,” I say, trying to return her smile and trying to put aside my many doubts about the palace.
“You’re hurt,” the queen gazes at the bloodstain on my tunic. “I’ll have Baxter sent for.”
“He dressed the wound on the way here,” I say. “It’s healing well.”
“What happened?” she asks.
My eyes drop to the stone floor. It’s Cas who says, in a quiet voice, “Father shot her.”
The queen seems to freeze in terror. She grips her skirts until I can see the tension in the muscles on her forearm. With a little shake of her head, the spell breaks, but when she speaks, her voice is hoarse and raw. “I apologise for the behaviour of my husband. He hasn’t been quite himself lately.”
Yes, from drinking too much beer and generally being a tyrannical egomaniac. I reply, “Thank you. I appreciate your kind words.”
Her eyes are knowing when she responds with a nod.
“And there’s someone else you must meet, Mother,” Cas says. He loops an arm around Ellen’s waist and pulls her forward. “Ellen is craft-born. She is going to be my wife.” Ellen drops into a low bow, showing me how it’s done.
The queen covers her mouth with her hands, and her shoulders lift. “You’re so beautiful. Come here, my future daughter-in-law.” She pulls Ellen into a hug and squeezes her tight. Ellen’s eyes open wide in surprise. Despite everything that happened between Ellen and myself, I can’t help but feel glad for her, especially as I know how difficult and demanding the miller could be. “Who would think that such a petite young woman like yourself could save the entire realm?” the queen gushes.
I watch as the blood drains from Ellen’s face, and her mouth goes slack. She stares at me with pleading eyes.
The queen notices her expression and glances towards me before returning to Ellen. “Come now. There’s no need to be nervous. I’m so sorry—I have put awful pressure on you, haven’t I?”
“Not at all, Your Majesty,” Ellen says.
Cas wraps his arm over her shoulder. “You’re going to be brilliant.”
“Hark at the reunion of the century,” says a bored voice from behind me. I don’t need to turn around to see the sneer.
Cas tenses. His back straightens and his jaw becomes clenched. “Hello, Lyndon.”
A boy steps forward. I say a boy, but he’s more like a man with a boy’s face. He stands almost half a head taller than Cas, with bulky arm muscles that cause him to walk in stiff strokes. He has darker hair than his brother and thin lips like his father. However, his eyes are the same pale opal as Cas’s, and they are as cold as the king’s.
“Brother, what a delight you aren’t dead.” Lyndon flips his dark hair out of his eyes and smirks.
“I’m sure,” Cas says between gritted teeth.
“Well, aren’t you going to introduce Lyndon to your guests?” the queen says with a raised eyebrow.
Cas pulls his stare away from his brother, and first turns to Ellen. “My dear fiancée, this is my little brother, Lyndon.”
Ellen curtseys. “Your Highness.”
Lyndon takes Ellen’s hand and brings it to his lips. “A pleasure.” There is something deliberate in the way he maintains eye contact with Ellen, causing her cheeks to flush. Cas observes them with a pained expression on his face.
“And this is my friend Mae,” Cas says, trying to redirect the attention away from Ellen.
I perform my pathetic curtsey for the prince and mumble a few words of greeting. Lyndon’s stern expression never wavers, and it’s almost like speaking to a stone statue.
“Who are you?” he says eventually, looking me up and down as if I belong somewhere far away from him.
“Mae Waylander,” I mumble. Then as I’m speaking, I think to myself that I should never let anyone treat me like dirt, no matter who they are, so I lift my chin defiantly. “I am Mae Waylander from Halts-Walden, daughter of Robert Waylander, a good man who lost his life saving hers.” I point to Ellen. “And I am the girl who has saved your brother’s life on numerous occasions in the Waerg Woods—who fought off a wood nymph, a psychotic pre-adolescent prophet, and a determined flock of killer birds—only to have your father shoot an arrow in my side because I wouldn’t let him kill my stag.” My cheeks burn with indignation.
Lyndon stares at me, aghast. He opens his mouth to speak but is cut off by the queen.
“Mae,” she says, her eyes twinkling, “I think we owe you a hot supper.” She puts an arm around my shoulder, not caring about dirtying her gown, and leads me farther into the castle.
 
*
 
Later that night, the queen lends me a room in the palace. It isn’t a particularly nice room. The maids have to rush around with a duster, removing years of untidiness in a few moments. There is a fusty smell, and a fierce old man stares down at me from the wall, his frown immortalised in oil paints.
I have barely moved my pack onto the bed before Ellen comes rushing in. The sight of her makes me tense. I wonder what nasty comment she can have for me, but before I can say a word, she flings her arms around my neck, and I feel her hot breath against my ear.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she says in a rush of words. “I don’t know what I did to deserve such kindness, but you have saved me in more ways than one. I… I don’t deserve what you have done for me.” She lowers her voice. “Or how you have kept my secret. Casimir would never marry me if he knew the truth.” Tears fill her eyes. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do. When Father said I was the craft-born, I believed him, but it’s not true, is it? It’s because of this.” She pulls a small amber amulet from a pocket in her dress. “This gave me enough power to fool people, but it means I’m not the craft-born and I never was. You are. You should marry Casimir. You should be queen. But my father, he will…” She crumples before me. “He will never forgive me.”
It could be the mention of her father that pulls on my heartstrings, but before I know it, I’m guiding Ellen over to my bed and passing her a tissue.
“I think you want to be queen more than I do,” I say. “Why do you think I kept my powers a secret?”
She lifts her head in shock. “I never thought about that. Why didn’t you tell anyone? I would shout it from the rooftops.”
Heat rises to my cheeks. “You did, and look where it got us. You kidnapped, me without a father, and us all having to survive those damn woods.”
“You’re no better,” she snaps. But then her face softens, and her eyes water. “Your poor father. He was such a good man. Even when I was mean to you, he was always kind. I’m so sorry, Mae. I really am.”
I sigh. “No. Everything is my fault. If I had revealed my powers in the first place…”
“We can’t keep thinking like this,” Ellen says. “It will drive us insane. What’s done is done and can never be changed. The only thing I can do now is help you restore magic to the realm. It’s our duty to do that. And to do that, I will do whatever you want me to.”
“Well, we’ll have to figure out a plan soon. But right now, I just want a bath.”
 
*
 
Being in the palace is like being in a bubble, and it reminds me of living in Halts-Walden, except lonelier. The castle is almost empty, and its dark halls haunt me at night. As Cas and Ellen flirt with one another and Anta is stabled in the city, I find myself exploring the palace on my own, listening to whispering behind closed doors. Cyne has a small court, with most of the lords and ladies spending their time working for the king by travelling to and from the Haedalands. I don’t know what they do there, apart from negotiating deals or treaties. What I have learned so far is that the king is in debt to the wealthy mining families in the Haedalands, and from what I can gather, his spending has not been on his people.
How has the king depleted the royal purse? One thing is for sure: he has not spent a single gold coin on the castle itself. It is in some major disrepair. It’s a curious building like nothing I have ever seen before. There are doors of iron that open in the middle, controlled by great, puffing motors and stiff levers. They open like a jaw, with blunt, flat teeth meeting when they close. Others contain sizeable circles around the lock that have to be twisted into the correct combination. I find myself hiding around corners, watching the way others unlock the doors and then copying them. The mechanisms fascinate me. I’ve lived in the woodlands all my life. Our things are simple, made of linens, wood, and thatch. In the castle, I find myself following the cogs and pipes until I reach the basement where the workers toss lumps of black stone into an open furnace. The men are dirty and sweaty. When they see me, they wink and smile.
I hurry along the basement, my cheeks burning from the mischievous grins of the workers. My boots scuff the stone floors of the castle, and with one finger, I trail the hissing pipes, close enough so I can feel the warmth but not get burned. As I run, something calls to me—something that feels like home. My heart swells, and I get that same breath of contentment I used to get, when I would go back to the hut from market and know that Father and Anta waited with a hot stew.
There is a light ahead. It doesn’t flicker; it is perfectly still, and the glow warms my face. It illuminates a circle on the floor of the castle, and in that circle is something so unexpected that I stop. The circle is like a bowl with a gold lining. Soil is the content. I drop to my knees and place a finger over the soil, still warmed by the light above. The machinations of the castle chug along like a heartbeat. Deep down, I know that I am meant to place my hands in this soil. It’s like the Sleeping Willow in the Waerg Woods. Ancient magic emanates from it like incense. I reach out, longing to touch. A single voice stops me.
“I thought I would find you here.”
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Four – The Ritual 
 
I whip around to see an elderly man standing in the shadows. He grips an intriguing cane of twisted metal encrusted with some sort of pearlescent stone. “Who are you?”
He steps into the light, and it highlights the brown patches on his skin—almost as dark as bruises—and the balding strands of grey on his head. His beard is snow white and straggles down to his chest. He wears a tunic of brilliant blue, which gleams under the glow of the overhead light. I find myself drawn to his eyes, which are bloodshot but still twinkling. “I’m Baron Bancroft. But you can call me Beardsley, my dear. I’m the palace designer.”
I suck in air. “You created this?”
He chuckles. “Yes, girl, I did indeed. Well, I didn’t design the building as such. It was already there. But King Aldrych wanted modifications, adding to the castle. In his own words, he ‘wanted something the world would notice, something that would make him the richest man in Aegunlund’.” He drops his head and laughs again, this time without any humour. “I think I failed in that task.”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“The palace is designed to work on magic, not fuel. It relies on a craft-born’s power to turn the cogs and control the doors, the lights and the farming system out of the city. I created it when the last craft-born was still alive, and her magic ran through the realm. You see, the castle power pumps water through Cyne to the businesses and farmland beyond it. For years Cyne was the farming centre of the realm. We made an abundance of crops and delivered them far and wide, especially to the Haedalands where their deserts struggle to produce food. Since then, the king has desperately tried to find an alternative, so that he can continue to sell in the Haedalands.”
“But the fumes killed the soil.”
“And the animals, and some of the population.” Beardsley’s body seems to droop as he says this. He’s tired, I realise. Worked to the bone and weary of his king’s bad decisions. “I warned him, but…” He shakes his head sadly. “No one listens when you get to my age.”
“No one listens to me at my age, either,” I say. “They never took me seriously at market. They listened to Father, though.”
“Then I suppose we have more in common than I thought,” Beardsley says, managing a smile. “Now, are you going to tell me what you have found out snooping around the palace, or am I going to have to stand here all day?”
I grin. It feels weird, as if I haven’t smiled in an age. “I have questions for you first.”
He straightens up and stretches out his back. “I thought you might. And in that case, would you be a dear and fetch me a chair from my office? It’s just along the hallway there.”
“You live in the basement?” I say, aghast.
“It’s not so bad. You get used to the noise after a while. Now, chop-chop. My old bones will wither away soon. I’ll be nothing but a skeleton by the time you get back.” He claps his hands and widens his eyes. I dash through the dim corridor until I find a wooden door with a fancy contraption over the lock. “Just push it, dear. I haven’t locked it.”
Beardsley’s office is more like a library. Books line the walls and are stacked up in precarious piles on every surface. His sizeable mahogany desk is lost beneath a pile of papers. I have to climb over a stack of books, trying not to upend his many half-empty goblets of musty wine. I clear yet more papers from the seat of the chair, most of which are filled with Beardsley’s tight scrawl. As my fingers grasp the wooden armrests of the chair, something catches my eye on his desk. It is a large, intricate illustration of some sort of moving vehicle. The design is almost cylindrical, with huge spoked wheels and a chimney. I wonder if I might ask Beardsley about that in the near future.
When I return, the old man leans heavily on his cane. His shoulders lift at the sight of the chair. I realise then that he suffers when he stands, so I place the chair close enough that he only has to lean back to sit.
“I would have invited you into my office to talk,” he says, apologetic, his mouth forming a half smile. “But you have seen for yourself. I need a little clean-up.”
“A match should do it,” I reply.
Beardsley laughs until he wheezes. “Yes, I think that would be just the ticket. Most of those musings are utterly worthless anyway. Now, I do not know your name, girl.”
“Mae.”
“And how did you get to the Red Palace, Mae?”
“I helped Prince Casimir rescue the craft-born.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Then the realm owes you a sizeable debt, young Mae. I at least owe you the honest answers to some questions.” He leans back in his chair and interlinks his fingers. “Please. Go ahead.”
“What’s this?” I point to the bowl of dirt on the palace floor.
“Ahh,” he says. “An excellent question. The answer goes back to long before you were born, to when magic was in abundance. It was before the craft-born, even, when the craft ran through the veins of every inhabitant in Aegunlund, and this patch of soil was part of Connectors to the craft. You see, the Red Palace was built on this soil on purpose—to harness the power of the land. Craft comes from nature. The laws of the world are tied up in nature. It is the life force of all things.”
“Like the songs,” I murmur.
“Pardon?” Beardsley leans forward.
“The songs of my people.” Without meaning to, I break into the same song I sang at my father’s funeral. My voice cracks at the end.
“Yes, Mae,” he says afterword. “Like your songs.”
“So what is the significance of keeping this soil here? Why in the basement of the castle near all the engines and machines and things?”
“Because this is where the craft-born feeds magic back into the realm. Her blood feeds the soil and powers the castle. It’s rather neat, isn’t it? Like an engine for magic.”
I suppose it is, really. At least now I know what I need to do in order to bring the magic back. “Does it mean the craft-born has to stay in the castle for it to work?”
“Oh no,” he says. “Once their blood has reignited the magic, they are free to leave.”
“Does it only last as long as she is alive?” I ask.
“Another good question, Mae,” he says. His slight nod indicates that he is impressed with me. It’s a nice feeling. My thoughts flit back to Father, and my heart pangs again. “Yes, and no. You see, the craft runs through the craft-born’s veins. She has the blood of the Ancients within them, you see. When she has children, there is a chance that ability passes onto the next generation, and the next.”
My chest tightens when I realise, with shock, that it means my mother had craft abilities.
“It can lay dormant in some,” Beardsley continues. “In the case of the last craft-born, well—she never had children, you see. There was a sister, but she was lost to the Waerg Woods.” A jolt runs up my spine. My mother!
“So where did the last craft-born live? Was she in the castle? What happened to her?” I ask, talking so fast it must be suspicious.
“The craft-born has always had a position in court. Generations from Cyne go back for hundreds of years. So she lived here with a younger sister. Her name was Felicity. A lovely woman. Died younger than a person should. It was really rather tragic. That’s why the king decided that from that year onwards, the craft-born must marry the crown prince. He had hoped that by doing that, he would secure a lineage of craft-borns in the palace for all time.”
“The king went to all this trouble to grow food to sell to the Haedalands?” I muse out loud. Something doesn’t add up. “What about the diamonds he makes to pay off his debt? There are rumours all over…”
For the first time, Beardsley’s eyes turn stone cold. “I think that is enough questioning for one day. I’m very tired. Will you help an old man back to his office?”
“Of course.”
As I’m about to help Beardsley to his feet, a young squire comes running down to the basement. “The king is holding court! The craft-born is to perform the ritual in two days. The prince and the craft-born are to be married in one week!”
My heart sinks like a stone.
 
*
 
“Where are you taking me?” I ask.
Cas runs ahead of me. He is laughing as he hops up the steps, sometimes two at a time. His energy is seemingly endless. “I want to show you something, Mae. I think you’ll like it.”
I’m out of puff by the time Cas grabs my hand and pulls me towards an airy window at the top of the palace. Above us, I hear the chugs of the machines as they pitch smog into the air.
“What is this? I cannot see a thing with all this smoke.” I wince and cough, wafting my hand in front of my face.
“Wait until the clock strikes midday,” he says.
I open my mouth to ask why, but he silences me with a finger to his lips. “You’ll see.”
The first chime strikes. I squint against the smoke, wondering if Cas is secretly trying to choke me to death. But when the second chime strikes, I realise something is different. The chugs have stopped. The machines are quiet. The chimes of the clock tower continue, and as they do, the smoke begins to clear. My eyes open wide, taking in the sight before me. It is minutes before the majority of the smoke clears, and the sight before me is still fuzzy, but for the first time in my entire life, I can see the sea.
I rush towards the window and grip the ledge with my fingers. My eyes are hungry for more, and I will the smoke to part so I can see farther. As I wish so hard, a breeze moves the smoke away, giving me the perfect view of the blue sea stretching out for miles.
“It’s beautiful,” I breathe.
“What a strange wind,” Cas says next to me.
“Undercurrent,” I add hastily, knowing my craft has come to me.
“I suppose it could be,” he replies. “Anyway, I knew you would love it. The palace is turning off the machines so that Ellen can start them again.”
The sound of her name twists my stomach. In just a few hours, I have to figure out a way to ignite the magic in the realm whilst also making it look like it is Ellen with the power. More importantly, I have to work up the desire to help her. I have to decide whether I want to help her or not, because if I help her, the realm will be living a lie.
“Why didn’t you bring her?” I don’t mean the words as a slight, but they come out harsher than I intended.
“She has a dress fitting for the ceremony.”
I should have known I wasn’t his first choice.
“And I knew you would love to see the sea.” His smile is so warm it heats my freezing cold toes.
“I do love it,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”
Cas comes closer and places a casual arm over my shoulder. My body tingles in response. “We did it, Mae. You and me. We survived the Waerg Woods and brought Ellen back to the Red Palace. We had an amazing adventure, and truth be told, I’m a little sad that it’s over. But now, I get to marry the craft-born and one day be a fair ruler. I owe all that to you. You’re my best friend, and I’ll never forget you.”
“Why would you forget me? Am I going somewhere?” My voice comes out small and pathetic.
“I hope not. It’s just, well, you’re so brave and feisty. I presumed that you would want to go on another adventure.”
“Maybe I should,” I say folding my arms and glaring at Cas. “I never avenged my father’s death in the Borgan camp.”
Cas’s expression changes, turns concerned. “I thought you’d given that up. I thought our time with the Ibenas changed your mind.”
Angry heat swells up from my guts, but it isn’t anger at Allerton and the people who killed my father. It’s anger at Cas and the fact he doesn’t seem to see me. “It did,” I admit. “Ignore me. I don’t know what I’m saying.”
We turn back to the sea in silence. I let out a sigh. “I’d like to go there one day.”
“Then you’ll go. Either with me, or Ellen, or… someone of your own. I really want you to find someone who you love,” Cas says.
“So, even after getting to know her these last few weeks, you still feel the same way about her?” I ask.
“Yes,” he says. “I don’t have any doubts about marrying her.”
When I look into Cas’s eyes, I realise what I have to do. Beardsley told me that it is the craft-born’s blood that brings magic back to the realm… so I have to give Ellen my blood. But more than that, I have to move on. It’s time to let Cas go. It’s time to leave.
 
*
 
The palace puts on a feast before the ritual, and I eat my fill. Years of surviving on meagre portions has made me appreciate food when I have it, but if I continue to have food always available, I’ll have to rethink that attitude. Not today, though. Today is a good day to eat until my stomach hurts.
Ellen and Cas sit opposite each other, dressed in their finery. Lyndon is next to Cas, and he keeps leaning over his brother to steal chicken legs, or interrupting his conversations to Ellen. Their competitiveness would be amusing if it wasn’t for the cruel set of Lyndon’s jaw.
I sit with the servants, wearing a ridiculous dress that Cas told me “makes me look like a girl”. It’s a pastel blue, ill-fitting at my bust—or rather lack of bust—and drags along the floor, collecting dust. Ellen has made me her lady-in-waiting, and my duties begin when she marries Cas. I didn’t have the heart to tell her my duties will never begin because I plan to leave before they are married.
When the music starts, many of the court members get up to dance. It’s a good opportunity to go over the plan. I pull Ellen to one side so we can discuss it out of the way of prying eyes. As soon as she is away from the crowd, her face changes, and tears stream down her cheeks.
“What are we going to do? I can’t bring magic back to the realm—”
“I know how to do it,” I say. “I found out about the ceremony. You have to cut your hand and drop blood into the soil in the basement.”
“How am I supposed to do that?” Ellen asks, gripping my hand so tight I worry if the bones in my hand might snap.
I pass her a small vial of my blood. Her eyes grow wide with understanding.
“You’ll have to angle your body so they don’t see the bottle, and then tip it into the soil as you’re supposed to be cutting your hand with the ceremonial knife.”
She nods. “That’s possible.” I turn to leave, but Ellen pulls me back. Her sharp nails scratch against my skin. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”
My stomach flips. I’ve been asking myself the same thing since arriving in Cyne. Beardsley’s words about the bloodline haunt me. By doing this, we’re tricking the realm into thinking they will always have a craft-born heir. But what if I couldn’t produce an heir anyway? What if Cas never loved me, and we were pressured into creating a human being out of complete indifference to each other? I couldn’t do that. This way the right person becomes queen, and Cas gets to spend the rest of his life with a woman he loves. If I ever find someone else to love, and I ever continue my bloodline, my child will have one more task to complete. Otherwise, the world will just have to keep turning without the craft, because if I think about the alternative, my chest compresses with the pressure.
“Yes,” I say.
More tears roll down Ellen’s cheeks. “I don’t know if I am. I don’t know if I can ever love—”
“What are you two girls wittering on about in the corner?” It’s Lyndon. His presence makes my skin crawl.
Ellen quickly wipes away her tears and lets go of my hand. She straightens herself up and lifts up her chin. “I’m thanking my future lady-in-waiting for being such a good friend. She saved my life, even after I was beastly to her in Halts-Walden.”
Lyndon snorts. “You being beastly? I can hardly believe it. Are you sure it wasn’t her?” He looks me up and down as if I’m something nasty he’s scraped from his shoe. I glare at him in return. “I came to ask for your hand, my lady. I would love to say I danced with the craft-born before she’s shipped off to my brother.”
I notice repulsion ripple through Ellen’s body, but to her credit, she puts her hand in his and smiles as though he is the only man in the room. Ellen can act her pants off, that’s for sure. It’s probably a good thing, as well, considering what we are about to pull off.
The ritual is set to take place at sunset, so there is still time for drinking and merriment. By the time we take to the stairs, there are a fair few who struggle to remain upright, and the king has slapped the backside of half a dozen servant girls and growled at his wife more than once. Most of his court keep away from him. The vulgarity of it all shocks me. This is supposed to be a sacred ritual, and they are turning it into a mockery.
I walk so quickly I cannot think, because if I do think, even for a moment, I begin to doubt myself. The vision from the Nix comes back to my mind, the way I passed my abilities onto Ellen and she thanked me on her wedding day. Maybe this is what I’m doing right now—I’m giving up my powers?
I grit my teeth and continue to the basement. It’s for Cas. I’m doing this so he will be happy. I’m doing this for love.
We slip back into the crowd. Ellen closes her fist, keeping the precious blood within it. We have no idea if this will work.
A cloaked priest begins the ceremony as the people circle the soil, and I notice that the sombre occasion has sobered each and every one of them. The priest bows his head, and we follow suit. As he begins his incantation, the wound on my forearm begins to throb. I had made a cut there to fill the vial, but I wrapped it tightly with bandages. It’s as though the soil sings out for my blood. It almost pulls me towards it. My heart pumps harder. Did I cut too deep? Am I going to faint during the ritual?
The priest incants in the Ancient language. The words are like a swirl of power, and a light breeze whips up the hair from the back of my neck. Confused at the sudden gust of wind, I glance around at the people in the basement. None of them have noticed the breeze, and I don’t see anyone’s hair moving. It’s just me. I close my eyes, and the priest goes on, his voice droning, low and powerful. Heat flares in my chest, a burning that makes me gasp and clutch my heart. A few eyes move to me, and I bow my head. This must be some sort of side effect to the ritual. The sacred soil is calling to me, and it is showing me my powers.
When the fresh scent of the woods enters my nostrils I’m awash with contentment. It is only marred by my imagination thinking it can see the amber eyes of Allerton looking out from the crowd. But quick as a flash it is gone.
Next comes water. The sound of gushing waves fills my ears. The world is drowned out, apart from the sound of rushing rivers. Then silence. The priest has finished, and he holds out the ceremonial knife to Ellen.
“You must make the sacrifice yourself,” he says.
She is clever as she pretends to make the cut, angling her fist in such a way that no one would be able to tell she tips the vial instead. I watch her chest rise and fall as she lifts her fist over the soil, letting my blood seep through her closed fingers.
Now my heart stops. There is complete silence in the palace as the first few drops fall onto the soil. Cas stares at his future wife in awe. The glow of the candles reminds me of the first night we talked, when the sunset highlighted his features.
This has to work.
Three more drops hit the soil, and nothing happens. The crowd begin to look around them at the machines. They should be moving by now. The magic should have brought them back to life and brought the realm back with it. The king clenches his fist and leans forward with his teeth bared like a wild animal. Feet shuffle around me as people realise how awkward this moment has become. Ellen glances towards me with her mouth hanging open in desperation.
This has to work.
Another drop hits the soil. My dreams flash before my eyes, the ones where I become entwined with the soil. I am part of the nature and it is part of me.
This has to work.
There’s a noise. Someone gasps, and a light flickers on. Engines begin to rattle, and Beardsley taps his cane on the stone floor in glee. The king drops to his knees and lifts his hands up in prayer, a strange gesture for a man of his character, but I don’t care, because it has worked, and my heart soars. Cas pulls Ellen into an embrace and kisses her on the cheek. It’s only I who notices her slip the bottle back into her skirt. The crowd cheers, and the castle springs to life in front of my eyes.
I let out a long sigh of relief that it is over. I have made my choice and now all I have to do is stick to it. All I have to do is watch the way Cas’s face lights up when he sees Ellen, and I know that it is all worth it.
Cyne is on its way to being mended, and magic has returned to the realm, so I back away from the crowd and begin to walk away. I’ve played my part in this. Now all I want is to be alone so I can pack away my things for the journey. Anta is waiting in the stables, and I long to ride him away from here. Who knows where I will go? Perhaps to the Haedalands, after all. To see the Anadi Sands… What an adventure that would be!
But then I hear a thud, followed by another thud. The cranking of the machines grinds to a dramatic halt. I turn back to the crowd as more thuds occur. Almost half of the people have collapsed to the floor, with the other half falling on top of them. Without hesitation I run to Cas, managing to catch him as he falls. His eyes are closed, and his skin pales as I lift him carefully onto my knees. They are all pale.
Pale as the dead.
In complete horror, I can do nothing but watch every member of the court, including Ellen, collapse to the ground, with cobwebs spreading over their bodies, as though time is speeding at an uncontrollable rate and they are sleeping through it.
“No,” I whisper. “No.”
Something happened when I ignited the magic into Aegunlund. My blood triggered whatever has caused the people around me to fall to the floor in slumber. I place Cas on the floor, being sure to rest him against the soft skirt of Ellen’s dress, and back away from them shaking my head. This can’t be happening. This isn’t how it was supposed to end. It should have been a happy ending, with Cas and Ellen together, and me on an adventure. Instead, I can only watch as layers of dust coat their sleeping bodies. What am I going to do?
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Chapter One – The Sleeping Palace
 
Silence in the Red Palace is as unnatural and strange as snow on the Anadi sands. As I stalk the gloomy palace basement, unease grips me by the throat. Fear shakes energy into my muscles, turning me into a quivering mess. I circle the sleeping bodies over and over as though if I keep moving around them, they will wake up and all this will be some sort of mistake. 
But it is no mistake. The flip of my stomach tells me that whatever has gone wrong, it is in part my own doing. I triggered some sort of curse when my blood hit the Soil of the Ancients, and now the court of Cyne lay in slumber at my feet—draped over the cold flag stones like abandoned dolls.
As the magic spreads, a silky dust spreads over the scene. My nostrils become clogged with it and my eyelids chalky. The air is thick with rot. The stench hits the back of my throat and I gag. Before my eyes, the castle becomes as still as winter; cobwebbed, grey, and decaying. The lights no longer flicker. Life has gone.
When the shock subsides, I drop to my knees next to Cas. I have to wipe the dirt away from his face before I lower my ear to his mouth. My shoulders slump with relief when his breath tickles the hairs by my temples. He’s alive. But no matter how vigorously I shake him, he doesn’t wake. There’s some sort of foul play at work here. Ever since I helped Ellen reignite the craft with my blood, some sort of magic has plunged the Red Palace into slumber. With the scattering dust it is as though I have been trapped here a decade, yet it has been mere moments.
I pick my way around the fallen bodies, checking pulses and breath. None of them will wake, not Ellen or the king, or Beardsley or the queen… they lay on the flagstones, skin and clothes coated in grime, like neglected ornaments. 
“I need help,” I say to no one. 
Tripping over my feet, I dash down the corridor, past the great furnaces, up the steps and into the ballroom. Minutes ago this room had been filled with dancing merrymakers. The tables had been piled high with platters of delicious fruits. Now, I lift a hand to my nose against the stench. Putrefied food disintegrates onto the silver platters. Serving girls and butlers are slumped over tables, their limbs dangling towards the castle floor. No one moves.
My footsteps echo; bouncing from the high ceilings and reverberating from the walls. My heartbeat quickens as I realise how alone I am. With my fists gripping the sides of my skirt, I rush over to a window. Outside, the city of Cyne seems quiet and still. Leaning forward over the stone wall so that it squashes my chest, I wave my arms frantically, and call to those below me. 
“Hello!”
No movement at all.
“Help!”
I realise then that the city is deserted. There isn’t a single soul making their way through the markets and establishments. With a sinking feeling, I think of Anta in the stables alone. Is he frozen in slumber like the others? It panics me, and I try to lean further over the sill until my head is out of the palace completely, but it’s like my forehead hits a barrier. Some sort of magical force field prevents me from putting even a finger outside the castle. It’s as though there is an invisible barrier wrapped around the building. I gasp. What if I am trapped?
I lean back and grip the stone sill with my fingers, mustering every ion of strength. Then, I yell, loud as I can, hardly even forming the word “help”, merely screaming, until I feel the tendons strain from my neck. My throat is scrubbed raw by the time I stop. It takes a few seconds to recover, and during that time my eyes scan the city below, praying to all the Gods I know that someone, somewhere, heard me.
Nothing.
Breath escapes my lungs in a rush. I can’t be trapped in the castle. I can’t be stuck in here, the only conscious soul, with lives to save. What will I do? What can I do?
“No, no, no,” I mumble, backing away from the window. 
I turn and sprint towards the castle hallway, tripping on the hem of my dress and stumbling over spilled goblets. I pass slumped guards on my way. Their swords lay dormant at their sides. With a second thought I stop running and reach down to unbuckle a guard’s belt, releasing the sword and the scabbard. There aren’t enough belt holes to fit it against my narrow hips, so I have to knot the belt loop through the buckle. The sword hangs low and heavy on my body, but at least I have a way to protect myself. 
I return to my task.
I know that on this side of the castle is a small doorway that leads to the courtyard before the great wall into Cyne. Perhaps I can at least make my way into the courtyard. What I can do then, I don’t know, but I have to try. 
The wooden door looms ahead and I collide with it, too anxious to slow myself to a stop. I count down from ten before throwing all of my weight against the bar across the door, my forearms straining. Not a groan or a shove will shift it. The thing is stuck. 
When I weaken from the effort I take a step back, wiping away the sweat from my forehead. There’s only one thing I can try now. I have to call upon the craft. 
I take a deep breath to calm my fluttering heart. The image of Cas laid out on the floor tightens my chest in panic, but I push that thought away and concentrate on the matter at hand. If this is a magical curse, perhaps it can be broken by my magic. I’ve used the craft before, I’ve even used it to defend myself, but there are times when it is difficult to control. I’ve learned the hard way that emotions can throw me off course, even hurt the people around me. I’ve known it to blast through me like an uncontrollable force of destruction. Then there are times when it doesn’t work at all. But it is all I have: my weapon, my gift, my one true power. 
Summoning the craft takes all of my focus. The air shifts around me. My hair lifts. I call upon air to help me break through the door, to rip the wood from its hinges and tear it through the castle courtyard. A hurricane storms through the hallway, knocking tapestries and suits of armour to the stone floor. I am immune, and I stand with my arms stretched out wide, waiting for the door to break. 
It holds steady.
In the Borgan camp, I lost control of my powers. The tornado had grown so powerful that it took all of my concentration to keep it under control. I’d destroyed huts and belongings that day. It is something I will never stop being ashamed of. But all of that means that I should at least be able to knock the wooden barrier from the door. 
I frown. Perhaps I didn’t try hard enough. 
The second attempt is a tornado that whips up the carpet and even shatters a large mirror on its journey down the hallway. Still the door remains locked. And after that, I try to summon nature. Birds and butterflies appear at the windows from my request, but they can’t come in, and they can’t move the door. I try to talk to them, but somehow I get the feeling they can’t hear me anyway. 
The hopeful swell in my chest dissipates after an attempt to make the earth shift below the door. Instead, I cause a little more than a slight rupture between the stones. But, there is dirt! Without a second thought I drop to the floor and begin digging. Maybe I can tunnel my way out of the castle to find help. I start with my hands, but the dirt is solid. I try the sword, seeing if I can pierce the ground at all. The magic prevents me from even breaking into it. My hopes of tunnelling are quashed.
I back away and half collapse against the wall. If I can’t open the door to the castle, chances are I can’t escape from any part of it, not from the bell tower, or any of the windows, or through the dungeon. The magic is too strong. 
Someone set this up. They cursed the palace, knowing what would happen. And they used my magic to do it. 
But who? And how?
I have only known of two individuals to channel my magic, the first being Ellen, and the second, Allerton, the leader of the Borgans. Both of them used an amber coloured amulet to pull the craft from me. But what would a Borgan gain from this? Who stands to gain from sending the palace into a slumber? I shake my head and pull myself onto my feet. My muscles ache from summoning pointless powers. 
It’s a shaky walk back into the basement, and on the way I pass the silent engines of the great palace. It’s strange not to see the dirtied men shovelling coal into the great fires, or the moving pistons sending steam into the air, keeping the palace alive. Without the engines, the special lights no longer blink, and the kitchen cookers are cold. I run a finger along the metal tubes, when I remove it, black coal dust stains my skin. The silence is unbearable, and after many attempts to open the castle door, I feel alone and dejected on the long walk down the castle tunnel. It takes a touch from the locket hidden under my dress to inspire me with the confidence to go on. What would father say if I gave up now?
Perhaps if I drop my blood back onto the sacred earth it will break the curse. It sounds too simple, but I have to try. I pull the ceremonial dagger from Ellen’s hand—the one she pretended to use after I gave her my blood so it would look like she is the craft-born—and run it along my palm, wincing at the pain. 
“Please.” I squeeze my hand over the bowl of soil and think of my powers. I imagine each element filling me up until I’m whole. The earth, air, wind and fire fuel me, fuel my gift. Precious drops of blood spill onto the soil, but nothing happens. Not even a twinge. During the ritual I’d experienced an overload of sensations, hearing the waves of the sea, smelling the dewy grass of nature, and feeling the heat of fire on my cheek. I’d felt them deep within me. This time the magic is dead. 
After losing enough blood to make me woozy, I sit down on the floor next to Cas, tearing a strip of material from my dress to bandage the wound on my hand. I didn’t survive the Waerg Woods to be thwarted by a curse. There has to be some way around this.
I sigh. And then there is Anta, out there in the castle stables. I have no way of getting to him if I cannot leave the palace. I can only hope that he is safe, and that when I lift the curse I will be able to go to him again. 
Cas looks so peaceful. I can’t help it. I reach out to his face and my fingers brush his hair. He will never love me, but we will always have that one journey together. I stroke his face—wondering how I can make him wake up—when a voice pops into my head. A voice I recognise, and one that makes the blood drain from my face. 
 
I am here when you run from me,
You cannot touch me, but I make you cold.
I am there in the faint of heart,
But rarely with the daring, and bold.
 
Who am I?
 
I gasp as a sudden sensation of falling, no, being sucked downwards, pulls me from consciousness. I reach out and claw the air in front of me, as though trying to find purchase; gripping onto nothing. The room goes black. 
The next moment there is an explosion of colour. The air is scented lavender and powdery, like the expensive talc Ellen and the queen use. Skirts twirl and the boots of men chase them. Women’s laughter ripples over the sound of a string orchestra as it plays a slow, melodic tune. When I look up, a glittering chandelier sparkles as bright as the stars on a clear night. 
My breaths seem shallower, and when I try to fill my lungs, it’s as though there is a fist gripping my chest. I examine myself, confused by this restriction, to find a tight corset around my waist. I’m encased in a gown of deep blue. It’s soft to the touch and balloons out into a full skirt which trails the floor. The sleeves float as I move my arms, but a chill around my neck reveals that the neckline is low. I would never wear this dress in a million years, and yet here I stand, in the middle of a ballroom, surrounded by dancers who glide like they are on ice. Why?
It’s certainly a fancy dance. The kind where waiters walk with one hand tucked behind their upright backs, holding out silver trays filled with tiny portions of delicious treats. I steal one, moving away before someone fathoms that I shouldn’t be here. 
How did I get here? As I lap the room, strange images flash before my eyes, sights that turn my stomach—like maggoty bread and disintegrating apples. In a flash those images disappear, replaced with piles of sweet pastries and tiny cakes stacked into towers.
No one seems to notice me. Party-goers stand around in gaggles, sipping from their champagne flutes and laughing loudly. The men wear britches with high-waists and loose tunics. The women are encased in dresses with bone-crunchingly tight corsets and large round skirts. All the guests wear masks. I find mine tucked into the pocket of my dress, so I put it on. Handy clips keep it in place.
 I back away from the tables and slip into the shadows by a long drape. It’s here that the ballroom tapers into an entrance with a strange little man holding a scroll. A tall, silver, powdered wig sits atop his head, curled into tight ringlets that are piled high like stacked scrolls. His face has been covered in white make-up and there is a little red heart-shaped mouth drawn over his lips. A tiny black heart is sketched on his cheek.
“Psst.”
I spin on my heels. I’m unused to the extra height, causing me to lose my balance and almost topple over. Behind me, the drape twitches. I narrow my eyes and take a step forward. Did the curtain just… speak? 
“Wh-what?”
“Psst,” it says again. 
I shuffle towards the drapes, beginning to worry about my sanity. 
“Um, is someone there?” I whisper.
The curtain twitches and a hand appears from behind the drapes. A tiny hand. After the hand comes a tiny face, with bright silver eyes. They brim with tears.
“Can you see him?” the boy says. He must be around seven years old.
“Who?” I ask. 
“My brother.” The small fingers grip hold of the drapes so tightly that his knuckles pale. “He was chasing me with a whip.” The boy shudders.
“Well, that’s horrible. Did you whip him back?” I say. 
The boy shakes his head. “He’s bigger than me. Even though I’m a year and a half older. I hate my brother. He’s a brute.”
“You should fight back you know, then he won’t hurt you anymore.”
“If I fight back, Father locks me in the cupboard and won’t let me have supper. He says the future king shouldn’t be beaten by someone younger than me. He says I’m a mummy’s boy and I need to learn.”
“Your father is the king?” I ask.
The boy nods sadly. “Yes.” He pulls the drape back a little further. “Can I tell you a secret?”
“Of course.”
“You promise not to tell anyone?”
I draw across my heart with my fingers. “Cross my heart.”
“I don’t like my father or my brother, and I don’t want to be king. But, I know I have to be king or Lyndon will rule the realm. That wouldn’t be good.” 
“I’m sure you’ll be a very good king one day,” I say. “You already sound much nicer than your brother and your father.”
“What’s your name?” the boy asks.
“Mae,” I reply.
“Father says I shouldn’t talk to commoners, but Mother says I should try to learn everyone’s names. I like your name.”
“Your mother sounds very wise,” I muse. I turn away and scan the crowd, suddenly curious that the king and queen are in this room. When I turn back to the little boy, he’s gone. “Strange,” I whisper. 
I let the curtain fall back and step away. My footsteps echo against the hard wood floors. It’s only then that I realise the music has stopped. The room has emptied. The ballroom is gone. All that’s left is an eerie sound that I know I’ve heard somewhere before: click-ick-ick-click…
I trip over on my silly high-heeled shoes and take a tumble on the floor. As I fall it’s like my insides are being pulled down, sucked down faster and faster…
 


Chapter Two – The Return of the Borgan
 
I yank my hand back from Cas’s face and clutch my chest. What just happened? I wipe a slick of sweat from my forehead and try to calm my breathing. What did I see? What did I feel? What did I hear?
It takes me a moment to recognise the basement of the palace and the sleeping people spread along the floor. The familiar musty smell brings me back to my senses; it brings with it the panicked, trapped feeling of being stuck in the castle.
“Cas, what are you showing me?” I whisper. I let my fingers move closer to him, to brush his skin. I wonder if touching him again will plunge me into his world, but this time nothing happens. Not even when I place my palm on his forehead. It seems I am not in control of whatever vision is being shown to me. I decide to move along to another sleeping body and see if the same thing happens. After all, Cas isn’t the only person who needs help. I can’t let myself be sucked into a world I never want to leave. I have to wake everyone in the castle, not just those I love. 
Then I remember, and my stomach sinks. I had heard a voice before the vision. A voice I have heard only once before, and the memory of that voice, plus what it represents, is enough to nauseate me. 
The Nix. 
I close my eyes, trying to block away thoughts of the Waerg Woods: my legs encased in its freezing serum, the events it showed me, my own fears, the way I woke with the sharp stone in my hand, ready to hurt myself…
It had spoken to me in my mind as it always does. And in the vision I had heard the sound of it moving, the clicking of the great shells along its back. A shudder runs down my spine as I think of its large, insect-like body, and the many crawling legs, and the circular shaped mouth filled with a spiral of teeth. If it is here in the palace… I shake my head. I cannot lose hope. I must focus on the words it spoke to me. It was some sort of riddle:
 
I am here when you run from me,
You cannot touch me, but I make you cold.
I am there in the faint of heart,
But rarely with the daring, and bold.
 
Who am I?
 
Back home in Halts-Walden, the only people who ever told riddles were the travelling bards and mummers. But they rarely came to our village because of our proximity to the Waerg Woods. I’ve only heard a few riddles in my life and am not particularly good at solving them. I ruminate on the lines, embedding them in my memory, whispering them into the quiet castle, all the time with my skin tingling at the thought of the Nix being out there somewhere, watching, waiting. What does it want from me?
 
I am here when you run from me
 
That sounds like the Nix itself.
 
I am there in the faint of heart
 
I stand up and walk around the basement, looking at the sleeping people. The queen, her head turned to one side, Lyndon with his mouth set in a firm line, the king, oddly vulnerable with his eyes shut, and Beardsley, blending into the white cobwebs. When I come to Ellen, a spider runs across her full lips and it makes me shudder. I shoo it away with the toe of my boot. As I gaze at her open face, the voice comes again, with the same words:
 
I am here when you run from me,
You cannot touch me, but I make you cold.
I am there in the faint of heart,
But rarely with the daring, and bold.
 
Who am I?
 
This time I’m ready for it. The sucking pulls me down, but I remain in control of my consciousness. In a flash I’m back in Halts-Walden. The bright sun sets my skin tingling. I sit on the knoll of a riverbank overlooking the mill, my muscles relaxed, my thoughts calm. The grass is warm beneath my fingertips, and there’s a sense of contentment that I’m not used to. The air smells sweet, with traces of honeysuckle from the nearby garden.
I’m humming to myself and fiddling with my long hair—a gorgeous raven colour. My voice is not my own, it is prettier, and melodic in a way I could only dream of sounding. My hands are not my own. They are creamy in complexion and more delicate. The callouses I have acquired from climbing trees are now gone.
But this time I am more aware of what is happening around me. I understand that this is some sort of vision. I know I am in Ellen’s body and that this is in her mind. It’s almost as though I am accessing her memories and her experiences. 
A blonde girl walks towards me and my heart soars. 
“Alice!”
It’s not me who focusses on her golden hair or the way her dress hugs her narrow waist, it’s the body I’m visiting. 
“Ellen!” She grins and breaks into a run. “Look! I have daisies to put in your hair.”
Ellen’s body flushes with joy, and yet I feel it as though it is my own. I feel the blood rush to her cheeks and her chest constrict with worry. 
“Will you braid my hair?” she asks. There is a tremor of vulnerability in her voice. She is nervous, something I never imagined of Ellen. Especially not back in Halts-Walden.
“Of course, sweet girl.” Alice’s skirt rustles as she places herself next to Ellen—and me—on the grass and she gathers my—Ellen’s—hair in her hands. “I wish I had hair as soft as yours.”
“Alice, your hair shines like the sun. Why in all of Aegunlund would you want hair like mine?” Ellen’s heart is pounding against her ribs and her cheeks remain flushed with blood. 
It’s strange that she feels this way in the mere presence of her friend. I remember Ellen always being in Alice’s company. They would walk around the village holding hands, shoving their little noses in the air like they owned it all. The way she feels now is exactly like the strange way my body reacts around Cas. I never know what words or innocent touches will make my cheeks burn with embarrassment. 
Alice’s fingers braid Ellen’s hair with deft precision. Every now and then she pauses to show Ellen her handiwork, pulling the braid around to reveal tiny daisies woven like jewels through the strands of black. 
“Alice?” Ellen asks. Here I sense the trepidation in her voice and the slight shake emerging in her hands. “Do you think we could do it again?”
Alice pauses for a moment. She tugs on the plait once, then wraps it around Ellen’s head, holding it in place with pins that dig against her skull. Ellen winces. 
“I don’t think we should.” Alice speaks in a hushed tone, rough and fast.
“Of course,” Ellen says. “You’re right. Have you… have you wanted to since the last time?”
“No,” Alice snaps. “Because it is forbidden.”
Ellen bows her head, staring at the grass below. There’s a sickness in her churning stomach that is at odds with the girl I used to know. She wraps her arms around her body and hugs herself. One word pops into her mind but she doesn’t say it aloud. Shame.
Alice moves to face Ellen. Her lips are puckered and her eyelids half closed as though in contemplation of her actions. She lets out a sigh and tucks an errant strand of hair behind Ellen’s ear.
“I have wanted to. Very much,” Alice says. “But it is wrong.”
“I know,” Ellen replies. Tears burn behind her eyelids and she blinks rapidly to keep them at bay. “I’m sorry I mentioned it.”
Alice turns her head and looks around them. “Well, we are alone.”
Ellen’s heart soars again. Blood thuds in her ears. “Yes, we are.” When she speaks, her voice is breathy.
The grassy knoll, the soft swing of the mill, the lapping of the river, the birds in the trees, they all melt away. There is only Alice. Her hair smells like rosemary and lemons. Ellen’s fingers rise to her cheek, touching the smooth skin and tracing a line to her ear. Both Alice and Ellen lean into each other, and when their lips touch, Ellen’s heart flutters. 
She tastes like honey and her mouth is warm. Inside Ellen’s body, I’m aware of how bawdy songs from the tavern described this act as against the Gods, an insult to Celine, yet I’m also aware of how it feels to Ellen. It seems natural to her, like breathing. How can that be? It goes against how we are brought up. 
In that instant I question everything I’m taught, because none of those who preach could possibly understand the true meaning of the world and of the universe. They don’t even know what the Gods want or believe. I am aware of my gift in this moment. There is nothing more powerful and true than the nature in my powers, and the love Ellen feels stirs the powers within. That is my truth now.
In the next instant I’m ripped away.
Ellen’s panic becomes my panic. Never before have I felt so trapped.
“Get off her!” the miller booms.
“Daddy,” Ellen says. Tears swell as her stomach twists with fear. 
A rough hand yanks her up, grasping the collar of her dress, and Ellen can only stare down at Alice who sits with her hand over her mouth, looking up with wet eyes. 
“Daddy, please.”
Another yank tears Ellen away from her love. Ellen’s shoes drag across the grass as she’s pulled away. Hot water falls down her cheeks and she struggles against the large man. 
“You make me sick, you little whore,” he growls. 
Ellen cries out as she’s thrown into the small cottage the Millers call home, a place I had often been jealous of. I will never be jealous of Ellen again. 
“Husband, what is happening?” Ellen’s mother—an attractive and slightly plump woman in an apron—rushes to her daughter’s aid, helping her up and away from the man. 
“I caught her at it with a farmer’s daughter. That Alice.” He says her name in a hiss. 
“Oh, Ellen,” says the Miller’s wife. “We talked about this—”
“You knew!” he booms. “You’re in on it together? Two whores trying to trick an old man like me!”
His face turns red and his fists clench by his side. The Miller is a hefty man, but not someone I had ever considered violent. If anything, Father and I had often made fun of him being hen-pecked by his wife and daughter. As one of the wealthiest in the town, he often flashes his coin in the tavern or comes back from Fordrencan with new cloth for dresses. We had always assumed the women in his life were the cause of his spending. Now I know differently. Perhaps those gifts were bought out of guilt for violent outbursts.
The Miller strikes his wife across the face and Ellen catches her as she falls backwards. Ellen screams as the Miller approaches her, grabbing her by the throat and pulling her to her feet. Her pain is mine. Her panic is mine, too, and my throat burns from his tight grip.
I think of those absences from school. It wasn’t because Ellen thought she was better than the rest of us. It’s because she had bruises that needed to fade.
“You’re an abomination,” he says. “You make me sick.”
Ellen claws at his fingers, but the Miller slaps her around the face with the back of his hand. I feel the smart as though I had been hit myself. My cheek stings from the blow.
“I had high hopes for you. You were supposed to marry the prince and become a queen.” He yanks an amulet from inside her bodice. It’s almost identical to the one I saw Allerton wielding in the Borgan camp. It harnesses my own magic. “I got you this to make it happen.” He tightens the chain around her neck until Ellen is gasping for breath. “But you disrespect me with your whorish dresses and by whoring yourself out in the most perverted of ways.” 
The panic gurgles in Ellen’s throat. Rough gulps of air become stuck in her windpipe while her lungs burn with asphyxiation. 
He throws her back and she staggers towards a chair. Ellen’s body, mind, and soul are numb, as though she has disconnected from her feelings. I scream pointlessly from the depths of her body. I want to give her a voice. 
“Daddy?” she whispers.
“You’re not my daughter,” the Miller says, as he pulls a poker from the fire place. The last thing I see before I’m ripped from Ellen’s body, is the miller approaching with his weapon. 
 
*
 
I gulp in air and am met with the dust of the Red Palace basement. Next to me, Ellen’s chest heaves up and down and her head shakes from one side to the other. I hope she might wake, but a few seconds later her breathing is as measured as before. 
I rub my neck. Ellen’s vision had been so real that I’m still sore from where the Miller gripped his daughter. I glance down at her. For years I have been jealous of Ellen, of her beauty and popularity, and all this time she has struggled with her own secrets and her own troubles. I see her in a different light now, and I am sorry that I never stopped to wonder what the cause of her bad behaviour was. She hated herself. Perhaps we all hate ourselves at least a little bit. We’re all out there right now—spread out across Aegunlund—punishing ourselves for who we truly are.
“The visions are showing me secrets,” I say out loud, trying to make sense of everything. “But why?”
“Why indeed, young Mim.”
The sound of his voice has me on my feet and gripping the sword at my hip. Allerton, the leader of the Borgans, and a man I almost killed, stands before me with his cat-like amber eyes gleaming through the gloom. There isn’t a single hair on his head and, as always, to see him twists my stomach. This is the man who ordered the attack on Halts-Walden. This is the man who caused my father’s death. 
“You know my name isn’t Mim,” I reply, in a voice as cold as I can muster.
“Yes, my dear Mae, I do. But I thought it might grasp your attention.” He giggles like a little girl and tosses the sleeves of his robes as he claps his hands together. “Oh, I am sorry. I forget that not everyone shares my unique sense of humour.”
He comes to a halt at a man’s distance between us and lowers his eyes to mine. I find the bile rising in my throat, longing to plunge my sword deep into his chest.
“You did this. I don’t know how but you’re working with the Nix,” I say. “You used your amulet to curse the Red Palace and sent the court to sleep. Why did you do that? If you wanted to kill me, what was all that spiel about in the Borgan camp? That hogwash about being my mentor?” I pull the sword from its sheath and almost drop it. I’m not used to such a hefty weapon. 
Allerton watches me with the sword and then sighs. “Why in the name of the Ancients would you unsheathe a sword in order to kill me? You have the greatest power within yourself! My dear girl, you have so much to learn regarding the craft-born powers. I do hope you’re not going to let your stubbornness get in the way of fulfilling your great destiny.”
My cheeks warm as he mentions the sword. It was a very foolish action to take, especially when I could knock him to the ground with a simple gust of wind. I consider dropping the sword to the stone slabs below, but then decide that would admit defeat.
“Why did you curse the palace? Why have you done this?”
Allerton shakes his head and turns away from me. “Why, why, why. You’re asking all the wrong questions—”
I can’t control myself any longer. I lunge straight for him, aiming the hilt of the sword at his head to try and hurt him, but not kill him. As I run at him full pelt, a cry escapes my lips, releasing the frustration and anger that has been tightly winding itself inside me since the court fell asleep. This causes Allerton to turn and face me just as I am flinging myself towards him. His lips twist into a smile at the very moment we are going to collide. Just as I wonder why he would react in such a way, I find myself hurtling through him and hitting the stone floor with a crunch. The sword is propelled from my hand and clatters across the ground. My cheek grazes the stone slabs, and my elbow sings from the hard knock.
“Forgive me, Mae, I should have mentioned… I’m not really here.” 
 


Chapter Three – The Torn Soul 
 
“You’re a ghost.” I push myself onto my feet and wipe the dust from my dress. “You’re dead. You’re a ghost!”
He chuckles and begins to stride around me in a circle. It could be the significant bump to my head, or it could be the slow, steady rhythm of Allerton’s footsteps, but watching him sets me in a cloud of wooziness. 
“No, no. Not a ghost. I’m still quite alive. Much to your disdain, I would imagine.”
“This is more trickery. You’re using my powers for your own evil gain so you can set sleeping curses and… and… walk through walls.”
Allerton tips his head back and laughs until his robes shake. “I do love your imagination, dear girl. But no, I’m afraid that’s not it either.”
“Then tell me,” I demand. “You keep saying that I need to learn, and that I can learn from you, yet you speak in riddles. Tell me what it is you want and why you’re here. And please, if you can wake the prince—”
“Ah,” he interrupts. “It’s funny how you mention the prince first.”
I twist the skirt in my hands. “Well, he is the most important person in the realm.”
“But that isn’t true, is it? You are far more important than any prince. You have the craft inside you. The prince doesn’t even come second in this little scenario. The king, of course, is the second most important person in the realm. Unless you are a traitor? Are you a traitor?” he asks. 
“If a traitor is someone who thinks the king is a tyrant and a bully, then yes, I am a traitor and I don’t mind admitting it… as long as he remains unconscious.” I flash a wary eye over towards the sleeping king. “The prince is more important than the king because he will rule the realm with a just and fair hand. The king is treading this world into the dirt.” I twist the material of my skirt harder and harder until it forms a tight little ball in my first. 
Allerton mumbles something that sounds a lot like “young love”. Then he says in a louder voice, “Very well, Mae Waylander, I think it is time to refrain from beating around the bush, don’t you? I’ll swiftly begin. First of all, I did not set this curse. It is, however, interesting that you mention the Nix. What a horrible little trickster that thing is. Perhaps you’re right about that, but we’ll come to it later. Now, the reason for my current… transient form… is all down to you, my dear. As you know, us Borgans come from a long line of craft-born protectors. We worship the craft. We worship you in a way. We might not live as worthy believers in a monastery like the rather pedestrian priests west of the river Sverne, but we have a spirituality they will never comprehend—”
“Get on with it,” I snap. 
Allerton’s amber eyes are hooded as he flashes me a glare. It sends a shiver down my spine. 
“I am your protector, Mae, at least for now. And as your protector, I am linked to your spiritual being. That means when you are in turmoil, your soul summons me. The curse does not allow me to enter the palace, so as your loyal subject, my soul has been ripped from my body to come to your aid.”
“Your soul?”
“Yes, dear Mae. I lay quite dead at the Borgan camp. Fortunately, I was able to forward a message to the others informing them of my departure. I’m sure they won’t have burned my body.” He lets out a laugh, but this time there is little humour in it.
“Will you return to your body?” I ask.
Allerton rustles his sleeves as he puts his hands together. He purses his lips and narrows his eyes as though assessing me. A strange question enters my mind: Am I worth dying for?
“I don’t know,” he answers. “This has not happened for centuries. We have written records of the craft-born going back three hundred years, and there is but one mention of a soul-tear.”
“What happened? Did the Borgan survive?”
“It didn’t say.”
“Why hasn’t it happened for such a long time?”
Allerton sighs. “A number of reasons. It takes a large amount of power to summon a soul-tear, and most of the craft-born in recent times simply haven’t been powerful enough. You’re different, Mae. Don’t ask me why you are more powerful, because it is something I cannot answer. For a number of generations, the craft-born has lived in the Red Palace as a court member. They’ve lived sheltered lives where they do not need their Borgan aids. There have been some to reject the Borgan protectors all together.” Allerton clucks his tongue in annoyance. 
“Well, seeing as you kidnap the craft-born when she is sixteen, did you really expect anything less?”
“We don’t always kidnap, dear child. It just so happens that the situation called for urgency this time around. The king was trying to marry her off to his son. We had to act fast before she was trapped.” He tucks his hands into his sleeves and turns his head away. “I don’t think you appreciate how dangerous this is for me. My body is left vulnerable.”
I let go of the skirt and my hands flop to my side. I had no idea that my gift could do something like this. I had no idea that I could cause this. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”
“Well, at any rate. You should make the most of my presence, as we do not know when or if I will return to my body. I may be taken from you at any moment.”
At one time I had wanted Allerton dead. Somehow that seems childish now. If I had accepted my responsibility earlier on in my life, I would know how to control my powers. That could have saved a lot of people pain. It might have stopped the king dragging Aegunlund into the dirt. He has been consumed with maintaining the strange mechanisms in the castle at any cost, even the pollution of his capital city. The castle was modified to run with the craft, something that the inventor—Beardsley—created with the last craft-born.
“Now, now. You’re not telling me that you are sad for me?” Allerton steps towards me and for the first time since we have met, I don’t feel the urge to move away from him. “I seem to remember a rather fierce young woman with a knife at my throat.”
“I didn’t do it.”
“No, you didn’t. You’re not a killer.” He smiles, and this time it seems genuine. The sarcastic twitch is gone. “Now, I know you don’t exactly like me, and I don’t blame you. Your father was never meant to be harmed, and I’m sorry about what happened. However, I’m afraid that the world is much bigger than you and your father. It contains far more than that, and you are the centre of it all. It’s a considerable destiny for one small person like you. Together we will take that destiny one step at a time.”
It could be the kind words or the tired expression on Allerton’s face, but I begin to soften towards the man. “Thank you,” I manage. 
I hear a sound that winds the tension in my body until I feel twisted up like the tree branches in the Waerg Woods. From somewhere in the castle comes the familiar click-ick-ick-er-ricker-click-ick-ick of the Nix, just like in my first vision with Cas. 
“Do you think it’s hunting me?” I whisper. 
Allerton frowns and stares out towards the silent furnaces. “I don’t know about that. You’ve faced the Nix before haven’t you?”
I nod my head. 
“Yes, I can see from your expression. There is no creature as despicable as the Nix. But we both know that it does not attack straight away. We are safe for the moment, Mae. It just wants you to know that it is here.”
“I know,” I whisper. I cannot get the thought of its black body out of my mind, or the way it showed me my greatest fear. When I had woken up with the sharp shard of stone pressed to my wrist, I had never felt so ashamed and so terrified. 
“This will be a difficult fight, Mae. Do you think you are up to it?”
My fingers tremble at the thought of facing the Nix again. “If Cas needs me to do it, then I will defeat that monster once and for all.”
“First, you need to move these people to safety,” Allerton says. “I don’t know what the Nix is playing at, but if it is trying to get to you it will use any means possible, and that includes using people you have a weakness for.” He lowers his head and regards me with hooded eyes. A shudder runs down my spine as I realise he means Cas. “Is there somewhere you can put them?”
“Beardsley’s room,” I reply at once. “I can lock them in while we hunt the Nix.”
“Mae, you won’t be able to move all these people. You’ll have to take the ones most important.”
I stare down at the bodies by my feet. They wouldn’t all fit in the office and I know it, but at least I can move Cas and his family to safety. I just have to pray that the Nix will not bother with the members of court either not familiar to me or of high importance in the realm. Even so, my throat tightens at the thought of leaving them there.
“I’ll take the royals to Beardsley’s quarters and then we’ll just have to block the basement off the best we can,” I say.
Allerton nods with approval. “Well then you’d best begin.”
 
*
 
After an inspection, I figure out how to rearrange the tiny room to accommodate the royals. It means shifting much of Beardsley’s work to high shelves and piling it up outside the door, but it gives us just enough floor space to move the sleeping bodies. 
I use a coal cart to lift them, which helps a great deal. But still, shifting the king takes considerable effort, and I’m sweating and aching by the time it’s done. They will have to slumber side by side until I can break the curse. It might make for an interesting awakening, but what else can I do?
After the others are safely locked away, we move out into the hallway. There, in the darkness, my fingers search the dirty alcoves of the wall for a lantern and a match. Without Beardsley’s overhead lights, the castle corridors are dingy, full of shadows and stuffy. When I find the match, my hands shake and it takes two attempts to light the flame. I remove the lantern from the alcove and hold it aloft, preparing myself for the sight of the Nix. 
Allerton’s soul remains my one companion. I let out a sigh of relief. 
“I’ve never seen you afraid before,” he remarks. “It doesn’t suit you.”
“You don’t even know me,” I reply.
“I saw you face the man you believed ordered the death of your father without a hint of fear. I know you are brave, deep down.”
I ignore him and grip the hilt of my sword in my free hand. “Let’s find the monster and kill him. We don’t have to talk on the way.”
“On the contrary. You need to develop a plan. You will not win in a sword fight with the Nix. For one thing, you cannot swing that sword, it is far too heavy. Another thing, your powers need to develop to defeat it. I believe I am right in saying that you have not mastered fire yet?”
I attempt to jut out my chin in a confident fashion, but Allerton sees right through me.
“No, you have not mastered fire yet. Come. We must find a safe space where we can begin.” He ushers me away from the long hall towards a chamber.
“Begin what?” I ask.
“Your training of course.”
My jaw drops. “We can’t train while the Nix is roaming around the castle.”
“Mae, you know full well that it will not attack for a long time. Instead, as you attempt to hunt it, it will continue to wear you down with visions of fear. Before you know it you are a jabbering wreck who can’t do so much as create a waft of air with your craft.”
I know he’s right, but still it feels wrong not to act straight away.
“You are a brave girl, Mae, but there is more you need to learn. You need to learn patience and cunning, and I am exactly the kind of person to teach you. Plus, I have a secret weapon.”
“What’s that?” I ask. 
“I know the Nix’s greatest fear.”
I turn to him in shock. “You do?”
“Yes, I certainly do. Now, let’s find a safe place to train. Preferably a large room with a lock.”
For the first time since the curse fell on the castle, I smile. “I know just the place.”
I swish my ridiculous dress as we take a left turn down the corridor. The Red Palace is an ancient castle, modified by an inventor called Beardsley. He placed strange locks on all the doors, large loops made out of brass. Each is a puzzle that fits together by sliding pieces into each other. I have lived in the castle for a little over two weeks, and in that time I have explored much of the palace by hiding and watching the others enter the different rooms. By being the eyes and ears of the castle, I’ve managed to memorise many of the strange combinations.
The old layout is traditional, and one I have taken interest in. Back in Halts-Walden, Father made me read books on the subject of the monarchy, and being in a place filled with history is like having a living connection to my dead father. I know that the palace is laid out in wings, with the royal chambers in the East Wing, and the guest rooms in the West Wing. Also on the east side is the ballroom, the kitchens, the engines and the servant quarters, however they are spread over three floors. On the west side there is a library, a throne room, the chapel and the medical ward, where the palace apothecary treats severe illnesses. With the servants living mainly on the east side, it is the part I know best. And I know one place where we can lock ourselves away from the Nix. 
“I’m taking us to the queen’s chambers,” I say.
“Well, very fancy indeed,” Allerton says with a giggle. “I would have dressed up for the occasion if I’d known.” 
I narrow my eyes at him. “This is serious, you know. There are people’s lives at stake. I need to learn how to kill that deformed slug and learn it fast.”
Allerton lets out a loud guffaw that makes me start. “Deformed slug! Well I never, what a wonderful description of the Nix.”
“You’re not taking this seriously,” I reply, turning my face away so that he cannot see my lip twitch with amusement. 
We approach a large brass door covered in connecting brass rings. Each ring has to be turned into an interlocking pattern to open the door.
“Can you hold things?” I ask Alleton.
“I think not,” he replies, raising the skin on his forehead that should be his eyebrows. 
I place the lantern on the ground and begin to work on the lock. I have to move each ring to fit into a sequence. The sequence is marked by notches. Since living in the castle, the queen is the only member of the royal family to let me into her chambers. She had invited me to help style her hair before an evening meal. I’m terrible at any kind of hairstyling, and can only imagine that she had invited me to her chambers for the sole purpose of showing me how to enter her room. I wondered why at the time. Now I believe she predicted that something would happen to her. Why would she think that?
It is heavy work. Without the power running through the palace, I have to rely on brute force. Years of tree climbing has given me some upper body strength, but I have little weight to put behind it. Each movement on the rings leaves me with a coat of sweat on my forehead that I have to wipe away with the sleeve of my dress. 
“Allerton, if I can fall through you, you can walk through walls. Why don’t you go in there and inspect the chambers. The Nix could be lying in wait, and all this effort would have been for nought.”
“Very well.” He bows his head and moves towards the wall. I detect some reluctance, and can imagine that walking through a wall might feel very unnatural indeed. I find myself gritting my teeth as he dips a toe into the bricks. 
It’s with some relief that I see him disappear into the room.
“All clear,” comes a voice. 
With a great shove, the last ring falls into place and there is a loud clunk as the mechanism comes undone. Now I can press the doorknob and enter the chamber.
The door swings back with a long, drawn out creak. I hurry to re-set the mechanism, locking us in and the Nix out. 
“Those locks are very curious,” Allerton says. “Why would a king want each room in the palace so guarded? I know kings are by their nature a target to usurpers and whatnot, but this is another level of paranoia. Are all the doors like this?”
I shrug. “I guess so.”
“Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”
“This is the first palace I’ve been to,” I reply. “Everything strikes me as odd.” 
The truth is that I have thought about the strange mechanisms on the doors. All I know is that the king asked Beardsley to design the palace in a very specific way. He must have a reason for doing that. 
“Well, this room is large enough to begin training,” Allerton says. 
The queen’s chambers are larger than the tavern in Halts-Walden. She has a private commode, a large four poster bed with stunning drapes hanging from each corner, and an intricate rug covering the stone floor. One wall is filled with her private book collection, which gives the air that not unpleasant must-scent from old books. There is an ornate mahogany desk and a large trunk. The wardrobe is almost the size of the hut I lived in with father. I run my hand down one of the bed posts, wondering how many queens have slept in the same bed, touched the same smooth wood.  
The last time I entered these chambers I remember the queen rambling as she spoke. She sat at her dressing table and asked me strange questions:
 
“Have you ever wished to be a princess?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
“Wouldn’t you like to be queen?”
“I would rather ride Anta to a faraway land.”
“Do you think you would make a good leader?”
“I… don’t know, Your Majesty.”
“What do you think of leaders? Do you think they are above the law?”
“No.”
“Would you challenge authority if you felt they were doing something wrong, something that could put the realm in danger?”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
 
That conversation seems far away. Long ago. I felt at the time that she was trying to test my nature, to see if I would make trouble for the castle. Now I think she might have been trying to tell me something.
Allerton paces the room with his arms folded in his robes. “I think we’ll be safe here for a while. The Nix will not be able to manoeuvre through that door. At least I hope not.”
“What does it want from me? Why doesn’t it kill me and be done with it? Why did it show me those things?”
“What things?” Allerton sweeps across the floor, his amber eyes fiercely highlighted by the sun streaming in through the windows. 
“When we were in the Waerg Woods it poisoned me and showed me a future I… I…” I grip my eyes shut. It isn’t a memory I like to remember. The Nix showed how I would drift apart from Cas, become his servant, and watch him marry Ellen. In a fit of despair, I attempt to take my own life in a servant room here in the Red Palace.
“You know the Nix is a trickster,” Allerton says. His voice is calm and slow. “You know that you cannot trust the things it shows you. Why dwell on it, girl? Why do that to yourself?” I drop my head as he examines me with those preternatural amber eyes. The queen’s four poster bed acts as a seat for me as I almost collapse into the soft bed linen. “Ah, I see. I see very clearly and I’m not at all surprised. You hold the prince in your heart. It’s a weakness to do so, of course. As protectors of the craft-born we are taught to prioritise our beliefs. The craft is more important than the heart. Your love for your father almost twisted you into a killer, Mae. What makes you think that the love for this boy will not corrupt you in the same way? Unrequited feelings are as dangerous as anger, if not more so. You could become a bitter hag, a resentful woman, instead of the powerful leader you should be.”
“So the vision could come true? But you said—”
Allerton silences me with a sweep of his hand. “Pay no attention to the Nix. It is true that the Nix uses some truth, it uses our real fears and twists them. But your destiny is as fluid and turning as the River Sverne. Whatever you become it will not be down to that overgrown cockroach. Your heart, Mae… That has a rather large part to play in your future. You need to choose wisely when it comes to whom you trust it to.”
I had never thought about it like that before. Perhaps I never imagined that my heart was worth giving to anyone except Father. If I had stopped to think, maybe I would have been more cautious. It was the way Cas treated me more than anything. Despite being prince of the realm, he made me feel like his equal, and that is something I’d never known. 
“It spoke to me as well,” I say. “When I was in the basement, I heard its voice in my mind. It told me some sort of riddle, and then I was pulled into a vision. It happened again not long after. First there was the riddle and then it showed me a vision.”
“And the visions were from the Nix?” Allerton asks, the humour long gone from his voice.
“Yes, except they were different this time. They didn’t focus on me and my fears, they focussed on the fears of the others. It was Cas in one vision. He was afraid of his younger brother. The other was Ellen, who was attacked by her father. They seemed so real I felt as though I was physically hurt by it.”
Allerton’s frown deepens. “And what was the riddle? Do you remember it?”
“Yes,” I say, relaying the riddle to him. “Don’t you think it sounds like the answer is the Nix itself? Wearing down its victims is the Nix’s specialty. Showing us our greatest fears… wait, no, it isn’t the Nix at all.”
 
You cannot touch me, but I make you cold.
 
“Fear makes our blood run cold. That’s the answer to the riddle!”
Allerton nods. “Very good, Mae. I think you’re right. Perhaps fear is the key to all this and perhaps you can use that to help break the curse.”
“But why would the Nix tell me?”
 “I don’t know yet,” he replies. “But we are going to figure it all out.”
“What is the Nix’s greatest fear?” I ask.
“Fire,” Allerton replies.
 


Chapter Four – The Queen’s Code
 
Allerton instructs me to wash and change. My scrappy dress is torn and covered in dust. As it is a fraction too long for me, it catches on the bottom of my heels and slows me down. The thing needs to go, and not a moment too soon. Dresses are definitely not my style. 
In the queen’s washroom, I notice a change come over my countenance. My face is muddied from attempting to dig my way out of the castle, and my elbows are grazed from my tumble in the basement. The cuts, grazes, and dirt used to make me feel like a scrappy urchin child for whom no one cares for. Now I see them as signs of strength. Battle wounds. 
The only clothes I find that may fit me are a pair of britches and boots, and a silk tunic, far too fine for the likes of me, yet somehow befitting this new confidence. The Waerg Woods have changed me. My eyes are dark and level. The restlessness has gone. My arms are roped with muscles and I have filled into a more womanly figure. I hold my chin up. Gone are the days of me staring at my feet as I walk. This is how I will hold myself from now on. 
It’s as though my humours are somehow coming to align. There is still the haunted shadow over my eyes, the one that carries grief. The mischievous grin—the one that always got me in trouble—has almost gone. But there’s still something, a sparkle, a twinkle of the girl I used to be, the one who would joke and laugh. I like that. The responsibility I always eschewed fits well with this version of me. The weight settles on my shoulders and it is a comfortable one. 
I am ready for the tasks ahead of me. I leave the washroom with my shoulders back. In the queen’s bedroom we begin the training.
“It will take a strong heart, a strong head, and a strong stomach to defeat the Nix,” Allerton says. “You need to use all the tools available to you, and you need to start using the craft as an instinct as well as a power. It resides in you waiting to be used. Bring it to the surface and see what it can do.”
But no matter how his words stir me, I can’t escape the churning in my stomach. Cas, Ellen, the queen, Beardsley… They remain unconscious while I attempt to create a flame in the palm of my hand. 
“How is this going to?—”
“Shhh,” Allerton chastises. “Concentrate.”
“But—”
“Imagine you are a great furnace. Imagine the fire building inside your belly. You are the conduit, and through you, fire will come.”
I try again, closing my eyes and imagining the engine room in the castle. The workers are there shovelling coal into the fires. The rhythmic chug of the shovels, the hiss of the fire, the crackle of the flames… it should rise from my gut. But somehow, nothing comes to me. 
“I can’t—”
“—is not a viable excuse.” Allerton looks down his nose at me, with a creased forehead. 
After another fruitless attempt, Allerton sighs and sits beside me on the floor of the queen’s room. 
“Perhaps if you understood more in regards to the origins of the craft-born,” he says.
“What else is there to know? It comes from nature, from the four elements. It flows through me because I have the blood of the Ancients in my veins.” I shrug.
“That’s all true,” he says. “But do you know how it links to the Gods?”
I shake my head. “Father sometimes spoke of them, but he was never very devout. Halts-Walden follow the teachings of Celine. Wind keeps us safe.” I shrug. “The stories are nice, but we were too busy almost starving to care.”
“According to the teachings of the craft, the Gods are more complex than many believe. They are not always good. They are not always concerned about the poor and helpless.”
“I thought Gods were supposed to help?” I say. 
“In a way,” Allerton replies. “But it is more complicated than that. Long, long ago, before our kind inhabited Aegunlund, the Ancients worshipped the source of their magicks. They worshipped the four elements, not the Gods. In worshipping the nature, they conjured them in their own image. They created the Gods.”
“Then how can they be Gods? I thought Gods created our worlds?”
“Not this time,” Allerton says. “There could be Gods who created our world, but the Gods of your powers were made from your powers. Celine, God of wind, Endwyn, God of fire, Ren, God of water, Fenn, God of soil. They came from the source of your powers, Mae. There is nothing you cannot change with your craft. Nothing you cannot do. The Nix has one huge weakness. Now, close your eyes and create a flame.”
“Why is the Nix afraid of fire?” I ask. 
“Because it is the last of its kind. A lot like you, Mae. You are born of the Ancients. It was born of the Ancients, too. The difference is, the Nix came from a twisted mix of beast and magic. When the craft first stirred through the veins of the Ancients it was too powerful to be tamed. It was in everything, all the elements of our world, from the plants to the clouds, and before the Ancient Ones could harness and control those powers they shot out at tangents into everything and anything. Great beasts, tiny insects, birds, men, women, it distorted them all. It wasn’t until men learned to control the craft that the world began to take shape.
“Now, you see, the Nix is part of one race of creatures made from that great surge of power. It is a monster with a brain. There is little it cannot achieve with that brain because it wears its victims down until they are nothing at all. It controls them. You’ve seen the way it feeds on fears. But what you don’t know is that during the great Purge during Ancient times, the Aelfens burned many of the Nix’s kind. Mass killings.”
“Aelfens?”
Allerton tuts. “You need to come to the Borgan camp soon. There is so much that you do not know. The Ancients were called Aelfens a long, long time ago.”
“Aelfen,” I say, running the name over my tongue. “And I am part Aelfen then?”
He nods. “The last.”
“So the Aelfens attacked the Nix’s kind. But if it happened in the Ancient times—?”
“The Nix remembers. It is born with the memories of its ancestors. It remembers the pain of the fire. It has already died a thousand deaths. It needs fears of others to make it strong because its own fear is debilitating.”
I don’t speak for a moment. The entire history is appalling. “Is that why it’s evil? Because of the pain felt by its ancestors?”
Allerton hesitates. “Perhaps.”
“Does that mean it has a chance to redeem itself? To become good?”
“Do you think that?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine experiencing that pain. The pain of my father’s death was unbearable. It made me hard, vengeful. The thought of experiencing that thousands of time over… I’m not sure I would be me anymore.”
“I’m inclined to agree with you, Mae. I don’t believe the Nix has a shred of humanity left in it. I don’t know why you have been targeted, but it has to be for a selfish reason.” 
I rub my chin, mulling over this new information. It seems more whole now, like my enemy has a face. “The court is experiencing their worst fears. It has to mean something.”
Allerton frowns. “Tell me more about those visions. It could be important.”
“Ellen’s was horrible. I was in her body and she was beaten by her father.” I decide against telling Allerton Ellen’s deepest secret. Somehow it doesn’t seem right.
“Perhaps this is part of the spell. Oh, that is very clever indeed.” Allerton smiles. The thought that he admires the Nix is as unpleasant as the thought that each of my friends are experiencing their worst fears over and over. “A perfect way to wear you down. It knows, you see, it knows you so well. The thought of your friends facing their worst fears is more unpleasant to you than facing your own. It will wear you down until it gets what it wants.”
“What could it want? I don’t understand.”
I stand up and pace the room. 
“Mae, you really must learn flame,” Allerton says in an exasperated tone. 
But I am too lost in my thoughts now. There is a mystery to solve and I feel as though I must solve it before I can work on my craft. It nags at my mind. 
“Something in the castle… what could it be?” I mutter to myself. 
“Sit down, Mae, you’re making me dizzy.” Allerton attempts to grab hold of my arm but it goes straight through me. He stares at his hand in dismay. “It’s very bizarre to see myself like this. I am a nonentity.”
As I stare through Allerton’s hand, that’s when I realise that the locks on the inside of the door are far more complicated than the outside. There is another set of rings woven into the pattern with notches that are different to the exterior. I struggle to remember how the queen managed to release us from her chamber. At the time I had been dumbstruck by her questions, and so amazed at the beauty of her room, that I hadn’t paid any attention. 
“Allerton have you seen the door?”
“How curious.” He moves behind me and his noiseless body causes me to start when he speaks. It only now strikes me as strange not to hear the breaths of a human being, or feel their movements next to your body.
“It seems the queen must be hiding something.”
“What makes you say that?” I ask.
“Well, why else would she have an extra lock on her door? Either she is very safety conscious—and with that brute of a husband I can’t say I blame her—or those locks lead to something else in the room.”
“You mean another door?” I ask.
“That is exactly what I mean.” A slow smile spreads across Allerton’s features. “Let me ask you, do many people other than the queen enter her chambers?”
“Well I have only lived in the castle a few weeks but I did hear a rumour amongst the servants regarding the secrecy of the queen. They also said that she never entertains the king, that he always summons her to his chambers, and then very rarely.” I feel my cheeks turn red as I discuss the relations between husband and wife.
“Well, now there could be a good reason for that,” Allerton says. “Perhaps she only wants her most trusted companions to know about the extra door.
Like me, I think. She invited me here to show me, except I was too stupid to notice. 
I back away from the door and begin to examine the room instead. If I was to install a secret doorway in my chambers, where would I hide it? There is the wardrobe. It seems a little obvious, but I stride up to it and work on pulling the large piece of furniture away from the wall.
“I’m terribly sorry I can’t help, dear Mae,” Allerton says in a voice that suggests he is not in the slightest bit sorry.
But the furniture is too heavy. I’m only able to rock it forward an inch and press my eye to the gap between the wall and the wardrobe. There isn’t even the tiniest crack in the bricks, and besides, it would be useless to the queen if she had to move the wardrobe during an escape. 
I work methodically around the room, removing tapestries and paintings, pulling the desks and dressers away from the wall… none reveal any secret passageways out of the room. 
“There’s nothing here.” I wipe a film of sweat from my forehead and pant air into my lungs. “I’ve tried everything except…” my heart soars. “Except the washroom, of course! It’s angled perfectly over the stairs in the castle, which could easily hide a narrow passageway.”
I rush into the small bathroom where I had changed and washed only minutes ago. It contains a small marble basin and a large porcelain bath. I hadn’t noticed anything unusual about the room before, but there is a large mirror behind the basin, which spreads across the wall from one side to the other. I place my fingers on the mirror and feel each side. The left, the closest to the wall near the stairs, has a tiny draft escaping from it. 
I almost run straight through Allerton as I make my way back to the door. One of these rings corresponds with the secret door in the washroom. But how am I supposed to work out which one it is. 
“Have you found it Mae?” Allerton asks. 
“One of these rings will open the door in the washroom. I think the mirror is the door. I don’t know which one.”
Allerton watches as I nudge the rings, uselessly. There are too many combinations to choose from. 
“How does she remember how to do this every day?” I muse. “It must be a lot to remember.”
“Perhaps she doesn’t,” Allerton says. “Perhaps she leaves herself reminders around the chamber.
“Of course!” 
I careen around the queen’s large four poster on my way back to the washroom. There has to be a clue in there, something I’ve missed. The washroom still smells of the rose scented soap I used to clean myself, and there are small beads of condensation on the glass of the mirror. As I lean forward to examine the glass, the slight breeze tickles my ear. I put my fingers on the glass and explore the edges. It’s there that I notice tiny grooves in the mirror, the same length and shape of the notches on the rings. 
“Found anything?” Allerton once again sneaks up silently and causes me to start.
“There are grooves on the side of the mirror. I can’t see them, but I can feel them. Each one of the brass rings has a different set of grooves. Maybe I can match them to one of the rings.”
“Not bad, dear girl,” Allerton says. “You’ve got a bright mind on those shoulders.”
“Now I just need to…” I suck in air. That voice is back. The Nix.
 
Trailing silk, I glide, spin patterns to catch you, suck you dry.
 
What am I?


“Mae?”
The ground disappears below my feet. A sucking pulls me down, and the room fades away…
 
*
 
My feet hit solid ground. There’s a clanking and hissing of the engines in the Red Palace. The air smells of charcoal and damp earth. My ears are fuzzy, as though I am hearing through water. It takes a few moments for that fuzziness to dissipate. 
“And what was it that you wanted to ask me?” 
I turn away from the sight of the burning engines to see an old man resting on a cane by a large bowl of soil.
“Beardsley,” I say. 
“You wanted to ask me something?” 
“I… I don’t remember.”
The old man’s eyes narrow and his brow furrows as he examines my expression. “You seem quite perturbed, young Mae. What could be the matter?”
“I don’t know. I feel strange, like I’ve done this before. I… I shouldn’t be here. I’m looking for something. There’s a puzzle that I need to solve.”
“Then you came to the right person.” Beardsley’s eyes shine. “I am quite adept at solving puzzles. In fact, that’s what I do. I create puzzles for other people to solve. Some find it quite frustrating.” His expression darkens. “And sometimes the puzzles are unsolvable. Sometimes they puzzle you.” 
“What do you mean?”
Beardsley shakes his head. “Nothing of any use. Now, why don’t you tell me all about it?”
“Well, it’s to do with the queen’s chambers, and—”
“Shhh!” Beardsley lifts a hand in the air and tilts his head to one side. “Do you hear that?”
Aside from the heaves of the men working by the engines, and their voices as they laugh and joke through their work, there doesn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary. The large copper pipes hiss and clunk as the castle chugs along, surging power into every room. 
“No, what is it?” I reply.
“Oh, nothing,” he says, still staring out into the distance. His voice is vague, distracted. “Go on. The queen’s chambers. Yes, I believe I designed the lock. She wanted something different to the king. I wondered whether it was to keep out certain members of the court. She was quite adamant…” His voice grows fainter and I wonder if he is lost in some long lost memory. “Oh, and there was the… yes, that’s right… the… Don’t you hear that demon thing scraping and clanking?”
“The engines?”
“No, you fool,” Beardsley snaps. “You stupid little fool, what were you thinking? What made you think you could get away with it? Imposter!”
I step back, alarmed by this strange change in Beardsley. The man I met before seemed genial, so calm and gentle. Yet he stands before me with his mouth twisted into a tight grimace. 
But as quickly as the grimace appeared, it fades and his eyes soften, replaced by the slack-jawed look of shock. “I’m sorry. I don’t know… I’m not myself, it would seem.” 
“Maybe you should go and have a lie down,” I suggest. “Or have the kitchen staff make you a nice pot of tea. I can arrange it for you if you like. I’ll go to them now.”
When I turn to leave, Beardsley’s bony fingers grip hold of my arm. His grasp is strong and tenacious in that way old peoples’ fingers always are, as though clinging to the last moments of life. His eyes plead with mine, large dark circles of fear, black orbs within a shrunken face. The world seems to slow around us. The engines quiet. The chugging stops. In its place comes a strange breeze twisting through the room. Stray hairs are caught and pulled away from my face. Even the bowl of dirt disappears, and my stomach does a flip, confused by the sudden changes in atmosphere.
“What’s happening?” I whisper.
Beardsley’s fingernails dig into my skin. His mouth opens and closes but not a peep emerges. I’m about to speak when I hear the strangest noise. Around us the landscape has changed, but we are still in the palace. I can tell from the red brick of the walls, and the grandiose tapestries hanging from ceiling to floor. We are in a corridor on the East Wing. I recognise a red and gold tapestry. 
“You’re starting to hurt my arm,” I say. His fingers are pressed so deeply into my flesh that I imagine bruises and little half-moon marks forming on my wrist. “You need to let me go. Beardsley, can you hear me?”
There’s another scrape and a loud clank. Beardsley’s mouth opens and closes, his eyes are widened, frightened. His dark blue robes hang to the floor, rippling from his trembling body. 
“It’s coming,” he croaks. “I told you it was coming.”
“What do you mean, ‘it’s coming’? I don’t understand…” 
There is no point in me talking any longer, because the clanking and scraping noise drowns out my voice with its crashing crescendo. 
“What is it?” I shout.
“It’s coming for me.” Beardsley releases my arm at last, and turns to face the sound. “I knew it would.
There’s a grinding of stone as though the ground is being crunched beneath giant feet. The hallway shakes and mortar dust trickles down the walls. Beardsley backs away, bumping into me as he staggers. He stops and stands behind me.
It seems to happen in slow motion. I know I should run, yet my legs don’t want to work. My muscles tighten until they are ready to spring into action. But for some reason I cannot move. My heart thuds against my ribs, and when the hallway shakes again, I have to hold onto the wall to stop myself from falling. There’s another scrape and a clank… then it emerges from the end of the hall. 
A long, thin, copper coloured stick peeks from around the corner. It’s swiftly followed by another one the same shape and size, then another, and another. At one point I begin to think I have double vision, because there are so many of these strange, leg-like things appearing from the bottom of the hallway. Each one scrapes and screeches against the stones. 
The floor shakes as a large, metal sculpted body follows those spindly legs. That’s when it faces me, and my stomach seems to leave my body. My knees are trembling, and I’m aware of the blood draining from my face.
“Mae it isn’t safe. We need to…” Beardsley grabs the back of my tunic and attempts to drag me away. 
The enormous mechanical spider runs towards us.
 


Chapter Five – The Inventor’s Fear
 
The scrape of its legs against the stone makes my stomach lurch. Every moment brings it closer and the clack clack clack of its pincers nip at my heels. My palms are slick with sweat. A desperate fear creeps up from the bottom of my bowels as it dawns on me how easily the spider could take hold of my very breakable leg with its sharp, metal pincers.
Even though I know this is one of the Nix’s visions, I can’t stop that primal fear from forcing me forwards. I can’t stop to see if the spider will just go away on its own. I can’t take that risk. 
Beardsley has his robes bundled up in one hand as he shuffles along, his old legs stiff and slow. I have his other hand, almost dragging him down the corridor. The weight of the spider shakes the walls. Old shields and decorative weapons clatter against the flagstones. The tapestries fall from their hooks.
Bile rises in my throat as I think of it behind us, taller than the taverns in Cyne, wider than the farmer’s cart back in Halts-Walden. Five times the size of the hut I lived in with my father, filling the great hallway of the Red Palace, and moving its many legs closer and closer to us. Those pincers…
We need to find a room to hide in, somewhere with a strong doorway that it won’t be able to break through. But where?
My ankle is caught by a long, sharp leg and I cry out in pain. Beardsley manages to accelerate, his old body shuffling along the stone slabs. I push forward, determined to survive. We turn to the left, ducking down a set of spiral stairs, hoping the change in direction will slow the spider at least a little bit. I’m breathless and Beardsley is weak, but we hurry down the stairs as fast as we can. I glance back and see the spider struggling to negotiate the steps. Its eight legs tangled and squashed into the smaller space. The change in direction helps us put some distance between us, and it is distance that may save our lives. 
On the floor below, Beardsley points one bony finger towards a door on the right, protected by the interlocking brass rings. I nod, and together we work the rings. Beardsley knows the combination immediately. I wonder how many secrets he keeps for the royal family, and importantly, from each other.
Inside, I realise from the large four poster bed and ornate dressing table that we are in the chambers of the queen. I’m back here again, but this time there is no Allerton. Somehow the vision has led me here. There must be a reason for that. 
“What is that thing?” I ask. 
Beardsley wipes sweat from his forehead and half collapses on the bed. “I… I designed it. The king wanted me to design a weapon more fearsome than any other in Aegunlund. That’s what I made for him.”
“For the love of the Gods, Beardsley, did you have to make it so big?” 
He shakes his head. “I’ve made worse for the king. I help him do worse.”
I don’t like the haunted expression in the lines of Beardsley’s eyes. I move towards him with the intention of saying something comforting, or putting a hand on his arm to calm him, when there’s a sickening crunch. A high-pitched screech, like the sound of a pig in pain, comes from outside the room and a shudder ripples through my body. 
“Is that the… the thing? Can it screech like that?” I say, backing away from the door. Beardsley comes to my side. 
“I designed it to be controlled by a master. But… but I fear it has a mind of its own. That’s what I’ve always feared.” His voice shakes. 
There’s a great screeching noise as the spider attempts to make its way through the brass door. The metal against metal is deafening, forcing me to clamp my hands over my ears. But then there is a crunch and a scrape. The pointed leg of the spider slices through the door. The spider attempts to retract its leg, but becomes stuck against the metal, screeching in panic. 
“We need to get out of here!” I yell. 
Beardsley rushes towards the washroom. “There’s a way out, I built it. But the combination is on the door.”
I falter for a moment. “I… I… need to know the combination. That’s it! That’s why I’m here.”
The spider manages to release its leg, but now it moves to the door, forcing its pincers through the gap left by its leg. The pincers gnash and clank, eating at the metal. 
“We need to be quick. Beardsley, what’s the combination?” I wrench an ornate sword down from the wall of the queen’s bed chamber and inch towards the spider, jabbing the sword in its direction. I’m no master of swordsmanship, and find myself wishing that Cas was by my side. At least he can swing the damn thing. 
“Oh, now, let me think.” The old man rubs his chin with trembling fingers. “It was a long time ago. There are many, many doors.”
The spider forces more of its leg through the gap. It thrashes around, flopping up and down until it breaks an ornate dressing table in two. I watch in horror. 
“You knew the combination outside right away. You can do this,” I encourage. 
“Go to the door. I’ll remember as I see it.”
I make my way towards the door, ducking and dodging the great brass leg of the spider. Its pincers clack and grind through the door, and I jab my sword at it, trying to force it back. There are great glassy expanses where its eyes should be. Perhaps if I can jab through one of those sockets… I force my way forwards, swinging the sword. I connect with the metal leg of the spider and sparks fly. It does no damage to the spider, but the vibrations pulse down my wrist, jolting my arm. 
When I’m in front of the door, the spider reaches for me with its pincers, but the door holds. I arc the sword and deliver a blow on top of the pincers. It manages to dent the metal very slightly, but my wrist sustains a worse blow. I yelp and almost drop the sword.
“Beardsley, you need to tell me, now!”
“Oh dear. Oh the Gods. I’m not sure I… hold on. Are there three brass rings?”
“Yes!” I shout. My heart surges with fresh energy. I duck and swivel to the right, narrowly avoiding another attack from the spider leg. It crashes down on a chest and fine dresses spill out onto the floor. 
“Let me think. The left one works the door, the middle section is for the connecting doors to Prince Casimir, oh yes… it’s the right ring, Mae. But I can’t remember… the notches are supposed to match up.”
“Beardsley! You need… wait.” A memory pops into my mind, one where I run my fingers down the grooves of a mirror. Yes, there were notches on the mirror and they were designed to match up with those on this ring. Of course!
I steel myself and turn to the brass rings. We don’t have long. The spider has managed to force two front legs through the door, and both of them are aimed towards me. I’m able to swing the sword around to stop those powerful legs coming down on me, but I can’t stop them forever. 
My fingers trace the notches on the outer ring. They need to be turned to match the inner ring, I remember now. I remember the pattern. In order to move the rings I have to lean most of my weight against them.
I let out a frustrated growl at how stiff the rings are. It takes all my strength to move them the smallest amount. With the continuous crunch of the door as the spider forces its way in bit by bit, I can only put my head down and work as hard as I can.
“Mae. Watch out!” 
Beardsley’s cry comes too late. One of the spider legs hits me on the side of the head, knocking me to the floor. As I try to stand, it grasps me with both of its legs, lifting me high in the air. I wave my sword around, trying to find a place to hit the spider, but the metal appears impervious. I feel helpless. I can only jab and jab at the legs, sparks flying; metal clashing against metal. 
“Mae!” Beardsley calls out. “Hit the eyes. They are the weakest spot.”
But I am too far from its eyes to land a blow. I have to wait, suspended in the air, for it to decide to either drop me or bring me closer, all the time, those pointed legs dig into my sides, bruising my ribs. 
“I can’t… I can’t reach…”
Beardsley comes charging forwards, moving with speed and determination. He shuffles quickly across the stone floor with his eyes set. Gone is his haunted expression. This new Beardsley seems younger. His energy gives me a new hope. 
The bony fingers that had not long ago gripped my arm, now take hold of a large, heavy looking candle stick. He climbs onto the bed, gaining height on the mechanical beast. With one swing of his arm, he lands a hit right in the centre of the spider’s eye. 
The sudden blow shocks the spider, causing it to drop me. I land with a thud, hitting my shoulder with some force. I cry out, but do not waste any time on the floor. Instead, I am up and limping to the door. We have managed to prise a little time out of the jaws of defeat, and now I need to open the trap door so we can escape. 
Another notch falls into place. This time Beardsley helps me move the ring, but with my limp arm, it is still tricky. The spider has backed away, dazed by Beardsley’s destruction of one of its eyes. 
“Just one more notch,” he says, his voice strained and tired. 
We put both of our weight behind the push, forcing the stiff brass rings into action. Sweat forms by my temples and my body is hot with the effort. Beardsley wheezes, clutching his chest. 
We are almost there, with the last notches lined up perfectly, when the spider charges at the door, hitting it with full force and pushing its pincers back through the hole. This time, it connects with my side, ripping open a wound that gushes with blood. I stagger back, my eyes wide and fearful. 
“Mae!” Beardsley stares at me in shock. 
“Don’t,” I say. “Just open the door.”
He nods. There’s a sad look in his eye, but I have to ignore it. With one last shove, the ring is in place. I hear the sucking sound of another door opening. 
But the spider is not long behind. Beardsley hurries towards me, pulling me away, but not before I see the spider burst through the broken pieces of the door. Within seconds, its enormous body fills the chamber. It screeches, and steam pours through the pincers. Beardsley’s grip on my tunic is strong as he forces me into the tiny washroom and, finally, into the open tunnel. Once inside he pulls a stiff brass lever and the heavy stone door closes behind us. 
The screeching and scraping of the spider seems far away now. Instead, our laboured breaths are the loudest sound in the dark, damp tunnel. We are safe, but the blood still pours from the wound at my side.
 
*
 
The lantern casts long shadows against the dark walls of the tunnel. It winds down, following the path of the stairs. But there are tunnels that lead off in alternate directions. This is more than an escape route, it is a maze of hidden rooms and walkways. My heart soars as I wonder if there is a way out that has not been cut off by the curse. Deep down I know it is unlikely, but there must be a fleeting chance that the Nix forgot something. Perhaps I can find help. Can I do that when I’m inside Beardsley’s fear? I don’t know, but it’s worth a shot. 
“So your worst fear is the thought of being attacked by one of your own inventions,” I say. 
Beardsley sighs. “I wish it was that simple. I have many fears. When you get to my age they build up like belongings. Some revolve around my inventions and what they will do to me. Some focus on what my inventions will do to others. They have already caused so much trouble. If I hadn’t let the king convince me to run the castle with coal, the city of Cyne would not have perished. The farmers pray to the Gods for my great demise. I swear sometimes at night I can feel them. I sense their loathing.”
I swallow thickly and press the strip of Beardsley’s robe against my wound. It is painful, but the dizziness is worse; as though at any moment I will slip off into sleep and never come back. 
“I feel like I can’t leave you yet. I feel as though there is more I need to know, something in regards to the Red Palace. You have a secret, don’t you? Something you won’t tell anyone?”
Beardsley’s back stiffens. “What makes you think that?”
“I don’t understand why you’re scared of your inventions hurting people, and yet stubborn regarding your secrets. Have you ever thought that maybe I can help?” I say. 
He shakes his head. “The things I have done…”
“Beardsley, focus. You need to tell me what you’ve done.”
But his eyes are lost in the depths of the shadows. I’m not convinced that I will be able to obtain anything of any use from him now. 
“At least start with the tunnels. Why are they here? What do they lead to?”
“The queen,” he says. “She always knew what her husband was. She always suspected he was rotten inside, a brute. She wanted a fail-safe for her family. She wanted to be able to escape the Red Palace. They are secret, very secret. The king never comes to her chambers, always sends for her instead… it was safe there.”
“What was?”
“The passageway, of course. And the watching area. You see all the secrets there.” He sighs again. “He never knew about her secret door. I built one for him, too. But he never knew about hers.”
“What?” I ask, frustrated now. “What do you mean? What secrets?”
“All the secrets…” 
Beardsley’s voice begins to fade away. My ears are foggy. The world begins to blur. 
“No,” I shout. “No, I need to know more first.”
The sucking sensation takes me over, pulling me down into the ground. It’s like I’m falling and I’m helpless. Another voice: Mae?
In one instant, I see a shape, a very sharp, very clear shape that I recognise immediately. It is the Nix. 
I don’t see it in the castle corridors or even in the Waerg Woods. I see it surrounded by light, but I can make out every part of its features. From the deep black shells on its body, to the lumpy long neck and fat thorax, to the long legs that scuttle when it moves and the mouth filled with pointed triangle teeth. It is waiting for me. I can feel it.
We will meet soon, craft-born, when we are both ready. There’s something I need you to do for me. If you help me, I will help you, too.
“Never,” I whisper. “I will never help you. I’ll die first.”
The ground is hard against my shoulder blades. My head is sore. My shoulder is sore. My side is sticky and wet. 
Mae?
I feel as though I am being pulled from one dream to the next. 
“Mae. You must wake. You’re bleeding”
I see the amber eyes first, then the shiny bald head. “Allerton.”
“Yes, yes, it’s me. But first, you need to dress that wound. I cannot do it for you because I cannot lift.”
When I sit up, a searing pain rips through my side. “It can’t be,” I mutter. “But it was the mechanical spider. I never… I was never supposed…”
“Mae, quickly, put pressure on the wound. You have lost a lot of blood.”
No wonder I felt woozy when I was with Beardsley. I reach for something nearby that might help stop the bleeding, the best I find is a blanket from the queen’s bed. When I tear strips, my stomach sinks. If the king finds out I have destroyed his property, he’ll have my head. But I don’t have much of a choice, it’s either this, or watch my life-blood seep into the stone floor of the castle. 
I wrap the strips of blanket around my wound. It is deep, but not as bad as I had imagined when fighting the spider.
“What happened?” I ask Allerton. “How did I obtain this wound? In the vision I fought a spider. But it was just a vision.”
“I watched you writhing on the floor, unconscious yet mumbling the name ‘Beardsley’. The wound appeared in a sudden slash as though you had been caught by a sword.”
“It was no sword. It was the pincers from one of Beardsley’s inventions.”
“Who is this Beardsley?” Allerton asks with a frown. 
“He is the designer of the castle. In the vision he told me the combination for the ring on the door, and we went into the tunnel behind the washroom. There is more in the tunnels than we think. He said there was somewhere to watch and find out all the secrets from the palace.”
“I don’t like the sound of this,” Allerton says. “Secrets sound like something the Nix would be interested in. As the most powerful creature in the Waerg Woods, it is always looking for ways to increase its power.”
I tie off the blankets over my wound. It smarts, but I am able to stand. I stagger over to the door to inspect the brass rings. A flash in my mind reminds me of the sickening crash as the spider’s legs broke through the metal. It makes my stomach lurch all over again. 
“You need rest,” Allerton says. “You should sleep. I will try to wake you if I hear the Nix. Otherwise, we are safe here.”
There’s a burning curiosity inside me. I want to be back in the tunnel, exploring these secrets Beardsley talked of. But I know Allerton is right. I have to rest if I am to carry on. I climb onto the queen’s bed, no longer caring if my blood seeps onto her sheets. 
As I am drifting into sleep, I say aloud, “The visions pull me in whenever they feel like it. I don’t… I can’t seem to be able to control them. And they are all so different. Sometimes I am aware, sometimes I’m not. And, if I can be hurt in the visions, that means I can die in them too.”
 


Chapter Six – The Weight of Responsibility
 
I wake to find Allerton sitting on the floor with his eyes closed and his legs crossed.  
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“I am communing with my body, dear girl.” One eye peeks open to reveal the pale orange beneath the lids. “I wanted to check in and make sure it’s all right.”
“Is it?”
“Everything appears to be normal, yes.” He opens both eyes and stretches out his legs. “Even as a mere soul I seem to experience the aches and pains of middle age. Perhaps it reveals the power of both habit, and the mind. How is the wound healing?”
“Well,” I say. “When I was in the Waerg Woods with Sasha, she said that I heal faster than other people. Is that because of my power?”
“Of course it is. Nature responds to your cry for help. It fills you with whatever you need to become well.”
I pat the bandages thoughtfully. With my craft abilities I rely heavily on nature. But what does my existence mean to the world? Sometimes I feel like a tornado-like force, sucking energy from everything around me. Other times I am a hurricane, blowing power outwards into the realm.
“It takes time to come to terms with the craft, Mae,” Allerton says. “When this is over you need to come to the Borgan camp and learn more about what you are. As a group, we have been studying your kind for centuries. I may personally have never worked with a craft-born like yourself, but there are older members who have. There are books and teachings. There’s much to learn, if you open yourself to the thought of learning.”
My muscles instinctively clench as I remember my breakdown in the camp. It was the moment I accepted my father’s death. I cannot think of the camp without letting grief back in. Yet I know he is right, and there is a part of me yearning to discover more about who I am. I just need to learn to distance my painful memories from the thought of Allerton. I need to see him as a man who made the wrong decision, not as the man who was directly responsible for my father’s death. Can I ever manage that? I’m not sure.  
“I don’t know,” I say softly.
“Mae. You are young and you wear a heavy crown. You must come to study your craft.”
“A heavy crown?” I repeat.
“The crown of responsibility, dear. Every craft-born wears it. You wear it heavier than the king, I dare say. His is a bejewelled imposter, but yours is real. It doesn’t fit right yet, but it will. Trust me.”
There it is. The word that hangs between us. Trust. A word that is earned through actions. There have been so few positive actions between myself and Allerton, that I am unsure if trust can ever blossom. We started in the worst possible way—from rage and hatred. I am trying, but it is harder than anything I have ever tried before, and I am new to trying, new to growing, and new to friendships. I turn away from him and stare at an ornate tapestry on the wall. It depicts the crowning of a young prince: Ethelbert the Third, if I remember rightly from my father’s books. I have seen a sketch of the tapestry in the books. Father would be proud to know that I am in its presence. A twinge of pain crosses my heart. Perhaps it is my injury that is wearing me down, but I cannot ever imagine a friendship with Allerton. Deep down I still blame him.
Allerton lets out a long sigh. “You will learn to trust me. It will take time. I wish we had more time to bond, but I am afraid that we will never have enough. All I can do, is show you that I am here as your guardian, in the same way your white stag is.”
“Anta?”
“Yes, dear. He is a protector like I am. He has watched you since you were a baby, and I am sure there is something of the Ancient spirit inside him. The beast is a magical one. I’m almost certain of it.”
Pieces begin to fall into place. I always felt safe and calm around Anta. He has been a constant in my world. He has always been there for me, even when others are not. Of course he is magical. That’s why the villagers were afraid of him. They felt it. They felt the magic in me, too. That’s why they have always been wary. 
A deep sadness tugs on my heart. If that is true, everyone I ever meet will feel that same wariness. They will harbour a deep suspicion, even if they don’t know why. All my life I’ve hidden a secret, and believed that I’ve hidden it well. Now I know that isn’t true. They all knew. Everyone I’ve ever met has always known. I’m different. They just don’t know how different. 
“Is it possible to sense magic?” I ask Allerton. “When I meet other people, do they know what I am?”
His eyes half close in thought. “Yes, I think they do sense it. They might not know what they are sensing, however. I certainly felt your power the moment I saw you.” He regards me for a moment. “You feel alone, don’t you? That’s the crown, my dear. That loneliness is its weight.” He moves closer to me and lifts a hand as though to place it on my own. Then he thinks better of it and tucks it back into the sleeves of his robes. “As there is only ever one craft-born at a time, you will never quite rid that feeling of loneliness. But it is important for you to know that you are not alone. The Borgans are here to—”
“The Borgans are forced into protecting the magic for the realm. It has nothing to do with wanting to be around me. You’re obliged to be around me.”
“And what a great honour it is. You’re special, Mae.”
“Because of the magic, not because of me, not because of my character or beauty, because the Gods know I have little of both,” I say, without meaning to sound self-pitying. It’s a fact as plain as day. I could choose to ignore the fact I am not beautiful, but somehow that isn’t in my nature. “Even the prophetess from the Ibenas said I was a normal girl, that there was nothing special about me apart from the magic.”
Allerton straightens his back and frowns. “And do you plan to let a mentally ill teenage girl speak for who you are and who you intend to be? Because if you do, you will never become anything of any merit. Is that what your father would have wanted?”
My head snaps up. Hearing him mention my father brings some of the heat back into my veins, leftover anger from the grief I’ve carried for weeks.
Allerton purses his lips. For a fraction of a second, I think he is hiding a smile. It’s as though he wanted to anger me. “Ah, now that’s the Aelfen spirit.”
“The Aelfen spirit?” I ask. 
“Yes, that’s right. The Aelfen spirit. Your ancestors, dear. They were a fractious bunch. Even before humans invaded Aegunlund there were wars between the tribes. Territory was important to Aelfens, but even more important was a sense of loyalty. If that loyalty was broken, their tempers flared. Oh yes, they were a race who saw very little middle ground, moral to a fault.”
“Do you think I’m like that?” I ask, thinking of my desire for revenge after father died, and for the way I struggled to see the perspective of the Borgans. 
“Who knows,” Allerton says. “I don’t believe we are defined by our blood, at least not in an absolute sense. Our surroundings have as much impact on us as anything. As do those who factor in our lives. Perhaps there is a little of the Aelfen hot-tempered morality lurking within you, but mostly I see a girl who observes and learns.”
I open my mouth to speak, and then pause. I’ve never felt as though I fit in with the people around me, which means I’ve never figured out how I’m built. This one nugget of information is like a huge piece of the puzzle being put in place. Sometimes I feel like a broken vase that must be mended bit by bit. Whether I trust Allerton or not, I know that he is right when he tells me I need to learn more about my ancestors. I need to know what it is to be craft-born.
“Shall we open that tunnel now?” he says.
My stomach growls as I climb out of the queen’s bed. I’m still in the bloody shirt from the night before and I head into the washroom to change my clothes. The dressings will need to be changed and I should check the wound on my side. I’m relieved to see there is no infection, and I find proper bandages in the bathroom. Then I take another tunic from her majesty’s wardrobe and hope that she does not have my head on a spike for theft. 
Before leaving the bathroom, I run my fingers over the notches, memorising their size and frequency, before heading back to the door. The loops face me. I shudder at the memory of the mechanical spider lunging through the door, its pincers biting into my side. I shake the memory away and work on the rings, bringing the symbols together. When it’s over, the mechanism gives a quiet click, and a cool breeze spreads through the chambers. 
“You did it, Mae,” Allerton says. He nods his head as though impressed.
“Beardsley helped in my vision.”
Allerton’s impressed expression fades into a frown.
“What is it?” I ask.
“It could be nothing,” he says. “I just have a bad feeling in regards to those visions.”
We head into the tunnels, pulling the lever to close the entrance. The lantern is in exactly the same place, and I light it and hold it aloft. It is exactly the same as in the vision, so alike that it is uncanny. 
“Beardsley said there was a viewing place. That there was something I needed to see. What do you think that means?” I say. “It has to be connected to the queen in some way. There must be a reason for her to have a secret door to this tunnel. Beardsley adapted the old castle and used his inventions to customise it to how the king wanted it. He said the queen asked for these specifications in her chamber. He said that he presumed she wanted an escape route for her family. But why would she keep it from the king?”
“Perhaps she is afraid of the king,” Allerton suggests.
“That makes sense, he is scary. But he is the father of her children. Why would he hurt his own children?”
“Why do men do anything? For money or love, and I can’t imagine that man loving so much as a kitten, let alone his own children. I imagine he could stamp on a disabled duckling and feel no remorse.”
I try to hold back my chuckle but fail miserably. “He would have us beheaded if he heard us. The first thing he did to me was shoot me with an arrow.”
Allerton chuckles this time. “Imagine if he knew the truth. If he learnt that he had shot the craft-born with an arrow… after his utter obsession with finding the craft-born… well. What a fool he is. If there is one thing more dangerous than a tyrant king, it’s one with an empty head.”
We press on through the damp tunnels. The mouldy stench drifts up to my nostrils as I walk, turning my empty stomach. How long has it been since I ate? The memory of steak pie and chocolate cake makes my mouth water. We should take a detour to the kitchens soon. Perhaps there is something untouched by the curse that I can eat.
“Do you know where you’re going?” Allerton asks. 
I’d been following the same path I walked with Beardsley in my dream, but now we came to the point where the vision had ended and I’d been brought back to the queen’s chambers. It was here that we talked of the king, and of how Beardsley has done bad things for him. My gut tells me that there is some significance in the words Beardsley said to me.
The things I have done…
All the secrets…
And these things he has done, they were for the king, for something he requested. If the Nix is showing me the vision, and then inside that vision Beardsley brings up the king, then surely the king is the key to all this? But the other visions showed me different things, like Cas and Ellen and her father… all of them seem to involve bullying in some way. My head spins as I try to make sense of it all. There is no sense. 
“This is as far as we came,” I say. “I don’t know where to go from here.”
“But you know the basic structure of the castle. You can follow the tunnels in a general direction. This is where you begin to use your instincts, Mae. You must call on your powers to help.”
“Then I think we should go to the king’s chambers. The palace designer mentioned something in his vision and I want to follow it up. He mentioned secrets. Also, he said that both the king and the queen had secret doors leading to the tunnels. Perhaps I can find it.” 
We hurry on, negotiating bends and twists. Three times I have to stop and think. During my time in the Red Palace I have explored almost every nook and cranny, but I have not been inside the king’s chambers. I’ve been near them, and I’ve quizzed the poor waiting staff who deliver his breakfast every morning, but I’ve never been inside. My palms tingle with anticipation. I’m ready to learn more about the king and his motives for the castle. I want to know why he wants the castle running on magic. There must be a reason, and Allerton is right, it has be to do with money or power, or both. 
As we follow the tunnels, which dip and rise between stairs, sneak between walls and duck underground. 
“I think we’re close,” I say, squinting through a thin gap between stones. “That is the corridor next to the king’s chambers. If we take a left here… yes… here it is. Another door! And the lever is in the same place.” After a tug on the lever, the wall scrapes sideways, revealing an entrance into the king’s bathroom, in exactly the same place as the queen’s. “Both the king and queen have matching hidden tunnels without either of them knowing. Can you believe that?”
“I can. Court members like to keep their ears to the ground and their eyes hidden in the shadows. Perhaps the queen has been spying on the king,” Allerton suggests. “She would want to keep that secret.”
My pulse quickens as we step into the king’s chambers. It’s one thing entering the queen’s room when I know she would treat me kindly if she knew the circumstances, it’s a different matter when you know that the king would have you executed without a second thought. This is real danger now. I am risking everything for more information. I hope I find something to fight the Nix. 
It is a vast chamber, and as flashy as you would imagine. The king has spared no expense when it comes to his own comfort, despite the hungry families we passed on the way to Cyne. 
Luxurious silk drapes hang from ceiling to floor. Unlike the rest of the castle, these are clean and new. The stone floor is covered in deep, soft rugs that feel spongy underfoot. His bed is huge, twice the size of the queen’s bed.
His desk is a behemoth of wooden architecture, stacked high with papers. It seems strange that out of the entire castle, the king would work on business matters in his personal chambers, but that might be an indication that he has business he would prefer to keep from his confidantes. 
The room is not unlike the others in the castle, but there are slight ornate touches on the arcs of the windows and the sills. It strikes me as typical of the king to want his room to be better than any other, that perhaps his sense of worth lies in the way the world perceives him as a man. He wants to be someone who is above any other person. While I could feel pity for a man like that, I have a scar below my ribs that only reinforces a bubbling hatred worming its way within me. 
I travel across the room, idly nudging papers and books to see if there is anything worth looking at, only to find a long, vicious whip. I lift the whip at the handle and examine it. An image flashes into my mind, the king bent over Cas, whipping him. Cas has never mentioned being hit by his father but I doubt a man like him could resist beating his children. Heat rises as my rage builds, and I drop the whip to the floor. 
“Mae, dear girl, what is it we’re looking for?” Allerton asks. His eyes travel from the whip to my empty hands. 
“I don’t know.” I sigh. “Instinct told me to come here, but it has left me now. I don’t know what I’m doing. What would the Nix want from the castle? Why am I the only one not asleep?”
“Slow down, Mae. Think of what you do know—not what you don’t know—and then we can fill in the gaps as you work everything out.”
“I know that everyone is asleep. I know the Nix is here in the castle. I know that my powers can’t break the spell, and I keep being pulled into visions. The first one showed me Cas as a little boy, hiding from his brother and afraid of his father. The next showed me Ellen who was beaten by her father. Then I met Beardsley, afraid of his own inventions. He helped me solve the brass rings on the queen’s chambers.”
“What does all that tell you?”
“That the visions are important. The king is bad. Beardsley made something for the king that he’s afraid of—”
“There!” Allerton claps his hands together. “That is the key. If Beardsley created something for the king that he’s afraid of, it must be important. And if it is important, it is something that the Nix might desire.”
“So I need to find whatever it is that Beardsley has invented. But how?” 
Allerton shrugs. 
“And that means the Nix is sending me clues in my vision. Wait, no. Not necessarily. It was only in the vision with Beardsley that I received any kind of clues, at least that I’m aware of. Apart from the riddles.” I groan. “This is so frustrating.”
“The Nix is a trickster. He likes to play God with his subjects. He wants you to question what you believe. He wants to confuse you as much as possible. It’s how he weakens his prey, by working at destroying your mind.”
“Well, I won’t let it,” I say, attempting to dismiss my worries and focus on what I do know—there are secrets in the castle and if my conversation with Beardsley is correct, they lead back to the king.
I set to work on the desk, rifling through the documents. Most are bills of some kind. There is written evidence that the king has sent a vast amount of money to Jakani, but that he owes even more.
“Could this be to do with diamonds?” I ask Allerton. “There are rumours in every tavern in Aegunlund that the king makes illegal diamonds to sell in Jakani. They say the great Jakani mines are drying up, and the slaves are dying under the sun.”
Allerton places his hands together like a steeple. “That would certainly fit into the money and power spectrum. The Red Palace is in disrepair and he needs his jewel exports in order to recoup costs. If there is some sort of treaty with Jakani for diamond production, perhaps that would account for the tension in Cyne.”
“I don’t know,” I say. “It’s hardly a secret, and it doesn’t explain what Beardsley is afraid of.”
I keep digging through the papers, uncertain as to what I will find. What I’m doing now could be seen as treason and my throat tightens at the thought of the possible consequences.
“Wait, what’s this?” I pull a wide sheet of paper out from under the pile. On it there are diagrams, jotted numbers, and an invoice of some kind. “These sketches are like the mechanical spider that chased us through the castle. And below… look, here.” I push the paper under Allerton’s nose. “It’s a command to all the blacksmiths in Cyne to make these specifications.” I tut. “He’s paying these people a pittance. It’s little more than slave labour. Father earned pennies less than that trading wood at the market.”
Allerton shakes his head. “He’s a tyrant king. But why would he be building such a large quantity of weapons? If the man is making money with the Jakanis, why would he need to create an army?”
I read more of the paper in front of me. “This command demands complete secrecy. Anyone caught talking about the weapons will be sentenced to death! That’s what it says here. Something strange is going on. It looks as though the king is financing weapons for an army. But why?”
 


Chapter Seven – The Alternate Perspective
 
Even Allerton remains in quiet contemplation as I search the rest of the king’s chambers. We find no more information regarding the large order of weapons or the mechanical spiders. There is nothing that details plans by Beardsley. I can’t imagine who the king intends to attack with his army. For all we know he could be stockpiling the weapons for a later date. Perhaps he is waiting for an attack from someone else. My mind immediately goes to the Jakanis. They are the most hot-blooded of the people in Aegunlund with their many mines and slaves. They dominate the salt and diamond trade. I can imagine the king wanting control over their riches, especially with Cyne in such disarray. But as far as I know, the king needs the Jakanis on his side, he needs their money. None of this makes any sense. 
Allerton continues with his lessons. The Nix often fights his battles in the mind, but it is still a large physical presence, and if I am to destroy it, I must use all my powers. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to make the flame appear in my hands. However, I have learnt to create a small tornado, the size of a book or a plate, and I can control its course. Wind seems more drawn to me than any other element. I can’t help thinking that it matches my personality. I am not cold or hot, I am forceful, wild and untamed. 
“Very good, Mae. You are able to control wind with your mind. From my readings, many craft-borns have found this to be the hardest.”
“What about fire? Did they find fire the easiest? Why can’t I conjure fire?”
“That depends on the craft-born’s heart. Those who are hot-headed and easy to anger usually do well with fire.” He laughs. “That gives the Borgan protector a lot to handle.”
“But I’ve always been easy to anger,” I say. “Why can’t I do it?”
“You’ve been through a great loss,” he says. “It could be the grief you feel for your father that has changed your heart. Are you still easy to anger?”
“I’ve gone through many changes since Father died. I don’t know anymore. I don’t know who I am.”
“Do any of us?” he replies. “I’ll let you into a secret that you learn as you get older. None of us really know what we’re doing. We just muddle along the best we can. The person who tells you they know everything is a bare faced liar.” 
I let out a sigh. It pains me to say it, but I must. “Maybe the reason I can’t create fire is because I’m working with the man who killed my father.”
Allerton’s eyelids droop and his jaw slackens. He seems more resigned than I’ve ever seen him. “I can’t change the past, dear Mae. One day, I hope you will believe how sorry I am.”
I shake my head, thinking back to the time in the tent when Allerton had seemed conniving, cold and tricky. Even though he is now with me as a protector, I cannot shake the unease his presence brings out in me. And if I can’t ever shake that unease, how am I supposed to work with him? After all, I have not just myself to think of, but Cas and the rest of the court. “Why are you my protector? Why can’t it be someone else?”
He pauses and looks me up and down. “Well, I’m certainly the most able from my camp. I am the Borgan with the most knowledge. I have studied more books than anyone else. But it would seem that, despite being the best at what I do, and the leader of the Borgans—by appointment I might add—that our first meeting is something that we might never be able to overcome. Will you see me as anything but the monster who caused the death of your father?”
I ruminate on that for a moment. “I’m trying, but I don’t think I am ready yet.” 
The words hang between us. They create a wide gap, a distance. 
“Why don’t you use it?” he says with pursed lips.
“What?”
“Use the anger you feel towards me. You can’t hurt my soul. Use it on me. Set me alight.” His amber eyes flash with wicked mischief. 
I suck in a deep breath and stare at Allerton, imagining the first time I laid eyes on him. I remember it as though it had happened just minutes ago. He had walked through the Borgan camp with a line of guards. I watched with the hatred burning in my stomach, knowing full well that those guards were the same men who ransacked our village. They killed my father so they could kidnap the craft-born. On his order. Allerton. I was supposed to be taken, but instead they took Ellen. And in the fighting they killed the one person I love in this world. They killed the man who raised me and looked after me and taught me how to behave. 
For the first time since I watched the flames lick the sky during my father’s funeral, I feel the heat rising from my belly. I concentrate on that heat, building it up to my chest, but as I begin to let it consume me, an image of Cas’s face pops into my mind. We sit by the campfire talking and laughing. I see his gentle nature and it makes me want to be better. It makes me want to be better than vengeful. The heat dies and I slump. 
“I can’t.”
Allerton frowns. “Idiotic girl! Don’t you see that you will put lives in danger if you cannot get angry enough to use the fire element?”
“Can’t I defeat the Nix another way? Why can’t I do it with wind?” My breath comes out in rasps. A slick of sweat forms on my forehead. I must have used more energy than I had imagined. Now, I feel my arms and legs begin to weaken, and the desire to lean down on the cold stone floor of the king’s chambers. The familiar fade takes me over and the room begins to darken…
…and the voice comes…
 
What lasts a lifetime but takes a moment?
What resurrects those who have gone?
What remains as a mirror image in the mind?
What is different for others but the same for you?
 
I’m sucked down into a vision.
 
*
 
Pine and birch. I know the trees simply by inhaling their earthy, sweet, spicy scent. The air is familiar. It’s home. I open my eyes and see twisted branches, feel the mud on the forest path, and hear the thundering noise of horse’s hooves. 
I dive out of the way, missing the hooves by a hair’s breadth. A gasp escapes my lips as I curl up into a ball. When the hooves sound further away I open myself and sit up. In the clearing of the forest a chestnut mare comes to a halt. Two other horses stop behind her. The first rider wears a cape. He has sandy-blond hair. 
Curious, I climb to my feet and step forward. There’s something familiar in regards to those horses and their riders. My hand rises to my mouth in shock. A dark skinned short girl stands next to the chestnut mare. The sight makes my blood run cold. That’s me. And I know that boy… it’s Cas. This is the exact moment that we met. 
“What does it look like? I fell,” says an irritated voice. My heart sinks. That is my voice? Is that how childish and insolent I sound.
“You Halts-Walden folk are strange,” says Cas. “And rude. Is that how you address your prince?”
The other version of me lets out a curse. I notice the slight wariness in her eyes as she tries to compose herself. She is afraid, so small and afraid, and yet naïve, too. She does not know that within hours Father will be dead. My heart pangs for us both. “Sorry, um, Your Majesty.”
“Highness,” he corrects. “Well, that’s quite the worst curtsey I’ve ever seen in my life, but I suppose it will have to do. I must confess that we’re rather lost and late. My guard saw a rare white stag and we thought to hunt it. Father would be so impressed to mount the head of a—”
“How dare you.” The version of me standing in the mud clenches her fists in fury.
The prince’s jaw falls open. “I beg your pardon?” As the prince’s skin prickles with annoyance I realise that this time I am connected to him, too. I feel what he feels, see what he sees. He’s curious about the girl below him. He wants to learn more, but he’s irritated by her, too. She gets under his skin with her attempted wit. At the same time, he thinks of her like a wild animal: a wild cat who does not want to be tamed and who is treated with wary respect.
“How dare you hunt my stag?”
“I’m sorry, your stag? Surely you don’t own the stag.” He moves his horse closer and stares down at her with a curious expression on his face. I remember how at the time I thought he was pampered and entitled. Now I see him as interested and inquisitive. “You.”
“Yes, he is mine, so no one touches a hair on his head, or I kill them.”
The guards begin to unsheathe their swords, but Cas stops them. It pains me to see them again. I remember their mangled bodies in the tavern. Poor Cas. They were his friends. I was torn apart by my own grief, not realising that he was also in pain. It’s like a revelation to recognise how our own pain blinds us from the pain of others. I hope I never let that happen again.
Why am I being shown this scene? Even though I’ve lived it before, I see it from an alternate perspective. This time I’m closer to Cas. Even though I am not in Cas’s body, I see me through his eyes. I’ve always been confused by Cas. He always treated me as an equal, which is something no one else except Father did, but at the same time I was either an annoyance or his friend. Now it seems as though I am interesting to him. It’s as though he has never met anyone like me before and wants to know what makes me the person I am. 
“No, it most certainly isn’t. Thank the Gods. I wouldn’t swap places with that ninny for all the sticky pastries from the bakery.”
The prince shares a glance with his guards. “Are you saying my future bride is a ninny? She’s not… She’s not ugly, is she?” 
I remember how Cas’s words had annoyed me. He’d seemed shallow and overly concerned by the superficial. This time I see a young boy terrified by the prospect of marrying a stranger. When I hid my craft from the villagers I did it because I was afraid of marrying a prince I didn’t know. Why shouldn’t Cas have been just as frightened?
“Stout? Oh Gods above, she’s a pig, isn’t she? Father assured me she was the most beautiful girl in the village. But, well, no offense, but looking at you hasn’t given me much hope.”
This is the moment where he made me feel ugly. Cas clearly thought I was plain the moment he saw me. But now, when I see me through his eyes, I don’t get that impression. Now, I understand that he was trying to save face, and that he didn’t think I was ugly at all. In fact, there’s a slight twinge of heat in his cheeks, as though he feels exactly the opposite. 
How strange.
 “Some people think that a person’s personality is what matters.”
“Does she have a good personality then?”
“Oh no,” I reply. “She’s horrible.”
 I cringe at my own words. I am childish. Such a fool. Instead of traipsing through a muddy forest in my mother’s dress, I should be spending my last hours with Father, appreciating him and everything he did for me. Instead I annoyed him with my disobedience, and I caused him to be angry with me for the rest of the day.
I’m pulled out of Cas but remain in the Waerg Woods. The riders move away and I feel the prick of tears in my eyes. I want to scream at the Nix about how pointless this is. Why is it showing me my first meeting with Cas? What does it mean? More importantly—can I trust it at all?
Instead of being sucked back into the king’s chambers, I sit down in the grass of the Waerg Woods, contemplating the scene I’ve just witnessed. What if the Nix is trying to distract me from my task? I can see how this would be tempting, watching a Cas who appears to like me from the very beginning. But then, what would be the purpose? The Nix has trapped me in the Red Palace for a reason, and it can’t be to moon over a boy I can never have. 
Unless the Nix has no control over the fears of the people he has cursed. I know that the visions are our own fears brought to life, rather than a prediction of the future as I once worried. What if these visions are the same? What if I—somehow—have to overcome the fears of each person in order to break the curse?
I climb to my feet in excitement. For once I have a clear plan. If I can learn to control the visions I am sent to, perhaps I can change the outcome of whatever it is the Nix wants to happen. The problem is—I have no way of knowing how to do this. 
A low moaning sound, deep like a wounded animal, erupts through the air. My muscles respond at once.
“Anta!”
I would know his cry of pain anywhere. I rush through the forest, tripping on my dress. In that instant I am back in the moment I first rushed away from my father, worried for Anta, worried what will happen to him. He’s my guardian, according to Allerton. He has been sent to protect me, to help me grow into a woman. Memories flash through my mind as the branches of the Waerg Woods scratch my face—Anta as a foal, staring in through the window, as a calf when I was a child, lowering his head so I could slip onto his back, then later, riding furiously through the woods, free as a bird. 
“Anta!”
Another call rips through the forest. What was once the brightness of midday has turned to the dark of night. When I move through the trees, I see little of the path. My aching muscles force me to slow down, and once or twice I trip and fall into the nettles below. My hands sting from their bite but I do not care. I push forward, terrified of what I will find, but terrified to turn back and leave him alone. 
I slow until all I can hear is my own breathing and the snapping of twigs. Where am I? I could be close to the deadly fog, or the vines that suck blood, or the Nymph. I could be anywhere. I press on, shifting obstacles out of my way as I search for my one true friend.
A low moan. So low and tired that it frightens me. 
With trembling fingers, I part the branches of a bush and push through the foliage. It’s there that I see him, nestled in the fallen leaves. I drop to my knees at his side, my insides turned to water from fear. Fear of losing him. I forget the visions in that moment. It is only me, and my one true friend, a pure innocent being who should never be hurt like this. Anta’s breath exhales, warm and foggy into my hand. He nickers to me. And then I feel the warmth of his blood. It’s everywhere, seeping into the muddy floor of the forest, spreading thick and fast over his coat. I can’t find the wound, but I know deep down in my heart that he is badly injured, that he could… 
 


Chapter Eight – The Little Prince
 
Anta.
Before I even have time to cry his name, I’m sucked into the king’s chamber. The smell of the king’s cologne mixed with ink and leather filters through my nostrils. The ground is hard beneath me, and my palms tingle with a spreading soreness. Allerton’s voice seems faraway, like a whispering ghost. 
I sit up straight. Anta. What happened to him? I wipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. Why did I find him alone and bloodied on the floor of the forest. That isn’t what happened after I met Cas and took him to Halts-Walden. Later that night he had been hurt, but only by a stray arrow; never hurt to the extreme I saw in the vision. 
Had the Nix included my own fears into Cas’s vision? It made no sense.
“Mae? Are you all right?”
I stare at him, and then I stare down at my sore hands. 
“Nettle stings. That must mean it’s real. It’s real!” I rush to my feet. Allerton regards me with eyes wide with panic. 
“What is the matter, Mae?” He implores me with arm gestures.
“I have to get to Anta.” I move towards the door to the King’s room and begin working on the brass ring. It’s no use; I don’t know the combination. 
“Mae, what are you doing? You can’t go out there, the Nix—”
“He has Anta!”
“Calm down and tell me what you saw in the vision this time? You know that you cannot trust anything shown to you by the Nix, you know that.”
I ignore him and hurry back towards the open passageway. But then I think better of it and shake my head. It would take too long to travel back to the queen’s chamber, and if I try to find an exit elsewhere I run the risk of getting lost within the twists and turns.
“He must have a clue somewhere.” I carry on going through the King’s belongings, no longer caring whether he will find out I have been in his room. I pull the papers and books to the floor, rifling through them with manic ferocity. 
“What are you looking for?” Allerton demands. He stands by me with his mouth hanging open. 
“Anything I can find to help me end this. The Nix wants something and if I find it I can finish this once and for all.”
“Mae, you need to tell me what you saw in the vision. Take a deep breath, and talk to me,” he says. 
But the panic has taken me and I can’t see straight. I hear the riddles going around and around in my mind, feel Anta’s blood on my hands, see Cas’s silver eyes staring at me. That memory has taken me straight back to the girl I once was, has torn open a wound I thought had healed. There are tears burning behind my eyes. 
“Mae,” Allerton says. His voice rises in frustration. “Stop ignoring me. I must know what has happened. Why are you panicked? Are you letting the Nix in? Are you letting it rile you?”
“No,” I reply, moving around the room, tipping papers and clothes to the floor. 
“You’re lying. You need to focus.”
“No, I need to help the people who need me.”
He stands and watches me as I try to avoid his amber eyes. He is powerless and we both know it. Without a corporeal form he cannot force me to do anything. 
“I’m not sure I can be your Protector,” he says after a pause. 
I stop what I’m doing and turn to him. “What are you saying?”
“I can’t help you. There is too much bad blood between us and I will not gain your trust in the short time we have to kill the Nix. I feel that I am hindering your ability to progress. You cannot open up while I am here. Look at you, clearly terrified by something you have seen, and yet unable to talk to me. I cannot get through to you.”
I open my mouth, feeling as though I should say something to contradict this. I have nothing. He’s right. 
“I should leave,” he says. “Let you figure this out on your own.”
My eyes widen. “You’re leaving me alone?”
He shakes his head. “You’re never alone. I will be watching you. I will be there if you need me.”
“But you said that you’re not my protector.”
“I can still watch over you,” he says mysteriously. 
“Will I be alone here?”
Allerton doesn’t answer. Instead, he fades.
“Wait,” I say. “I…” I know I should tell him to come back.
“Goodbye, Mae, I’m sorry,” he says, slowly fading away.
I watch him dissipate from the room like wafted smoke, with a heavy feeling pulling at my heart. I should shout that I didn’t mean what I said, but part of me wonders if he is right. How will it ever work as guardian and craft-born if I cannot trust him? I run my hands over my bare forearms, rubbing the warmth back into them. The empty room has caused the hairs on my arms to stand on end. 
The last vision frightened me more than any of the others. I don’t know whether it is because it concerned the people closest to me, whether it is because it brought me so close to the home I once had, or whether it is because the Nix has worn me down, but my mind is more fractured than ever. I am desperate for this to end. 
I have to concentrate on getting Anta back. I’d assumed him safe and well outside the castle in the King’s stables. Now I know that no one is safe. I can’t stay locked away from the Nix forever. I have to stop hiding in the royal quarters. It’s time to face my own fears.
I examine the King’s desk for clues. The queen had her combination hidden within the mirror in her bathroom. The king might have a similar code. His desk seems to be the main focus of the room. I imagine that he loves this desk and loves the sense of power it gives him. It is very much like him: flashy and brutish. I run my fingers over the surface before trying underneath, feeling the lip of the wood for any clues. It’s smooth.
But when I pull out the drawer, I notice that it doesn’t seem quite as deep as it should be. It’s there that I notice a tiny version of Beardsley’s brass locks, but this time without as many combinations. Can I be lucky enough to guess the combination? I finger the brass ring, hidden at the back of the drawer under a pile of papers. A man like the king must have many hidden compartments, all locked away by Beardsley’s locks. There’s no way he could remember so many combinations. I pull out the drawer below and feel along the edge. Yes! There! Just like with the queen’s mirror, the king has had subtle notches carved into the wood. This time I am taking no chances. I might one day need the combinations. I take a piece of paper from the drawer and begin to write down all the combinations to the doors I know in the castle, before folding it and placing it in my britches pocket. 
Opening the secret compartment is easy now. When the fake bottom of the drawer pulls out, I find only one item hidden away: a small notebook, approximately the size of the holy books in Halts-Walden, thick and chunky, but only around the size of your hand. I lift it out and flip open the first page. 
 
I am in despair.
 
It appears to be a journal penned by the king. It begins with those morbid words. This is not what I expected at all. 
 
I need Beardsley to rid me of this fear once and for all.
 
I refrain from reading further. Aside from it feeling too personal, it’s strange, to the point where I wonder if he is in his right mind at all. I don’t need to know the mad ramblings of a despot king. What I need is the combination to his chamber so I can leave. I thumb quickly through the pages and come across the jackpot on the inside flap of the final page. The king has listed a number of secret combinations to doors inside the Red Palace. I place the notebook in my pocket and grab a new sword from the wall. It is lighter than the last sword, and when I test it against my forearm, it is sharper too. 
With my new tool, opening the door of the king’s chamber is simple. Soon enough, the last notch falls into place and the mechanism clicks open. I grip the handle of the door and hesitate, the weight of being alone settling on my shoulders. I never thought I would miss Allerton. Yet I do. I roll those aching shoulders, check the wound in my side—a dull background pain now—and examine my red hands. I cannot keep falling through these visions. One of them will kill me. No. Enough is enough. I am going to face the Nix head on and end this once and for all. 
I swing the door open wide and step into the corridor. 
It is silent. 
Whether I expected the great, slithering bug to be waiting for me, I’m not sure. But I pull in a deep breath of relief and say a silent prayer that I did not come face to face with my enemy before I am prepared.
I calm my pounding heart by pulling in a few deep breaths and then slink around the corner, holding the sword aloft. I know Allerton says I should use my powers, but there is reassurance in the chilled steel. It is heavy in my hands, but I like that reminder. The engraved hilt reminds me of Cas and my heart tugs. I would love him to be by my side asking stupid questions. I miss the sound of his voice.
A thick silence hangs in the air. I hear no tell-tale signs of the Nix. In the Waerg Woods the Nix scuttled through the paths with its large, slug like body, and the plates of its back clicking together. That noise is the one thing that slips into my dreams at night. It is the one thing that has been left to me from the Waerg Woods. The only other image that comes close to haunting me is the thought of Finn struck through the chest by the prophetess. 
I gulp. 
Where am I going? 
I move swiftly through the castle, walking on the balls of my feet, placing them softly against the stone slabs. Somewhere a door creaks. Could it be caught in a breeze? Or is it the Nix catching up with me? Perhaps I have made a mistake. The last vision has messed with my mind, forced me into making mistakes. I shake the doubts out of my mind and move on.
It’s time to decide on how to act. I need to hunt the Nix once and for all. I have to make sure we all survive this. Fear niggles at my stomach. I haven’t mastered fire. According to Allerton it is the one thing the Nix is afraid of. But he’s gone. He’s left me, and I must do things my way. 
The stairs disappear beneath my feet. My breath begins to pant as I pass the kitchens and head for the engines in the cellars. I know this place all too well, now. 
As I lift an arm to wipe the sweat from my forehead, the familiar sucking sensation rips me from the corridor.
“No,” I whisper. “Not now. No!”
 
I devour hearts.
I am in your worst fears.
I am in your brothers and sisters.
I am in you.
 
Have you solved my riddles yet, craft-born? Or is the uneducated peasant girl struggling with the big words? You need guidance. Let me guide you. Let me lead you… 
 
I’m back in the queen’s chambers. In my hand is a needle and thread. In the other is a swatch of material, embroidered into a delicate pattern of roses. The sun is shining outside. I rest on the window sill with my knees up. I am balanced against the barred window, staring out at the city before me. It’s a beautiful sight. The tall shop buildings are brightly painted, pastels and reds and brown, dotted with signs and slogans. Beyond that I see the ploughed fields of the farms. Some are patterned with crops, other are still dirt brown. Further still stretches the green fields of Aegunlund, merging in with the darker green of the long forests. The north is famous for its green pastures, and so it should be, they are magnificent. 
Back I go to my humming. I work the needle in and out, in and out of the material, building the soft pastel greens of the leaves. This will be a fine addition to my collection, perhaps the most perfect of them all. I’ve learned an abundance of skill since the days when mother would chastise me for my poor technique. I take in a long breath, remembering Mother is a difficult task. My heart twists both out of love and grief, and bitterness and hatred. She was a cruel woman, obsessed with her daughter’s success yet jealous of it at the same time. Alas, my corset is too tight to allow me that sigh. 
“Mummy, Mummy, look what I can do.”
I turn my head to the sound of the voice. The sight of his sand coloured hair always fills my broken heart with such joy. Casimir plays on the wall of the opposite side of the castle. At once I drop my embroidery to the floor and get to my feet. He is high above on the ramparts. 
“Casimir, stop that at once. Climb in through the window!” I wring my hands, agonised at the sight of my child in such a precarious position. “You must stop!”
“But Mummy, Lyndon said you would be pleased.”
At six and four, Casimir, despite being the oldest, is by far the most naïve of the two. Lyndon seemed to come out of the womb a calculating old man. He was a longer baby than Casimir, and a greedier baby, too, and he remained taller than Casimir as he grew. 
“No, Casimir, I am not pleased. I’m not angry, but you must turn around and move back to the window. Do it now, darling.”
My heartbeat quickens and I place a hand over my chest. Where is Lyndon? Why has he told Casimir to do this? He may only be four years old, but there is something worldly about him. I fear it is to do with how much time he spends with the king. The man is a bad influence. 
Casimir takes small steps towards the window and my heartbeat begins to calm. When he is safe I will run to him and scoop him up and smell his hair again. The absence of him in my arms makes me ache in the bottom of my stomach, an ache that longs for another baby. That ache will go ignored. I will never bring another child into the world, not when the father of that child is the king. If I’d known then what I know now…
With a jolt, I realise that the dark head of my second child waits for Casimir at the window. Lyndon stands, oddly tall for a four year old, waiting for his brother. 
“Lyndon, move away from the window and let Casimir back into the castle,” I shout through the bars of my own window. They are easily wide enough to let a small child like Casimir through. 
My muscles begin to clench. Lyndon has a smile on his face that lifts the hairs on the back of my arm. I send a prayer up to the Gods. 
“Lyndon, help your brother back into the palace. Lyndon, do this or Mummy will be cross.” I back away from the window, ready to sprint to the other side of the castle. If anything happens it will be too late. It is too far to dash across. “Guards! Guards! Help my son.” I know it is useless to call for the guards. There are so few of them now. “Finan! Help us, Finan!” 
Lyndon reaches his small chubby arms through the bars of the window. Casimir is crying now. He realises what he’s done and he is afraid. My heart twists at the sound of his voice. It is too much. I have to go to him.
I turn and run through the room, turning in the direction of the crying. On the way I stop and stare out of the window. I don’t have as good a view as in my room, but here I can see Lyndon’s arms moving towards Casimir. 
“That’s it, help your brother,” I call out in my most soothing voice. 
I’m about to move away in order to continue across to the boys, when I notice Lyndon’s hands. They are not open as though to take Casimir’s hand in his, they are flat, as though he intends to push him. 
“Lyndon!” I scream. “No!”
The scream that leaves my body ripples through the castle like a strong gale. I collapse in on myself, my knees buckling beneath me. With one hand, I grasp uselessly onto the bar of the window, as though I can still reach out to him. I will never smell his hair again. I will never feel him in my arms again. I will always see him, falling, falling…
Small footsteps tip tap along the castle stones. A tall child appears around the corner of the wall. 
“Why are you sad, Mummy? I will be king now. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? Daddy says so.”
I wake in a pool of sweat. Thank the Gods, it was just a dream. Still, I think I will check on the boys. 
As I plan to leave my bed, I become aware of someone else in the room. 
“Casimir?” I say. My voice is a whisper. 
“No, Mother, it’s your second choice.”
My breath freezes in my throat. “Lyndon, my darling boy—”
“Save it,” he says, in an ice cold voice. Lyndon has never been an affectionate child. There has always been a sense of disconnection in the way he interacts with the world, but this new tone is different. It frightens me. “I know what you think of me. I know that I am not your favourite. I don’t think you even like me. Daddy liked me. Casimir hated me. Maybe it was because I stabbed the whining boy with a sword, who knows.”
My voice trembles. “What do you mean… hated?”
Lyndon tosses two heads onto the bed as casually as if they were bread rolls. My second scream of the night rips from my body as though someone has reached down my throat and dragged it out. Without a second thought, I swat them off the bed and crawl up until my knees are under my chin. My son and my husband. My son. Dear Casimir. My Cas. And I swatted him away like a bug. 
He died a violent death. 
The pain is too much. I am broken. 
“I’m going to be king,” Lyndon says. “As soon as I’ve got you out of the way.” He lifts a bloodied knife and the moonlight catches the blade. A manic grin reflects in the steel. 
 


Chapter Nine – The Huntress
 
I suck in air as I wake, with tears running down my face. It was the worst one of all. I was the queen in that vision. There was nothing I could do to change it. I felt so helpless. I had felt the pain of a mother whose son had killed his sibling. I saw her entire world crumble in one, awful moment.
My throat burns with held back sobs. I rub tears away with my sleeve. The poor woman. Of all the fears I have experienced, hers is by far the most disturbing.
I lift my head and try to compose my thoughts. The Nix taunted me before this vision, taunted my ability to decipher his riddles. Well I know this one; I knew it immediately, like I knew myself. It was evil. Pure evil. But still, my mind is in a spin. None of these visions make any sense. Am I supposed to take something from each one? There is only one thing that connects them all, and that is fear. Ellen is afraid of her father finding out her secret, Cas is afraid of his brother, Beardsley is afraid of his inventions, and the queen is afraid of her youngest son. But out of all the visions I have walked through there is one that stands out. The vision in the Waerg Woods where the Nix replayed a memory, but showed me Cas’s side instead. Why would the Nix show me that?
These visions are needlessly confusing. If the Nix wanted to kill me, it could have jumped out from behind a corner and squirted me with its serum. The Gods know that last time I almost finished the job myself. Yet so far it has remained hidden. It is tormenting my mind instead of my body. That is why I must seek it out myself—before I lose my mind.  
As I pick myself up and continue on my task, I can’t help but wonder if the king is secretly plotting to secure Lyndon on the throne. If he is, that would mean murdering his own son, and he would have to do it before Cas married Ellen. The king still believes that Ellen is the craft-born and his plan is for the future queen of Aegunlund to be the craft-born. Perhaps that would explain why Beardsley is filled with regret. Maybe the king has conspired with Beardsley to kill Cas. 
Surely he couldn’t do that. I won’t believe it. But I can believe that it is a dangerous time to be the king’s least favourite son and the heir to the throne. When I break the curse I must warn Cas, or the queen, that I suspect foul play. I feel sick at the thought of Cas being in such danger. The sight of him murdered… it was too much. 
Every muscle in my body shakes from fear and weakness. I need to find food before I hunt the Nix. I’m dehydrated and my stomach growls angrily. Keeping my back to the wall and silently moving my feet, I tread softly through the castle. The kitchen is on the level above. 
The kitchens are eerily silent. I’m used to the cook being there to shoo me away from her stew, or rap me on the knuckles with her wooden spoon when I try to steal a pastry. My heart twists to see her slumped over the long table, her arms hanging down loosely. At least the spoon is still in her fingers. I help her onto a chair, and then do the same for the staff. At least then they won’t hurt themselves when they wake. 
I swallow. If they wake. 
For the first time since the curse began, I find myself considering the fact that I might lose. After all, the odds are stacked against me. I am just one girl who cannot use her powers to their full potential, or fight well with a sword. I cannot see anything consistent within the visions for me to be able to fight through them. What will happen to all the innocent people locked away in Beardsley’s room? Will they just die? Will the Red Palace remain under the curse for years to come? Aegunlund will be plunged into chaos without the security of the royal family. I might hate the king and all that he stands for, but to have no one on the throne would be worse. Who knows what kind of fighting might break out, or what kind of tyrant might claim the throne? 
My burden seems to increase a little at a time, bit by bit, until my back doubles over with the weight. I have a choice—I can shoulder this burden, lift my head up and keep going, or I can buckle under it. I’m not prepared to buckle under. I refuse to see innocent people suffer. Allerton was right about many things. 
The kitchen is not cobwebbed like the rest of the castle. There is an undeniable stillness, and when I knock a pan to the floor, the clatter causes my muscles to tense up and my heart to pound. I reach down, replace the pan back onto the table, and continue into the larder. 
While I’ve never been allowed into the larder, I know this is where the cook stores supplies for the castle, and I know that this is the most likely place to find food. My mouth waters at the sight of fresh bread and cooked meat. I hurry back into the kitchen in search of a knapsack. I settle on an apron, which I can tie up and loop over my back. On my way back to the larder I spot a punnet of fresh strawberries and pop one into my mouth. The juices are delicious. 
After a meal of bread, ham and cheese, and after I’ve filled the apron with slices of cooked meat, bread and fruit, I loop the straps over my shoulders and under my armpits, securing the food on my back. I gather a few extra supplies, like matches and candles. I lift up the sword and practice a swing. With my stomach full and my thirst quenched—I sipped on wine from the larder which both warms my blood and pulses courage through my veins—I am ready. This time, I know I can defeat the Nix. It’s time to hunt. 
As I stalk the corridors of the Red Palace I think of the times Father took me hunting. I was always a bad hunter. Too impatient, I would startle the prey by hurrying towards them with my bow and arrow stretched. More often than not, I released the arrow too quickly, alerting rabbits and deer to my presence, while missing them by an arm’s length. 
Father said it was because my heart wasn’t in it. When we practiced with bottles in the woods, I hit the target dead on. But when it came to taking a life, I always missed. He thought that my heart ruled my head, forcing me to make a mistake and spare the animal’s life. After that, I let Father hunt and I cooked instead, nursing my wounded pride. I always considered it a weakness, and indeed, I tried to keep Cas from noticing my reluctance to take a life. It was only when Sasha brought it out into the open that I was forced to acknowledge it.
I cannot let that weakness resurface when I face the Nix.
As I’ve travelled the length of the East Wing, logic tells me that the Nix must be hiding somewhere in the West Wing. I set off in that direction, gripping the hilt of my sword. This time I can’t miss my mark. I don’t have anyone here to help me, not even Allerton. I can’t hesitate. I can’t scuff my heels against the stone floor, or drop a bread roll. I must stay alert. I must be ready. My skin tingles with anticipation, and my recent meal gurgles in my stomach. What if I don’t have the heart for it?
I focus myself by thinking of Anta in my vision. This one felt different. It felt as though Anta saw me, really saw me. I could be wrong, of course. It could be the Nix trying to mess with me. That’s how it works after all. It wears you down until you can’t fight anymore, can’t think anymore. It was a warning. It had to be. If I close my eyes I can feel the warm blood dripping through my fingers. He is in danger, and when Anta is in danger I run to him without hesitation. This is no different. Only this time, I have a curse in my way. 
Somewhere in the west of the castle comes a sound. It’s faint, but a thud followed by a scuttling noise. I freeze. My pulse quickens and I move back against the wall, lifting my sword, listening. 
Silence. 
After a few moments, I press on, moving gingerly, catlike. I’m aware of my breaths and the slight film of sweat on my palms. I adjust my grip, taking care not to drop the sword. Never before has the tiny scrape of my shoes against stone sounded so loud. 
Clickerickericker-ick-ick.
The Nix! I spin towards the noise, but am faced with nothing. I can no longer control my breaths, they become ragged and laboured with fear. 
Ick-ick-click-click.
As soon as I hear those sounds I am back in the Waerg Woods. The memory of the sickly coating of its serum on my arms and legs is real enough to cause me to check I am still unhindered.
Those terrible visions flood my mind: a servant to Cas, unequal to him as he becomes king, melancholy and lonely as I attempt to take my own life. I had wanted desperately to leave that vision. I resolved to disappear from the Red Palace and travel down to the Haedalands to allow him to live his life with Ellen without my interference. Now, as I hunt the Nix, that’s all I can think about, how I still might become the woman in my fears.
No. This is what the Nix wants me to contemplate. It knew all this time that I would never be able to stay with Allerton, and it knew that I would be alone. I am not strong. I am weak, and I let my own fears swallow me whole. 
I lift my sword and move forwards. The East Wing is long and winding, with many unused rooms to pass. But I head towards the library in the west, passing slumped guards and dusty tapestries. The light streams in from the narrow windows, picking out tiny specks of dust suspended in the air, and highlighting bright squares on the floor. 
The noise comes back, but this time I am ready for it. 
“Your clicking doesn’t scare me anymore, you overgrown slug!”
My voice echoes through the winding corridors of the castle. 
Click-ick-icker-ricker-ick.
That scuttling sound never fails to make the hair stand up on the back of my neck. 
I steel myself, lifting the sword aloft. As I walk towards the sound, I calm my breathing and think of wind. I must make sure my powers are at the surface if I am to fight.
Craft-born, you do not need to be scared, it says. That is not the purpose.
“Then what is? Tell me what you want.”
A sick chuckle ripples through my mind. I want nothing more than to clamp my hands over my ears.
Telling you would achieve nothing, craft-born. You will retrieve what I want regardless. You will have to. 
“Why?”
I step around another corner, expecting to see the sight of its enormous black, slithering body. There is nothing to see. 
“Why?”
That laugh comes back and it makes me gag. I’ve never heard a laugh dripping in such malice. The evil almost seeps through my heart. 
I cannot take this anymore. I have to finish it once and for all. When another turning becomes fruitless, I break into a sprint, running as fast as I can towards the library.
“What are you going to do to Anta? If you harm my stag, or Cas, I’ll kill you!”
More laughter. This time it doesn’t sound as though it is in my head. It is coming from the right. I change direction and follow the sound. As I pass old paintings of the royal family, and dusty suits of armour, the sword weighs down my arms until the muscles ache. 
“Come out and face me, you coward!” I scream.
All in good time, craft-born, it taunts.
That’s when I realise that I’m being tricked. The Nix has planted the sound of its laughter in my mind, and while I’ve been chasing it through the hallways, the Nix has gone in a completely different direction. I swear under my breath and turn back. Where could it be?
I have to take a risk. If I cut through the library and run to the left, maybe I can cut the Nix off as it moves through the West Wing of the castle. It must be heading in the opposite direction to me. It might not work. For one thing, the Nix might have turned off along the way, but it is the only thing I can think of. 
I grip the hilt of the sword and enter the library through the great wooden doors. It is a large, tall room with a mezzanine floor and a balcony overlooking the stacks. Normally I love the sight of the library, it reminds me of Father teaching me to read, but now I am tensed, coiled like a snapped whip, my knuckles white and my throat dry. Yet I concentrate. As I stalk through the quiet library I think of wind. I focus on howling gales and twisted tornadoes. I imagine the doors on the opposite side of the library and the corridors beyond. I can send two gusts of wind coming from either side to trap the Nix somewhere along the hallway, giving me an advantage.
It takes much of my attention to summon wind and run at the same time, and as I cross the room my mind slips into a dangerous wooziness that I have to pull back. With a shake of my head, I manage to keep myself together. One of the tornadoes rips ahead of me, churning the castle in its wake, shredding a tapestry as it travels. 
I hurry along behind with my sword lifted. There is no longer silence in the castle and the clicking noise of the Nix has ended. Out of the library, I take a right and follow my creation. There is little I can make out through the wind, but I keep my eyes on the lookout for a large black shape. Surely even the great Nix will be hurt by the searing strength of a tornado. 
I duck to dodge a flying piece of debris as I move forwards. The tornado answers my command when I force it on faster, like a loyal dog. I put both hands on the hilt of my sword, knowing that we must be close. My heart pounds with anticipation. This is it. This will be the moment I defeat the Nix. 
A sickening squeal rises above the sound of the wind. I rush on, bursting through the tornado, which doesn’t touch or hurt me. However, a flying silver jug hits me hard on the shoulder. 
When I see it, my blood runs cold. This is the first time I have faced the monster since the Waerg Woods, and all the taunts, riddles and sickening laughs spin around in my mind as fast as my own tornado. For a horrifying second I am petrified by its presence. The Nix has reared up and is being buffeted by the wind. Its many legs wave in the air and its jagged teeth gnash together. As its body bends, the hard shells on its back clack together, as though it is made of more teeth; teeth and shells and squidgy underbelly. The eyes hold mine, a translucent green over blackness. At the sight of me, it squirts out its defensive serum, but the wind sweeps it away from me. 
Using more of my power, I create a mini hurricane to dislodge some of the bricks from the surrounding walls, careful not to take too many. There’s a rumble as the bricks fall from the walls, hitting the Nix in all directions. I stop quickly, in case I bring the palace down on us all.
You are not as powerful as I am, craft-born, it taunts me. Where is your white stag to protect you now?
At the mention of Anta, I lunge forward and stab at the Nix. But too late I realise this is what it wanted all along. In the midst of tornadoes and bricks, the Nix is able to strike me with one of its long, pointed legs, and it scratches me all along my face and down my chest. The shock causes me to fall back, and it’s then that the Nix sprays its serum over my body. 
Whatever you see, he will never love you. It will not be because of the craft-born imposter, it will be because you lied to him.
 
You will break your heart in two.
I’m always wrong and so are you.
 
“No!” I cry out. It’s no good. I’m sucked away, sucked back into a vision. 
 
*
 
It’s Cas again. His eyes have lost the swimming tears of the young boy I saw at the ball, to be replaced with the contemplative melancholy of adulthood. Yet, as I watch him by the window of the bell tower standing out towards the sea, he reminds me more of that boy than of the Cas I know. I think of the queen’s worst fear and my heart hurts. I’ve watched him murdered twice. The pain had been to the point of unbearable, and not just because I had felt the queen’s emotions, but because when he hurts, I hurt. 
He speaks. He does not know I’m here.
“What am I going to do?” he whispers. “Mae. Mae, what am I going to do?”
He shakes his head sadly. 
“I’ll never love her.”
“Never love who?” I shout. I rush towards him, desperate for him to see me. “Who will you never love?”
I’m a ghost in his world and I always have been. I’m desperate for him to see me. It’s not a thing that I can prove, it’s just something that I know deep down in my bones: I have always been the ghost in his world. A spirit of a girl. A spectre to haunt him. My heart has never felt so raw, and so swollen. 
I reach out to touch him. He bows his head and grips the sill of the open window. The cool breeze coming from the sea lifts his hair, and it ripples down to the collar of his tunic. I long for him to turn his silver eyes towards me. Just one more time. One more.
I imagine them damp with tears. 
Well this confirms it. He must be talking about me. He said my name. Cas will never love me and had may as well move on with my life. At least now I have the confirmation I need.
But as I turn away from Cas, the world shifts once more. I’m sucked away and pulled into another scene. 
I’m back at the ballroom. The quiet solitude of the bell tower has been replaced by the bustle of gowns and the thumping of the orchestra. It’s a fast tune, one different to the slow melody played at the last ball. My chest is constricted once more, proving that I am squashed into yet another uncomfortable corset. When I lift my hand to the chill on my neck, I discover that my hair has been braided away from my face, and a mask has been clipped into my hair, covering my face. But apart from that, I am me. My skin is still dark, I stand in an unladylike manner, and my mouth waters at the sight of the food. 
Perhaps I have been sent back to the same ball I saw the young Casimir at. With a sinking realisation in my stomach, I realise that I could be here just to watch Lyndon kill Cas for a third time. 
But then the room spins. My feet move in time to the music, and I am swept away by a dancer. It is as though I have done this before, and my body already knows how to react. If I am in someone else’s fear, that must mean I am myself, but playing the part of myself in their vision. I gaze up at the high ceilings. There are banners and bunting hanging from the chandelier. They spin and spin above me as I dance around the room.
My partner is tall and wears a mask which conceals his features. There is some sort of gauze obscuring the colour and shape of his eyes. The mask disguises the view of his hair, too. But his arms are strong and he moves well across the floor, even when I trip. I am not a good dancer, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. He pulls me a little closer, until there is only a finger’s breadth between our bodies. It is perhaps a little too close for polite society, but again, my partner does not seem to mind at all. He appears quite at ease with the dance and the ball in general. His clothes are fine. The tunic is embroidered with gold thread. He must be extremely wealthy. 
It’s only then that I look down at my own gown, expecting it to be made out of cheap fabric and ill-fitting. It is not. It is a beautiful white gown with delicate flowers stitched in silver. 
“You dance well,” I say. The words spill out of my mouth without any thought. 
“As do you,” he replies. His voice is stiff and stilted, as though he is nervous. 
I relax into the dance. Before long I enjoy the twists and turns, and the way my dress sways with my body. My partner’s warm hand rests on the small of my back. His touch is a comfort to me, something I can relax into, and with each lap of the dance floor we move closer until our noses are a hair’s breadth from each other. We’re verging on scandalous, but I don’t care any longer. I am consumed by the thought of his arms around me and the desire to rip away the mask. I long to reveal his eyes, to know this man. 
“Perhaps we should get some fresh air,” I suggest. Again, the words come from my lips, but I have little control over them. It is as though I am acting the part in a play, controlled by some puppet master somewhere. The Nix?
“That sounds agreeable,” he says. 
We break from our embrace, with some reluctance. The absence of his hands leaves a chill on my body. I feel eyes upon us when we step through the ballroom. One woman says: “Did you see them? He should not be dancing with the likes of her. What would the princess say?”
My cheeks warm with a combination of indignation and shame. Who am I dancing with that would upset a princess?
We make our way out onto a deserted balcony which overlooks the impressive gardens below. The breeze is warm, scented with lavender, sweet and floral. Ivy twists around the stone balustrade. I turn to my dancing partner with an unsaid question on my lips. He tears the mask away to answer that question. 
Cas?
 


Chapter Ten – The Failed Escape
 
“Mae,” he says, his voice not as anxious or stilted, but rushed and breathy. “We do not have much time until the princess… I shouldn’t have danced like that with you. It’s too dangerous.”
“But, Cas!” I reach forward and take his hands in mine. “Don’t! I want to be with you.”
“And I you, but if Ellen, the princess—I hate saying that—if she finds out… You should go. You should leave here,” he urges. “She is powerful and she will kill you if she knows. I’m sorry Mae.”
Ellen is the princess? But that means they have married. My heart sinks.
He lifts a finger to my face and unhooks the mask. Before I can do anything else, his lips press against mine. It is a gentle kiss, but ignites my senses all the same. I smell that familiar Cas scent, one of sweet and spice. Musk, berries, lemons…
“Come, we must get you to safety. Replace your mask. I know a way out of the castle, and you must take it. You must go, ride away to somewhere safe. I cannot lose you forever, Mae. I cannot.”
We rush back into the ballroom and through the throng of people into the corridors. Cas ducks through them, ignoring the stares and whispers. He stops me by a refreshments table and leans towards me as though we are talking. 
“Now, don’t say anything. There are people watching us. Wait until they become bored and I’ll help you leave,” he says. “These sweet buns are tasty, aren’t they?” He glances over his shoulder. “Right, now.”
We slip out of the ballroom and head down the corridor. My shoes click against the stones. I bend down and slip them from my feet. Then I can trot alongside Cas, keeping up with his pace. 
“Where are we going?” I ask. 
“I’m taking you to the tunnels. Then you need to go to Anta. Ride away from here. It’s the only way.”
“You’re not coming with me?” 
He shakes his head. “I can’t. I have to think of the realm. My father is ill. If I go now, it will give Lyndon an opportunity to usurp the throne. We both know he will run Aegunlund into the ground. I can’t let that happen.”
I know he’s right, but there’s an ache in my stomach. 
“Where will I go?”
“To Sasha,” he says. “She’ll keep you safe in the Borgan camp. I know you’re still angry about what happened to your father, but you know she is a good person. She had nothing to do with it.”
“I know,” I say. “I’ll go to Sasha.”
Cas comes to a halt, and for the third time since the curse came down on the Red Palace, I find myself at the queen’s chambers. He slides the brass rings until the notches line up correctly, then ushers me into the room. There he opens the hidden door in the bathroom by moving another set of the brass rings from the inside. He takes me by the hand and leads me into the secret passageway.
“Will I see you again?” When I say the words I feel as though I have said them before. 
“I don’t know,” he replies. His face is strained and tense. His jaw is set and juts out, as though he’s gritting his teeth. “I’m sorry, Mae.”
I pull on his arm. “It’s not your fault.”
We kiss again, harder this time. His body presses against mine. There’s something that feels normal and right, and yet there’s another part screaming inside, telling me that I can’t stop kissing him, that I must cling to him and never let him go. When he pulls away, I’m left woozy for a moment. I rock back on my heels in a daze. Cas has to pull me on. 
The twists and turns of the tunnels are different this time. I try to memorise them as we go, counting the lefts and rights. It all goes past in a blur. Cas’s lantern waivers as we hurry, spinning shadows along the walls. It reminds me of a shadow show in the tavern once in Halts-Walden, when the actors made shapes out of their hands. I remember the silhouette of a wolf that frightened me so much I did not sleep for two nights. Father had told me I was too young but I had insisted…
On the left wall, I spot a line of words carved into one of the stones. The words are small, cursive, worn over time. I have to stop and read them, but I don’t seem to have any control over my body in this vision. My legs continue to hurry along. I can move my head, but my body won’t let me deviate further. 
This is it. This is my chance to find out before I am back in my own body and in danger from the Nix. I must make myself. I must learn how to take control of these visions, because this could help me defeat the Nix. 
All I can do is hope that the craft will stir within me. If the realm draws on the craft, then that must mean that the Nix’s magic is related to mine. If I concentrate on taking control of my body… perhaps…
I think of slowing myself one footstep at a time. I lean back from Cas, trying to ease my hand out of his. My body wills me forward, but I take a deep breath and try to empty my mind. When my hand lets go of Cas, I know I’m almost there. Now I need to slow down my footsteps. 
“What’s wrong?” Cas says.
“I… I…” Controlling my voice is even harder. I force myself through the barrier. “I need to see something… the words on the wall…”
“What are you talking about? Mae, we have to leave.”
“Can’t…” I say. “Need to…”
I force my feet back. At first I’m walking backwards because I can’t turn around, but as I break down more barriers, I’m able to turn myself in the opposite direction and hurry back along the passageway, searching for those words. Could they be important to my quest to destroy the curse?
“Mae!” Cas calls out. “What are you doing?”
I hear his boots scuff the floor as he rushes back to me. 
“There’s something here that I need to see,” I insist. 
“What is it?”
“Here.” I point to the words. They say: En Crypt Saran.
“It must be some crypt for a person called Saran,” Cas says. “Come on we have to go.”
“Why would there be a crypt here?”
Cas shrugs. “Who knows what could be in these walls. Some of them are thick enough to hold a body. Perhaps one of the old kings murdered and buried his rival here. I’ve never really thought about it.”
“En Crypt Saran,” I say aloud. The words are strange and disjointed. 
“Leave it,” Cas urges. “Look, there is even a symbol beneath it. Probably a marker for the poor soul stuck in the wall.” He rubs away at moss on the stone. It reveals the basic sketch of an eye. 
I gasp. “Viewing platform.”
“What?” Cas asks. 
“Something Beardsley said.” I know deep down that this must be the key. There is something to solve here. I lean forward and examine the wall, running my fingers over the bricks. It could be that my imagination is reaching for something that isn’t there, but it seems to me that for a rectangle underneath the words, the surface of the stones are smoother. It’s a very subtle change, but one that raises my suspicions. Perhaps this is some sort of false wall.
“This is of little importance. Mae, Ellen knows about us. It’s dangerous for you here.”
“What is Ellen going to do?” I ask. I seem to be in full control of myself now. I’m able to talk and walk as I would like.
He shakes his head. “I don’t know. But it is dangerous for the king to find out I am with you. He will not stand for it. He and Lyndon would like nothing more than to get rid of me. I swear sometimes they conspire against me at night. There are times when I lay awake, waiting for it to happen. I worry they will go for Mother first. I can’t worry about you as well. I… I need you safe, Mae.”
“Then I’ll go,” I say. I am desperate to investigate the wall further, but I am also aware of the fact that I can be hurt, perhaps even killed, in the visions. Not only that, Cas’s eyes are wide and pleading, full of bright emotion that I can’t resist. I lift a hand and touch his cheek. “I promise I will.” And then, in a surge of emotion that comes from my very core, one that almost knocks me off my feet, I find myself saying, “I love you, Cas. I have for longer than I care to admit.” Saying the words sends a heat wave up my skin. Being in the vision has made me bold. I forgot myself for a moment. I’m speaking as me now, not some puppet in the Nix’s vision. 
“I love you too,” he says with a long breath. He grasps my hand and his eyes bore into mine. My heart pounds. The moment is too fleeting. I want to clutch it and hold on to it. I want time to slow. I want to savour this moment, stretch it out until it reaches infinity twenty times over. More than anything, I want this moment to be real, not part of a sick and twisted game. 
“But we have to go,” he insists.
I snap out of my trance and nod. We hurry back along the passage. Cas directs us with ease. I imagine him and his mother practising their escape along these tunnels. The queen was right to ensure her safety in the Red Palace by taking the room by this passageway. 
Cas is out of breath and flushed by the time we reach a large, wooden door with a lock combination even more complicated than the last. 
“If you go through here, you reach the sewage tunnels out of Cyne. On the border, I’ll have a guard waiting with Anta. I’m sorry, Mae. If there was another way. I wish I could come with you.”
Unexpected tears prick my eyes. I might now be in control of my body, but my emotions are running high. This is a lot to take in: an affair with Cas? Danger from Ellen? An escape?
“Can I send you a message when I get to Sasha?” I say. 
“Send it to my mother. She’ll give it to me. Anything directly to me could be dangerous. They’re coming for me, Mae. I can feel it.”
“Then I should stay and protect you,” I reply.
“What can you do? No, I want you in safety.”
“I’m stronger than you think.”
Cas turns away from me and moves the rings to open the door. It swings open and the smell of the putrid sewage tunnels hits the back of my throat. 
“Go,” he says. 
My eyes mist. I take hold of Cas and kiss him again. This time, I am me, and I have waited for this moment for a long time. I sink into him, and I memorise every moment. I inhale his scent, taste the sweet honey of Cyne sticky buns. I could live my life and only have this moment. Even if it isn’t real, I need to remember it. All of it. 
When we break, I move towards the sewage tunnel when there is a high-pitched sound like a zziip and a thump. Something hot hits my back and warm liquid trickles down my hip. 
“What…?” I say, stumbling from my woozy head. Cas grasps my wrist, his face filled with horror. 
Another zzip and a hideous thump as another arrow hits my chest. My knees buckle from under me. 
A man dressed in gold steps out from the shadows. He grins and his teeth are like wolf’s teeth. The king. “I told you I wouldn’t miss this time.”
As the tunnel fades into darkness, I see Cas’s eyes filled with tears. 


*
 
I wake to searing pain over my body. Both my chest and my back is in agony. The Nix is gone, but blood seeps from both wounds, mingling with the stones on the floor of the castle. There are black spots darting in front of my eyes and I long to close them, until I hear a voice.
“Stay with me, Mae. Don’t go to sleep.”
“Sasha? What are you doing here?”
There’s a swish of red curls. My vision is blurry but I can just make out her pale face staring down at me. “I guess I’m your new protector. Allerton came back to the camp in a right huff. It was dreadfully creepy watching his soul filter back into a lifeless body. No, don’t try to move. You’ve been badly injured. Stay very still.”
In my pain, I must have reached out to the Borgans. Only this time, I tore Sasha’s soul from her body. Her familiar tone is a comfort to me, but I hate the thought of putting her in danger.
“I can’t touch you, Mae, so you need to dress the wounds yourself. It looks like the wound on your chest is bleeding faster than the one on your back. You need to apply pressure.”
“This… this isn’t the first injury,” I say as I try to rip clothing to apply to my chest. “I have a cut on my side, too. And the Nix got my face. It… it’s too much. I won’t make it.”
“Yes you will,” she says. “You are the craft-born and you heal fast. Now, press down on the wound on your chest, and think about the earth. Do you remember when we were in the Waerg Woods and the Profeta stabbed you?”
“Yes,” I say. “I remember.”
“That wound was far worse than these, and it was infected. But you dreamt of the earth. You dreamt of the roots tangled in soil, and it helped to mend you. You must do that now. Dress the cut tightly, and think of those roots.”
I follow her instructions, forcing my weak, shaking fingers to pull my makeshift bandage tight. 
“It was the king,” I mumble. “In a vision. He shot at me because I was with Cas. Cas said he loved me.”
Sasha frowns. “Is this another vision from the Nix?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know what’s real and what’s a lie anymore. I’m confused, Sasha. I don’t know what to believe.” I almost choke on my own tears. I feel so tired. I’m at breaking point after the Nix’s games. The longer this goes on, the less reasoning I see behind it. Now I believe it’s little more than an elaborate way to torture and kill me. 
“Then believe in yourself. Believe that you are going to survive this and kill that squirmy little shit once and for all,” Sasha says. Her mouth tightens into a thin line and her red curls fall over her face. She is dressed in the same hooded cowl all the Borgan’s wear. 
“I’m glad it’s you this time,” I say. 
“You called me,” she replies. “I didn’t know I was even a protector, but you called me.” She gives a small smile. “I think you missed me.”
I laugh, but the pain isn’t worth it. My vision begins to cloud and my breaths are ragged.
“No, no, no! Stay with me, Mae.” Sasha kneels down by my side, but the corridor is already floating away. 
 


Chapter Eleven – The Ancestors
 
The Red Palace isn’t silent at all; it’s just that we don’t listen. If you stay very still, you can hear the sound of thousands of creatures beneath the ground, burrowing and burying. There are just as many roots spreading and growing through the soil. Ancient soil; connected to my ancestors, the Aelfens; walked on by thousands of feet over thousands of years; steeped in history, enriched by the bodies of our dead. I feel the magic as I feel my own extremities. The soil is my blood. My life force. It is as though there is no stone between us. No castle basement. The barrier has lifted. I have become one with the mud, and its nutrients flow through me like the magic. 
Nature exists in all things, and therefore so does the craft.
Allerton told me that once. He was right. I feel the magic in the soil, and I am at one with it. We’ve become bound together in a great tangle of limbs and roots. 
As I am barely conscious I hear Sasha singing the same song she sang through the Waerg Woods, about a girl with a broken heart who begged for the tree to pull her down into the ground. I understand that now. I understand how it is possible to join the soil—to long for it.
As I lay dying, my mind drifts from reality to insanity. My thoughts are fractured, with parts of the Nix’s riddles coming to me in segments:
 
I devour hearts.
You cannot touch me, but I make you cold,
Who am I?
Trailing silk, I glide.
I’m always wrong and so are you.
Who am I?
 
 First comes the mental torture, and now the physical injuries. Has the Nix gone too far? Has it killed me at last? 
There’s a special kind of peace spreading from my toes, and I suspect that it is the magic trying to soothe away the pain. 
But it’s when I see her that I know I am going insane. 
At first, I think it is another Nymph come to hurt me. She is iridescent in her loveliness, and glows like the Glowbugs in the Waerg Woods. But as she approaches, I see her dark skin and hair black as night. I see the strange blue eyes, and her full lips. 
She is naked and should be ashamed of her exposed body. But somehow she is not. She seems neither boastful, nor bashful. She holds her head up high, her shoulders are thrown back, and yet her eyes are soft, misted with dew. She looks at me in the same way the queen looks at Cas, like a proud mother, with her mouth turned into a sad smile. Wet eyes and glowing skin and gentle features. She is beautiful.
She crouches next to me and lays a warm hand on my cool forehead. 
“Who are you?” I ask. 
Close up, I see even more of her beauty. Her eyes are oval and framed by curled lashes. The symmetry of her face is so striking that you feel yourself pulled in by her presence.
“I am Avery, little one.”
“What do you want with me?”
“I want you to live, of course. You seem to be giving up, and I can’t have that at all.”
“Why is the Nix trying to kill me?”
“Why, I don’t believe it is, dear one. But its intentions are not pure at all, and I am very sorry for everything it is putting you through.” She glances at my wound and raises an eyebrow. “Such a cruel way to try and obtain what it wants from you.” The corner of her mouth lifts in amusement. She raises her hand from my forehead.
“I need to help Cas,” I whisper. “And I must find Anta.”
“Yes, you will need to be alive to help your prince.” She hesitates and a small frown plays on her lips. “I am sorry for what you will endure. It is almost too much for a little one like you. Never stray from your path and remain as strong as the oldest tree in the Waerg Woods. There will come a time in the future when you have a difficult decision to make, dear Mae. You must go with your heart when it comes. Always trust your heart, and always trust the magic within you.”
She stands straight and tall and backs away. As she leaves, a thread of heat works its way through my fingers. I can feel the knitting of my chest as my wounds begin to heal. 
She steps back, singing softly as she goes:
 
Over yellow sands, 
Our girl will weep,
Great river run, 
Calm the drought.
 
Under yellow sands, 
Our girl will cry,
Streams flow free,
An ache subsides,
 
Win for us,
Our girl will try.
Strong of heart,
Of will, of mind.
 
We wait, we wait.
We’re free, we’re free!
But never she.
Never she.
 
“Mae? Mae?”
As I begin to wake, I am vaguely aware of Sasha leaning over me. She seems so real that I almost ask her to help me up.
“I have work to do,” I say, attempting to sit and experiencing another searing bout of pain explode in my chest.
“Oh no you don’t,” she says. You need to sleep. I wish I could help tend to your injuries but I can’t touch you.” She lowers her voice. “Mae, I was frightened for you.”
“I’m fine,” I say. “Avery helped me.”
“Avery? Who?” Sasha replies. “Never mind. The Nix is not here. You must sleep and help the wound heal. Keep using your craft, Mae. Let it heal you.” 
Now I know why the craft-born needs the Borgans. Without Sasha I would be drifting and alone. I would be frightened and weak, like a small child. Her presence gives me strength. 
Back in Halts-Walden, I had always thought that I didn’t like the company of others. Perhaps I told myself that to make myself feel better when the other villagers kept their distance. It simply isn’t true. In fact, it is the opposite. I think I have always been afraid to be alone. That is why Father’s death left such a large hole in my life and why Casimir’s presence brought me such comfort. 
The problem is—I am not used to being around anyone except Father. I don’t know how to be someone’s friend. I didn’t think I even knew how to love anyone except him. At least, not at first. 
Love.
The word sits heavy on my heart. Did I ever tell Father how much I love him? Did he die without knowing? 
It wasn’t Cas’s vision version of me who told him she loved him, it was me. It came from me, and there was part of me that wasn’t even sure if I did. After those long weeks in the Waerg Woods, the nights around the fire, and the ways in which we rescued each other. It has been a slow progression that has built with intensity. 
How long has he been sleeping in the basement of the palace? How long have we been apart? 
Those moments in his vision have left another hole, one which burns away like an ember that refuses to die. If there is even one iota of truth in Cas’s vision…
Oh, the Nix is clever. It uses every trick it can to play with my mind. How long will it be before it uses the death of my Father, too? I clench my fists as I lay on the stone floor, waiting for my wounds to heal. I drift in and out of consciousness, listening to Sasha’s melodic hums. 
I want sleep, now. I want a dreamless sleep where I am alone. There I can mend. 
I’m not sure how many more cruel tricks I can stand from the Nix. I don’t know who to believe, or what is real. How can I be hurt in some visions and not in others? It must be when I am me. When I am in someone else, or when I am a bystander, I come away unscathed. It is the Nix’s way of punishing me for trying to take control.
Perhaps that means I am close to defeating it. If the Nix needs to weaken me in every vision, it means that I am doing something that must be quelled. Avery mentioned the hardships I endure. What if this is all a test?
I try to sort through what I have discovered from the visions so far.
 
Beardsley is afraid of something he created for the king. 
Trailing silk, I glide, spin patterns to catch you, suck you dry.
The spider. I shudder at the thought.
Ellen is afraid of her father, and of her love for a girl.
I am there in the faint of heart,
But rarely with the daring and bold.
Fear. The Nix repeated this riddle twice. It was warning me of the fears. 
Both Cas and the queen are afraid of Lyndon.
I am in you.
Evil. Evil is in all of us, but there is more in Lyndon than anyone else I have met. Even the king.
Cas is afraid… for me? Or that he loves me? I can’t work out Cas’s fears. Some of the visions show his perspective of my own memories. No, not my memories, the memories that the Nix has chosen to show me. They could be twisted memories for all I know, teasing me of what might have been but what could never happen because Cas will never love me. He isn’t here to ask. 
Whatever you see, he will never love you. It will not be because of the craft-born imposter, it will be because you lied to him.
 
You will break your heart in two.
I’m always wrong and so are you.
 
My emotions are too tangled with this vision. I cannot think clearly. For the time being I must disregard my last vision with Cas and concentrate on the facts. 
Other things I have learned:
 
The king has a journal with the combinations of many of the locks in the castle.
There is some sort of code in the tunnels. En Crypt Saran. I don’t believe it to be a crypt at all. 
The king is in debt to the Haedalands.
The king has paid for weapons to be forged.
 
The payment to blacksmiths and the debts in the Haedalands could at least mean unrest. There’s a chance that the king is stockpiling weapons as a precaution. But why put the realm in yet more debt for the sake of extra weaponry? When I read Father’s books on the old wars, they almost always began when one region wanted something from the other. They usually made up excuses, like the execution of a family member, or the dissolution of a marriage, but really one king wanted to steal from another king. I saw a lot of greed in those books, and I already know the king is greedy. 
But as I consider the king’s motives, there is an itchy feeling inside that tells me there is more to all this. Why would the Nix care about a war? Even though part of me has begun to believe that this is all a sadistic ruse to torture and kill me, I know deep down that it doesn’t make sense to go to such efforts. There has to be more to it.
Allerton was right. The key to all this is learning to use my powers. If I can channel the craft, I can not only fight the Nix, but grow strong enough to control the visions. If I can control them, I can figure out what it is the Nix wants. There is too much manipulation within these visions. I have to take some of the control. 
Sasha’s humming soothes my mind as I relax. I can do nothing while I am injured. It’s time to let the craft mend me, and as I meditate on my powers, I feel them blossom inside. It’s like the opening of a flower in spring. I’m reminded of the sunflowers that grow in Halts-Walden. Even though our cabin overlooked the dark woods, the sunflowers grew strong and tall. Many of the wives in the village were jealous of our garden. Little did they know that it has always been my connection with nature that has allowed them to flourish.
I must concentrate on the knitting of my flesh. I take deep breaths and imagine myself to be tiny enough to hide in droplets of my blood. The thought of blood and torn flesh is hideous, and yet it gives me some comfort to think of these things as they multiply and mend. I become whole again.
“Mae, how are you doing?”
“How long have I been sleeping?” I ask.
“A few hours… actually, that’s a lie. Almost a day.”
I bolt upright and feel a twinge in my chest. “A day? Why didn’t you wake me?”
I check on my wounds with Sasha’s supervision. They are healing well. Together we move through the castle back to the kitchen where I can eat and regain strength. I have no fear of the Nix now. It did not kill me when it had the chance. Instead, it left me to heal. I do not believe that the Nix wants me dead. I am a tool in its game, essential for as long as it needs me.
“This soul-rip is odd,” Sasha says. “I can’t touch, or feel. It’s like I’m not human anymore.”
“A ghost,” I reply, my mouth filled with apple. 
“Don’t say that,” she says. There’s a warning in her eyes, a glassiness. “It’s not right.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean… it doesn’t mean you’re dead.”
“I know. It’s just frightening to know my body is out there. It feels vulnerable somehow, like I’m unable to protect it. And I’m hardly able to protect you, too. I can’t help tend to your wounds, or fight the Nix. I can’t do anything.”
“Yes you can. You can use your mind. Your presence helps me,” I say. “I’ve missed you.”
Sasha feigns shock. “A kind word from Mae Waylander? Is the sky now green and the grass blue?”
I can’t help it, I laugh, but then I think of all that has happened and the laugh fizzles out. “There’s been so much going on since I got to the Red Palace. First I had to work with Ellen to trick the king. Then I decided to leave Ellen and Cas. Then I’ve been sent into these visions where the worst fears of some of the court members come alive. I’ve seen… terrible things. It’s all happened in a blur. I can’t… I can’t slow it down. I…”
Sasha bows her head. “I’m sorry, Mae.”
I take another bite of my apple and try to push it all aside. “It’s fine. I can deal with it.”
“Why did you send Allerton away?” Sasha asks. 
I shrug my shoulders and stare down at my apple, almost chewed to the core. “I believe that Allerton wanted to protect me. I think I was beginning to trust him, and I know his knowledge was helping me. He has a lot of wisdom.” I shake my head and let out a sigh. “But he isn’t a good man, I don’t think.”
Sasha regards me with a blank expression. She blinks twice and maintains her gaze. It’s non-judgemental and somehow puts me at ease. 
“I haven’t fully forgiven him but I am working on it. That wasn’t the reason, though. When we met him in the Borgans tent, he never showed a good side to him. He was always giggling and laughing at things that weren’t funny. He had Ellen trapped in a cage and regarded her with disdain. He isn’t a good person, Sasha, I can feel it. You are a good person. You’re the one I want protecting me. Not him.”
Sasha leans towards me. “I wish I could hold your hands and pledge my allegiance—”
“No,” I say. “I’m not royal. I’m not a queen. I don’t want you to pledge yourself to me. You’re my friend. That’s all I ever want from you.” Inexplicable tears fill my eyes. I’m unsure as to whether they are tears of joy or tears of pain. Perhaps both; joy that Sasha and I are together, and pain that neither Cas, Father, or Anta are here. 
Sasha swallows thickly and turns away. “I will be the best friend you’ve ever had. You can count on that.” Then she turns to me with a wicked grin. “And I forgive you for choking me.”
I let out a hollow laugh. “I’m sorry for that. I was full of anger after my father died.”
“And you’re not now?”
“It seems pointless. It created a barrier between me and my feelings. I don’t want to let that happen again.”
“A barrier between yourself and your feelings is a barrier between yourself and happiness,” Sasha says. 
I’d never thought about it like that before, but of course she is right. How could I ever let someone love me, or even be happy, if I couldn’t feel it for myself? 
After a long pause, Sasha clears her throat. “I am here to help you. So far I know you are stuck in the Red Palace and that you have been hurt by the Nix. You mentioned that you have been in the worst fears of other people. That is something I have never heard of before. We need to work out how to stop all this. Tell me everything you know.”
I don’t hold back on any detail and Sasha sits patiently as I recall the last couple of days. It has all been such a blur that I find myself going back and adding in details as I remember them. 
“So you have the king’s personal journal?” she asks. 
“Yes,” I say. “It has all the lock combinations—”
“And what about his private thoughts? Have you read them? Have you read the journal at all?”
I pull the small book from my pocket. I haven’t read any of it. “I’ve been too busy with the Nix.”
“Well read it, Mae. Everything seems to go back to the king when you think about it,” she says. “The queen has a secret passageway to get away from him. The designer of the castle is afraid of him. His youngest son wants to be him. There’s some sort of secret laboratory somewhere. He owes money to rich people in the Haedalands, and he has already commissioned weapons for some sort of war. You need to read that book if you’re to outwit whatever the Nix wants.”
I crack the well-worn spine and open the book to the first page. 
 
I am in despair.
 


Chapter Twelve – The King’s Journal
 
I am in despair. I need Beardsley to end this. If what they tell me is true, there is nothing else I can do about it. The end will come and I will be powerless. 
I am the King, born to a bloodline chosen by the Gods. I will not accept my fate. I will not sit idly by and let this happen to me. I have not worked at keeping my crown against the usurpers who wish to take it away from me only to have it prised from my cold fingers in such a humiliating fashion. This turn of events is unacceptable to me. 
Beardsley tells me that there is a solution, but it is somewhat of a legend. I believe it exists, and I believe it is in Aegunlund. I just don’t know where. I will make sure that Beardsley uses his damn brain to acquire it for me. There has to be a way. He says that it is tied to the magic of the realm. Why does everything have to come back to the damn craft-born? It adds insult to injury that it is always a useless girl given the power. The king should have the power. 
Never mind, it will be of no concern in the end. I will uncover this secret even if I have to drain the craft-born of the last drop of blood in her body. 
It will be mine, and with it I will become a God. 
 
“What does all this mean?” I say out loud. 
Sasha shakes her head. “It sounds like the king is afraid of losing the throne.”
“He wants to drain my blood in order to keep the crown?” I say with a shake of my head. “I don’t think so! The man is a maniac.”
We carry on reading, but the journals are the ramblings of either a drunk or a deranged man. Anyone who thinks they will become a God can’t be in his right mind. But then I think of Allerton’s stories about the Gods I had always thought created us, not the other way around, and wonder if more is possible than I had ever thought before. 
“Do you think it could be the Nix? He could be afraid of the Nix?” I say.
“It’s possible,” Sasha replies. 
 
It’s black, all black. I see nothing, only the ever stretching dark. It lies before me, waiting, waiting.
And inside grows the evil. It is consuming me as I breathe. 
Beardsley, that useless old lump. He has not come up with a way to find it without the magic, and there is not a craft-born to be found. I will make that magical bitch marry my son if it is the last thing I do.
No, no, not the last. Never the last. 
Find it. He must find it.
 
I shake my head. “None of this makes sense. He could be looking for anything.” I slam the book closed. “It’s probably a diamond so he can pay off those he owes in the Haedalands. Or he’s looking for a way to finance his stupid war.” When I think of the king it makes my blood boil. It should be Cas on the throne, not this rambling mad man. 
 
And inside grows the evil.
 
It sounds like an insane thing to say, and yet there is truth there too. He is evil through and through. It shows that he has some awareness at least; unless he is talking about something else, like his favourite son, Lyndon.
“There’s more to all this,” Sasha says. “The king isn’t just crazy. He wouldn’t be able to function if he was. He wouldn’t be able to rule. There are plenty of power hungry people who would gladly take the throne if they had the chance. He’s managed to maintain his position of power despite being verging on destitute. That takes cunning and manipulation and fear. Insanity is not as frightening as ruthlessness. Trust me, if he really is as crazy as that journal suggests, he wouldn’t still be king. ”
I think for a moment. The answer lies in all of this somewhere, and I know that I only need to put the pieces together, but everything is going off in different directions and I find the pressure of it all overwhelming. 
“We need to go back to the tunnels,” I say. “There was some sort of code written on one of the stones and I think it might be useful. En Crypt Saran. Cas said he thought it was a crypt, a dead foe buried in the walls of the secret passageway, but I think that’s hogwash. I think it is a clue. I had a feeling in my stomach that it was important.”
“Cas was there with you?” she asks. 
“A vision version of him. An imposter made up by the Nix,” I say. 
Sasha regards me with that annoying assessing look she often gives me. “Mae, in these visions, is Cas… romantic with you?”
I squirm away from her. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Yes you do, and I will take that as a yes.”
“I know what you’re going to say, so don’t bother saying it. The Nix is playing a game with me. The Cas in the visions is not really him and I shouldn’t believe a word of it.”
“In fact, no, that isn’t what I was going to say at all,” Sasha replies. “The Nix feeds on fear, but it needs an actual fear to feed from. It needs something that is true. That’s why, when it stalks its prey, it learns everything it can about its prey. When the Nix caught my mother in the Waerg Woods, I believe it used all that knowledge to frighten her to death. Without the truth, the vision would not scare us.”
“But the Nix is targeting me, not Cas.”
“Is it?” she replies. “You said that you have been in Ellen’s greatest fear, and Beardsley and the queen, do they sound like they are about you?”
“No, I suppose not. I didn’t even feature in some of them. I was inside the person. Like a passenger.”
“Exactly. Perhaps the Nix is using a valid fear from Cas to torment you with. Maybe Cas really does have feelings for you,” she suggests.
“And that is his greatest fear?” 
“Think about it. He is a young boy engaged to a girl he doesn’t know. He’s forced into this marriage, Mae. Don’t you think that would mess with his head? He has to believe he loves her because he has no choice. And all this time he has spent with you, knowing you, being in life threatening situations, all of that must have confused him further. To Cas, letting down his people, his king and his mother is probably his greatest fear. Being in love with you could be his greatest fear.”
It is as though someone has shone a bright light in my eyes. I see nothing. I feel numb. 
“I don’t… I don’t believe it,” I whisper, even though every part of my body wants to believe it.
“Oh stop being a nincompoop.” Sasha waves a dismissive hand in front of her face. “Anyway, we have far more important things to worry about than boys.”
“You brought it up,” I remind her.
“Yes, good point. I might try not to do that from now on. Boys are so very boring.” 
I climb to my feet and wince at the sharp twang in my chest. Even with the fast heeling my injuries still smart. We make our way back to the secret tunnel where this all began. I’ve been at this very spot many times now. It makes me wonder if the queen had her suspicions regarding the curse. I now believe she brought me to this very room on purpose. But why would she bring me and not Ellen? Surely the craft-born—in her eyes—would have been a better choice. 
I now have the combinations memorised. The effort is uncomfortable with my injuries, but I push through the pain. We are in the tunnels in no time and I am eager to find secrets I have never seen before, not even after exploring the castle before the curse fell. I used to follow the royal members as they moved around the palace, fascinated by the twists and turns of the long corridors. I have a reputation for remaining unseen in Halts-Walden, it wasn’t hard to spy on many members of the court. 
But I never followed the king. I didn’t want to be anywhere near him after what he did to me in the Waerg Woods. Perhaps that was a mistake. Then again, how was I to know that the curse and its responsibilities would fall on my shoulders? One thing I never seem to understand is that all my actions seem to be training for something worse. Whenever I think I have overcome a problem, I step around a corner and into something worse.
“I think it was around this bend and down those steps,” I say to Sasha as we press on. 
She runs her fingers through her hair and purses her lips. “It’s dark down here. I don’t like small spaces, not even when I am little more than a soul.”
“You can walk through walls you know,” I say, holding the lantern higher to light our way. 
She shudders. “No thank you. Especially not if there are dead bodies in the wall.”
I laugh. “Come on, just a little further. Oh, here it is.”
I move the lantern closer to the writing on the wall. Those three words again:
 
En Crypt Saran.
 
“Blessed Celine, how creepy. Are you sure it isn’t a crypt? It certainly sounds like it. And, no, I will not be walking into the wall to find this ‘Saran’ person,” Sasha says. 
“Saran sounds a little like a Borgan name,” I observe.
“There are no Sarans in the camp as far as I’m aware. I don’t think I’ve ever heard such a name before.”
“Nor I. In fact, I don’t think it’s a name at all.” I brush away the moss from beneath the words to reveal the eye symbol. “Beardsley mentioned a viewing area for the secrets in the castle. I think Beardsley would mark such a place, and an eye would be perfect, don’t you think?”
“Yes, actually. It does make sense.”
“And look at the stone here. It’s smoother, I can feel it. The colour is slightly off. All around this area, the stones have darkened over time. This portion is lighter, as though a picture has hung here or it has been cleaned.”
“But to be fair,” Sasha says. “There could have been a picture hung here, and the caption could have related to the picture.”
“True. But listen to the words: En Crypt. Encrypt. It’s like it’s telling me to solve the puzzle.”
“But how could you solve Saran. We’ve already established that it isn’t a name, and it’s certainly not a word I know. Maybe it’s in another language, Jakani or, Gods forbid, Ibena.”
I shudder at the mention of the Ibenas. The memory of them trying to sacrifice me to their Gods is still fresh in my mind. “No, I don’t think so. When Father taught me to read we used to read history books about the monarchs of Aegunlund. During the war between the Jakanis and the Southern Archipelagos, King Frederick used to send letters written in code. He used the alphabet and assigned each letter a number.”
“Well, I don’t see any numbers here,” Sasha replies. 
“No, I suppose not. I don’t really know anything else about encryptions. You have to have the code in order to crack it.”
“Well, yes, Mae.” Sasha rolls her eyes at me. “Unless it’s just a jumble of letters. Perhaps if we reorder them—”
“—we’ll uncover the clue,” I finish. We turn to each other. Sasha is grinning and I am filled with renewed energy. 
“Snap,” Sasha begins.
“Prance,” I add.
“Rant.”
“Cane. Pry?”
“Carry. Ants. Pen?”
“Trans… Tran…”
“Transparen… wait, no.”
And then we say together. “Transparency!”
We turn to the words on the wall expectantly, but nothing happens. 
“What did we do wrong?” I say. 
“I don’t think it’s a magic word,” Sasha replies. “Didn’t you say it was an inventor who created this castle?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think an inventor could use enough craft to create a spell like that. You must have to use the word somehow.”
“You mean write it?” I say. 
“It could work.”
I lift my finger and carefully trace the word along the stone. As I silently spell it in my mind I thank my father for forcing me to read as a child. Many of the peasants never bothered to learn when they were children, and I had always hated book learning. Now it is has become invaluable to me, and the thought of never sitting down with my father and a book, it leaves an ache in my heart. 
I shake my head as I finish the last letter. “No. It hasn’t opened.”
“There must be something in here,” Sasha says. “A place to write the word, or move the letters.”
We search the wall, but there is nothing. I press my hand against every inch, expecting something to move. But there is nothing. I let out a sigh and place the lantern on a sconce. My eyes are drawn to the joist holding the lantern. Could it be so simple? I’ve heard of bookcases containing trick books, and candle holders that turn. I reach up and twist the joist left. It doesn’t budge. Right, it turns.
Sasha gasps as there is a scrape of stone against stone. Above the lettering, a small oblong box appears. Inside the box are twelve letters, each corresponding with En Crypt Saran. When I touch them, I find that they slide along the edges of the box, meaning I can rearrange them. 
T R A N S P A R E N C Y
I hold my breath. In the first instant, nothing moves. There is no sound. My heart sinks. And then, like smoke filtering from the air, the stone dissipates into glass. 
“It was an illusion,” Sasha says with a sigh.
“Or coloured glass,” I point out. 
She shakes her head. “An illusion, it had to be. That means the craft was involved. No one has looked through this window since the last craft-born died.”
Mentioning the craft brings weight down on my shoulders. This is a monumental moment. We have beaten the code, and now we will discover the greatest secret in the Red Palace.
Sasha leans forward. “Wow, how far down does this thing go?”
The scene from the window takes my breath away. Right in the centre of the castle, somewhere between the first and second floor, is a cylindrical room that tunnels down, down into the bowels of the palace. Around the wall of the room is a set of stairs spiralling into the darkness below. And in the centre grows a tall, metal structure, reaching up almost to the window, brass coloured and covered in strange levers and arms. I recognise it at once as a Beardsley invention. 
The spiral staircase has intermittent platforms at different levels. Each platform juts out towards the metal structure. They could be areas used to maintain the equipment. Places to stand and work. 
“Look, this part of the glass is magnified.” Sasha points to a thicker portion at the bottom of the window. “You can see all the way down.”
I move closer to the window and gaze through the magnified portion. I’ve never known glass like this before. Sometimes a hunter would stay in the Fallen Oak in Halts-Walden with fancy spectacles that could see further than the eye. I never got the chance to look through them so I can’t say if Beardsley’s is better or worse, but the effect is so startling that I can make out even the smallest details down at the bottom of the room. 
It appears that the metal structure sits atop a furnace, which is unused for the moment. Around the room is a circular bench covered in beakers and glasses. There are what seem to be tiny pieces of glass covering the surface of the bench, sparkling bright.
“It looks like a laboratory,” I say. “But the king already has a laboratory in the West Wing of the castle. Why would he want another?”
“To perform secret experiments I bet,” Sasha replies. 
I step back away from the glass. The metal structure is curious, I can’t imagine what it does or how it works. I notice a pipe running along the edge of the spiral staircase. When I examine the magnified portion once more, it seems as though the mouth of the pipe opens out onto the bench around the room. Whatever this structure makes, it comes out at the bottom. 
“Do you know how far this room goes down? Is it lower than the cellar?” Sasha asks. 
“I think it must be. I think it might go as far as the crypts.” I shudder slightly as I say the word. I’ve never ventured into the crypts below the castle because I’ve never wanted to. 
“I guess there’s only one way to find out,” Sasha says.  
 
*
 
The tunnels are a maze between the regular rooms of the castle, and, without the familiar tapestries and ornaments to follow, it’s easy to lose your bearings. After taking more than one wrong turn, we decide to head back to the queen’s room and work our way down to the crypts from there. As we walk, I find my thoughts drifting to my last vision with Cas. I used to wonder what it would be like to kiss Cas when we were travelling through the Waerg Woods. Now I know. 
I can still taste him.
Like the sweet pastries in Halts-Walden. 
But it wasn’t real. 
I miss his presence. I miss waking to the sunrise, and seeing him sat by the fire keeping watch, his chin on his fist and his eyes hooded over. More than anything, I miss his counsel. It took me too long to warm up to him, but once I did, I enjoyed talking to him. We would share our problems. He didn’t always know what to do, but he always comforted me. 
What we shared in the Waerg Woods can never be replicated. I will never go through that experience with anyone else. No one else will ever know. Not even Sasha. 
I pull a deep breath in through my nose and attempt to quell the stirring of emotions deep beneath the surface.
“You should practice fire as we walk,” Sasha says. “If it comes down to a fight—”
“I know, I know. It’s the Nix’s greatest fear.”
“What’s blocking you?” she asks. 
I rub my clammy palms against my clothes. “It’s hard to describe how I feel. Worn out, is the easiest way to say it. I’m worn out with the idea of being angry. I don’t want to tap into that emotion anymore. It doesn’t feel safe or right, somehow.”
“Well, of all our emotions, anger is probably the most dangerous. It is a destructive and unpleasant, I suppose. I can certainly understand why you might think of it like that. Why don’t you try praying to Endwyn? Fire doesn’t always have to be destructive. It can be creative too. It’s a fuel. It’s energy. You just need to learn how to redirect that energy in a positive way.” She shrugs, as though it’s the easiest thing in the world. 
I let out a laugh. “I’ve never really prayed before, but I suppose it can’t hurt.”
“Think of it as meditation, or deep focus. Think strongly of fire, of the God of fire, and the creative aspect of it.”
I follow Sasha’s direction, and all through the castle, as we cross the ballroom, tread the stone slabs of the basement, pass Beardsley’s office where Cas sleeps, I focus of Endwyn. I’ve never seen an effigy. I don’t know what He or It or even She looks like, I picture a huge bonfire, stretching up to the sky. But every time, that bonfire becomes the funeral pyre for my father, and every time it is as though the God of fire is laughing down at me.
Finally, we come to a narrow passageway. On the lintel read the words: 
 
Silence for the lost.
 
As I step beneath the stone passageway a chill creeps down my spine. 
 


Chapter Thirteen – The Silent Kings
 
We walk into the dark. I light a torch on the wall and carry it aloft as we move down the steep, stone steps towards the crypt. I cringe each time my footsteps echo through the hall. Silence for the lost. Lost. It implies they might come back one day, that we have simply misplaced them.
“This feels like a dangerous place for a soul to be,” Sasha says. “Do you think I’ll end up trapped in a sarcophagus or something?”
“I hope not,” I reply. “This is why we burn our dead in Halts-Walden. The thought of my body ending up down here in the dark depths…” 
Sasha nods. “I know what you mean.”
Down and down we go. I’m shaking so badly I have to grasp the torch with both my hands to steady it. Up ahead I see the door to the crypt. It is another brass door with the same loops designed by Beardsley. I hang the torch on a sconce as I pull the king’s journal and flip to the back pages. It takes some effort to move the rings, but eventually I hear the click of the lock and the door swings open with a creak. We both stand there, neither wanting to move forward. I swallow, my mouth and throat dry. 
Retrieving the torch from the sconce, I move forward into the crypt. It’s a long room, with the walls covered in strange box-like shelves containing marble coffins. I find it an odd way to store the dead, as though they have been neatly folded away into drawers. 
At small alcoves between these shelves there are candles fitted to the walls. As we pass each of them, I light the candle, filling the room with a little bit of light with each step. But as the flames dance, it creates more shadows, and more movement, which in turn sends shivers down my spine. 
In the distance there is the scuttling sound of a rat—at least I hope it is a rat—moving through the room. 
“This laboratory had better be worth it,” Sasha says. 
“If we can figure out how to kill the Nix, it will be,” I add. 
After lighting three more candles, the shelves come to an end, and instead we see lines of sarcophagi positioned on the ground by the walls. These coffins are chiselled from marble, higher than our waists, and on top of each one is a depiction of the inhabitant at rest, with their arms softly crossed over, holding their favourite weapon, or, for the women, clutching their favourite jewellery. 
“Here lies Catherine Xeniathus, wife of Andrei the Second, Queen, Mother, Wife, Sister. May Celine grant her eternal flight,” I read from one of the marble coffins. “I read about her in one of Father’s books. She had her own brother hanged for treason because she thought him a threat to the throne. Andrei the Second was an idiot, apparently. She did most of the ruling.” Her features are captured in the marble; strong, high cheekbones and a large nose. I look for a resemblance to Cas—she is his ancestor after all—but I find none. 
“These people are prominent members of the royal families of old,” Sasha says. There is a trace of excitement in her voice as the words rush out, breathy and fast. “There may be kings here, too.”
We walk a little further along the still room. At the end of the room is a dead end, blocked off by the last wall. “Ethelbert and his wife. They married for love and then he went insane and cut off his wife’s finger with a dagger.”
Sasha raises her eyebrows at me. “Do you know everything about the royal family?”
“No,” I say, “Only as much as I learned from these five books on history that Father had. He traded them for wood once and taught me to read. He said I needed to better myself. We read those same five books over and over again. Look, Gregor the First.” I gaze down upon Gregor’s face. “He was ugly. And fat. Look at the size of him!”
Sasha giggles. “Mae, you can’t.”
“You’re right, this is serious,” I reply. Seeing the coffins of the royals has sent me giddy, in a strange, morbid way. “He is fat, though. Imagine being married to that lump. He beat every one of his five wives, and they all died in suspicious circumstances. This is for all the women you tortured, you great horrible old bastard.” In a moment of madness I kick the edge of the coffin, tripping myself and falling backwards, landing on the hilt of the dead man’s sword. To my surprise, the sword depresses into the coffin and there is a scraping sound, followed by heat at my ankles. 
“Mae, watch out!” Sasha cries. 
A jet of flames burst from underneath the sarcophagus. I leap over them, but the cuff of my trousers is on fire. I let out a scream and beat at my clothes until the fire goes out.
 “What in the Gods…” I mutter. 
Sasha comes over to me. “The burn is minimal. You should be fine. It will be uncomfortable for a while.”
“Uncomfortable,” I repeat. “A straw mattress is uncomfortable, this is something else. Where in the name of Celine did those flames come from?”
Sasha kneels down on the stone floor. “There’s some sort of pipe attached to the bottom of the coffin. When you leant on the sword it seemed to trigger the flames. There must be a mechanism inside that triggered the reaction. Do you think this could be a clue? I mean, we know that the laboratory is down here somewhere, but there isn’t a visible door. It has to be hidden.”
“And the trigger to opening the door has been disguised as part of the tombs,” I say. “Yes, that makes sense. It must be booby trapped.”
“Be very careful, Mae. We don’t know what else is down here.” 
I nod, and make my way around the room, lifting my torch into each nook and cranny, being especially careful not to touch anything, especially not the marble coffins. The pipe and the fire has Beardsley written all over it. What else has he modified in the palace? Spikes coming out of the floor? Moving walls? Whatever he has done, he has hidden it well. There are no obvious changes in stone patterns or bricks. The walls are normal. But there is one thing that catches my eye. Above the sarcophagi there are words chiselled into the wall. At first I thought it had been an epitaph, but now I realise it is the only poem written on the wall instead of the actual coffins. 
I read it aloud. 
 
Here lie leaders of men,
Kings of the Realm,
They gave their lives to protect,
To serve,
To honour.
 
Watch over them, Gods, 
Celine of air,
Ren of water,
Endwyn of fire,
Fenn of soil.
 
May the light guide you through.
 
“There’s nothing unusual about that,” Sasha notes. “It’s a tribute to the kings.”
“But the fire came from Gregor’s tomb. Fire is in the poem.”
“Yes, but it was a trap. I don’t see how they could create a weapon out of air, water or soil,” she replies. 
“I don’t know, Beardsley is very inventive. I’m sure he would find a way.” I read the poem again in my mind, searching for clues. Beardsley seems to like putting a fail-safe in his creations, a hint in case he or whoever else needs the code forgets it. “The Gods are in a particular order. I think we need to press on the sarcophagi in the order of the Gods.”
“But how do we know which king relates to which God? I would never have picked Gregor as relating to fire.”
“No, it makes sense. There was a fire in Cyne during his reign. It destroyed most of the market square and hundreds died. That’s why he’s fire. See, the king, or any future king, will know the history of his ancestors. He will be able to figure out the clues on the walls,” I say. 
“You wouldn’t think anything of it unless you were looking for it,” Sasha says. “And it’s disrespectful to kick the coffins of the dead.” She shoots me a narrow-eyed look. “Which means it’s unlikely anyone would accidentally come across the room. Who would come down here anyway? Except for members of the Royal family.”
“We need to figure out which king goes with which God, and then activate the levers. Gregor is fire, and he comes third. We need air first. Do you remember any abnormal storms? High winds that made history?”
“History lessons aren’t much of a high priority in the Borgan camp. We’re too busy hunting for food and staying alive.”
I ignore Sasha and think. “Ethelbert sent ships towards the Southern Archipelagos once. High winds caused a huge tidal wave to wipe out the entire fleet. But that could be water as well as air. Or I think there may have been tales of a hurricane coming from the Sverne mountains and destroying villages in the North when Alfred the Third ruled.” 
“Choose carefully,” Sasha warns.
I stand between the two coffins in thought. “It has to be Alfred.”
“Are you sure? You said it was rumours.”
“Yes. That’s the beauty of it. I think the king would like that people outside his family would be unsure of the real truth. I think he would choose Alfred.” With my palms sweating, I move over to the coffin. I swallow and move my hand gently towards the marble.
“Get ready to run,” Sasha calls. 
My muscles are wound tight. My nerves are jangling. My hand hovers over the hilt of the marble sword resting on the chest of the chiselled statue. Alfred died young, and his effigy is thin, delicate almost. I lower my hand until there is barely a hair’s breadth between my skin and the cold surface of the coffin. The burn on my ankle is sore enough to send me a warning, but I must brave myself against the nerves, and believe in myself, just like Avery told me to. I take a deep breath and press down, ready to dart back if anything comes towards me. 
The marble grinds together as the hilt depresses. I brace myself for the unexpected, perhaps an axe swinging above my head, or pressurised air jetted towards me, but instead there is silence, and the brightening of light behind me. 
“Mae, look!” 
I move back from Alfred’s coffin and turn to face Sasha. She grins and points down to the ground beneath her feet. Around the stone flag glows a beam of light, highlighting the cracks between the stones. 
“Let the light guide you,” she says. “It worked! You chose correctly.”
As I exhale through my teeth I’m momentarily stunned. I hadn’t, until that moment, thought it would actually work. 
“You need water next,” Sasha says. “Didn’t you say Ethelbert lost a fleet of ships?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure if it’s in the same theme. The others were disasters that happened in and around Cyne. This was part of military action.”
“It was still a natural disaster though,” she points out. “It was a tidal wave.”
“But there was also a great flood. It came in off the Sea of Solitude and flooded inland as far as Cyne. Thousands died, but I don’t remember the king.” I walk up and down between the sarcophagi. “It wasn’t Gregor, Ethelbert or Alfred the Third. It might have been Andrei or maybe… yes, maybe it was Alfred the Second. No, I think that’s right.”
“Are you sure?” Sasha says. 
“I think I remember now. Alfred the Second’s son was killed because he was visiting whores near the coast.”
“Where in all of Aegunlund did your father acquire these history books?” 
“Oh, it didn’t say that. It said he ‘frequented a tavern for gambling and sport’ but I’m not stupid.” I stride over to the coffin and lift my hand to depress the hilt of the sword. Beads of sweat break on my forehead, and I imagine myself lost in a tidal wave, drowned beneath the palace. No, I must believe. I press down on the hilt with less hesitation than before. This must be correct. 
The glow behind me indicates that I am. I turn to see a grinning Sasha. 
“And now, Gregor,” she says.
“Yes,” I reply, but I take a moment to check through the facts in my mind. I have to be certain. 
The third stone lights up when I press the hilt. There is now only one stone between us and the far wall. If I guess the next king correctly, we will make it into the secret laboratory. 
“Soil, Mae. Has there been some rift in the ground, or a landslide?” Sasha asks. 
I think back to the five books in my father’s hut. “There was a snow slide on the Benothian ranges. That was during the North and South divide, when Aldrych the First ruled. But then there was also a quake that split the ground near the Haedalands when Andrei ruled. I remember it now. Father said that his grandparents were born in the Haedalands not far from where the quake occurred.”
“Well it must be the quake,” Sasha says. “It’s soil. The snow slide is frozen water. Everyone knows that.”
I chew on my bottom lip. “But Aldrych is our current king’s father. It would make sense to end the puzzle there. Snow isn’t the same as soil, though. It can’t be. It has to be Andrei.”
“Mae,” Sasha says. “Do you think Beardsley has rigged all the coffins? There are more than a dozen down here. What if you get it wrong?” 
“I have to take the chance.”
“So which king are you going with?” 
Aldrych is close to the far wall where I suspect the entrance to the laboratory is, and Andrei is further back, near the poem. I turn to each, one after the other. There is a part of me that is drawn to Aldrych, even though the memory of the disaster during his reign is only partially related to soil, somehow I can imagine our king wanting to involve his father. A snow slide is more like a landslide than it is a tidal wave. I turn from Aldrych and head towards Andrei. No. The poem stated soil—I must go with the logical choice. 
My palms are slick with sweat as I reach towards the hilt of the sword. I suck in the stale air of the underground crypt, and it is as though the walls are looming down around me, closing in tighter and tighter. My stomach clenches. I’ve been right so far. I press down on the hilt and it depresses into the coffin just like the others, and behind me there is the scrape of stone, as though a heavy door has been dragged open. 
I spin around to Sasha in excitement. “I did it.”
But Sasha’s mouth is hanging open and her eyes are fixed on the ground. The sound of the scraping stone was not from the secret door at all. The final flagstone by the far wall of the crypt is pulled away, leaving a gaping hole in the ground. From inside that hole comes the sound of something scuttling and scraping. 
“What is it?” I whisper.
Sasha shakes her head. “I don’t know.”
I take a step forward, hesitant to see what lies beneath the ground. There’s a twist in my stomach that tells me this isn’t the door we’ve been looking for. And as my heart pounds against my chest, a brass coated creature bursts from the opened trap door. 
 


Chapter Fourteen – The Secret Room
 
It happens in a flurry of gold limbs. The creature leaps out towards me and I have barely enough time to summon wind to knock it back. As it staggers away I grasp hold of my sword and wield it in front of me, using both hands to steady the blade.
“What is it?” I shout to Sasha. But she is as still as the sarcophagi, staring at the mechanical beast. 
It climbs to its feet and faces me. Ruby red glass eyes stare at me through the darkness. It has a long snout, a broad chest, four legs and a jaw full of sharp teeth. This time Beardsley has excelled himself, he has managed to create the most frightening dog I’ve ever seen. It snaps its jaw open and shut, imitating a dog gnashing its teeth, and even though it makes no such noise, I can imagine the growl at the back of its throat. 
Sasha snaps out of her trance. “It has pieces of glass stuck on the end of its paws like claws, and there’s a tail like a metal whip. It’s very flexible and long, so be careful.”
The dog scrapes its paws along the stone flags, as though waiting for the perfect time to pounce. In turn, I keep wind close to me, and hold my sword aloft. I’m limited in the amount of the craft I can use without endangering our lives down in the crypt. Water could end up drowning us, plus it would do little against the brass of the dog, flames would barely hurt the thing—not that I can create them anyway—and soil could end up in us buried alive. My best bet is to remember what Beardsley said about the spider—the weakness is in the eyes. 
“Beardsley, for the love of the Gods, how did you make these things?” I mumble.
The dog sets off at a gallop and I push back with wind. I need to keep my power in check, controlling my emotions. The dog fights through the wind, but I manage to at least slow it down to give me enough time to pull back my sword and prepare to attack. As I withdraw my sword, ready to thrust it at the creature, the dog leans back on its hind legs and pounces towards me, its jaw open, the jagged teeth bare. I duck, swinging blindly with my sword, somehow managing a hit on the underbelly of the beast as I drop down to the ground. It at least throws the dog off course and it falls onto Andrei’s coffin, knocking a chunk of marble from the corner. 
I stagger back, onto the first highlighted flagstone. The brass dog lies unmoving on top of King Andrei, and I hope to all the Gods that it will not get back up. Then its head twitches to the right. Its tail flicks up and slaps against the stone. It gets back on its feet and turns to face me, only now one of its eyes have been smashed. 
“Bash its head in, Mae,” Sasha shouts. “I think it has some sort of… brain there.”
The dog rushes towards me and sure enough behind that broken eye it seems as though there is a glint of something, a flash of an amber jewel like the amulets worn by the Borgans. I use the same tactic, slowing it down with a short, sharp gust of wind and then thrusting the sword forwards, letting out a cry as I throw my shoulder into the task. The dog tries to jump at me with its metal teeth showing, but this time I am ready for it, and I bring the sword down in a crashing blow on its last good eye. The dog is stunned, staggering back as it composes itself. That’s when I ram the sword through its eye, managing to find a weak spot in the plates of metal at the back of its head. When I pull the sword back, it immediately goes limp. Sasha jumps up and down and cheers for me. 
I reach down and collect the broken amulet. “Beardsley must have used amber because he knows it will channel the craft. Half mechanics and half magic. No wonder they are so terrifying.”
“Mae!” Sasha calls. 
I have barely enough time to face Sasha when three more brass dogs leap through the hole. I almost drop my sword at the sight of them. Sasha screams for me to go left, and at the last moment I’m able to move my limbs, missing the dogs by a hair. 
The three dogs are identical, with the same powerful hind legs and sharp teeth. I try to ignore the nausea in my stomach and regain my balance, lifting the sword to protect me. The dog closest to me is the quickest to change direction, and it chases me down with sweeping strides. Air pulses from me, knocking the dog back and taking the other two with it, but the effort of using my powers in such force brings beads of sweat out on my forehead. My legs begin to tremble. If I’m not careful, I will weaken. 
There’s no way I can fight all three with a sword. Instead, I need to think fast. I need to outwit them. What is their weakness? I can’t find any weakness at all. They are strong, fast, impenetrable. But then, I destroyed the first dog because it crashed into the sarcophagus. The dogs are not alive, that means they have no fear. They don’t see hazards in the way humans and animals do. 
With renewed energy, I position myself next to Andrei’s tomb, silently apologising to the long dead king for desecrating his final resting place. 
“I’m alive, Andrei,” I whisper, never taking my eyes from the red glassy eyes of the dogs, “and I plan to stay that way.”
As soon as I plant my feet, the dogs race towards me. 
Sasha yells my name, but I do not look at her. Instead, I watch the path of the dogs, waiting. Waiting for the very last minute when all three have their legs lifted from the ground. And then I drop to my stomach. There’s the clash of metal on stone behind me as I slither across the ground away from them. Shards of metal fall on me, one cuts through the cloth of my tunic, grazing my arm. 
“Hurry, Mae. One of them is still functioning,” Sasha warns. 
I jump back to my feet just in time to raise my sword. The dog’s jaw clamps down over the blade, and its paws hit me on the shoulders, knocking me back. Somehow, I lift my feet and kick its belly, managing to make the dog lose its balance. The dog’s jaw loosens and I manage to retract the sword in time to make one last swing at its head. Something deep within me snaps and I hear a feral battle cry come from somewhere deep inside me. Primitive. Linked to fear and anger and the tenacity to survive. I haven’t come all this way to be defeated by a metal dog. 
The sword shatters the glass of the eye and penetrates the mechanism behind it, destroying the skull of the dog. Plates of metal fly through the air and the dog’s body falls limp, hitting me with a thud. I have to heave it off me before I can stand, my entire body shaking. 
“Wow,” Sasha says. “You just killed four of those things. That was incredible.”
The crypt is littered with broken glass and metal plates. I bend down and retrieve one of the amber coloured gems from the flagstones and put it in my pocket. 
“I hope that’s the last of them, because honestly, I don’t think I could do that again.” I stare down at my sword, mangled and bent from the metal on metal clash. My shoulder sings with pain from the effort of driving the weapon into the mechanical dog. I throw the contorted weapon onto the floor—now useless—and stretch out my sore back. “Right so, I’m guessing that was the wrong king.”
Sasha laughs. “I think you might be right. But, look, the stones are still highlighted by light, that means you just have to press Aldrych I and we should be let in.”
I wipe away the sweat on my forehead with the sleeve of my tunic. “But what if I’m wrong? I’m not sure now.”
“Go through the options logically,” Sasha suggests. 
My eyes follow the two lines of sarcophagi. There are too many kings. What if I am missing something? I cannot think of any more quakes or landslides or anything relating to soil that would have impacted a king’s rule. All I can think about is that avalanche in the Benothian ranges, the one that killed hundreds of Aldrych’s men. 
“I wish Father was here,” I whisper, not realising I had said it out loud. My cheeks burn as I look sideways at Sasha. 
“You can do this alone, Mae. You have a gut instinct that you can trust. You are the craft-born. You’re magical. You should trust yourself,” she says.
“I’m not alone,” I reply. “Not when you’re here. Although, it would have been nice if you could have fought those dogs.”
She grins. “Sorry. But look how well you did. Mae, you know in your gut that the answer is Aldrych. Do it.”
I shake my head and stride over to the last sarcophagus, the one nearest the far wall. “That’s easy for you to say, you can’t get your throat ripped out by a mechanical guard dog.” 
Before I press the hilt, I run my hand over the smooth marble. This is the newest addition to the crypt. Our current king’s father. A shudder passes through me as I think of his body just inches away from my hand. It has to be him. It has to be.
I close my eyes as I press down on the sword, praying to anyone and anything, any God that might want to listen, that I am choosing the correct answer. The familiar scraping of stone against stone breaks the silence in the crypt. When the sound stops, Sasha gasps.
“Mae, you have to see this.”
I open my eyes and turn. The crypt wall has opened up to reveal the secret room. At last. I run my fingers through my hair and let out a relieved laugh. 
“We were right! We found it. We passed all the tests and we found it,” I say, breathless with excitement. 
But I need to curb my excitement, because we don’t yet know what we have found. Sasha motions for me to go first. I retrieve a torch from the wall and step through the doorway into the room. 
The first sight that hits you is the huge, cylindrical machine towering up several floors. It sits atop a great furnace in the middle of the room. All around the walls of the room runs a circular bench covered in test tubes and paraphernalia I’ve never seen before. 
“This is all very strange.” Sasha almost floats around the room, taking in the many bottles of potions, salts, rocks and stones laid out on the bench. “Mae, come take a look at this.” Her voice is quick and breathy enough to make me hurry to her side. Once there, she points out a number of tiny black stones. 
“What are these?” I lift one between finger and thumb to examine it. The dim light of the lantern, and the light from the one tiny window high up on the wall, bounces off the many facets of the stone. “I think this is a diamond.”
“But it’s black,” she says. “Diamonds are transparent.”
I’ve never seen a diamond in my life. I hide my embarrassment by snapping. “Well, it’s some sort of jewel.”
Sasha ignores my tone and leans towards the gem, squinting. “No, I think you were right. I remember when there were rumours going through the realm. We were ransacking a village outside Fordrencan. In the tavern, before we ambushed a couple of noblemen, there was talk of the King’s debts. Someone said he’d been trying to make diamonds without the craft. Your magic doesn’t just filter down to the amulets used by the Borgans, it can be harnessed by the Red Palace—”
“Yes,” I say. “Beardsley told me all about that. He said that he built the machines to run from the energy my magic creates. But how does it make diamonds?”
“Well, they said it was to do with pressing something really hard until it makes it into a jewel. I don’t know what it was, some sort of stone or something. He said the king was trying to make a black diamond because they are worth more.”
“Well,” I say, twirling the diamond between my fingers. “It looks like he succeeded.”
Sasha purses her lips as though something is bothering her.
“What is it?” I ask. 
“I don’t know,” she says. “It just seems a bit odd to keep all this hidden away. I mean, the entire realm knows about the diamonds.”
“Maybe it’s to stop people stealing them,” I suggest.
“No,” she says. “I think there’s more to it. They have safes in the palace. It must be something to do with the contraptions they have down here.”
“You mean, that,” I say, pointing to the monstrosity in the middle of the room. 
We both step closer, examining the strange machinery. Nothing seems particularly out of the ordinary, but then neither of us know the first thing in regards to technology. We’ve both lived in areas that are less advanced than Cyne.
“Why don’t we try reading the King’s journal again,” I say. “I still think he’s crazy, but it might reveal something we’ve missed.”
I find a chair to sit down. Fighting the dogs has weakened me, and I need a rest. But as I lower myself onto the seat, I find a sinking feeling pulling me deeper and deeper. As I go, I hear Sasha shout Mae, and:
 
I am the final story.
I am the fate of all.
I come too early for some.
Too late for others.
 
Craft-born, you will help me change my fate, or I will speed up the ending to your final story. If you help me, in return, I will give you the one thing you want in this world. 
 
 Then nothing. 
 


Chapter Fifteen – The Nothing
 
The room is cold. There is a faint waft of mildew, indicating that I might be deep underground. Perhaps I am in the dungeon, the place criminals are left to rot, or the crypt again. My nerves tighten. The darkness is thick enough to consume everything in its path. I cannot see my hand, not even when I press my palm to my nose. Through that ever reaching darkness is one sound. Sobbing.
“Hello?” I say.
The sobbing continues, and a cold chill runs through my veins. It’s too personal listening to someone cry like that. I take a tentative step forward, splaying my hands out before me so that I can feel my way in the dark.
“Is there someone here?”
The sobbing never breaks. The further I walk forwards, the more difficult it is to ascertain which direction the sound is coming from. Whenever I change direction, the crying does as well.
“Cas?”
My heart beats harder against my chest. Cas is the person I least want to find making such a wretched noise. The sobbing intensifies into a high-pitched wail causing a shiver to run down my spine. My breath exhales faster, panicked. I have to calm myself. It’s just the dark and that crying making me frightened. There’s nothing here to suggest I am in danger. At least not yet.
I stumble on, with my hands out ready to catch me if I fall. My feet shuffle against the cold stones below, only audible in the quieter moments of the crying. I have to force myself to focus on my steps. If I don’t, I could find myself falling into a deep panic, unable to move at all. Part of me wants to stop walking, sit on the ground and rock back and forth until it’s all over. 
My eyes still have not adjusted to the dark. There is not a glimmer of light to be seen. I have no matches, and no lantern. 
This time, I have the words of the Nix in my mind. I will speed up your final story. A threat—the first one. I take a deep breath and attempt to quell the tremor in my fingers. Now, I know it isn’t a trick. The Nix wants me for a purpose—to change my fate—and until I have fulfilled that purpose, I am safe, at least from death. Pain on the other hand…
The sobbing turns to moaning. Then it quietens into a sniffling cry. 
I stop and stand still, with a heavy feeling in my stomach. “Father?” The word escapes my throat in a rasp. 
There is something about the place I am in, roughly the blackest black I have ever seen. Rather than dark it is devoid of all light. A nothingness. It panics me, seizing hold of my chest with an icy fist. What if the crying is my father? What if he is not at rest but trapped in some eternal state of… nothingness.
“Can you hear me?” I say. There is a quaver in my voice that cannot be disguised. I can’t bear the thought of my father being left in a place like this. “Father?”
The unease spreads through my veins. How could I possibly defend myself in this darkness? I suck in a deep breath and try to calm the panic. Allerton told me to call on my powers before fighting. He’s right. I should play to my strengths. I gather power at my sides and feel the wind collecting around me. 
If only I could create fire. I would be able to light the way, I think.
Fire comes from anger.
I stand still and cup both hands in front of me. I cannot see them, but I imagine them, and concentrate on that image. I clench my fists three times and try to muster the kind of anger I felt when I watched my father’s funeral pyre burn along the river. My skin prickles with the memory of the heat on my face, and the way the flames danced in the air. 
I don’t have to be that person again, I only have to learn to pretend to be her.
The thought gives me comfort. I can tap into that rage, but control it. Only, as I begin to let the emotions flow into me, I let in the grief, too.
But right now, the fear is worse than grief. Fear that my father is trapped in this place. Trapped in pain and suffering. That fear is more motivating than anything I have felt before.
“I’m in grief all the time anyway,” I say aloud through gritted teeth. “I have to do this.”
I don’t have a choice. And yet, the grief still blocks me. I do not want to feel the same anger I felt watching my father’s body float down the river in Halts-Walden. Yet I must.
Without light I will never find out who it is trapped here. I will never know if it is Father. Tears spring at the back of my eyes. 
This is a vision, I say to myself. It isn’t real.
But as Sasha said, they are based on some truth. Some fundamental truth. 
The sobbing breaks the silence once more. It seems to echo around me, like three or four voices at once. I spin around, breathing rapidly, dizzy from the fear and panic in my heart.
I focus myself, concentrating on the things I know. I cannot beat the Nix without tapping into this one last power. And now I have a choice, I can continue to stumble on in the dark, or I can dig deep and force myself to use this one last power.
Concentrate.
Father.
Fire.
Endwyn.
Anger.
I close my eyes and let it burn me. It begins as uncomfortable and intensifies into painful. The rage floods me, seeps through me. It’s an emotion I have blocked because I saw how destructive it was, and it pains me to tap into that anger once more. I let out a cry of frustration and tears flow from my eyes. 
The fire builds up from my gut. The heat runs through my veins like a lit fuse. A light film of sweat builds on my forehead, and I know I have to fight to control it. I have to use all my strength to stop myself exploding like a bright comet in the sky. My cheeks burn with the effort, but I control my breathing. 
I open my eyes.
The fire bursts from my fingers like a flash of lightning. It’s like a waterfall cascading out of me, lighting the entire room. 
Except it isn’t a room at all. 
With an enormous fireball between my hands, I survey the scene around me. I know I don’t have much time before I lose control of the fire and am forced to put it out. I examine all around me in a quick glimpse, my head moving in furtive, jerky movement. All I know, is that I am in an expanse; an expanse of nothingness—just as I had feared.
Everything around me is either black or grey. The floor is stone, but there are no flags like in the Red Palace. Instead, it stretches out like a never-ending lawn of flat grey. Instead of walls there is simply darkness. 
But there is one outlying object in the complete stretch of nothingness. There is a man. 
“Father!” 
I rush towards him, but it takes me only a few moments to realise that he is not my father at all. He is someone else that I know, someone I did not expect to see.
I hardly recognise him at first. He is in tattered clothing. His face is a pallid grey and he lies flat on his back. There is no life in his features, and his cold grey eyes stare up, glassy. His mouth hangs open. It takes me only a moment to know that he cannot be crying. The sobbing cannot be coming from him in the same way it comes from all of us, it cannot come from his dead throat. Instead, it comes from his mind. I hear the pain in his mind. Or his heart. His soul. 
The dead man in the expanse of nothingness is the King, and the sight of him makes my stomach roil with disgust. My fireball threatens to explode. I work fast to think of water—rain, rivers, the soothing of anger, calm. It is quicker to answer my call than the fire, perhaps because I want desperately for the darkness back so I no longer have to look at those eyes.
 
*
 
When Sasha watches me wake, the first thing I notice is the scrunched up expression on her face. 
“Where did you go?” she asks before I can even draw a breath. 
When I fell into the vision, I also fell off my chair, and the back of my head throbs. However, after examining it with my fingers, I’m relieved to find that there is no blood, just a small lump. I scramble up to my feet and sit back down on the chair with some caution. 
“It was another vision from the Nix. This time I was in a long, stretched room and it was dark. I couldn’t see an inch in front of me. But I summoned fire—”
She gasps. “You did? That’s… that’s incredible!”
“I almost blew myself up, but I summoned fire to see where I was going…” I trail off and pick at a thread in my tunic. “Sasha, I don’t ever want to feel like that again. Summoning fire released some sort of rage inside me. It was painful… it was… disturbing.” 
“What happened?” she insists. 
“I needed to light the way, because I thought… I thought my father might be there. But then, when the fire burst from me, I realised it was someone else,” I say. My voice sounds distant and quiet. “I saw him lying there. And he was sobbing. But there were no tears on his face. He wasn’t making the sound from his throat. It was as though the noise came from deep within himself.”
Sasha makes a tutting sound with her mouth, clearly frustrated with my vague reply. “But who did you see?”
“The king,” I reply. “I saw the king lying on the ground. He was dead, I’m sure of it. His eyes were unfocussed, unblinking. His chest did not rise and fall. I only saw him for the briefest of moments and yet what I saw chilled me… deep down.” I shudder as the ice cold passes through me once more. 
Sasha quietens. She crosses her arms around her chest and stares down at the ground as though deep in thought. “How do you know it wasn’t someone else crying in the room?”
“It wasn’t a room,” I say. “It was like an expanse of nothingness. And I don’t know for certain, except that I felt as though I was in his mind. And I felt the same fear, the same dread of nothingness, like when you’re laid in bed at night and wonder if the afterlife exists at all. That kind of fear. I think the king is afraid of dying, and I think that is how his fear manifested. Or, at least, that’s how the Nix showed me the vision.”
“All of this comes back to those two, doesn’t it?” Sasha says. “The Nix, and the king. From the king’s journal, to the secret laboratory, to the visions from the Nix… they must connect somehow.”
“Yes,” I say. “The Nix threatened me before I fell into the vision. It said that I need to find something to change its fate or it would speed up my final story, whatever that means. And in the king’s journals he is frightened of something. Whatever he is frightened of, he wants Beardsley to fix it. Well, now we know it is death.”
In that instant, all the pieces fall into place. The dark despair written in the king’s journal, the pressure put on Beardsley to find an answer, the quest for magic to be brought back to the realm, and now his deepest fear is revealed… 
“Death,” I say again, thinking aloud. “Of course… it all makes sense now.”
“Explain.”
“Do you remember the old legend concerning the Ember Stone?”
I sing:
 
For many gaze up at the elder tree,
And yearn for immortality.
The old king searches far and wide,
But the Ember Stone will ever hide.
 
 “When Mummers came to Halts-Walden they sang that song. Legend says that the key to immortality is in the finding of a mystical black diamond. There are people who search far and wide, in the mines of the Haedalands and the peaks of…” I stop when I see how Sasha’s expression has turned very white. 
“It isn’t a diamond,” she says. “It’s an amulet. The Borgans know about it.”
“They do? The legend is real?”
“The legend is very real. It is a black stone set into a necklace. Little is written on the subject. They say it was created by an ancient king but was lost. He used it to live forever. It’s written in the craft-born journals.”
“Where was it lost?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Nobody knows. It’s all second hand knowledge and based on stories and songs.”
“So how do you know it really exists?” I ask. 
“Because we worship it. In a sense, anyway. Our amulets are a tribute to the great Ember Stone. We fashion them from amber and it harnesses the power of the craft-born. Of course, they are nowhere near as powerful as the original.”
“What would happen if the king found the Ember Stone?”
Sasha raises her eyebrows. “He would be the most powerful king that ever existed. He would be able to use your craft. He would be invincible, too. No forged weapon could kill him. No disease or infection could harm him. He would live forever.”
I shudder at the thought. “The king is hoping he can recreate the amulet. He thinks that it’s the diamond quality that could contain magical powers. That’s why he’s draining the resources in Cyne to keep the Red Palace production going. It’s not for riches, it’s for eternal life,” I say. I hold up one of the tiny jewels between my finger and thumb and stare at the faceted gem in awe. How can one stone grant someone eternal life? I can only imagine the power inside it.
“You know what this means, don’t you?” Sasha says. “This is worse than we ever anticipated. He would rule as a tyrant forever.”
“So would the Nix. Allerton told me how it contains the fears of its ancestors and how frightened it is of dying. If the Nix will one day die of old-age or disease, I think it would want to do anything in its power to stop that,” I say. “And when rumours travelled around Aegunlund about the king trying to make diamonds, the Nix must have decided to listen in on the king’s thoughts. It has that power, right?”
Sasha nods.
“That’s why it’s trying to manipulate me,” I continue. “How else would a giant slug like the Nix manage to achieve something so delicate? It wants me to find the Ember Stone and harness its powers. Then the Nix will manipulate me into handing it over. That’s why it cursed my friends. That’s why it’s wearing me down with these constant visions. It wants me weak and disorientated when I find it. That way I’m easier to manipulate.” I jump up from my chair. “But that means we must be close. The amulet must be somewhere in the Red Palace. We need to look!”
“Don’t make any hasty assumptions,” Sasha replies. “We don’t know that the king has it.” She lowers her voice. “Perhaps the Nix only thinks he has it. Mae, consider this for a moment, the Nix is a large physical creature, one who is strong and powerful. But what it relies on is not its body, but its powers. The Nix has the ability to see thoughts. But thoughts are not always reliable. They are jumbled and confusing. You’ve read the King’s journal, you know for yourself. What if the Nix has been too hasty? What if the Nix hoped to find the Ember Stone before the king harnessed its power, and laid a trap to do so, but that trap came too early.”
“What makes you think the king doesn’t have the amulet?” I ask. 
“Nothing concrete,” she says. “Only, why would he still fear death?”
I let out a long sigh. “We can’t trust the visions. We can’t trust anything. I just wish we had some sort of proof. Or even a lead to go on. How am I going to free them?”
“We’ll find a way,” Sasha says. Her eyes narrow and she juts out her chin in defiance. “The Nix will not get away with this. We’re going to stay here, and formulate a plan that ends with you scorching it like a chicken over a campfire.”
“Sasha, I can’t rely on fire. I managed it once, but I’m not sure I can do it again. The visions are different because it’s as though my inhibitions are lowered. I know deep down it isn’t real. Or maybe it’s because the fear motivates me. I think we need a back-up, just in case.” I don’t say what’s really on my mind, that I don’t ever want to lose control like that again.
Sasha’s eyes flash. “I have an idea!”
 


Chapter Sixteen – The Sihrans
 
“Are you ready?” Sasha asks. 
I’m not sure that I am, but then I’m not sure I ever will be for what I am planning to do. There’s no guarantee it will work. I don’t care. I’ve lived under the assumption that nothing is guaranteed. Not even my life. Not that it matters. This is more important than me. If I can accomplish what I must do, it could make Aegunlund a safer place for us all.
“Do you really think this will work?” I ask. 
Sasha chews on her lip. “I hope so, Mae. Just remember what we discussed. You’re the one with the power, here. You’re the craft-born. The Nix is just funnelling some of your magic to run the curse. That means you can control your surroundings just as easily as the Nix can. It’s like the soul rip. You brought me here without even thinking. You can disconnect your spirit the same way. All you need to do is think where you want to go, and then you can gain control.” 
I nod. “Then I must use all my concentration.”
I glance at the entrance to the laboratory. We should be safe inside the false wall, hard and unyielding brick, controlled by a lever inside the room. However, I can’t shift the anxiety of voluntarily leaving Sasha alone while I attempt this task. Both of us wish Sasha was able to touch and feel, but as it is, she cannot defend us, and I worry that she can somehow be hurt like I was in the visions. What else can I do? This is what we have to work with.
“How do you know it will lift the curse?” Sasha asks.
“It has to,” I reply. “This is the only way I can think to do it. The key has always been the fears. That’s how it takes control. If I can break through the fears I can weaken it.”
Sasha nods. “And if that doesn’t work, you’ve summoned fire before. You can summon it again. You just need to believe in yourself.”
I sit down on the small nest I’ve made out of the few cushions in the laboratory. Sasha sits next to me. 
“Will you sing?” I ask. “While I’m gone, will you sing? I think it will soothe me while I’m there.” 
“Of course I will,” she replies. 
Her voice is high and melodic, twisting and turning. She tells a tale of love in a ballad so sweet it could soothe me into a gentle sleep. My muscles relax one by one. First my fists unclench, then my abdomen loosens. My breathing steadies. My throat is no longer closed. I inhale deeply and concentrate on the task ahead.
As soon as I lay my head against the pillows, the familiar sucking sensation drags me into a vision. But this time there is no riddle. There is no taunting voice in my mind. I am in control.
 
*
 
It’s a sunny day in Halts-Walden and I’m sitting by the mill. My skin is pale as milk, and my skirt spreads across the green grass. I’m Ellen. But this time I am in control. I can lift my arms. I can stand and walk. I can even control her thoughts.
When Alice walks along the green lawns of Halts-Walden, my heart surges with joy. I stand up and take her by the hand.
“What are you doing?” she says, her wary eyes meeting mine. 
“I need you to come with me and see my father,” I reply. “There’s something I need to say to him.”
The birds chirrup in the neighbouring trees as the water cascades through the mill. It is a stunning day, one that makes me appreciate the beauty of my home village. A few weeks in the polluted city of Cyne has made me realise how much I miss it. But I don’t ache for it, and I don’t miss some of the narrow-minded people who shunned me for being different. 
Being in Ellen’s body made me realise that we aren’t really that different from each other. We both had a secret hidden deep down, one that could change our lives forever. I hope, from the bottom of my heart, that Ellen is in this vision somehow, that she will see what I do, and I hope it gives her the strength to do the same. 
My hand reaches out to the door knob to the small cottage where the Millers live. My heart begins to pound. What if this doesn’t work? And just as the doubts creep in, so does the one sound that can make me go cold all over: click-ick-ick-ricker.
“The Nix,” I whisper.
“The what?” Alice asks. 
“Nothing.”
I must keep concentrating, and keep control of Ellen’s body. I can feel her pulling away. No, this must come from deep within. It must be rooted in my powers in order for it to work. I take a deep breath and step into the kitchen. 
Ellen’s mother is stirring broth. She looks up from her work, and her eyes widen in surprise. “Oh, hello dear. Are you coming in for some lunch? We have broth—”
“Where’s father?” I hate to be rude, but I need to focus, and to get it done as soon as I can. 
But I needn’t have asked, because he strides in from the washroom, his hair damp and dishevelled from the water. 
“What’s going on?” he asks, eying Alice with some suspicion. 
“I have something to announce to you both,” I say, straightening my back. There’s a little voice at the back on my mind which knows what I am about to do. It knows, and it is terrified. It screams for me to stop. “I am in love with this girl.”
Alice gasps. “Ellen, what are you doing?”
“I am in love, and there is nothing you can do to change me,” I continue. A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead as the Ellen within me protests against what I’m doing. “I don’t care what you think. I don’t care if you think it’s wrong.”
Alice wrenches her hand from mine and disappears through the open door. Seeing her go causes Ellen’s heart to twist. I wince and turn away from her. This isn’t real. It’s just a vision. But I need to remember that I can still be hurt.
The miller stands with his mouth open wide. His wife is quietly sobbing into her dress sleeves. I’m waiting for him. I know his next action and I’m waiting for him, but Ellen is terrified. Her knees are trembling, and tears are close to erupting. She wants to fall to his feet and beg for forgiveness. 
I won’t let her. I am in control now. 
“What is this insolence?” he says at long last. “How dare you speak these things in my house?” 
“I’m only telling you the truth, father,” I say. 
He takes a step forward, and Ellen’s body jumps back away from him. I struggle to regain control and stop her from fleeing the scene. Her fear is trying to take over, but I won’t let it. This is my vision now. Not one controlled by the Nix. I force her to face her father and jut out her chin in defiance. Seeing this enrages him further, and he slaps her hard around the face. I feel the sting as though it was my own skin. Ellen’s mother whimpers into her sleeve. 
After the initial shock from the pain of the slap, I gather control, pull my arm back, and hit Ellen’s father squarely on the chin. Inside, Ellen—wherever she may be—celebrates. 
But then, the miller comes at me with the same look of rage in his eye that I remember from Ellen’s first terrifying vision. This is it. This is the moment where I can break through. I watch him, following his movements as he lurches towards me, and duck away from him. In an instant I am by the fire, picking up a heavy poker to defend myself with. 
The miller cowers away from me, raising his hands in front of his face.
“Stop,” he says. “Please stop.”
His wife watches with her jaw hanging open in shock. “Ellen what are you…?” 
I begin to lower the poker, when the miller jumps to his feel and lunges towards me. I have only a few seconds to duck away from him. The sight of his dark eyes will haunt me for a long time. 
Now, I raise the poker higher. But as I plan to strike down on him, part of Ellen takes control. She turns to her mother. 
The miller’s wife’s mouth is contorted in rage and there is a shiver that passes through Ellen’s body as she seems to prepare herself for her mother to join in the attack with her father. But then the miller’s wife narrows her eyes and nods.
“Do it,” she says.
Ellen and I have a mutual control which is thrilling to be part of. We both enjoy bringing the poker down on her bully of a father. 
The vision dissipates, and I am with Beardsley back in the tunnels of the castle. He is mumbling to himself, and running the sleeves of his robe through gnarled old fingers. 
I turn on my heel, forcing him to look at me.
“The king has employed you to create a false black diamond, hasn’t he? He has forced you to use this castle for his own nefarious plot, and he wanted the magic of the craft-born to try and force his diamonds to give him immortality,” I say.
Beardsley’s milky eyes lift up to mine. “But how did you…? Who told you…?”
“I figured it out of course. I am no fool. You need to face up to what you have done, old man. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.”
“Yes,” he says, his eyes unfocussed and confused. “The tunnel. It will never end if I don’t, and the spiders will be waiting for me, just like the bodies of all the people my weapons will kill. There will be many, you know. So many. I never had a daughter, but if I’d had one, I would have liked her to grow up like you.” He pats me on the head like I am far younger than my years, but I don’t mind. “Strong head, strong heart.”
My cheeks burn as he utters the same words as Allerton. Are they true? Am I capable?
“You must believe it,” he says. “Believe it and you will do it. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to go and feed myself to the spiders.”
I open my mouth to protest, but it’s then that I realise I should not be preventing this. I need to let Beardsley go. That is how I defeat this fear, not by fighting it for him, but by allowing him to be consumed by it. Only then will he move on from the guilt.
Click-ick-icker-ick.
It’s like cold molasses spreading over my skin. The Nix is somehow encroaching on my visions, it is trying to force its way in. I need to hurry. We both turn back in unison to see a jet of serum travelling towards us. Now it is appearing in its own visions, attempting to stop us from breaking the curse. 
“Run!” I shout. 
We hurry down the tunnel, with Beardsley shuffling as fast as he can. 
“It’s no good,” Beardsley says. “We can’t outrun it.”
I glance back to see, with a heavy heart, that he is right. It seems unlikely that I will be able to fight against the Nix and keep Beardsley from coming to harm at the same time. I don’t know what would happen to him, seeing as it is a vision, but I don’t want to find out. The Nix being here breaks the rules of the last few visions, which indicates that anything could happen. 
But perhaps the breaking of the usual rules can work in my favour. Sasha’s words pop into my mind. I can take control. I can use my powers and change the outcome of the vision. 
“Beardsley, take my hand,” I say. 
He reaches across and I grab hold of his old bones. Another spray of serum comes towards us. If it touches us, we could be paralysed and under the Nix’s control. Now is the moment where I need to take the control back. I think of Beardsley and his spiders. I think of the castle and its layout. 
The serum is a whisper from my arm and I turn my head a fraction to see the teeth of the Nix in close proximity. 
“Hold on,” I whisper half to myself. 
The venom, the Nix, and the darkness of the tunnel fade away, and we end up running straight into a hung tapestry in one of the palace hallways. Beardsley collapses to his knees, wheezing. I look around me. I’ve transported us to a separate part of the castle, away from the Nix.
“I’m sorry, old man,” I say. “It was the best I could do.”
“You’re the craft-born,” he replies. “I should have known.”
“Yes,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. You probably won’t remember when you wake up anyway.” 
“What was that creature? Was it another one of my creations?”
“No, it was after me,” I reply. “It is trying to control me so that I will give it immortality. The king isn’t the only one searching for the Ember Stone.”
Beardsley sucks in another deep breath. “I never said this to the king because he would probably have me executed, but I don’t actually believe that the craft can be inserted into a regular, man-made diamond. I’ve managed to harness many contraptions throughout the palace based on craft magic, but this is something different. This is beyond any magic in the realm today, even yours. The Ember Stone was made by the Ancients. By one of the most powerful Ancients, actually. It possesses the purest magic that has ever existed. But the diamond has long been lost.”
“According to the Borgans an old king had it made. It was lost somewhere.” I shake my head. “I had always thought that it was just a story.” 
“Oh, it’s real.” Beardsley lets out a heavy sigh. “Before the king asked me to create false diamonds, he searched far and wide for it. He had men in the Haedalands mines, and even in the Southern Archipelagos. He sent a team towards the mountains in the North, too. But he never found a lead. Only dead ends. That was when he had the idea to create a new one from craft magic, and forced me into helping him. I never wanted that terrible man to rule the realm into the ground as an immortal, but I am a fearful man who is weak. I worked for him regardless. But Mae, there is something you should know.”
“Tell me. Quickly,” I say. 
“When I realised making diamonds would never amount to anything, I began to do my own research. I found texts written by the Ancients. They were in the Aelfen language, but I managed to translate some. I couldn’t translate it all, but I managed at least some. There is reason to believe that the Ember Stone is hidden in a temple beneath the Anadi sands.”
“Beneath the Anadi sands?” I repeat.
He nods. 
“But, how?” I reply.
“Long ago there was a tribe of Aelfens called the Sihrans who resided in the Anadi sands. They lived in temples and were very holy. They dedicated their lives to worshipping the God of magic, Dwol. As a reward for their dedication, the God imbued his power upon their leader and that power flowed into the Ember Stone. It was said to be the most stunning diamond in all of Aegunlund. I think this tribal leader could be the king your Borgans were talking about.”
“What happened to them? Why is it now below the sands?”
“There was a great sandstorm and the tribe were buried in it.”
“But they were immortal? How did they die?” I ask.
Beardsley’s eyes shine. “Who said they died? There is a chance that buried deep under the Anadi sands is a tribe of people still living. They could be sleeping, they could be somehow conscious, I don’t know. Or it could all be a rumour and they could have truly perished. But it certainly warrants investigation.”
“Where are these texts? Where can I find them?”
“They are in my office, dear,” he replies. “I keep the scrolls in a canister in my desk. Perhaps you should find them and conduct your own research. Something tells me I am not long for this world.”
“Don’t say that,” I reply, aghast. 
His old face nods slowly. He is grey: from his hair to his beard, to the pallor of his thin skin. 
“Help an old man back on his feet,” he says. “I am ready to face my inventions.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Quite sure. Come on. Up I must go.”
Beardsley leans on me as he rises. I feel the frailty in his body. 
“Good bye, Mae,” he says to me, cupping my cheek with one hand. “You have reminded me that there is still good in the world. I believe we are on a constant scale of good and evil, and there are often slight dips either way. For a long time our world has been tipped further towards evil than good. But I believe you have been sent to us to balance those scales.”
“No—” I begin.
“Yes, yes. Do not argue with an old man. You won’t see it—not for a long time, perhaps—but you are a force in this world. Now, off to my spiders I shall go.”
My eyes burn with unshed tears. I know this is what I need to happen in order to break the Nix’s plans, but my gut twists with remorse. This vision feels too real. Part of me believes I will never see Beardsley again.  
 


Chapter Seventeen – The Vision of Temptation
 
Psst. Psst.
Click-ick-ick.
The Nix.
“Psst!”
“Who’s there?”
A cacophony of sound bursts through the silence and the room spins and spins until I think I might throw up. A horrible corset digs into my ribs. There is music in the air, slow and melodic. People giggle and flatter each other, or glug down wine. Wig powder flurries to the floor as heavily rouged women take canapés from silver platters. Next to me, a little boy pokes his head around a gold embroidered curtain. 
“Prince Casimir,” I say, a smile coming to my lips. Those eyes haven’t changed. They are still as open and kind as ever. 
“Have you seen my brother? He’s the tall brute with the whip.”
I bend down to eye level with the little prince. “Now, you listen to me. You’re worth ten of people like him. He is a bully because he is weak, and you should not be afraid of weakness. Never be afraid of someone’s weakness, it’s a waste, Cas, a waste of your energy. You should focus on your own strengths. You are a kind and gentle soul, and you should nurture that, because one day you will become king and you will need those qualities to be a good king.”
“That doesn’t stop him hitting me.”
“Then you must think of one thing you are good at that he is not, and then use that one thing to your advantage.”
Cas nods. “There is something. I’m faster.” His eyes widen, he steps out from behind the curtain.
“That’s good! You use that.”
“What if he still wins?” Cas asks. His boyish eyes catch the light in the room.
“He isn’t winning. As long as he remains a bully, no one will truly care for him. He will only frighten people into doing what he wants. That’s no way to live. It’s a lonely way to live.”
Cas breaks into a smile. “Thank you.” He moves out from behind the curtain and stands a little taller. “I will always remember you.”
His words give me a chill, even though I know this is only a vision version of Cas, I feel as though he really will grow up to know me.
“Hey, how did you know my name?” he asks, his silver eyes narrowing.
“I, umm, well…” 
The sucking sensation is back, pulling me away so I don’t have to explain myself. That’s three of the fears dealt with. Some seem easier than others. Most concern standing up to those who frighten us. I suppose I’ve never realised how afraid we are of other people. 
This next fear is one I have dreaded. It is the queen’s fear, the gruesome depiction of regicide and fratricide conducted by the disturbing Lyndon. It has not escaped my attention that I have never been inside Lyndon’s deepest fear. Perhaps he doesn’t have one. The Nix needs something personal to work with, and if there is nothing there, then there is nothing to show.
This time I am not in the queen’s body and it is this time that I see her face as her son’s head is dumped on top of her sheets. She struggles away from the dead eyes of her husband and collapses back onto the floor away from the bed.
“I can be king now, Mummy, isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?” Lyndon says, in a sickly sweet voice that sends a shiver down my spine. 
The queen’s screams are frantic and terrifying, high-pitched and desperate. For a brief moment I want nothing but to disappear from that room, to leave the stench of death and blood-soaked sheets, and the sound of a mother screaming for her child. But I can’t. I need to take control. I need to show the Nix that I am more than capable of taking control, and that my magic is stronger. He can control our minds, but only if we are weak. I am strong, and I will defeat him. I have to change this vision into a solution.
So I take a deep breath and I change the surroundings. Within seconds, the horrifying screams stop, replaced by new sounds: a baby crying and the panicked hushes of a mother trying to quieten him. 
“This is for the best, this is for the best,” the queen says over and over. I walk with her as she hurries down a corridor. She does not see me. It is as though I am invisible. “I must keep you away from him. It’s the only way.”
Her feet scuff against the stone floor, and in her haste she almost trips. She wears a cloak covering her face, and the baby is swaddled in a light grey woollen blanket. 
“Your Majesty,” comes a whispered voice. A man steps out from the shadows. He is dressed in britches and light armour. I recognise him as Finan, Cas’s bodyguard killed by the Borgans in Halts-Walden. “I am here.”
“You must take my son and ride far from here. I cannot say why I must do this, only that I know if I keep him near my husband, something terrible will happen. Do you trust me? It will mean going behind my husband’s back. You will never be able to return to Cyne.”
“I am your loyal servant, my lady.” There is a glint in his eye that reveals a personal moment between the two of them, and I am glad that the queen has known at least some happiness while married to a tyrant. 
“Good bye my little Lyndon. Grow to be the man I want you to be, not the man your father wants you to be.”
I back away from the conspirators, pleased that I found a solution for the queen’s fear. She finally admitted to herself that she believes her son is evil under the influence of the king, and she found a way to deal with it. 
A sense of calm spreads over me. I close my eyes and let the smile come back to my lips. If only I could change real life, I could make sure everyone gets what they want. Perhaps even me? 
But these solutions are temporary. As soon as I break the curse, all these fears will come back. Lyndon will still be in the Red Palace.
A cold dread seeps through my veins, thick as molasses. The image of Anta pops into my mind, and again I feel as though something bad is going to happen. This picture is somehow disconnected from the Nix, separate from the fears I have been treading. I can’t explain why I know that, perhaps it is my connection to the craft, my gut instinct telling me, forewarning me. Both Allerton and Sasha tell me that the Nix likes to trick people, that it will show you distorted versions of the truth, and I must disregard anything I cannot control, yet there is a horrifying niggle in my mind that Anta is in real danger, and while I am stuck in this curse there is nothing I can do about it. 
I shake my head, trying to force the image out of my mind. It is just the Nix trying to weaken me. I have been able to infiltrate his visions, to control them and stop the fear it spreads. The Nix feeds on fears, and while ever I control the fears, I stop the Nix from controlling me. That means I can stop myself from working for the Nix. 
“It wants you to think you need it,” I remind myself. “It wants you to believe that your loved ones will die without its assistance. That’s why it keeps sending you into the fears. Control it, Mae.” A strong mind and a strong heart.
I push my worries away, form fists at my side so tightly that my fingernails dig into my palms, and then I concentrate on going to my next destination.
Click-ick-icker-ick.
Where are you going, craft-born? The words appear in my mind, in the sickly voice of the Nix, making my skin-crawl. What do you think you will achieve?
“I’m going to defeat you once and for all. You can’t control me anymore, I’m too strong.” A searing pain rips through my skull and images hurtle through my mind. They are all of me and Cas: talking in the Waerg Woods, dancing in the ballroom, Cas alone on the bell tower after we talked about the sea, the kiss in the hidden tunnel… more, things I’ve never seen—a magical day where we walk hand in hand through a garden filled with flowers, Cas turning a bright silver ring on my finger and leaning forward to move stray hairs from my eyes, we’re older and my stomach is swollen. He reaches out and places a hand on my belly…
“NO!” I shout. “Stop it. We will never have any of that. We can’t be together—”
Because you lied to him.
I clamp my hands against my ears. “Shut up!”
He will never trust you now.
“I said shut up!”
You will lose him as a friend. Unless you help me. Help me find the Ember Stone and I will give you anything you want.
“No,” I whisper. “You couldn’t, you don’t have the power.”
The visions are easy, aren’t they, Mae? Life is much simpler when you are in them. Your life with Cas could be like that.
“It would be a lie,” I say. “I would be living a lie.”
Before I can do anything more, I feel the familiar, dizzying sensation of being pulled through into another vision. I’m back in the tunnel. Cas’s silver eyes burn bright through the darkness. 
“We should go,” he says. “We don’t have much time.”
“Where are we going to go?” I ask.
“Does it matter? As long as we are together.”
“Why? Why do you love me?” I ask. His hands are on mine. They are warm and comforting, but grip hard enough to send tingles up my arms. 
“Mae, you’re like a whirlwind. You’re passionate and free spirited and you never stand still. Life with you is an adventure. I want us to have our own adventures, away from here, away from these people… my father.”
“But you were meant to be king. You would be a good king. ”
“I don’t want to rule and I never have. Deep down I never expected to make it to the throne. I always thought Lyndon or Father would finish me off by then. But you and me together, that is something I want. I’ll get Gwen, you can find Anta, we’ll ride down to the Haedalands and see the South Seas. It will be beautiful. Imagine the stretching yellow of the Anadi Sands. Don’t you want to see it, Mae? Don’t you?”
More than anything. To open my lips and say yes feels like the most natural response in the world. “Why is this your fear?” 
“Pardon?”
Tears well in my eyes. “Why is this your greatest fear? Loving me frightens you. Why?”
“It doesn’t frighten me,” he says. He drops my hands and takes a step back. “I don’t… I don’t know what you mean.”
“This is your fear, Cas, but I can’t figure out what you are afraid of. Are you afraid of me? Or are you afraid of marrying someone you don’t love? Or are you afraid of staying here and having to be king?”
Cas runs his fingers through his sandy-blond hair. “I don’t know.”
“Then we can’t leave,” I say. “You can’t just run away.”
He takes my hands again. “Yes, we can—”
“No, because none of this is real.” I pull away from him. “It’s not real. This is all… it’s some sort of…”
“What are you talking about, Mae?”
“You have to go back.” The tears run down my cheeks. “Go back and face your brother and your father and tell them that you will rule the kingdom and you will do a better job of it than they ever have or will. That’s your destiny, Cas. It’s not to be with me.”
“I don’t want any of that.”
“You don’t want it, but Aegunlund needs it. We need you. The people need you.” I need you. The words are on my lips, but they remain unsaid. There is a lot inside of me that has remained unsaid, and probably always will.
“Is this what you want?” he asks, looking deep into my eyes.
I know that this isn’t real. I know that the Nix has created this vision, and yet it feels authentic, like it is the greatest truth I have ever known. My body is burning with the desire to change course, to run away with Cas, and live in this world where he and I are together, even though our bodies lay sleeping in different parts of the Red Palace. It would be living a lie, but what a lie it would be! 
I shake my head. And what happens when the Nix pulls me back? And I know it will. What happens then? I’ll be weak, physically and mentally, at mercy to its will. By then it will have power over the kingdom, with the curse still fallen on the castle and the realm in disarray. The Nix wants me to choose this path. It wants me to fail. It wants me as its puppet, to use my powers to acquire the Ember Stone and live forever, ruling the world into its dark version of hell. 
“This is what I want, Cas,” I say. “I don’t want to go with you, I’m sorry. I just want to be alone.”
Cas’s jaw goes slack. “But I thought…” He straightens his back. “Very well, I saw something that wasn’t there. And to think I almost tore myself apart with the guilt…” his voice fades away and he shakes his head. “I was so afraid of my own feelings that I never thought of what this moment would be like. I’ve been such a fool.”
The tears spring into my eyes, thick and fast enough to drown in. “No, you are not a fool, and you never have been. Not even when we first met and I treated you as though you were. I just didn’t know you. Once I knew your heart…” My voice breaks on the word heart.
“Well clearly not enough,” he says, letting out a hollow little laugh. “Fine, if you say I will make a good ruler, then I will. Now I know that… Now this has been resolved, I can put all my efforts into becoming the king Aegunlund needs.”
“I think that’s for the best,” I say. 
“Still, it isn’t safe for you here—”
“Don’t worry, I won’t stay. I… shouldn’t stay.” Again, I forget that this isn’t real. My bottom lip trembles as I force back tears. “I’ll take Anta and go south.”
“You still want to see the Haedalands?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Very well. This is goodbye then.”
“I guess it is.”
Cas holds out his hand towards me in the formal way, but I push it aside and pull him close to me instead. At first he is rigid, but then he sinks into my embrace. I’ve taken him off guard, and I’m glad of it; it gave him no time to resist. 
“Maybe one day we can meet, sometime in the future when all this madness has ended and we can sit by the sea and it will be like those campfires in the Waerg Woods.”
“I would like that,” he says. 
And then he is gone. My arms are empty and I am left in nothingness.
Complete nothingness. Fear grips my heart as though in a vice. Where am I?
 


Chapter Eighteen – The Powerful and The Weak
 
After a few moments of utter panic, I calm myself long enough to recognise my surroundings. The pitch black expanse. The nothingness. The death of the king. That wracking sob warbles out into the empty space. My eyes see as much open as they do shut, and my breath comes out in ragged gasps as I try to control the dread seeping over my skin. 
“You’re dying, aren’t you?” I shout. 
He falters, sucks in a breath, and then the crying continues. 
“That’s what this is all about. You’re dying, and because you’re afraid, you’re taking it out on Aegunlund. You’ve orchestrated the laboratory in the Red Palace so that you can make your diamonds, and you have pulled me into your little scheme because you are desperate for the craft-born to reignite the powers in the castle. And all this time you have ruined your own land and polluted the air in order to create an Ember Stone. But you failed. You can’t make an Ember Stone at all.”
The crying stops. He lets out a succession of quick breaths. 
“You are the most pathetic man I have ever known, and I have met many a wastrel in The Fallen Oak. What did Aegunlund do to you? Does it deserve the way you have treated it? Does it? Do the people deserve such a weak man for a king? You should step down and let Casimir take over, a fair and just man.”
“Bah! He is weaker than I!”
“Only someone who cannot see beyond skin would say such a thing. Have you ever taken the time to stop and get to know your son? Well, have you? I think not. You did not see the fearless way he fought in the Waerg Woods. He was frightened at first, but only idiots have no fear. Real strength comes from being afraid and doing it anyway. The opposite of what you are doing right now. I have seen Cas look death straight in the face without flinching. I have seen him embrace his death. Not like his father, a sobbing, quivering mess—”
“You don’t know!” he booms. “You don’t know how I’ve lived, how I’ve suffered.”
“Oh spare me. I do know. I have come close to death several times during my journey here, and, yes, I have flinched, I have fought, and I have almost failed more than once, but I never gave up, and I would never, ever, take another life in order to live longer. You have taken hundreds of lives to try and prolong yours. You have killed your own people to do it. You are a small man, a despot king, a man to be laughed at. I will kill you myself.”
I step forward in the dark with my hands in front of my face. It is useless. The nothingness is so thick that I cannot see even an inch in front of my face. If I am to find the king I must use light. The only way I can do that is by conjuring fire. I gulp at the thought. That means releasing more rage.
“You’ll have to find me first,” the king growls. 
 “I am more powerful than you can imagine,” I say. “And I will find you.”
I stumble forward, holding out my hand palm up. Despite my brave words, my fingers tremble. I’m not sure what I am more afraid of: summoning fire, or fighting the king. I shake my head and begin to let the anger burn within me. This is only a vision. It isn’t real. I can use fire here, I’ve done it before. I must force my powers to my will. This is the only way I will learn.
“You silly girl—”
“No, not girl,” I say. I have to stop and double over. The burning sensation ripping through my body causes real, physical pain. I let out a groan as I straighten my back and allow the fire to spring into action, glowing orange-red in the dark room, “craft-born.” I force myself to stand upright, strong and tall. 
I will not let the fire control me.
Somewhere in the distance there is a whimper and the scuttling of feet. The king has seen my fire, which means that he cannot be far. I draw my arm back and fling the burning flame away from me, searching for the cowardly man. The fire burns bright and travels far, but there is nothing to be seen, no corners, no corridors, just a vast expanse of nothingness. 
Where is he?
My gut twists with pent up rage. It’s like bathing in hatred. I hate fire. I hate what it makes me feel.
I wish I could sweep the room in a systematic fashion, but without walls or corners, there’s little I can do. I just keep moving forwards, throwing fireballs in all directions. They travel but never hit a surface. The king’s fear seems impossible to navigate because it is nothingness. 
“There has to be something,” I mumble to myself. A trickle of sweat works its way down my temple. “No one can imagine nothingness. There has to be something, a trail, a pathway, something that he’s added to this world.”
I stare down at my feet. Perhaps the floor is the only clue in this world. After all, the king has invented the ground I’m walking on. 
“Footprints!” I say. 
Layers of dust have coated the expanse of the floor, and within the dust, there are the unmistakeable signs of boot prints. The king has left a trail of his attempted escape. 
I slow my steps, placing my feet quietly onto the dust. I wrestle with the fire ball in my hand, controlling it takes all my concentration, but I manage to force it down to a candle flame. My control is improving, but the effort is draining. At least I’m doing it. Allerton was right to teach me the final element. 
But still, the thought of killing with fire makes my throat close. There is something primitive about this element. I hurry on, wanting nothing more than to find the king and leave.
The silence becomes a suffocating blanket that highlights the sound of my own body. My breath becomes a hurricane; my heart is a beaten drum. I think for certain that the king can hear me approach. I imagine him crouched, waiting. Like a hunting cat engulfed in shadows. 
I concentrate on my senses. There is no sound. He must either be still or moving very slowly. There is no sight of him. He is cloaked in the shadows of his world. But there is a smell. It’s a very faint scent, one of musk, dried sweat and something else… like the tang of metal. It could be the smell of his chainmail or armour. Or his fear.
He’s close. 
My shoulder blades dampen with sweat as I think of how I will defeat the king. I could never take him in battle. He might be a pathetic sobbing mess, but he is still stronger than me in combat. I will need to use my craft-born powers. 
I could consume him in fire, but the thought of watching a man die in the flames turns my stomach. 
I could throw him against the wall with wind. A vision of his broken body hitting the wall with a sickening crunch causes my flame to die down to a mere flicker. 
You cannot kill.
I’ve had more than one opportunity to kill a foe, and every time I have found another way. What if my doubts are correct? What if I cannot take a life? Back in Halts-Walden I couldn’t even hunt.
Is there another way to break this fear? The king is afraid of dying, it makes sense to kill him and force him to face his fear. And it’s not real. I must repeat this mantra. The Nix has constructed this reality. He has done it to test me, to weaken me. The only way I can break through is to remain strong and do what I must. 
I must kill him. 
I must.
There’s a scrape and my head snaps in the direction of the sound. I enlarge the fireball in my palm and lift it into the air until it hangs suspended above my head. It’s then he comes running out of the shadows, his chainmail chinking, his face contorted, his mouth gaping open, a battle cry escaping from his lips, his sword held high above his head. 
I stagger back, tripping on my feet and tumbling to the floor. In that instant I am a little girl again. I am the pathetic little Mae who believes she is more daring than she really is; who demands adventure and then balks at danger. In a split second the sword is coming down on me, giving me one fleeting moment to roll from its path. 
I jump to my feet, my pulse pounding; every single muscle tensed, ready to run. 
But I can’t. 
I need to break this cycle. 
As the king lunges for me again, I call on wind to throw him back.
His steps falter as the wind pushes him back. I blow a gale, forcing him to push through the wind. He leans forward with his hair blowing back, his eyes are pale fierce spheres locked on mine and determined.
“You may have little tricks up your sleeve,” he says, “but you do not have the same passion to live. I will not face my end. I have not worked all this time to die at the hand of some Haedaland peasant girl.”
I keep the wind on him, battering him with my powers, but he pulls himself to his feet, staggering towards me, still with his sword held high. I can feel the gift diminishing from me, drawn out by mental drain. I’ve dipped into them too much too fast. As my powers weaken, the king grows stronger, coming ever forwards. He is right about one thing, he is determined to live. He has his fingernails plunged deep into the flesh of life and he refuses to let go; the tenacious grip of pure fear.
I drop the wind and snuff out the fire, running back into the shadows away from him, my body cold, clammy, trembling. My hands shake as I try to stay composed. 
Now we cannot see each other at all. 
I hear the king swing his sword, grunting with each stroke. I decide to use this opportunity to keep away from him and let him tire himself out. I need to recharge my powers. 
“You won’t escape me, peasant girl,” he growls. “I will find you and I will cut you in half. I will not be defeated.”
His voice is surprisingly close, prompting me to step back just in time. His sword swipes towards my arm, catching me with a shallow slice. The king realises this and comes closer, forcing me to turn and run away. 
“I can hear you running,” he says. “You little coward. You have a lot of big talk for a silly little girl from the Haedalands.”
This is it. I need to use my powers. This time I manage to block out the full extent of the rage, but still find the fire come to me with ease. The fireball explodes from my hands. “I’m from Halts-Walden!” The release is incredible, like a rush of adrenaline I have never experienced before. It both exhilarates and frightens me in equal measure. I find that the pain of the anger and hatred has gone. It’s such a relief that I laugh. This is how it should be. This is how my powers should work. Fire is now as easy as summoning wind. Why did I have such trouble?
The fire hits him squarely on the shoulder, causing the king to drop his sword. He panics, swatting himself with his other hand, trying to stop the fire from spreading. There is a sickening scent of burning flesh in the air, but I have not ejected enough to kill him. 
While he is distracted, I bend down and retrieve his sword, leaving him unarmed. 
As the fire goes out, I say, “And I am not a girl. I’m the craft-born, you should remember that.”
There is a great roar, and before I can move away, the heavy beast of a man throws himself on top of me. His hands grip my wrist, attempting to wrestle the sword from me, but I hold it tight, pointing it upwards, somewhere near to where I imagine the king is. 
I try to use wind to throw him from me, but the frantic nature of wrestling seizes me with a paralysing fear. I find myself scratching at his eyes with my free hand, while attempting to yank the sword from his grip. 
We roll along the floor. A fist hits me on the side of my face, loosening a tooth and causing me to bite my tongue. Blood gushes into my mouth, metallic and warm. 
I manage to knee him in the crotch and attempt to wriggle out from underneath him. He grabs at my thighs but I kick his chest, he lets out a cry and I scramble to my feet. 
I prepare myself to invoke another fire ball, but the king is faster. With a great cry I feel his weight thrown at me again, but this time I have a tiny opportunity to angle the sword towards his chest. I grip the hilt with both hands and hold it fast as the king impales himself on his own sword. The deadly steel finds the weak spot between his armour, sliding up and under his ribs. All the way to his heart. With a sick feeling in my stomach, I push it that last inch, feeling the resistance of his flesh, and when I am certain that I have landed a fatal blow, I stagger back, with my hand over my mouth. 
Through the darkness comes light, and it is not light I have created myself, it is a piercing light filling the nothingness. It shows the blood on my hands. It reveals the king falling to his knees with his eyes wide open in shock. I watch as the fear consumes him. I see the terror in those eyes. 
My father’s books told the history of the kings, but that spoke even more about war. I’ve heard soldiers called heroes. Men fight for glory, but there is no glory in taking a life, only a sick feeling that churns at your stomach. In that instance you are terrified of your own power. You are aware of what we all have inside of us—the ability to kill. No matter how good you are or how sensitive, you can kill. I discover that in the moment the king falls onto his back with his unfocussed eyes staring up at me, still terrified. 
I’m sick. I throw up onto the dusty floor of the king’s vision. 
I never wanted this. 
But somehow I took the responsibility I didn’t want, and I claimed it as my own. 
After I’m sick, I cry. 
What is it about our lives that make us feel so formidable one moment and so weak the next? Even in moments of pure power we find our true weaknesses. 
I stagger back from the corpse and turn away. The last fear. I’ve been through them all and I have destroyed each and every one of them. If the Nix feeds on the fears of its victims, surely I have done enough to weaken its powers and break the curse. I need to leave this place. The Red Palace should go back to normal. The king will wake up and be alive. I need that reality now. I need it to happen. 
But it would seem there is one last vision for me to walk through.
 


Chapter Nineteen – The Black Crown
 
I am in a room I have only ever peeked into before. It is the throne room, a place where the king is supposed to sit and listen to the woes of his subjects. According to the rumours spread amongst the servants, the king spends little time with the public. 
The throne sits on an elevated platform at the far end of the room. Running up to the throne is a long aisle which shifts into steps nearer the dais. The steps lead steeply up to the large, stone chair. It is surprisingly simple. The seat is bare, uncushioned. The back rest is an oval carved to a point, with the image of a bird in flight chiselled into the stone. Around it are markings, like the loops on the brass doors in the palace. I can imagine Beardsley taking inspiration from this ancient stone chair. I think of him standing here, trying to imagine how he will fulfil the king’s latest demand. My heart aches for him. It aches for everyone stuck in this palace with their tyrant king. It aches for the people of Cyne, caught up in the king’s quest for eternal life, suffering because he needs money to finance his diamonds; living with the smoke, the bad soil, the dirty water. 
 After seeing the king’s living quarters I know he likes to surround himself in the finest of things. Yet the throne is plain. Perhaps it is the antiquity. Somehow I can’t imagine that the king cares about history. His wants and needs are a priority against the history of the realm. No. If he wanted a fine throne, he would have one made. It would be gold and carved into intricate patterns. There would be a fine velvet cushion to sit on and a boy waiting beside him with wine. 
The king strikes me as a man who would rather be hunting, or brooding around the castle in his finery, than doing his duties. Tough decisions he leaves to his subordinates. That cowardice sums up the king to me. He wants the title and the glory but not the work. I try to imagine him as immortal. In one hundred years, who will he be bullying then? Will the realm even exist?
I think of the men who have sat on this same throne. Aldrych, Ethelbert, Gregor… men who have been mad or power hungry or weak. Aegunlund has had a bad run of kings. There have been many wars, many years of poverty, too. 
As I make my way up the aisle towards the throne I also imagine the many men, women and children who have implored those kings to help them. I wonder how many went away with their problems solved. Few, if any.
With my body tired from the fight, it is an arduous trip up the stone steps. My muscles ache. I move slowly, delaying my ascent to that most coveted of seats. But the suspension only helps to whet my curiosity further. Why am I here? I have been through all the visions now. Is this still the king’s fear? What is going to happen? I imagine a riot of people filing in through the large open doors to the room, incensed by anger and searching for someone to punish. I tremble at the thought of being ripped apart by a mob. 
It’s only when I move closer that I see what sits on the stone chair. It is a crown. I have never seen the crown that the king wears, I have only heard it described as golden, spiked and encrusted with colourful jewels. This one is nothing like that at all. The metal is black and twisted, reaching up like branches. The stones are back, onyx or… black diamonds perhaps. When I reach out to touch the crown, the king appears before me, relaxing on his thrown, one leg thrown out with a mocking grin on his face. I take a step back and a breath escapes my lips, shocked at the sight of his face once more. 
Quick as a flash, the sight of the king disappears and in his place is Lyndon. Stone cold eyes stare at me from beneath the crown. His lips curl back to reveal sharp teeth, I shake my head, shaking the sight of him out of my mind. 
And now it is Cas’s turn, only it is not the Cas I know. He is older, taller, filled out, with a golden beard. His silver eyes are unsure, searching the room. There are worry lines between his eyebrows. He looks as a king should, heavy with the responsibility of his calling. I let out a sigh of relief. 
But then the face changes again and I stagger back in shock, my hand coming up to my mouth. 
“No, for all the Gods, no,” I mumble. 
Sitting on that cold, stone chair, is myself. I am still a girl, still awkward with skinny limbs and curly hair stuck out at every angle. I couldn’t look less like a queen if I tried. The crown is too big for me. It slips down to just above my ears. My eyes are wide with shock as though I am unaware of what is going on around me, unprepared to wear the crown. 
“No,” I whisper. 
I screw my eyes shut and back away. My back foot trips on the steps, collapsing beneath me. In one uncoordinated move I am falling down, down, down.
 My body goes limp as I hit the last step. The room spins, and flashes of images from the visions float around me. The Nix taunts me with more visions of Cas.
“No,” I say. “You must stop this. It is time for it all to end.” And then I close my eyes. 
 
*
 
When I open them, Sasha kneels beside me, singing again, a high pitched melodic verse about a poor farmer’s girl who is kidnapped by a nobleman and forced into marriage. My head aches, and my body feels bruised. I lie there and close my eyes. I say nothing, I simply let her continue her song, watching her back, and the way her bright red hair ripples down her shoulders. Marriage. It seems to be what has driven my life so far. I ran from it. I hid my powers. It seems insignificant now. 
“You’re awake,” Sasha says. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come back.”
“Did it work?” I ask. “Did I break the curse?”
“I don’t know,” she says. “I guess it’s hard to tell from us being in this part of the castle.”
I climb to my feet, groaning at the stiffness in my muscles. 
“Are you all right?” Sasha asks. 
I bite down on my lip and nod my head, holding back the bubbling emotions beneath the surface. Working through the fears drained me emotionally and physically. It was as though I was on trial and forced to overcome the worst of humanity. The sight of the King’s fearful eyes will haunt me forever, real or not real.
“Come on,” I say. “Let’s explore the rest of the castle.”
I pull the lever and the wall drags away to reveal the crypt. I limp over the broken pieces of Beardsley’s brass dogs, making our way back up to the basement of the castle. I need an outside door to test. 
As we are part way through the basement, Sasha stops. “Something is wrong.” She holds up one hand and I watch her body begin to fade away. “It must be time for me to go.”
“Why?” I say.
“I don’t know,” she replies. “I guess my body wants my soul back.” She shrugs.
“How can I ever thank you?” I say. 
“There’s no need. I must be your protector now,” she says with a wide grin. “I’ve never had a job before.” 
“You’ve done pretty well so far,” I remark. 
Her eyes flash with pride. 
“Sasha… tell Allerton that I’m sorry… for what I said. There are more important things to worry about now. I think it’s time to let go of the resentment I’ve been harbouring.”
She nods. “Of course I will, although if you ask me old baldy needed taking down a peg or two. He is awfully arrogant. Go on now, Mae. Go and wake the others from their slumber and be glad that you have defeated the Nix at its own game.”
“Do you really think I have?”
Sasha’s body fades further and further until I can see right through her. 
“I know it,” she says. 
“Until next time,” I say.
“Until next time.”
Sasha fades into vapour, leaving me alone in one of the grand corridors of the castle. I shake my head in wonder. Who knew that ghosts could exist without dying first? I wonder what other surprises there are in the world.
I make my way up to the grand hall, to where I know the large doors open out into the garden. For some reason I am drawn to the fresh air. I long for it. Now is my chance to find out if I really have managed to break the curse. I take in a deep breath, wishing for things to go back to normal. When I have composed myself, I press my palms to the door. In a blissful, beautiful moment, they open, swinging wide and free. My heart soars as I gulp in air no longer tainted with the decaying edge of the Red Palace. Now I can hurry back to Cas and the others, wake them and tell them how I have saved them, how I went into their visions and defeated their nightmares. I’ll be their heroine. 
But for now I take in the sight in front of me: the long stretching lawns, the extravagant pond, the tall fountain and the colourful floral borders. I hardly notice the weeds poking through the chrysanthemums, or the way the hedges are a little overgrown, I’m too enthralled by the sight of the sun and the green grass; the labyrinth of bushes at the end of the lawn. 
Intrigued by the maze garden, I step up onto the little patio overlooking the water feature. Below me, the intricate square patterns are a fluid dance of interlocking green. I let out a small laugh, ready to hop down and return to the castle. But then a sound makes my muscles clench and the hairs stand up on my arms. The smile fades from my lips as I hear the sound of the beast I had hoped to be rid of. 
Click-ick-ick.
My heart sinks. The fears were not enough.
The words float into my mind. That’s right, craft-born. You’re not rid of me yet.
I turn, with the strength of wind at my fingertips, but the Nix shoots its paralysing serum towards me. I dive back, twisting my body out of the way whilst tripping at the same time. I cry out as I tumble into the pond, my arms flapping and floundering. There’s a scratching and clicking noise as the Nix scuttles forward, and I find myself scrabbling back away from it. 
You failed, craft-born. I wanted you for one reason only, to get me the Ember Stone, but you failed.
“No,” I shout. “You failed. You were wrong. The king hasn’t found the diamond at all. You manipulated me into coming here for no reason. The Ember Stone doesn’t even exist,” I lie.
Which means I don’t need you at all anymore. I don’t need this castle, or the people in it. It’s all worthless to me.
“You’re disgusting,” I spit. “You think you’re powerful, but you’re just an overgrown cockroach with a brain. You think you can rule the kingdom, but you never could. No one could take you seriously.” 
An angry jet of serum bursts towards me and I roll from its path just in time. In an instant I’m on my feet, feeling stronger than ever, and the power of air explodes from me like a hurricane, knocking the Nix backwards. I laugh as it tumbles away from me. Why was I ever scared of this creature? I have beaten its false visions, and now I will beat its body, too. 
But the Nix is faster than I’d anticipated. The blast of air knocks it over for only an instant. Whilst I regain my strength, it is scuttling towards me, its teeth gnashing. 
I scramble out of the pond and take to my feet as fast as I can, running towards the labyrinth. 
You are not half as strong as you think, it says to me. 
I hate that voice. I hate the smooth tone, the cold indifference. I hate that it is ingrained in my mind now. It will haunt my nightmares. For the rest of my life.
You should have taken my offer. You would have been very happy with the prince, but not anymore. 
“Shut up!” As the anger builds in my body, a jet of flames burst forth from my hands. 
The Nix lets out a horrifying squeal, akin to a pig being slaughtered, but it dodges my flames. Now I have no choice but to run. However, I am stuck between the maze garden and the Nix. The space is too open to fight here. There’s nowhere to take cover from the paralysing serum. I have to enter the labyrinth. 
 


Chapter Twenty – The Parting Gift
 
I crouch down between the tall hedges, listening to my own breathing. I’m too loud. I must take control. The air is still and quiet, laced with a tension that precedes a storm. My best attack would be to surprise the Nix. But it is me who is surprised by all this. I had thought that my task was over. How wrong I was. 
However there is hope. Allerton was right, the Nix is afraid of fire. For the first time since it began its torment, I have managed to frighten it. I have heard it wail in pain at my own hand. Fire is a power that I have and it does not. I need to make the most of it. 
Click-ick-ick-ick.
When I hear that sound it is as though a thousand ants crawl beneath my skin. With the Nix on my trail and the sweet scent of grass in the air, for a moment I am transported back to the Waerg Woods. I’m the frightened girl grieving for her father. But I am not that girl anymore. I am strong enough to fight through the Nix’s fear visions. That means I can defeat it in battle as well. I just need to believe. 
You cannot hide from me, craft-born.
Droplets of sweat form on my forehead and upper lip as I attempt to form another fireball in the palm of my hand. I inwardly swear as my most unpredictable power fails to come to me. If I cannot do this, the fight is over before it begins. I must believe. I must dig deep within myself. 
Click-icker-icker.
The Nix moves closer as my powers weaken. What I need now is time to recuperate, to gather my thoughts and prepare myself to create fire. That’s the one thing I don’t have. But I can run deeper into the maze. 
In an instant I am on my feet and twisting through the labyrinth. The great green walls loom down at me, closing in on me. My chest tightens with panic, but I lift my shoulders and ignore it. I’ve come too far to let the Nix defeat me at the last hurdle. 
Perhaps I can give myself time by tiring the Nix. Even after everything that has happened, I am much faster than it. My body is made for running where as it is encumbered by its own size. I can force it to chase me through the maze. Then I can double back and strike, killing it once and for all. The only problem is: I don’t know the maze well enough to be able to do that. Cas showed me around when we first came to the palace, but I certainly didn’t memorise the lay out. 
When more fearsome clicks sound out, I rush forwards, no longer caring which direction I head. I trip on my heels and take a sharp left turn. It was a mistake. I’ve come to a dead end. My heart hammers against my ribs as the clicking sound comes even closer.
No, this can’t be the end.
I grasp hold of the prickly, thin branches of the hedge, pulling myself up in an impossible climb. My feet manage to find some purchase as I ram them into the centre of the hedge, breaking many of the smaller branches but managing to lift myself higher. There’s a splat sound as serum hits the hedge. I’m a finger away from the top, moving just faster than the Nix can spray me with its poison. Sweat runs into my eyes but I can’t close them. I just let my eyes burn as I pull myself over the last bit. The Nix sprays its serum at the same time, catching my left foot as I disappear over the hedge and drop to the grass below.
You cannot escape, craft-born, the Nix taunts. 
The effort of climbing has left me shaken, cut, and bruised, not to mention the paralysis spreading from my foot. It begins with a tingling sensation, followed by numbness. I have to keep moving before the creature finds me. With shaking hands, I push myself up, but my foot is useless. Almost in tears, I fall to the ground.
Why don’t you stop this? It taunts. I can help you.
I cry out in pain as more images flash through my mind. Images of Cas. This time, he is indifferent to me, angry even. As I walk the castle corridors he passes me without a second glance. He remains cold and distant, his eyes narrowed. 
You were the one who lied to him, craft-born, and he will never forgive you. Look what I can give you.
I begin to move, dragging myself through the maze. All the time, the Nix taunts me from afar.
Now I am holding hands with Cas. I feel his warmth, his skin, slightly rough, not too soft, not too calloused. He smiles at me. We kiss, and I feel his lips against mine…
“No. This is not real. You cannot force someone to love me, you don’t have the power. You want me to live in one of your visions forever so you can control me like a pet. That would be great for you, wouldn’t it? You have no real power yourself, harnessing the powers of the craft-born is perfect for you.” I shake my head. “I won’t fall—”
The next image silences me.
“Father,” I whisper.
He is waiting for me at the hut, leaning on his cane, with firewood tucked under the other arm. A crooked smile on his face, humour in his eyes, his mouth opening to talk to me once more. 
I try to shake the image from my mind. “No. It’s not real.”
It feels real.
The maze fades. I’m smaller, lighter, swifter as I run through our garden. My craft sprinkles over our plants, bringing butterflies and Glowbugs to the flowers. Bees buzz around my head, dancing in the air. Father is in front of me and I have only a few strides to make before I can throw my arms around him…
“No,” I whisper, dragging my mind out of the vision. “I can’t. I’ll never come back.”
You don’t need to, craft-born. Get me the Ember Stone, it’s not too late. I know you can. I know it exists. I can read your mind, too, silly peasant girl. Did you forget that?

I have to believe I can do this. 
I grit my teeth and drag myself along the grass. Pulling myself forward with my hands and pushing myself with my good foot. There’s no way I can give up now. If I can just find a good corner to hide and wait for the Nix. If I can develop a fireball ready to attack it with… I just need… A little further… No, ignore the paralysis. I must believe. 
Green hedges everywhere: tall and imposing. At least then I had Cas in the Waerg Woods. Even when he wasn’t with me he was looking for me, looking out for me. No one will come now. It’s just me and the Nix. 
But I am still me. 
Click-ick-icker-rick.
I turn to see a jet of serum flying towards me. It comes at me so fast that it propels me up off my feet and with little warning I am thrown back against the wall of leaves. The serum traps me like a fly in a spider’s web. Tiny branches poke and scratch the nape of my neck.
I told you I would find you, it says. 
“This is not over,” I say, struggling against my transparent cage. The paralysis works fast through my body, seeping into my skin.
I beg to differ. 
The Nix scuttles towards me, its long, insect-like legs moving in unison, and its shell of a body clicking along. Its teeth clash, gnashing and drooling with saliva. 
“Does it hurt?” I ask.
The Nix falters. It stops in its tracks and lifts the neck of its ugly head, the green-black eyes reflecting my own image in them. What are you talking about, craft-born?
“The deaths of your ancestors. Does it hurt to think of them? Does the memory keep you awake at night? I know everything. I know how you still feel what they feel—”
Silence.
Another jet of serum coats my face, blocking my airways. For an instant all is hopeless. But I don’t let myself linger on that instant. It could consume me, take me whole, but I won’t let it. I dismiss that thought as easily as one swats away a fly. I am rage. I am anger. I am fighting against my death and the death of everyone I love. I am heat spreading from my belly. I am fire. 
The Nix rushes forward, but I am faster. The ball of flames shoots from me and explodes into the Nix, knocking it over onto its back. It screeches in pain and waggles its legs uselessly into the air. 
I struggle against the hard case of the serum. My feet dangle a few feet from the floor, and my arms are trapped against my sides. I can’t breathe. It suffocates me, pulling me under as though I am drowning. But I am determined that I can escape through sheer force of will. If I can bend nature to my will, surely I can do this. I can hear the blood rushing in my ear; feel my pulse pounding in my front teeth. White spots dart in front of my eyes. Yet I will not give up. I push and shove. I wiggle and wiggle, rejecting the paralysis in my body, summoning the craft to help me. Somehow, bit by bit, the serum cracks, until it lets me free and I gulp in air. 
The Nix shrieks as its flesh burns. The smell is acrid and turns my stomach. My fireball rages on, devouring my foe. I did it. I killed, and it feels… not victorious or powerful… it feels miserable, but also… a relief. 
I stand, transfixed by the sight of the flames, but repulsed by the sickening sight. I wonder whether it would be apt to say a few words as this creature dies before me, but what is there to say? That the world will be better without it? That sounds a lot like being triumphant in the demise of a life, and somehow I don’t feel like being triumphant. I don’t think the loss of a life is something to be celebrated, not even when it is a life so ruined by hatred as the Nix. 
Instead of letting hatred overcome me, I wobble forward into the flames and press my hand on its burning body. The flames do not hurt me because I am their creator.
“Take him, wind,” I say.
I’m not ready to go yet.
I let out a scream as the Nix contorts its body and clamps its teeth down onto my wrist. A crunching sound rips through the crackle of the flames. The terrible realisation, the sound, the pain, the sight of those black teeth through the flames, it happens in a moment and yet time seems to slow down. It is as though that one second is frozen as I am aware that I’m losing my hand and I can do nothing about it. The crunch was my own bone. 
My screech sounds into the empty sky as the blood gushes from a stump. I stagger back, appalled at the loss of my hand, my eyes wide with utter terror. 
I hope you enjoy my parting gift, the Nix says. 
I hardly hear. I’m too transfixed by my own injury, too appalled to move. 
A huge plume of black smoke gathers above the large body of the Nix. My knees buckle beneath me and loss of blood drains the thoughts from my mind. A cloud of dizziness fogs my brain. Tendrils of black drift up into the sky like fingers. They stretch and stretch until they circle the Red Palace. Then they disappear. 
My knees buckle beneath me as I fall to the ground. The flames have stopped burning. The Nix is a burnt out husk. I have killed it. At last.
But at what cost?
 
*
I wake to the sound of chanting in a low, monotonous voice. A holy man’s voice. I haven’t heard the sermon of a holy man since I was in Halts-Walden, and that deep tone takes me back to the church lessons. Celine God of Wind. Take us with your flight, Celine. Holy God of Wind. Protect our village. Keep us from harm. I would bow my head and think of flying. I was a bird soaring over the land, watching as the fields went by. 
There is a grinding noise that breaks the vision of the peaceful Halts-Walden church. It’s an almighty sound, topped off with the great clanking of enormous gears. I want to cover my ears, but there is a throbbing in my hand that stops me. 
It’s then that I realise that I am face down on the cold flagstones of a floor. The church in Halts-Walden rested atop smooth wooden floorboards made from the trees in the surrounding woods. But of course, not the Waerg Woods. They would never build a temple from the cursed forest. 
“It worked! Ellen, you are so powerful.”
I know that name. It conjures an image in my mind of a beautiful girl. I pity her but am jealous of her. When I turn my head, I see the ankles of the court members. No one seems to notice me on the floor. My right hand keeps on throbbing. 
I open my mouth to ask for help when little more than a croak escapes. Around me, the room fills with enthusiastic voices. 
“The craft-born is back!”
“We have magic in the Red Palace once more!”
Ellen’s voice says, “Well, I only, I mean… it wasn’t anything special.”
“Yes it was. It was amazing.”
It comes flooding back to me. Everything. First, I remember that my father is dead, and the grief is a tidal wave that would have knocked me from my feet had I not already been on the floor. Then I remember the curse. The sleeping bodies. I left them in Beardsley’s office. Why are they here?
I must have gone back in time to the moment when Ellen ignited the craft within the Red Palace using my blood. No, I think. This isn’t fair. I helped them all and none of them will know. It has all been erased, all the hard work I put in. The fight with the Nix...
Nausea rises from the pit of my stomach. The teeth on my arm. No, no… no! The throbbing in my hand. I can’t bear to look at my right arm. What if I really have lost my hand? What if… no, I can’t think. I let out a pathetic whimper. 
The crowd begins to shift, and a woman in a wide skirt steps on my forearm. The pain is a sharp stab of excruciating pain. I let out a strangled cry and the woman gasps. She stumbles and loses her balance, falling on top of me with a heavy thud. The pain shoots up and down my arm, worse than anything I have ever felt before. It’s too much to bear. Dots drift before my eyes and I begin to lose consciousness. There is shuffling, the weight disappears, and I see boots rushing towards me. 
“Mae? What…? For the love of the Gods, your hand. Someone call a healer!”
 
*
 
When I wake, the lights are bright and my head is spinning. 
“How did I get here?” I mumble.
There is the rustle of clothing and the scrape of a moving chair. 
“Mae, I’m here. I’m so glad you’re awake.” It’s Cas’s voice. His silver eyes come into view, large and full of worry. 
“What happened?” I ask. 
“We don’t know. After the ritual we found you collapsed on the floor of the castle. It seems you cut your hand on the way down.” He pauses, and his eyes drift from mine.
“What is it?” I ask. 
“I’m afraid I have some bad news. There was an infection in the cut which threatened to spread. The healer had to remove your hand. I’m sorry, Mae, I really am.”
“My hand? But…” Then it comes to me and my stomach lurches. “The Nix, it was the Nix.”
“No, Mae, you are confused. You’re not in the Waerg Woods anymore. It was just a cut. It was horrible luck, Mae, I’m so sorry. But I’ll be here for you. I’ll help you, whatever you need. Day or night. I swear… I will.” His voice is choked, full of emotion. Raw.
I understand what he is saying, but deep down I know it was the Nix. I remember it burning to death on the ground. I reached out and touched it, said the last prayer… it bit me. 
“You should rest.”
I stare down at the stump of my hand and the enormity of what has happened hits me hard in the chest. My right hand. My strongest hand. 
I may not be a trained swordsman or an archer, but I need my hand. Will I ever be able to climb a tree, or ride Anta, or fight those who wish me harm? I hate to rely on my craft skills. I want to be competent without them as well as with them. I want to be more than a weak girl with some magical powers. Now it is as though some of my independence has been wrenched from me, especially after everything I did to achieve it. 
“I’m a cripple,” I say.
“No, you’re not. I’m going to make sure you get the best care. You can cope without one hand. You’re strong,” Cas says. His eyes are bright and glassy. Dewy.
“Strong of heart, stomach, and mind.” I laugh. “Maybe I can grow a new one.”
Cas frowns. “This has been a shock for you. A deep shock. I think you are a little delirious.”
“Maybe,” I reply. 
Cas sits with me as the healer comes to see me to tell me the grave consequences of the infection in my hand: how he had been unable to save it, but had tried everything. According to him, he has never seen such an aggressive infection and would have presumed that it was a poison if he didn’t know any better. Of course, I know the truth. I knew that I could be hurt in the visions. The Nix must have rigged it that way to try and stop me from breaking the curse. Of course, I decided to try and break the curse anyway, and it took my hand as punishment. 
The only comfort I take from all this is the knowledge that my injury to the Nix was real, too. It was real enough to break the curse, so surely it was real enough to kill the Nix once and for all. I just wish I had physical proof. Perhaps if its body is still in the palace somehow. No, it can’t be. Cas would have told me. 
The visions seem insignificant now, yet they were all-encompassing when I fought them. Cas will never know our touching moment in the tunnels, clinging together, desperate and in love. The queen does not know that I solved her problem with Lyndon. Ellen doesn’t know how I discovered her secret and helped her face up to her father. None of them know what I did for them, and they never will. 
The voice of the healer drones on. Cas’s sympathetic touches and words of encouragement are little more than background, all I can feel, all I can taste, is the bitter disappointment that I am once again the one person who loses. 
That resentment bubbles up until I laugh. It’s a giggle that I can’t control, and not the kind of giggle that is infectious and makes other people feel good. The healer gives me a sympathetic smile. Cas flashes me an expression laced with sadness. I can’t stop laughing. 
“I have one hand,” I say. 
 


Chapter Twenty-One – The Destiny
 
In the afternoon, the queen comes to visit me. Her eyes fill with tears when she sees the extent of my injuries, but she is as beautiful as ever, her blonde hair rippling to her waist. She wears it down, even though most of the ladies in court seem to wear theirs in braids wound elaborately around their heads. It gives her an aura of simplicity. 
“Casimir and Ellen’s wedding is coming up soon,” she tells me, after composing herself. “I hope you are better by then.”
I force a smile. With everything else going on, I had forgotten about the wedding. “Yes, I hope so too,” I lie. 
The queen examines me closely, as though attempting to suss out my true feelings. 
“You know, my son sat with you when you were unconscious. He hardly shifted from your side. He missed meals, he missed his teachings. The king was furious with him, and usually Casimir dares not defy his father.”
“He is a good friend,” I say with a gulp.
The queen takes my only hand and squeezes it. “Mae, is there anything you want to tell me? About Casimir? Or Ellen, perhaps?”
I shake my head but do not speak, worrying that my voice will betray me.
She lets out a sigh. “I cannot help you unless you confide in me.”
“There is something,” I admit.
“What is it?”
I glance in both directions, checking we are alone. “I think the king is preparing for a war with the Haedalands.”
“What makes you say that?”
“I… I can’t say. Only that I have come across information as I’ve been exploring the castle.”
“Mae, you could get yourself killed snooping around like that.”
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I never meant to—“
She flicks her wrist. “Do not apologise, only tell me everything you know.”
I tell her that I overheard the King’s plans regarding the Ember Stone and how he has a secret laboratory. I have to invent explanations for the discovery of these facts, overhearing conversations with Beardsley is one way. The truth is too bizarre, and I worry she will not believe me if I begin to talk about the Nix and the fear visions.
The queen pales as I tell her the story. She worries the sleeve of her dress and stares at a spot above me on the wall. Her brow furrows as she lets everything sink in.
“This is terrible news. You must not speak a word of this to anyone, especially not Cas. He can’t know of this. He is already vulnerable as the heir apparent.” She shakes her head. “My husband is consumed by power. If he does want to live forever, there is no need for an heir. Oh, this is awful. Thank you for coming to me. I must rally my supporters. I must think of getting my family out of Cyne.”
“Can you find enough support to take the throne?”
She chews on her lip thoughtfully. The queen’s beauty is only slightly marred by lines around her eyes, lines that suggest experience and troubles. She has lived within the Red Palace for years, the centre of all kinds of political games. I hope she is wise enough to play the game well. I hope for all our sakes.
“There are dukes in Cyne, as well as some rich nobility in the Haedalands.” Her focus comes back to me. “But you are just a child, Mae. You have delivered the news to me, and now you must concentrate all your efforts on healing. Fear not, I will find a solution.”
“You must stop him from finding the Ember Stone. I believe it exists, but I don’t believe it can be created from the palace. Once he realises, he will go looking for it, and you cannot let him find it, or we’re all doomed.”
She strokes my cheek. “I know.”
My shoulders feel lighter when Cas visits after his mother. He smuggles scones and a pot of cream from the kitchen. We sit dunking the scones and licking the cream from our fingers. After his assurances that Anta is safe and well in the palace stables, and that no, I don’t need to get out of bed and visit him, Cas tells me bad jokes to cheer me up. 
“At least Beardsley has a spring in his step,” Cas says. “The craft magic has the palace singing and dancing again.” He bursts out laughing at my expression. “Not literally, Mae. Honestly!”
I blush. “I didn’t really think—“
“Of course not,” Cas says, laden with sarcasm.
“Are you looking forward to your wedding?” I ask. “How are the preparations going?”
His expression darkens and he stares down at his hands. “It goes well. I have a fitting for my jacket tomorrow. It’s very ornate. It belonged to my Grandfather when he was a boy.”
The word “boy” hits me hard. Sometimes I forget how young we are to be facing marriage and death. Back in Halts-Walden most people married between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five. If you hadn’t taken a spouse by the time you were twenty-five you were considered strange. 
“The palace is very busy. Father has guests to entertain for a change. Even the city is bustling, or so they tell me, I have hardly set foot out of the castle recently.” His voice has changed in tone from when he told me silly jokes. It remains low, monotonous. Tired.
“You don’t sound excited any more. What has changed?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “I suppose the reality is setting in.”
“And what about Ellen? Do you know her yet? I mean, are you becoming… friends?”
“Yes,” he says. “We talk.”
“And?”
“Well, it turns out that we don’t have all that much to talk about. Actually, most of the time we end up talking about you.”
“You do?”
“Yes, I suppose you’re more interesting. Well, I mean, you’re always getting yourself in trouble.”
“Yes, that is true.” I drop my scone into the cream pot while attempting to use my left hand. “Damn, I suppose it will take time to become accustomed to… this.”
“Soon your left hand will be as strong as your right was.”
“I hope so. Otherwise it’s going to take me a long time to eat, and I don’t like cold food.”
We both burst into laughter and it feels good to be with my best friend again.
“Tell me more about Ellen,” I say.
“She’s bright, and can be quite funny.”
“But?”
He avoids my eyes and dunks his scone. “Nothing. There is no but. Ellen is a great girl. She’s beautiful and a good person.” His expression clouds and I feel as though I have probed too far. 
We change the subject shortly after that, but I am left with the feeling that Cas is holding something back concerning his forthcoming nuptials. It’s natural to be nervous, I would be too, even if it was someone I really loved. But there is something more. What I’m not sure is whether it is my own wishful thinking that sees this change, or whether it is truly there. 
 
*
 
That night, Avery comes to me in my dreams. 
She is as ethereal as before. Her body is as dark as night and fluid as milk. She wears her nakedness with such complete comfort that it puts me at ease. I’ve only ever seen myself naked, and not fully. I’ve seen glimpses in the tiny shard of glass we used in the hut at Halts-Walden. I once took it to the river with me out of curiosity. What I saw was surprising, and for some reason it made me feel shameful. Avery does not make me feel like that. 
She feels maternal and beautiful, like the mother I never had. Femininity seeps from her in the same way it does from Ellen. I’m almost jealous, because part of me has always wanted to exude the kind of “girliness” that turns a boy’s head, but I could never be jealous of Avery. 
“You said that I would lose things in this life. I never imagined that it would include my hand.”
Her expression is neutral and I appreciate the lack of pity. 
“It isn’t over yet, Mae Waylander. This world will throw even more at you. At times I am afraid of whether you will be able to cope, but the strength is there, beneath the surface.” She places a hand on my chest.
“Is all this for a reason?” I ask. 
“Oh yes,” she says. “But it is not written, and it is not definite. I see many aspects of your destiny, but it very much depends on your own choices. Whatever the outcome, I know you will be surprised.”
“I don’t like surprises.”
She smiles. “Does anyone?”
“Am I being controlled by Gods? Because if so, you can tell them to leave me alone.”
She shakes her head. “No, not Gods, Ancestors. Your Ancestors are watching and they are here for you if you need them.”
“The Aelfen?” I ask.
“Yes,” she replies.
Tears spring from my eyes. “What do they want from me? Why are they doing this to me?”
“I can’t tell you, little one. Only know that your strength will help you persevere, even when you are tested.”
“How many times am I going to be tested?”
She lets out a laugh that is both beautiful and sad at the same time. “More times than I can count. Some will affect you more than others. All those times will help you become the person you need to be, if you are willing to let it.”
I mull over her words. They don’t make sense. Perhaps because I have endured too many false images during my torture from the Nix, I now struggle to understand what is real and what is fake.
“Are you another vision?”
“No,” she replies. “I’m real. But it is easier for me to come in your dreams. I am no longer alive, craft-born. But my soul lives on, and my soul is here to help you.”
“Am I going to die?” I ask.
She sits on the bed next to me. “One day, yes. We all die.”
I can’t help feeling that she has avoided my question. “Why do I need to be someone else? What’s wrong with what I am now?”
Avery leans forward and strokes my face. “There is nothing wrong with you at all, Mae. Not at all. You’re just not ready, that’s all. And the woman you become. Oh my, she is quite amazing.”
“It’s all so confusing. I wish there was a clear path for me to walk. I wish there was a sign to follow or… or something.”
“This world is full of complexities, little craft-born. The only thing you can control is yourself. In the chaos around you, you are the constant. Believe in you.”
She pats me on the pocket of my nightgown. Her smile is warm and friendly, and edged with a little twinkle in her eye as though she knows something I do not. And after she pats me on the chest, she is gone. 
I touch the pocket of my nightgown and feel a lump. When I reach inside, I find the king’s journal tucked away in there. It seems like a strange thing to give to me, but I replace it and decide that it must be of some great importance. But it is too dangerous to read the journal in this place. Anyone could walk in at any moment. 
I lean back against my pillow and try to clear my mind. I’m not sure I will ever be the same again after what I have been through with the Nix. The beast showed me the worst horrors imaginable in those visions, from the crippling fear of death, to the gruesome child murder, to large mechanic killing creatures. Yet, I have a suspicion that I am going to learn there is even worse in the world. 
Destiny. It is, by definition, inescapable. I can either embrace it, or run from it. The Mae of Halts-Walden, the one who never washed her face or wore a dress, the girl with the childish sense of humour and mischievous side, she would run away. She has already tried to run away from her craft-born powers. But this new Mae, grieving, brave, strong, and damaged, but with a new view of the world and what she can achieve. She wants to stand up and fight, even if she is physically weaker than she has ever been before.
I should be consumed with anger for what has happened to me. Yet, somehow it has faded. Mastering fire has brought me some peace, made me realise that I can control my anger, and my thirst for revenge. 
I look down at the stump where my hand should be. “I am the constant,” I say. “I will survive. I will become stronger. I will reach my destiny.”
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For the brave and the different.
 


 
Win for us, our girl will try, 
Strong of heart, of will,
Of mind.
Ancient Aelfen prophesy
 


Part One
 


Chapter One – The Aelfen Scrolls
 
The king and queen fix me with a glassy glare. They reflect the light pouring into Cas’s room. What will be the king’s next move? I know his motives now, I have seen his fears and I have read his words. He wants eternal life, and he will do anything to get it. But when will he start? And when will I have to begin the journey that Avery hinted at in my dreams? In Cas’s chambers, surrounded by the comfort of his things—his armour and weapons, his furs and books, his writing materials littered untidily atop a strong, mahogany desk—I am so close to the king, and yet never farther away.
“Mae?” Cas prompts. “I know you like to take your time but this is ridiculous.”
His voice cuts through my thoughts and I lift my chin to meet his silver eyes. They are twinkling, laughing. The sight of them washes away my worry, and I find myself smiling back. 
“You have me beat,” I admit. “In two moves you have me in check.”
His eyes sparkle and his lips twitch at the corners, desperate to break into a grin. “I told you I’d beat you this time.”
I shake my head, wondering if he has been secretly practising.
“You’re an astonishingly quick learner,” Cas says as he tidies away the chess set. “You only learned the rules a few weeks ago.”
It’s my turn to smother a smile. Little does Cas know that Father kept a book about chess in Halts-Walden. I learned the rules years ago, I just never had a chess set to play on.
A sharp pain runs down my arm and I flinch, clutching the stump where my right hand should be.
“What is it?” Cas asks, jerking his head towards me.
“Another pain. It’s all right, they’re normal.” I pull my stump towards me, shielding it from view. I’m not used to people staring at me like a bird with a broken wing. I’m used to being strong, and this feels too exposed. I hate this new vulnerability. 
The court healer marvelled at my quick recovery, and soon I was strong enough to get up and walk around; to spend meal times in my chambers; to skip around outside the castle, getting in the way of those rushing from place to place as they organise the royal wedding. But I must be careful, because the healer mumbles under his breath every time he changes my bandages, and those milky old eyes fix to mine in suspicion. 
When I was feeling well enough, my first visit was to the stables, to my White Hart, my Anta. He stood tall and proud next to the horses with his grand antlers pointing up to the roof. Like a swan caught in a chicken coop. On the way to him I stopped and scratched Gwen’s nose. Anta shook his head and let out a snort.
“All right, all right,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m getting to you, no need to get jealous.”
Anta soon forgave me when I produced a stolen mint from the kitchen. He nibbled my hand as he took it, a little punishment for leaving him alone so long. 
“It’s good to see you, boy,” I said. “I had such a horrible vision of you hurt. No, I won’t repeat it. Whatever it was, it won’t happen now. I won’t let it.”
The white stag shifted his head and sniffed at the bandages on my arm.
“I know, lad. You won’t believe what has happened since I left you. I don’t think anyone in their right mind would believe it. According to Avery, the Ancestors are testing me, or something. Apparently this is who I need to be—a one-handed girl with magical powers. What do you think? Are you really my guardian? Are you going to protect me through my tests?”
But Anta only let out a soft nicker and searched my hand for another mint. He is one of the great mysteries of my life. A faithful friend. A friend who came to me when I was born and who stayed with me every day since then. 
The stable boy, Treowe, seemed particularly endeared to Anta and I left feeling reassured that my guardian, or my friend, or my pet, for Anta is all those things to me, will be well cared for. The vision from the castle, where I saw him hurt, gravely hurt, must have been the Nix taunting me after all, trying to make me lose my mind. Thank the Gods it is finally dead.
“I should go,” I say to Cas. “Don’t you have some sort of dress fitting?”
“By the Gods, Mae, I’m not wearing a dress. They are robes, for the ceremony.”
I smirk. “Same thing if you ask me.”
“Well, I didn’t ask you,” he replies in good humour. “But, yes, I do have another hour of being poked and prodded by Hester and her formidable pins.”
I cock my head to one side. “Poor prince. What a hard life you lead.”
“You mock, but I swear I would rather be in the Waerg Woods getting chased by the Nix than sit through another of Hester’s fittings for the wedding.”
My smile fades. Cas will soon marry another woman. He has no idea that I’ve killed the Nix or that I am the craft-born, and I am running out of time to tell him. 
“Well then, I’d best leave you to some alone time with Hester. I know how the two of you are secretly hiding your feelings for each other,” I say, forcing laughter into my voice.
Cas makes a sour face. “Yes, you better had, before you leave me with any more nasty mental images.”
I smile and duck out of the door, almost running straight into the wizened old crone, Hester, who will be poking Cas with her pins. The vinegary expression on her face forces me to smother a giggle. Then I’m around the corner and away from Cas, away from Hester. It leaves me with a strange hollowness, a feeling I have been getting a lot when alone. I must be the only lonely palace guest when the place is so alive with those gathering for the wedding. Reinforcements from Cyne help guard the castle as dignitaries arrive from all over Aegunlund. There are even some from the north: tall, serious men with long hair and pale beards. They wear furs and complain about the heat. 
When the nobles arrived from the Haedalands I watched them with keen interest. After all, my father’s family came from the Haedalands, and one day I might travel there to absorb the culture I have only glimpsed. It could be sooner rather than later if Beardsley is right about the Sihrans. I notice that their language is complex, yet I make out a few words taught to me from Father. He lost a lot of the language after his parents died, but there were odd words and phrases that he passed on to me. All of them have a guttural sound. Almost angry. 
I’m intrigued by their dress: the bright colours and the silk cloths. They drape elegantly around the body, clinging yet moveable. The women pile jewels atop their head in elaborate headdresses, showing off the diamonds they mine in the south. Their skin is as dark as coffee, their lips full and sensuous. They seem beautiful and exotic, scented with orange oil, and rich in a history I want to learn. Somehow I’m part of that history, and I wonder if I will ever know more of it. 
I decide to walk to the garden maze so I can see the spot where I killed the Nix. I’m an urchin child again, dodging through the crowds, slipping away like a shadow in the night. No one sees the servants and I am dressed in their clothes. I hide my injured arm away from them, concealing the stump, the missing hand, the part of me that will never be whole again. Seeing that spot brings the memory to me: the fire, the sound of the beast dying, and the sharp pain of its teeth against my skin. I step away and walk back to the castle, pretending to myself that I am not walking any faster than usual. 
At night, Cas slips into my room with supper. 
“How was it with Hester?” I ask.
But Cas is not in a joking mood, he is contemplative, like I have been all day. “Is it mad that I miss the woods?” he asks. “Not the creatures or the Ibenas or any of that, I miss the camp fires and sleeping under the canopy of branches.”
“It isn’t mad,” I say. “I miss it too.”
“I’m afraid,” Cas says. 
“Of the Waerg woods?” I ask. 
“No, not that.” He avoids my eyes and instead takes a bite of cheese loaf.
“What is it?”
“My wedding night. I am afraid. I believe, well, I believe that my intended does not care for me. And, and… well, I think I may have been hasty in my assessment of her. She is very nice. She’s very beautiful, but—”
“What is it?” My heart pumps faster. 
“When we’re together, it doesn’t feel right. I am not at ease with her as I am with you. I cannot find things in common for us to talk about.”
I think very carefully before I answer. “Are you saying that you do not love her?”
“Yes,” he says. “No, no I’m not. I suppose I do not know her yet. The love will come. It has to.”
“What if you didn’t have to marry her?” I ask.
“Well, I don’t know,” he says. “I suppose I would want to get to know her, to see what is in her heart.”
“Well there you are. It would be just as difficult if you weren’t intended. You would still need to talk to her and get to know her. Perhaps that is all it will take.”
“I do hope so,” he says with a smile. “After all, she is very beautiful.”
I roll my eyes. “Beauty isn’t everything, you know.”
“Of course not. There are many admirable qualities a woman can have. You… you have many admirable qualities.”
I cringe. I do not want to be told of how I would be a good match for a baker boy or a blacksmith’s son. “It’s getting late and I’m tired. Perhaps you should leave now.”
“Yes, you’re quite right. I’m sorry, Mae. Will you come to my room tomorrow for chess?”
“Of course,” I reply. “As long as you aren’t too busy with wedding arrangements.”
“I’m never too busy for you. You know that,” he says. His eyes flash fierce for a moment. I’m taken aback in that instant—surprised at the show of temper. 
“Cas?” I say, as his hand reaches for the door knob.
“Yes?”
I flounder. I said his name without thinking. “I hope things work out with you and Ellen.”
“So do I,” he says. “It has to. Our realm depends on it.”
It’s as he leaves that I realise he believes he has to cope with the weight of the craft-born’s responsibility as well as his own. I flop back onto my mattress and stare down at my stump. Cas likes beautiful women. If I tell him now, he will be forced to marry a cripple. I punch the mattress with my left hand. When will I listen to Avery and Allerton and Sasha? If I’d listened to Sasha in the first place, I wouldn’t be in this mess. Now there is only one thing for it. I must be strong enough to tell Cas the truth. I have to put the fear of rejection out of my mind. There is too much at stake now. If I am going to stop the king from finding the Ember Stone, I will need Cas’s help. I can’t do this alone.
 
*
 
When the morning comes I wake to a surprise hammering on my door. The urgent raps continue as I pull myself out of bed and wipe sleep from my eyes. 
“I’m coming, I’m coming. What in all of Aegunlund…?” I mumble.
When I open the door Cas stands before me. His face is pale and his eyes are rimmed with red. He glances at my nightgown and I realise that I am not dressed appropriately for company. I shift myself quickly so that my body hides behind the door. 
“What’s the matter?” I ask. 
“It’s Beardsley,” Cas replies. “He is very sick. We believe he doesn’t have long.”
The blood drains from my face. “Wha-what? But you said that he had been happy since the castle… oh my… oh no.” In the last vision I experienced with Beardsley he told me all about the Ember Stone. He told me about the tribe under the Anadi sands and the scrolls in his office. I remember how I had a bad feeling that something would happen to him. Now it has. 
“Get dressed and come to his quarters. He wants to see you.”
I nod and close the door. The pulse of my heart thuds in my ears. Could I have done anything? Could I have prevented this? I fumble with my clothing, still slow at dressing with one hand. 
The corridors are busy with guests making their way to breakfast, so I am forced to push my way through a gathering. Dignitaries glare down at me. Some even stare openly at my bandaged stump. I ignore them and hurry on. 
The engines are quiet, and the bowl of sacred soil throbs, rich with my blood. I hurry towards Beardsley’s office. A little voice inside my head repeats one word: scrolls. I feel sick to think of the scrolls when Beardsley is dying, but this could be my only chance to obtain them. I shake my head. I must concentrate on my friend. 
The door to his office is open. I make my way past the stacks of papers and untidy desk to the adjoining living quarters. The king is a bully for forcing his most useful servant to live in the lower floors of the castle. The air is damp and putrid down here. No wonder Beardsley is ill. 
When I arrive there is only the healer, the queen, and Cas. The king is not even at his bedside, after everything Beardsley has done for him. Heat rises from my stomach. For a horrible moment, I think I might produce a fireball, but I imagine water and calm myself. 
The old man is bundled up in bedsheets with a pale, sunken face protruding from them. His arms lay by his side roped in veins and sagging with loose skin. When he breathes I hear the rasp in his throat.
I rush to his side. “Beardsley.” 
“Hello, dear. It’s good to see you.” He pats my hand. 
“I’m sorry—”
“Now, now,” he chastises. “You’re not in control of my old ticker, are you?”
“Would you like some water?”
“That would be lovely,” he says. 
I lift the cup from the nightstand and hold it to his lips. 
“I’m sorry about your hand, Mae,” he says. “I should have visited you in the infirmary.”
“It’s all right.”
“No, it’s not. I’m an old man and old men die every day. You’re a young girl. Young girls should not lose a hand.” Beardsley’s gaze drifts to the others in the room. “Would you mind giving me a moment with Mae?”
The queen nods and ushers the others away. On the way out, Cas turns to me, surprise on his face. My cheeks warm, one day I will explain everything to him. One day soon.
“I was going to ask for Ellen. But then something told me that I should tell you instead.”
My throat goes dry. “What do you mean?”
“It’s very curious, but I have the strongest feeling that you are the craft-born, not the girl marrying the prince in a few days.” His expression remains neutral as he examines my face. My cheeks are boiling hot and I can only imagine my inability to keep a straight face. “Yes, I thought I was correct. It’s so strange that I felt this way, as though someone had whispered it in my ear as I slept.”
Avery, I think.
“Please don’t tell anyone,” I say out loud.
“Oh, dear child. I will not have time to tell anyone. I barely have time to tell you.”
“Is it about the scrolls?” I ask.
Beardsley’s eyes soften. “Of course. You know already. I won’t ask why. I won’t question it any longer. I can see that this world is far bigger than me, and seeing as I will shortly be leaving it, I will abandon my attempts to solve the mysteries within. The scrolls are tightly rolled and stored in my cane. Quickly. Get it.”
I fetch the cane from its place propped up next to the bedside table. Beardsley nods eagerly as I unscrew the top. It’s tricky with my left hand. I’m forced to hold the cane between my knees.
“That’s it. Hurry, before they come back. Shove the scrolls in your pocket. They’re only small. Now, keep them safe, Mae. Don’t let anyone else see them. I’ve translated as much as I can. You need to find an expert in the Aelfen language.”
“The Borgans,” I say. “The protectors of the craft.”
“You know better than me. Being the craft-born and all,” Beardsley says. He lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ve waited for this moment for a long time. At last, my duty is done. It’s up to you now, Mae. You have to stop the King. Do you know what he is planning to do?”
I nod. “The Ember Stone. He wants immortality.”
Beardsley’s taut face begins to relax. “I can let go. I can join my family in the afterlife. If only I had done this sooner. If only I had stood up to him when I had the chance. Ifs and buts. Don’t ever get lost in the ‘what-ifs’ of this world, Mae. Don’t let yourself be filled with regret.”
He wheezes again and I pass him more water. When he’s done, the others come back into the room and we stay with him until his final moments. Cas sits next to me, taking hold of my hand. He remains stone faced to the end, holding back tears for a man he knew his entire life. I know too well how hard it is to say goodbye. I turn my head from Cas and see Ellen hanging back in the doorway. Her cheeks flush when we make eye contact and she turns away. It hasn’t escaped my attention that Ellen has not been to visit me since I lost my hand. I wonder if she feels responsible. 
Beardsley slips into a sleep before he takes his last breath. I hope it is a painless sleep. I hope he finds peace. Part of me is relieved to see his suffering end. A larger part of me is sad to see a man who became a friend to me now gone. But he has left something for me, something that could be more important than even he knew. 
 


Chapter Two – The Attempted Assassination 
 
Beardsley’s funeral is like his death—a quiet event that slips by with barely any fuss. Only his closest of friends attend, and it seems he had few. The king doesn’t come. Apparently he is too busy. As we watch the ashes of Beardsley’s funeral pyre dance into the afternoon sky, my mind drifts back to the king’s fear. That long stretch of nothingness. The wailing. The first lines of his journal:
I am in despair.
I need Beardsley to rid me of this fear once and for all.
Never again will the king be able to lean on Beardsley as a crutch. Never again will the king use him as little more than a tool. I am sorry Beardsley is gone, but I am glad he is free of the king and I hope he finds peace.
After the funeral I bathe and brush Anta while the stable boy—Treowe—hovers close, watching me. My cheeks warm as his eyes linger on my bandaged stump. Every now and then, when I fumble with the brush or drop a comb, he scurries forward to help me, but then thinks better of it and drifts back.
“Not got anywhere better to be?” I mutter to him.
The lad shrugs. He is a boy made up of odd features, with bright freckles, round blue eyes, and a nose slightly too large for his face. His hair is red—a lot like Sasha’s—but with cool-toned highlights, like winter sunshine rather than the heat of fire. But I see kindness in his open face, and I am glad he is caring for Anta when I am not around. 
“Don’t you speak?”
“Yeah,” he says sullenly. “And to answer yer question, no, I ain’t got nowhere better to be. Not that it’s any of your beeswax.” He pauses and shifts from one foot to the other, leaning awkwardly against the stable door frame. “What happened to yer hand?”
“Nosey blighter, aren’t you?” I reply. 
His eyes flash. “I didn’t mean to offend yer.”
I let out a sigh. “You haven’t, not really. It was from an infection, the healer says. He had to cut it off to stop me getting ill.”
Treowe nods. “Must be hard.”
I bristle. “Not really. Least I’m still alive.” 
Treowe turns to leave without so much as a goodbye. But he stops and places his hand on the open stable door. “Yer brave.” 
The quiet words straighten my spine. I stop brushing Anta for a moment and meet Treowe’s eyes. They are a rich blue, sparkling and intense. His name is called and his head snaps back to the world beyond the small stables. 
“Are you coming or what?” The blacksmith limps over the cobbles. “Some apprentice you are. You spend more time in these blessed stables with that stag than you do learning.” 
Treowe slips through the stables and follows the man back to his workstation, and I return to my task, relieved to have something to occupy me, and relieved to have that strange moment broken. And, despite my frequent fumbles with the brush, I find that using my left hand is becoming far easier with practice. I even experiment hopping onto Anta’s back. He snorts and shakes his head up and down. I pat his shoulders as he paws the ground, eager to go galloping through the woods again.
“Soon, Anta lad, soon,” I say.
The scrolls are hidden in my room. As far as I know, I am the only person alive who knows about them, so I don’t expect to have my room ransacked any time soon. But I must begin to think about taking them to Allerton. I have already tried to read them, but aside from Beardsley’s translations, I can’t make out a single word. I had hoped that my powers would somehow tap into the language of my ancestors. They did not. And Beardsley’s translations only explain what I already know: that the Sihrans could be buried somewhere beneath the Anadi Sands. There, with this lost civilization, is the Ember Stone. At least that is what I learned from Beardsley when I was trapped inside the cursed palace. 
And then there is Cas. I’ve seen little of him in the last few days, and what I have seen of him has been about Beardsley and his funeral. There hasn’t been a good time to announce my lie to him, and every time I think about telling him, I hear the Nix in my head, he will never love you. Perhaps it’s true. Perhaps the combination of my lie and my new physical deformity is too much for anyone. I’m not sure my fragile heart could withstand the risk of finding out. Yet I must find the courage from somewhere. If I am going to face his father I will need his help.
But when Cas is constantly being pulled away by seamstresses or chefs, it’s impossible to talk to him one on one. Somehow, I have found myself stuck between a wedding and a funeral, and at the same time my mind spins with the thought of the Sihrans and the Ember Stone. The days seem to speed up. When I’m not with Anta, I’m poring over the scrolls in my room. Before I know it, the eve of the wedding has arrived and I’ve had little more than a five minute conversation with the prince. 
That morning I find myself getting pulled into the healer’s apothecary as he examines my arm. 
“This is highly unusual. You are not a normal girl, are you?” he says. His beady eyes bore into mine. 
“I am indeed a normal girl,” I protest, pulling my arm away from him.
But the evidence points to the contrary. My craft nature has caused me to heal so quickly that it has baffled the old man.
He flashes me a narrow-eyed stare as I leave, which has me wondering whether the unpleasant old man is going to cause me some trouble in the future. I can’t wait to get away from him. Whenever I see him I think of the journey from the Waerg Woods into Cyne. I remember how he told me to be ruthless, and to become a flatterer of the king. Otherwise I wouldn’t survive. His silver tongue makes my skin crawl.
The day goes by in a blur of activity. Garlands are hung around the garden. The cooks hurry by, laden with trays of tiny pastries for the ovens. The king stalks up and down the corridors deep in conversation with many nobles. Cas is nowhere to be found. Whenever I see someone I know, they shrug their shoulders and say: “Perhaps the kitchens,” “Probably with the Holy Man,” “Have you tried his bedroom?”
That night, I go to bed with a jittery stomach. There is no time to speak to Cas before the wedding. I’ve left it too late.
But as I change into my nightclothes, I can’t stop thinking about what I am about to let Cas do. He thinks he is marrying Ellen because he has to marry her. What if I told him I am the craft-born? And what if I told him that he doesn’t have to marry me—that I will disappear tonight, take Anta to the Borgans? Perhaps that would solve everything, for now at least. I can tell him about the king after I have spoken to Allerton and had the scrolls translated. 
I pace and pace the room, my bare feet slapping against stone. It’s not much of a plan. I would need to prove it. How could I escape but also let it be known that I am the craft-born to save him from his wedding to Ellen? If I did prove I am the craft-born, the king will have his men chase me down and drag me back to the castle. 
Oh, by the Gods! This is too hard. Why isn’t there an easy solution to all this? 
The stump itches. Sometimes I think my hand is still there and frighten myself. Sometimes I feel the sharp pain of the Nix’s teeth on my flesh…
During the curse I thought I would die several times, and even worse, I feared for those I care about. Telling Cas should be a picnic compared to that. Summoning up resolve, I grit my teeth and clutch a candle. I struggle with the door of my room, and creep out into the corridor of the castle. 
There is only one thing for it. I must tell Cas how I feel. Only then will I have peace. 
It is the dead of night and the palace is so silent I can hear an owl hooting beyond the castle walls. It is faint, and haunting, like a ghost’s breath. 
As I creep through the castle, I wonder if spirits walk the halls. The building itself is hundreds of years old. It has seen kings and queens, princes and nobles… but not too many peasant girls from Halts-Walden. The ridiculousness of my circumstances is almost laughable. 
Cas’s room is a floor above mine, so I hurry up the steps, my body still a little weak and aching from my ordeal. The candle flame moves with the draft in the castle, and I position my right arm to shield it, flinching at the sight of my stump. 
The next floor is not as dark so I extinguish my candle. There are alcoves with small lanterns that burn through the night. This is where my magic has ignited the palace, utilising Beardsley’s inventions that somehow take the energy from the craft and bring life to the castle’s workings. Perhaps one day I will learn how to harness my powers like that. 
There are voices, followed by footsteps. My blood seems to freeze and I become all too aware that I have very little time to hide. In a panic, I glance around me. There’s only one place I can hide, and it’s risky. As the voices get louder I quickly tuck myself behind a long tapestry, praying that I am slight enough to not cause much of a bulge, and hoping the shadows will cover my feet. It is most likely guards on patrol. I hope they are distracted by the thought of the grand wedding tomorrow and the free wine that will be flowing. 
My body tenses as their footsteps approach, and an overwhelming desire to sneeze takes me over. It must be the dust from the tapestry. I clamp my hand over my nose, trying desperately to control myself. One of the guards laughs and I can tell he is close, right on the other side of the tapestry. I have to remain still. My life depends on it. I grip my nose even tighter, praying to Celine that I don’t sneeze. People like me should not be traipsing around the castle at night. We get brandished sneak thieves and thrown into the dungeon.
“Hold on,” he says. 
“What is it?” asks the other. 
I will them to move on. The king would love an opportunity to see me locked away. I can imagine the kind of story he could invent, the jewels that went missing, the gold I stole. 
“I dropped something. Me bleedin’ dagger has come out of me belt.” 
“You want to get that sorted. The general will have your guts hung over ‘is mantelpiece.”
“Don’t I bleedin’ know it?”
Now I am only too aware of my toes. How far do they peek out of the tapestry? How much of the shadows cover me? My entire body feels hot. My nose itches, my fingernails grip into my cheek. Sweat beads between my shoulder blades. It’s so stuffy behind the tapestry that I can hardly breathe. 
“Now then, what’s this?”
My heart sinks. He must have seen me. 
“What?” 
“Here, look at this.”
“It’s a bloody gold coin you lucky bastard.”
“Drinks are on me tonight then!”
“Nah, you’ll have to turn that in. It’s the king’s, isn’t it?”
“Finders keepers. You aren’t going to tell on me are you?”
“If you buy me an ale, my lips are sealed.”
The footsteps shuffle off as they discuss how to spend their find. It’s only when I hear the sound of their boots descending the stairs at the far end of the corridor that I let myself give a small sneeze. The relief makes my shoulders sag. 
I slip out from the tapestry and down the hall, treading the familiar steps to Cas’s room. At least, where we used to, before weddings and funerals took over everyone’s time. When I get to the door, I wonder whether I should knock. He never knocks when he sneaks into my room with food from the kitchen. Perhaps there’s no need for such formalities between us. But then he is the prince.  
When I come closer to the door, I realise that it is slightly ajar. I shake my head and decide not to knock. Wishing I had brought some bread from the kitchen as an excuse, I gently push the door. 
But when the door swings open, I get a shock. Cas is not alone. He is with Ellen, and they are sat on his bed, kissing. 
Cas breaks away. His eyes are wide in the moonlight. Beneath him the sheets are crumpled. “Mae! What are you doing here?”
“I… I, um, I’ll leave.” Mortified, my face is burning hot. How could I be so stupid? Of course, it’s their wedding day tomorrow and I have ruined their… my stomach roils. 
Ellen’s face is full of pity. She turns away from me, unable to hold my gaze. 
“Mae, did you come for an important reason?” Cas asks. His face is pale, and his expression is not one of annoyance, as you might expect under the circumstances, but one of patience. It’s enough to bring a lump to my throat. 
“N-no,” I stutter, fighting my desire to turn around and run away. 
As I move to leave, there’s a flurry of movement behind me, and the scuff of boots against the stone. Before I have time to understand what is happening, large hands grasp me by the upper arm. I struggle against them, twisting my body in an attempt to get a glimpse of my captor.
“Mae Waylander, you are under arrest for conspiring against the king in a plot to assassinate the heir apparent.”
 


Chapter Three – The Tyrant King
 
“What?” I twist my body so that I can get a good look at the guard. His visor covers most of his face, but I can just make out blank eyes and the hint of a beard.
Cas leaps from the bed. “This is preposterous! Mae would never harm me.”
A third guard rushes between Cas and me. I do not recognise any of them, but they wear the king’s crest, so I assume they are his men. After Cas has been calmed, two more figures hurry into the chambers. One is the king. The other is… the healer. Of course! I should have known he was going to cause trouble for me. 
“Why are you doing this?” I demand, anger building in the pit of my stomach. Fire is at my fingertips, so easy to conjure now. I could get away from them, all of them, but I don’t want to hurt them if I don’t have to. Besides, is that how I would want Cas to discover the truth? In the monstrous burning of his father and guards? 
“I’m sure of it, Your Majesty,” the healer says. “She cannot be human. There is something… unnatural about her. She must be locked away. I do not trust her.” The old man’s eyes flash with power. 
“Father, this is ridiculous. I know Mae better than anyone and she is as human as you or I,” Cas insists. 
The king regards me through hooded eyes. He had made up his mind about me the first time we met. He hates me. This is all a bit of amusement to him. With a shudder, I remember the hot pain in my shoulder when he hit me with an arrow in the Waerg Woods, and the cold expression in the eyes of the king as he lowered his bow. He had shot me simply for protecting Anta. For nothing more than sport.
“Take her to the cells!” he commands. 
I’m hauled from the room. Cas struggles against the guard, his legs and arms thrashing. Ellen appears by his side, trying to soothe him, her mouth hanging open in shock.
“Wait… I would never do anything to Cas.”
My feet drag along the floor as they manhandle me, and in my cotton nightdress I feel more vulnerable than ever before. There is a sharp pain as my heels graze against stone, but they move so fast I can hardly make my feet work quickly enough to take steps. The stairs prove to be a bumpy ride, with the guards never slowing their place.
“This is complete hogwash,” I say, my indignation rising. “You know full well I wouldn’t hurt my friend.” I resist the temptation to use my powers. This is not how I want them revealed to the world.
“We don’t know you from Celine, love,” says one of the guards. “But we know the king will have our heads if we don’t follow his orders.”
“And what about the queen?” I say. “What about her orders?”
“I don’t see the queen here, do you?”
I clamp my mouth shut for the rest of the journey, aware that I’m only making things worse.
When they throw me into the cell, my face slaps against dank floor, and I bite into my lip. The rusty taste of blood fills my mouth, tangy and sweet and sickening. I push myself up into a sitting position and wipe the blood away with my hand. There’s a cackle coming from the cell to my right, so strange and inhuman that it turns my stomach. I turn to see an old face staring at me from between the bars. The eyes echo a troubled mind. They dart around the room, seemingly unfocussed. Her mouth is stretched into a grin so wide that the dry corners have cracked and scabbed. I flinch at the sight of her, forgetting the pain in my lip for a moment. 
“You’re a pretty one,” she says. She seems to have no age, like she could be thirty years old or eighty. 
“Not really.”
“Got no hand, have you?”
“Top marks for observation.” I manoeuvre myself so I can lean against the wall of the cell. There’s not much I can do about my bit lip, only hold my tongue by the wound to try and slow the bleeding. 
She clenches down on her teeth so hard it makes me shudder. “I’ve not had no company for weeks.”
I don’t want to ask about the last prisoner here. But after a few seconds of hesitation, my curiosity gets the better of me. “What happened to the last prisoner?”
“Thief he was,” she says. “Got executed, didn’t he?” She mimics a hanging with such vigour that my muscles clench. 
I shouldn’t have asked. 
“Wedding bells, wedding bells. That’s all they talk about. Wedding bells.”
The woman’s eyes glaze over and I am all too aware of her losing touch with reality. 
I turn on my side, facing away from the strange woman, and attempt to find comfort in the dirty straw. I have two choices now: to use my powers to escape, or to hope the queen will come to my rescue. If I use my powers, I will reveal myself to the world. Is that what I want? I think of Beardsley used as the king’s instrument for so many years, forced into creating evil inventions. Is the king powerful enough to force me too? The short answer is yes. I have weaknesses. I have people I love who could get hurt if the king wants to force my hand. If I decide to use my powers, I need a proper escape plan, one that ensures I leave the castle immediately. My stomach sinks. If I do that, there’s a good chance I will never see Cas again. I must be careful, I must be realistic. If I am killed, Aegunlund will lose the last craft-born. I must choose the right time to fight the king, and I will need allies to do that. If I go up against him alone…? 
But what if this is what I am meant to achieve? What if I succeed?

I close my eyes. All I know is that I am tired and my head throbs. I must think about this tomorrow. Tomorrow, when the wedding is planned. Forget about it all until tomorrow. 
I whisper to myself, “I will survive. I will become stronger. I will reach my destiny.”
I will survive. I will become stronger. I will reach my destiny.
Again.
I will survive. I will become stronger. I will reach my destiny.
 
*
 
I’m woken by loud voices. At least two people are arguing. 
“This is ridiculous, release her at once.” 
“King’s orders, Your Highness. I need his approval first.”
“Isn’t my word good enough?”
I rub my eyes and try to get my bearings. The stench of piss and excrement assaults my senses. My head is still groggy with sleep. It must be very early morning. 
“Mae? Mae, are you all right?” 
At the sound of Cas’s voice I sit up straight. He’s standing by the cell bars, his hair dishevelled and his eyes puffy. 
“I’ve had better nights.”
“I’m sorry. I spent all night trying to reason with my family. Father and Lyndon are in a room right now conspiring some awful plot against you. I don’t understand why any of this is happening. Why did the healer say those things?”
“Because they’re true,” I say.
“What?” he asks. 
“I am different. I mean, I think I’m human, but I am different to everyone else.”
He sighs. “No, you’re not. Mae, forget about the people in Halts-Walden. I know they treated you badly, but it doesn’t mean that there is anything wrong with you.”
“No, you don’t understand—”
“Wedding bells, wedding bells, they always talk of wedding bells,” interrupts the strange woman. I hadn’t even realised she’d woken. 
“I have to get you out of here. You cannot stay here a moment longer. I will speak to my father—”
“Of course you will, ninny, and I know exactly how that conversation will go.” The king’s voice rumbles down the steps as he enters with Lyndon by his side. “You’ll beg and whine and most probably cry, and I will slap you round the face and send you on your way.” He swigs on a goblet of wine. 
Hatred bubbles up in my stomach and I have to bite my tongue to stop myself talking back to him. Fresh blood seeps from the wound on my lip. 
“Father—”
“I’ve done what needed to be done,” says the king. “You’re getting too close to that girl and the healer thinks she’s some sort of evil creature. Stupid old fool. This way, we get rid of her, I get to keep that stag, and you can marry the craft-born. Things are as they should be.”
Lyndon smirks at me and I lash out at the bars. He backs away with a snarl. 
“Keep away from Anta!” I shout. 
“Or what?” The king’s upper lip curls. He grabs Cas by the shoulder and pushes him closer to me. “Do you see how your little whore speaks to me? Oh don’t look at me like that. Don’t you think I have eyes and ears in this place? I know you’ve been sneaking into her room at night. Never thought you had it in your trousers to be honest.”
Cas’s face turns a shade brighter than scarlet. He wrenches his shoulder away from the king and turns to face him. There is a spark of anger in him that I have never seen before. 
“Don’t you dare speak of her like that. Mae is no whore. She is a good person, with a brave heart. The bravest person I know,” he says. 
“Are you in love with the peasant or something?” Lyndon teases. 
“Whatever she is, it won’t last long,” the king says. “She’ll be executed within the week. And for today, well, she can have a nice view of the wedding. Why don’t we lock her up in her room for today? It overlooks the garden. She’ll get a good view of the festivities.” A cruel smile spreads across his face. 
But Cas has turned ashen. “Executed?”
The king ignores his son. “Here, guard. Get my son up to his chambers for his wedding preparations. You two, come down here and get this urchin to her room. I want her locked up but not chained up. She can watch everything from there.”
With a turn on his heel, the king marches away from the prison cell. Lyndon pauses to flash me a sadistic smile. Cas struggles against a guard as he is marched away from me, and two others open my cage. 
“Stop,” I yell. “I’m the craft-born! I’m the craft-born, it’s true!”
The king never turns back, he only laughs and laughs as his steps disappear into the darkness. Lyndon turns to me with a sneer. 
“The stupid girl is as mad as she is a fool. Give her a slap and shut her up.”
“No!” I scream. “Cas, it’s true.” But Cas has already been man-handled out of the room. 
I need only use my powers against these guards so I can break free. But as I ready myself to call on them, one of the guards reaches through the bars and hits me over the head with a baton. I collapse to the floor, thinking of how I’ve been reminded that I’m still a little girl. And in the background, I hear the words: “wedding bells, wedding bells…”
 


Chapter Four – The Wedding
 
I wake to the pealing of bells and the excited chatter of voices in the castle. My head throbs from where the guard hit me. The room is somewhat blurry, as though I’ve been drinking wine. I hug my body from the chill and find a sore spot on my arm. A pinprick. Not only did they knock me out, but they drugged me, too. The healer must have really frightened them all. They think I’m dangerous. Well, they’re right.
My legs are a little wobbly as I make my way to the door, but the room comes into focus and I feel my body fighting back against the drugs. My door is locked. Of course, I didn’t expect anything less. But from now on, I will not be holding back on using my powers. As soon as I can shift the fog from my mind, I will get out of my prison.
My room is on the ground floor at the back of the palace. I’d always loved how it faced the gardens. Not today. I rush to the window, ignoring my weak legs. It’s as I thought. The revellers are already arriving ready for the wedding. I search for Cas and Ellen amongst the large group of guests, but it seems that they have not started the ceremony yet. 
I lean my head against the bars on the window. I’d never given them a second thought before. But now I see that it’s strange to bar the windows in the servants’ quarter. Yet another despicable act by the king. I bet he keeps the servants locked up like slaves. I never thought to ask if they were paid. The Red Palace is a haven for lies and deceit. It makes me sick to my stomach.
I need to think. 
If I am going to get out of this place, I need to push the fog away, strengthen my body, and form a plan. I cannot expect to go bustling through the castle, using my powers to knock everyone to the ground. It’s not going to be that simple. I certainly don’t want to kill a lot of innocent people, or end up tiring myself out and getting captured again. 
My attention is drawn back to the wedding. There’s a stirring amongst the crowd. The guests part, mumbling and smiling, to allow Cas to step forward into the throng. He wears a crimson tunic embroidered with gold thread, and a draped cape fixed in place with a gold clasp. I grip the bars on my window and lean forward. Does he know I am here? Does he know I am so close? And yet I’d may as well watch him from the Benothan mountains.
As his guests greet him, the king has to jab his son in the ribs to prompt Cas into action. Cas seems like a ghost version of himself. His skin is almost green tinged, and his eyes are red. 
I know I should change from my dirty nightdress, or formulate a plan, but I become transfixed with what is going on outside. Cas is shown to his throne—which set on a dais below in a grand marquee—and he takes a seat. All around him, revellers enjoy the beautiful sunny weather, drinking wine and eating canapés. For a brief moment, I celebrate how the Nix was wrong about the wedding. Although this version is far worse than anything it showed me.
The king must have gone to quite an expense, which is saying something given the rest of his realm is living in poverty. There are fire breathers, jugglers, dancers, and musicians. The king walks through the chaos slapping backs and glugging his wine. He laughs at the entertainers, some of them he dismisses with a wave of his hand. The poor performers scuttle away quickly, their faces pinched in terror, wary of the king’s renowned temper. 
“Brute,” I say to myself, screwing up my one remaining hand to form a fist. This is a man who plays the boisterous bully in public and cries over his impending mortality in private—the worst kind of coward.
Since my father’s murder I have tried not to hate another human being. I remember the way vengeance almost consumed me, and how I lost myself through grief. But the king—the cowardly, bullying, crude man that he is—may become the one person I choose to let myself hate. I shake my head. I must learn to restrain my anger. If I can’t keep my emotions in check, how can I expect to control my powers?
The king stands in the middle of the crowd, and glances across to my window. My cheeks flush when I realise he has caught me watching the wedding. Cas follows his father’s gaze to see me. He stands up, his arms tense by his side. He tries to step towards his father but at a flick of the king’s wrist, two guards cross swords to prevent him. 
The king smiles at the revellers, and then turns back to his son, where he whispers something in Cas’s ear that makes him appear as though he might throw up. My heart sinks as Cas’s eyes plead with me. 
I turn away. Enough of this. I must get ready to leave this place. I retrieve the scrolls and the king’s notebook hidden within the stuffing of my mattress. I tuck them into the pocket of my nightdress. Then I quickly pull on my boots. To hell with proper clothes. I need to get out of here now. But as I turn towards the door, ready to blow it off its hinges and get out of my cage, I hear the king shout, “Ladies and gentlemen. If you could make room, I have some special entertainment arranged for my son.”
I don’t know why it grabs my attention. There is something in the tone of his voice that seems even more malicious than usual. I find myself moving back to the window. The king locks eyes with me, and it’s then that he opens his arms wide and commands the attention of the crowd. “As you know, in little over an hour, my eldest son will be marrying the craft-born. But before then, I have a gift for you, my dear Casimir.” He watches me with hooded eyes. “I know how much you love to hunt.”
My stomach does a flip and I grasp the window bars. What does he intend to hunt?
“Bring it out,” he calls, lifting his hand with a flourish. 
The king backs away from the crowd and takes hold of a bow and quiver. All the time I watch him, my heart beats faster and faster. Bile rises in my throat at the thought of what might happen now. I want to be proved wrong. I don’t want it to mean what I think it will mean. 
Please, no.
The king takes a seat on the dais near Cas. I can see Cas gripping the sides of his throne, staring at his father with a worried gaze.
From the far side of the garden I hear a delighted sigh from the crowd, and then a sound that fills me with complete dread. The high-pitched roar makes every hair on my arms stand on end. My skin chills like ice. I know that cry. I know what it means. 
And then he comes trotting into the little arena the king has created in the garden. The crowd scatters. The entertainers leave.
Cas leans forward in his seat and shouts, “No!”
A surge of rage pulses through me as the king nocks an arrow and lets it fly. My heart skips a beat as I see Anta, my Anta, hit in the flank by the arrow. 
Cas turns to his father and I can see his lips moving, but he does not physically try to stop him. The king lets another arrow fly, hitting Anta in the neck. Anta—panicked—races around the small enclosure, lowering his antlers towards members of the crowd. They squeal excitedly and run away from him as though it is a game. 
My chest hurts with the pain, and in an instant, I feel my consciousness fading. I know that what I am about to do will be on pure instinct alone. 
I lift my hand from the window and draw my arms back to my side. With one fluid motion, I push both arms away from me, drawing on my power of wind at the same time. 
With a great crumbling of stone, the gale passes through the wall, knocking it all to the ground, and sending up a great plume of dust. A woman screams, clutches her skirt, and runs away from the rubble. The king stops, his bow drops from his hand and his jaw falls open. Cas is on his feet, his eyes are open wide with fear and shock. 
I turn towards the king and a fireball forms in my hand. The king’s face is contorted in fear as I throw the fire towards him. Cas leaps down from the raised platform and begins to run towards me, but I wait and watch to see if the ball of fire makes it to its target. The king ducks out of the way, and the throne bursts into flames. 
There is a moment of utter silence as all eyes turn to me. A dirty, skinny girl in her stained nightdress, yet more powerful than any of them put together. I turn and regard all the nobles, dukes and guards, stood still, their jaws dropped with shock. Anta lets out a great snort and walks towards me, his body trembling. 
“Mae?” Cas says. 
There is no time. I never wanted him to find out like this, but I could never sit and idly watch as the king killed Anta. 
“Seize her!” the king shouts. 
But I summon a tornado before the guards can get to me. As they run towards me, the wind knocks them off their feet, tossing them across the gardens as though they weigh nothing. The wedding guests flee, but my tornado finds some of them, tripping them to the ground and creating madness. While the palace guards attempt to deal with the chaos, I jump onto Anta’s back and he responds under my touch. 
The king gapes at me, his eyes wide and full of terror. In that moment he is the man from his fear, wailing in the dark at the thought of dying. I toss another fireball in his direction, not caring anymore. It hits his shoulder and he screams in agony. He runs into the waterfall of the garden and plunges in. 
“To the gates, Anta,” I whisper into the stag’s ear. With one hand I can only clutch his coat, grip with my legs, and hope to stay on. 
But the guards are closing in on us. I use the water from the garden to create a wave, knocking them to the ground. I urge Anta on with my legs and he gallops out of the garden and into the great courtyard of the castle. In one heart stopping moment, Anta swerves to avoid a collision with a cart carrying fruit, almost unseating me in the process. The trader covers his face with his hands and runs from me. Anta dodges through the castle servants, cantering up to the castle gate. 
The guards at the gate stare at us, their mouths gaping in shock at the strange sight of a dirty prisoner riding a white stag. They raise their swords but I don’t even give them an option. I use wind to blow open the gates and ride straight through. My powers are draining but the anger is still there in my belly. I must use it to fuel me, to get us out of Cyne once and for all. 
Through the gate we’re plunged into the chaotic business of the city. With merchants and residents in our way, we navigate a meandering path through the bustling streets. Anta has to negotiate the cobbles while I hold on with my one good hand, my stump lying uselessly on my thigh. My legs grip his sides, determined to stay on, determined to get away. 
“Keep going, boy,” I whisper. “Get us out of here.”
The guards chase us all through the streets of Cyne, but I create fires in shops to distract them. Anta moves swiftly. I try not to let my eyes linger on the arrows poking from his flesh. I can’t think of that now. We need to get out. We need to be away from the king.
The guards soon learn my trick, and they ignore the fires. They ride furiously until they begin to catch up with us. Anta takes a sharp left turn and I hang on with my one hand, my muscles straining. I slip to the side, barely able to keep hold. But Anta swings to the right and I manage to get a better seat.
The gate out of Cyne looms ahead, but a guard rides parallel to us, pushing his horse closer and closer until our legs almost touch. 
“Stop in the name of the king!”
An arrow whizzes past my ear. I duck, and urge Anta on harder. It hurts me to ask so much of him, but if we both stop, we both die. I dig deep and let out another fireball, not enough to seriously hurt the guard, but enough to throw him off course. I don’t want to kill innocent people. These men are only doing their duty.
“Not far now, boy,” I whisper to Anta.
The Cyne gate is up ahead but already a line of guards is in position to defend it, their bows raised high. Anta swerves around a young girl in the street and I lose my balance. Sweat pours down my forehead. I have to do something to get rid of the guards before they release the arrows.
“Come on, wind. Come to me,” I whisper. 
There’s a change in the atmosphere as wind comes to my call. I feel it at my back. The power creates a still tension that hangs in the air before it blasts forth. The force rips open the gates, scattering the men far and wide. They land on their backs, their screams loud and piercing. I can’t look.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper as we pass through the gate. Anta lets out a snort and keeps going. I bury my head in his coat, both afraid and appalled at what my power is capable of. 
But I can’t think of that now. 
We’re on the open road. Anta gallops onwards. The ground disappears below us in a blur. My thoughts are all jumbled up. I got away. I survived. Anta is alive. And yet I have caused destruction. I have hurt innocent people to save myself and my stag. I’ve outed myself to the world as the craft-born. I turn back for one final glance. Cyne has been a place of horror for me. It’s been a place where I’ve almost died, been taunted and bullied, and pulled into sick games by the Nix and the king. But Cyne is where Cas is, and now I am leaving him behind. What will happen next? I don’t know. All I know is, I am alive, and I must keep going. 
 


Part Two
 


Chapter Five – The Hollow Royals
 
Casimir
 
Before Mae came to Cyne, the skies were always a murky grey. Now they are bright blue and the sun shines starkly in the sky. The palace thrums with new energy—her energy—sparked by her blood. How could I have thought Ellen was the pure hearted craft-born, the girl descended from the Ancients? How could I ever have believed that the girl with such power is also the girl who disregards the servants with an arrogant wave of her hand, and whose knowledge of Aegunlund is ignorant at best? 
I am so stupid. 
Outside the palace window stretches Cyne, with the Waerg Woods far beyond the city gates. I look south, towards Halts-Walden, the place I first met her. The true craft-born.
I cannot speak her name. Not yet. I have not uttered it aloud since she left.
Mother’s hands clasp my shoulders. “You miss her.”
“No,” I whisper. I lie. “Not after what she… she did.” I think of the fireball thrown towards me and shudder. 
“She protected herself, Casimir.” Mother’s voice is soft, filled with pity. Sadness.
My throat burns as I hold back tears. “She lied so that she didn’t have to marry me. I didn’t know she hated me so much.”
“Hate? Oh, my darling Cas, you’re too naïve. There is no hate there. Fear maybe, but no hate. Why that girl loved the very bones of you—”
I shrug her away. “That’s not true. She threw the fireball right at me.”
“She threw it at your father because he was killing one of the few things she loves.” Mother forces me to turn to her. “Casimir, listen to me. Mae had her reasons for keeping her gift a secret. She is a young girl, one with a huge responsibility on her shoulders, and young girls make mistakes. They are afraid of their destinies. No, this isn’t about you, Cas, it’s about her.”
“She lied to me,” I say. “How can I ever…” I trail off, unsure of how to end the sentence, unsure of my feelings for the girl I always thought of as a friend. Or did I? Did I want more from her? I still don’t know. “Why aren’t you angry with her? Why weren’t you more surprised when she left Cyne?”
Mother’s lips move up in a half smile. Her blue eyes shine with triumph. “I always suspected. I saw it in her.”
I let out a hollow chuckle. “That special gift of yours.”
“Don’t scoff, Casimir, it is a gift. I saw her aura as I see yours. I knew she was special.”
“What about Ellen?” I ask. 
Mother tilts her head to one side, and her curls of gold shimmer in the afternoon sun. “She’s not a bad person, but her aura is not quite as… special… as Mae’s.”
“You should have said something.”
She readjusts her arms and the sleeves of her dress ruffle. As the Queen of Aegunlund she wears fine, heavy dresses of expensive cloth no matter how warm it may be. “We all have the right to express ourselves in whatever way we choose. Who am I to force someone to reveal their secrets?”
“But what now? What do we do now? Will I still marry Ellen?”
After Mae left the wedding ceremony on Anta, the court has been in chaos. The wedding ceremony had been disbanded and my father ordered a group of guards to chase Mae down. They have been gone for three days and there is no word of Mae or Anta. I am torn between wishing to see her face again, and wishing for her to be safe and well somewhere, perhaps with Sasha in the Waerg Woods. Now I know that she is the craft-born I am less concerned about dark creatures capturing her. I only hope that she is strong enough to last the physical torments of what might happen to her now. 
“Do you want to?”
My stomach twists, as it has many times when thinking of my forthcoming nuptials to Ellen. “I don’t know. I didn’t think I had a choice so I never gave it much thought.”
Mother leans in. “If I told you that you did not have to marry Ellen, how would you feel?”
“Relieved,” I admit. “And I think she would to.”
“Very well. You do not have to marry Ellen.”
“Will I have to marry Mae?” Speaking her name feels like one of Lyndon’s punches to my gut.
Mother’s eyes narrow. “And how would you feel about that?”
“Truthfully? A little queasy at the moment.”
“And why is that?” asks the queen. 
“I’m not sure.”
“Is it because of her injury?”
My cheeks flare with heat. “No, of course not. How could you say such a thing?”
“Good,” she replies, as though it was a test. “Then what is it that makes you feel queasy?”
But I am not able to reply, for at that moment the door to my chambers bursts open and the king strides in with Lyndon at his heels. Right away I can tell he has been drinking. When he regards me I’m met with the familiar red tinge to his eyes, the same bloodshot and milky appearance that I associate with his drunkenness. Lyndon hides it better, but I know he has the same vices as Father. 
He knocks Mother to the side and takes me by the throat. Mother regains her balance and reaches out for me but Lyndon grasps her around the waist and holds her back.
“You know something. I know you do. You know all her little secrets after spending time with the wretch in those blasted woods.” He leans forward so I can smell the sour ale on his breath. “You know everything about her. I bet you had your way with her, alone in the woods, during those cold nights.”
“I did not!” I protest. “We did not.”
He breaks into a grin. “Because you’re a coward. You’re not a man. You’ve got nothing in your trousers, I always suspected it. I always knew. Right from the first moment I saw you. You’re not an heir. You’re not fit to rule.”
“Then why haven’t you killed me?” I blurt out, sick to death of the same insults. “You’ve been telling me I’m worthless since I was born but you’ve never done anything about it.”
“Casimir, stop,” Mother says in a desperate voice. Tears run down her face, rolling down her chin towards the neckline of her gown. Lyndon tightens his grip on our mother, his eyes glinting and cold.
“There were times, boy,” Father says, drawing my attention back to him, to his whiskered face and puckered skin dotted with broken blood vessels; to his spittle coated lips and wrinkled eyes. He appears old. “There were times when you were a babe and I knew then, I knew what you would become. There were times when I saw your delicate neck and fantasised about how easy it would be to wring it.”
I knew it was coming but that doesn’t stop the thump of pain in my chest. How can a father say such things about his son?
And then I realise for the first time in my life—he is jealous. He never wants to stop being king. When I was born he realised that one day I will take over from his reign. He can’t face it. He is… afraid of me. 
“Do it,” I challenge. 
“NO!” Mother shouts. 
Father’s eyes grow wild, and I feel the strength in his forearms.
“Go on, do it.” And for a moment I want him to succeed. For years I have dealt with his hate. For years I have taught myself to push my despicable father and brother out of my mind so I can see anything good about the world. Now I am sick of it. I am sick and tired of the struggle to find the good in the world. She has gone and left me alone. Mae has gone. 
The king lets out a growl as he presses down on my windpipe. Panic fills me and heat spreads to my face. He’s really going to do it. He’s really going to kill me. I draw back my leg and kick him as hard as I can between the legs. The king doubles over in pain. 
I’ve attacked the King of Aegunlund. Crown prince or not, that’s a serious offence. I try to ignore my roiling stomach as I stand up straight. “Still think I have nothing in my trousers?”
I back away from him when Lyndon lets go of Mother. “You shouldn’t have done that.” My brother sneers and pulls his arm back at the elbow.
His fist comes at me so fast I have little time to duck. I manage to twist away so that his knuckles only graze my chin, not connect with my jaw as intended. A red hot anger builds from my gut and I fly at him, my sweating palms clenched into fists. As princes we are trained fighters, and as brothers we are trained enemies, but all of my training leaves my thoughts as I fly at my brother with flailing fists. He blocks, dodges, his eyes cold and calculating, assessing my every move. My brother has no temper. He has no emotions, only cunning and malice. I draw back my right fist, ignoring Mother’s pleas and Father’s laughter, and I let it fly towards him, hoping to connect with his nose. But Lyndon knows my moves and knows me. He catches my wrist, clenches it with his stronger hand, and twists my arm behind my back. 
“Lyndon, stop it!” Mother cries out. 
Father claps his hands in celebration. What kind of family is this?
I double over with the pain. It shoots up and down my arm like tiny lightning bolts of excruciation. For the first two seconds I manage not to cry out, but then Lyndon lifts my arm higher and I scream from the pain.
“Lyndon, you’ll break his arm. Lyndon, stop it!” 
I glance towards my mother’s red, blotchy face. Her hair is dishevelled from her struggle with my brother. She’s right. He will break my arm if he applies any more pressure. 
Mother rushes across the room. She puts a hand on Lyndon’s shoulder. “Please, my darling son. Release your brother. Do it for me, Lynnie.”
The pet name jars my brother. I feel his grip loosen. She hasn’t called him that since he was a little boy, at least not in front of me. 
“Oh, don’t be a pussy, Lyndon. Lynnie indeed. Why have the Gods cursed me with such sons?” the king snarls. 
Once again I am forced to scream in pain as Lyndon lifts my arm even higher. Behind me I can just make out the shape of Mother as she attempts to wrestle Lyndon away from me. 
“Stop it! Stop it now!” 
My brother is forced to let go of me, but in the chaos Lyndon’s arm comes up and he elbows Mother in the face. She falls back onto the rug, her face a pale mask. Blood streams from her nose. My body aches and protests, but I am by her side in an instant, glaring at my brother. 
For once Lyndon is shocked. “I didn’t… I didn’t mean to.” He reaches out a hand to Mother but she flinches away. There’s a flicker of sadness—of hurt—in his face, but it is soon wiped away by a sneer. “I was never good enough for you, was I? It was always Casimir. The future king of Aegunlund, the golden boy with silver eyes. I hope you both choke.” He turns and strides out of the room, Father following him, still laughing at our expense. 
“Could the king be any more diabolical?” I say as I help Mother to her feet.
“He is getting worse,” she admits. “He seems to enjoy inflicting cruelty more than ever before. It was never a sport for him before. Now I see that it is. Something needs to be done.”
“What do you mean?”
Not here,” she says. “The gardens.”
 
*
 
When I was a boy, I used to walk with Mother every afternoon in the gardens. The morning would be spent with her handmaidens and advisors. Part of that morning was taken up simply by dressing in her extravagant outfits. She used to tell me that her duties as queen could be split into looking the part, acting the part, and playing spy. The spying was her favourite role. I watched her carefully during Father’s banquets, noticing the way she casually asked questions and acted dumber than she was to gather small portions of information. She then kept those pieces of information to herself. She said that when I came of age I would have to learn the same tricks, that I would rule in a different way to the king. Instead of bullying, I will rule through knowledge. I will rule with my head and my heart… if I’m not killed by my father first.  
Those chats in our gardens are some of my favourite memories, but now I know they were lessons, too. She was preparing me for what was to come. As I make my way to the garden maze, passing the fountain and the roses, my muscles clench for what I know is coming. It is time now. I’ve grown into a man, and a man must know when to challenge the evil in his world. The queen is ready to act against her king, and I am instrumental in helping her dethrone him. My heart is aflutter. Is it fear? Excitement? Anticipation? I have longed for this moment and yet dreaded it all the same. Mother has been preparing me since I was a little boy. She has kept me guarded, taught me how to stay on alert, and how to act more foolish than I am. Although, it’s true that I am far better at strategy than I am at physical defence, I am still more than capable at all my princely duties. Mae saw a pampered prince when she met me, but I am not. 
She stands in the centre of the maze as I knew she would. We have no guards left to watch over us. Most are chasing Mae or with the king. It was easy enough to come out here without being seen. Her eyes are narrowed and her lips puckered. There’s a crease down her forehead. This is my mother’s worried expression, and it usually means that I should also be worried. 
“Mae confided in me before she left.”
“What?” I say, jarred by the statement, but also by the way Mother jumped straight into the conversation without so much as a hello. She is never usually so direct with me.
“She told me of her concerns. She thinks your father is searching for the Ember Stone, a powerful diamond with magical powers. With it your father would be unstoppable and un-killable.”
I’m reeling, leaning back on my heels. “This is… all too much. Is she right?”
“There’s no time for you to let this sink in, you must accept it at once. Now that we know Mae is the craft-born we must take this seriously. I have already gathered my most trusted advisors and I am keeping them close. They, in turn, are watching the king very carefully. One thing I know for certain, is that all throughout Cyne horses are going lame because the smiths are not working on shoes anymore. They are working on armour and weapons for your father. The guards and the soldiers are nowhere to be seen because they are training in the south.”
My jaw drops. “I had no idea. I thought the royal purse was empty.”
Mother’s jaw clenches and her eyes flash with anger. “The king has been raising taxes.”
I nod. “That I knew, but I thought it was for his wine and fine clothes.”
“It is to prepare for a war,” Mother says. 
I blink. Aegunlund has not seen war for decades. Aegunlund is fearful of war, after the hundreds of years of fighting between the Aelfens and the humans, and later between the north and the south of the country. “But who with?”
“The Haedalands,” Mother says. She begins to pace back and forth in front of the tall, green hedges. “The Jakanis. There are documents in your father’s room. He wants to search their mines for this diamond. He believes they have it, and he believes that fighting them for it is the only way to win it.”
“All this for a diamond.” I shake my head.
“It’s for power. He is mad with the thought of it. Do you know of the Ember Stone? Do you know of the rumours? It’s Aelfen magic, Cas. It’s linked to Mae and everything that she is. The Ember Stone belongs to her, not our king. It grants everlasting life to its true owner.”
“Its true owner,” I repeat. “Father could surely never be its true owner. The magic would never work for him.”
“Would you take that chance? Knowing that if it did work, all the things he could achieve? An eternal rule over Aegunlund?”
I grit my teeth, imagining how our people would suffer at his hand. “No. We must stop him. But how?”
Mother leans in closer. “The Jakani sultan and his dignitaries are barely out of Cyne following the wedding. I can get word to them as they are on their journey. The king has many guards out in the areas around Cyne, it is a dangerous time to be travelling. The king is running out of options. His craft-born is gone and Beardsley is dead. Now is the time he begins to make rash decisions. We must try to pre-empt those decisions. First, we warn the Jakanis, then we try to turn the court against him. Soon he will try to take a vote on a war with the Haedalands and we must stop that from happening.”
Mother’s plan sounds simple as she speaks the words, and yet, I am all too aware of the danger that lies within. To go up against the king… I had always considered it suicide. But I nod along in agreement, all too aware of the consequences of that agreement. If we succeed, it will be me on the throne. It’s not excitement that I feel; it’s heaviness, an acceptance of my fate. There’s a weight settling around me, a shift in the air. Where is my White Hart? I need her strength. I never knew how much I needed her until now. 
 
*
The first thing I notice when I set foot back into the castle is a strange cry, almost like a strangled cat, followed by a crack and a sickening slap. I hurry in the direction of the sound, Mother following behind me. The closer I get, the more I realise that the sound is coming from the Throne room. My heart sinks. 
It is a young girl’s cry. Ellen. She has been little more than a shadow in the Red Palace since Mae left. Her lie has been exposed and she knows it. She has kept out of sight, hiding in her chamber. 
I turn the corner. For the last few days I have been furious at Ellen. She tricked me. She wanted to be queen so badly that she went along with Mae’s plans. It was a particularly good bluff, because along the way she managed to make me believe that she was terrified of marrying me, that she was as reluctant as I. Oh, sure, at first I was a fool in love, a fool before I realised that love cannot be instantaneous, that it comes from a partnership with a person with whom your soul heals. I had hoped that we would love in time, that our destinies would ensure it. I was wrong. She was always the wrong girl.
And yet, as I rush into the Throne room, my heart goes out to her. No one should be treated in such a way, for my father has the girl on her knees, a whip crashing down over the ripped shreds of her dress. 
“What is the meaning of this?” I demand. 
“Come for your second dose of a good beating, boy?” The king sneers as he leans over his throne. 
“Leave her alone.” I turn to Ellen—at one time my bride—and her clear blue eyes stare up at me, beseeching; brimming with water.
“You’re not king yet, boy. I won’t take orders from you. Get the hell out of here.”
I feel my hands tightening into fists as rage creeps under my skin, burning hot, boiling my blood. Before I know what I am doing, I dash towards the throne, only to be met with a spear at my throat. There are still enough guards for him. I force my gaze back to Ellen, only too aware of how powerless I am. No one can stop the king. The whip comes down and she screams in pain. 
If I cannot stop it, I will at least watch. I will feel each stroke on her skin as though it is my own. I will share this experience with her. I will not turn my back on her. I stand aside and I remain in the room. I can at least do this. 
“The girl manipulated you, Casimir. You should enjoy this as much as I do. No bitch will come into my kingdom and pretend to be the craft-born. Where are your birds now, eh? Your elements? Your fire? Bah!”
Each stroke is like a dagger to my heart, but I stay. We stare at each other and I nod to her, telling her she still has a friend. I remember what it was like to kiss her, to feel her soft lips against mine. Not my first kiss—that was with an eager daughter of a court baron, desperate to secure a union—but it was the gentlest. Yet at the same time it had felt unemotional. Chaste. 
The ordeal goes on until Father grows bored and tosses her aside like a toy he no longer wants to play with. I follow the guards as they lead her down to the dungeons. Ellen is a prisoner now.
“Take her to her chambers,” I plead. “He will not know. I have twenty gold coins for your trouble. The door will be locked and he will never visit her anyway.”
A red faced guard turns back to me. “Ain’t worth it.”
“Thirty,” I insist.
He scrutinises me. “I see it first.”
I take a pouch from my waist and jangle it in his face. The bored man snatches it from my hand and opens the drawstring to take a peek inside. 
“An’ he won’t check on ‘er you say?”
“He’s got other things to worry about.”
The guard bounces the coin pouch up and down on his palm. “All right, Your Highness. I’ll take her to her chambers instead.”
I follow them as he redirects Ellen towards her room, wondering what Cyne has come to when the crown prince of the realm has to bribe a guard to fulfil an order. Is this what it will be like as king? Ruling with bribes and threats? Or is this the kind of environment my father has cultivated? 
“Leave us,” I say when we get to Ellen’s small chamber, a guest room that is rarely used. Of course, the Red Palace has been busy for the royal wedding, so many of the rooms are cleaner than they have been in years.
The guard bows before he leaves, but I see the glint in his eyes as his head bends low. Insolence. Pure insolence.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Ellen says, her voice tight with anger. Her hands shake as she rearranges her dress to cover the wounds on her back. There is dirt and dust on her face. Her tears run through them, revealing the pure white skin beneath the grime. “If the king finds out what you’ve done he’ll kill us both.”
“He won’t,” I say. “At least, he won’t kill me for this. He might kill you. Or try to, anyway. I won’t let that happen, though.”
She turns to face me, and I am relieved to see that her spirit has not been crushed. She remains haughty even now; an ambitious girl always, a girl who would never give up, who would fight to the last. I wonder if Mae realises how similar she is to Ellen? The only difference between them both is Mae’s pure but broken heart. 
“Why are you being so nice to me? You don’t have to marry me anymore. I’m no longer your betrothed. I lied to you. I… It was unforgiveable what I did to you.” She slumps down on the bed, her hurt body almost folding in on itself. 
“Don’t pretend you’re not relieved,” I say, my voice sounding harder than I intended it to. She looks at me sharply. I approach the bed slowly. Only a few nights ago I would have broken out in a cold sweat at the terrifying sight of Ellen on the bed before me, petrified by the thought of my husbandly duties. “I’m sorry. What I mean to say, is that I could always tell your heart wasn’t drawn to mine. We were never meant to be.”
She sighs. “I think you might be right. I tried. Casimir, for what it’s worth, it was never my ambition to manipulate you or seduce you into making me queen. It was my father. He instigated the entire thing, from finding an amulet to learning the trick of blackening ivy. And when you and Mae came to find me in the Borgan camp, I thought it was all over, that I had been found out. But then Mae gave me an opportunity and I took it. She covered for me and I never knew why. She seemed so torn up inside, so pitiful. She had this hard shell that made me think she could not love or accept love. She didn’t want to be queen, she wanted to be alone. And that is when she gave me her blood so I could perform the ceremony.”
“So that’s how she did it. I had no idea. Mae never did hold me in high esteem. Now I know exactly how much it took to trick me, and it would seem not a lot.”
“She tricked everyone, Casimir.”
I find a speck of dirt beneath my fingernails and concentrate on picking it out, determined to not let my emotions take hold of me. “I will consult the queen about the most trusted servants to tend to you while you hide here. I will tell them to knock softly three times so you know it’s them. If you hear loud footsteps, hide the best you can. I will do everything in my power to protect you.”
“It is more than I deserve,” she says.
I shake my head. “We all deserve more than this. Do not say that.”


Chapter Six – The Betrayal in the Palace
 
Casimir
 
Restful slumbers are a thing of childhood. The court members of Cyne do not sleep. We toss and turn, sweating out our nightmares. The last time I slept without dreaming of my father was in the Waerg Woods with Mae. Now I dream about him, but I dream of her, too. 
I thought she was the sister I had always wanted. I was wrong, so wrong. Perhaps it is too late for us now. Too late for what we might have been. I have remorse for that, for not chipping away at her hard exterior and making her realise what is there for her to take. If we are reunited. If. 
After the hustle and bustle in the castle leading up to the wedding, the absence of the guests make the palace seem hollowed out—a dry husk devoid of life. Of course, it is partly due to her absence. I never realised how much life she gave me. My chess set sits forlornly in the corner, tipped on its side. It misses her too. 
I wash, dress, slip away from my bodyguards, skip breakfast, and head to the gardens. It is a blissful morning; the northern sun cool but bright; the flowers in bloom, neat and tidy thanks to the wedding preparations. 
Mother’s handmaiden, a pasty girl with plaits sitting atop her narrow face, hurries towards me and places a small piece of parchment in my hand. 
“Clara?” I say. “Is something the matter?”
She does not answer; instead she hurries away, her feet shuffling and her shawl falling away from her shoulders. 
I unroll the paper, my heart beating faster. 
 
Meet me in the bell tower at noon. 
 
Yours, 
 
Mother
 
I frown. Why not the maze as always? Something seems amiss. I head back to the castle, determined to find out what could be troubling her. I go to her chambers but she is missing. Quizzing the guards yields little useful information. Neither the king nor the queen is at court today. Some say the queen is out riding, others insist she has gone to visit the sick in Cyne. My father is presumed hunting. But there would have been more fuss around the palace if he had gone hunting. The cooks would have been preparing the food for his party. The guards would have rushed to gather as much wine as they could carry. There would be much bother regarding the opening of the gate into Cyne and beyond. I would have noticed all this happen. 
I decide to track down Mother’s handmaiden. She has to be the only one who knows what is happening at court today. It is strange for Mother to be without her most trusted maid. Clara is always by her side. She only leaves when we meet in the labyrinth. I’ve always felt that Mother should have a more capable handmaiden than Clara, who is little more than a mouse of a girl. Despite being my mother’s maiden for at least ten years, she still seems just as young as the first day she came to the palace. Sometimes I think that Mother has an eye for the vulnerable yet strong. She takes them under her wing and nurtures them. She could have helped Mae if the two of them had been together for longer. 
I turn a corner and head towards the library. My thoughts swirl around my mind, filled with panic for Mother. The doors to the library echo in the empty space. This place needs dusting and cleaning. The rugs need to be aired. I live in a shambles of a royal palace, and a shambles of a royal family. We’re weak and divided. Father should be more concerned about civil war than a measly magical diamond. 
The stacks are empty and silent. I continue through the palace checking each floor and wing in systematic order. It’s then that I have an idea. Once, Mother told me all about a secret passageway that leads from her room to outside the castle. Perhaps she has hidden herself in there. My muscles tighten. That would mean that she suspects danger. I stop and stand still in the great hall of the palace, turning my body left and right. There is the distant sound of footfall, and then a pause. I turn behind me but there is no one in sight. 
I am being followed. 
I take a deep breath and continue, walking with a nonchalance my clenched body struggles to emulate. I have to slip this follower if I am to find my mother. Every nerve in my body is on edge. My instinct is to run, but where to? My hand rests on the hilt of my sword. At least I armed myself this morning, prepared for another fight with Lyndon. 
Wind softly filters through the windows as I stroll down the corridors, tickling the drapes and making them dance ever so slightly. I walk quietly, listening for footsteps. Did they grow up in the castle as I did? Do they know these walls as I do? I take a sharp right and hurry down one floor to where Ellen’s chambers lie. There is a connecting door between two guest rooms. I can use that, and then double back on myself and hide in Ellen’s room. I move swiftly, taking advantage of being on the staircase alone. My follower hangs back so as not to reveal himself. 
I duck into one of the guest rooms and hurry through the connecting doors, before turning down the corridor in a loop. I hide behind a corner, listening to the sound of my follower heading in the wrong direction. When he has passed, I slip down the hall and knock softly on Ellen’s door three times. When I open the door she turns to face me with skin as pale as milk. 
I put a finger to my lips. 
“What is it?” she whispers, moving towards me. She wears a new dress, one that is very plain and dull in comparison to the attire she usually dons. A servant’s dress. 
“I’m being followed,” I reply. It’s only then that I notice the sheen of sweat lining my forehead. “There is something amiss in the castle. I cannot find the king or queen anywhere.”
“Do you think he’s kidnapped her?”
My stomach flips. “No. No, he couldn’t. What purpose would it serve? My mother’s handmaiden gave me a note to see her in the bell tower at noon.” 
“And?” Ellen prompts.
“Mother never requests the bell tower. We take walks in the gardens, it is much less conspicuous. Something is wrong. And now I am being followed. Come on, I think we should leave.”
“Why?” she asks, her eyes wide with fear.
“Because if we need to leave the castle in a hurry, I might not have time to come back and get you. And if my father finds you he will kill you.”
I head back to the door with Ellen at my heels. I glance back to check that she is capable of being strong if I need her to be. I see a set jaw and a wilful expression in her eye, but beneath that hard exterior there is a frail girl still in pain from her injuries. She walks with a stiffness that wasn’t there before. I must be smart if I am to get through this. 
My mother always trained me for this. She said that one day my father would become the megalomaniac he has been in training to be since birth, that the power would go to his head. She used to show me—and Lyndon—how to escape. And then it was just me. She lost her faith in Lyndon. He became a pawn for my father to use. 
I listen for the footfalls of my follower but the castle halls are still and quiet. I take Ellen by the arm and hurry her through the corridors, taking a winding route to protect ourselves. More than once I slip through rooms and connecting doors until I come to the royal wing where mine and my mother’s chambers are. Here, there are combinations on the doors, complicated mechanisms that Mother had Beardsley install. She was right to be cautious. 
I have already been here once today, so I know not to expect my mother as I open the door to her chambers. But then, I get to work with the inner combination, moving the rings into a different position which I know will unlock the secret door in the washroom. 
“What are you doing?” Ellen asks. 
The last notch clicks into place. “Follow me,” I reply. 
Together we step into the bathroom where the large mirror has opened up to reveal a passage of dark stone. Ellen gasps and steps towards the open door, letting the breeze catch her hair. Once more I am reminded of her beauty, but it does not take my breath away as it once did. Instead I feel utterly unmoved. 
“Come on, we have to find Mother.” I step through the door and pull the heavy iron lever to close the opening behind us. I grasp a torch from the sconce on the wall and light it with a box of matches from my satchel. I thank the Gods for being prepared today. 
Through the shadows we walk; two faded spectres hiding amongst the secrets of the old building. My heart is so swollen with fear that it could be beating in my throat. 
“Is this the queen’s secret passageway?” Ellen says in a low, breathy voice. 
“If she is in hiding, it is the only place I can think that she would come to.” I don’t turn back to check if Ellen is keeping up with me. I stride on, determined. 
“Why would she be in hiding?” Ellen asks. 
“My father. He is planning something—an attack of some sort. He wants the throne all to himself, and I am in the way. So is Mother.”
“But… Why would he get rid of his heir? He needs an heir to the throne. There would be war if he died without an heir.”
“There would be Lyndon,” I remind her.
“No one would ever take Lyndon seriously,” she says. “The people would revolt.”
“They take my father seriously. Besides, who says he has any intention of dying.”
“What do you—?”
But Ellen is cut off by the heart-wrenchingly low moan that travels up through the winding passageway. A jolt runs up my spine, and I am sprinting forward, forgetting all about my surroundings, and all about Ellen. I must find out if that noise came from my mother. 
The first face I am met with is Clara’s. Her mousy hair is slick with sweat and there is a waxiness to her skin. Her eyes are wide with fear. She blocks my path.
“What has happened?” I demand. I reach for her shoulder to hurry her words. Her mouth is gaping open and shut, stupid and flapping. “Speak!”
“Casimir.” The voice is not from Clara, but it is a wretched sound. It is a hoarse whisper. A dying breath.
No.
I step around Clara to find my mother slumped against the wall. Her skin is a nauseous green. Her lips are so dry they are cracked and bleeding. Her head hangs to the left, and her crusted eyes are barely open. I kneel by her side, the breath knocked out of my body, all warmth gone from my skin. I am cold. I cannot speak.
“Casimir. If I could shed one last tear of joy I would. I hoped I would see you again.” She sucks in a ragged breath. 
“Do not speak, Your Majesty,” Clara interjects. “You will tire yourself.”
“I must,” she says. “I must speak. There is much… much to say and no… no time. Cas, your father knows I have been spying. He interrogated my trust… trusted advisors.” She blinks and attempts to compose herself. I am still a frozen cold statue. Shocked to my core. I long to hold her hand, and yet I cannot move a muscle. “Poison. I never saw… I should have… Where is he?”
I try to open my lips. Blood thuds in my ears.
“No time, Casimir. No… time…”
“He’s gone,” I whisper. My throat is dry. My pulse pounds. “The guards don’t know.”
“He waits for you. Laid a trap… at the bell tower. Two accidents in one day. Bold. No doubt someone would throw my body off the tower, faking my suicide, and you would trip trying… to save me.” She inhales a raspy breath. “You must leave. I will die here. He will not know then.” Another breath. It tears my chest open with its rasping, grating sound. “He will not know where my body is. Aegunlund will not know. No funeral. No proof to the people. Clara must go with—”
“I’m staying with you,” Clara says. Her eyes are firm. The mouse has strength after all. “Someone needs to make sure Casimir gets out alive.”
Mother concedes. “Yes. You’re right. The king will interrogate you.”
She shakes her head. “He won’t. I have no intention of leaving this passageway.”
Mother turns to me. Her hand finds mine. I don’t feel her touch. I am numb. I am a lump of nothingness; misshapen blood and bone. “Clara got word to the stables. There are horses… waiting. Go now, Cas. Find Mae. Only she can save us now. Only… craft-born.” As her eyes begin to close, my thumping blood finally delivers enough warmth to wake me, and as I wake inside, the pain of grief pushes through.
“No! You cannot leave me.” I squeeze her hand tight. “Mother.”
“I raised you right,” she mumbles. “My only regret is Lyndon. Should have taken him away… from the king.”
“I know.” I put her hand to my lips. “Don’t leave.”
“I would never leave. But my choice has been taken. My time… has come… go now… Casimir, you are loved.” 
As Mother’s head slumps forward I am vaguely aware of hands pulling me from her body. Clara and Ellen force me back. I stumble. The world is a blur. The torch is on the stone floor, then it is in front of my eyes, held by Ellen. She speaks. The words are a wave of the sea. The sea. I told Mae I would take her to the sea. Mother would have liked me to love Mae. 
Steps. One after the other, and a door we push through. There is a dank stench and Ellen pulls me forward. I must stop thinking of her body on the ground, left in a tunnel to rot. No royal funeral, no procession or flowers. No flames. 
The flames burning Mae’s father. I gave her a coin, what did she think of me? Rich and pompous. Have I lost them both? 
We reach a door and Ellen struggles with a lever. I reach out to help her and almost fall over myself. How does Father think he can get away with this? I should kill him. I should go to the bell tower and kill him myself.
“He won’t be there,” Ellen says. “It will be his guards. You will achieve nothing.”
That’s when I realise I have been mumbling aloud. The world begins to come into focus again. The sharp smell of the sewers brings me a dose of reality. I clutch the lever and pull it back. A door opens and sunlight floods into the sewers.
“This tunnel brings us out behind the stables,” I say. “I remember from when I was little. Mother brought me. Taught me how to escape. This way.”
I keep my head down as we head to the stables. The world is still a blur, and my heart aches so hard I think I might break. Yet I force myself on. I don’t need anyone else to die because of my family. I have Ellen to protect and that gives me a reason to carry on. 
I am, of course, recognisable, yet my presence is not something out of the ordinary. It’s the guards I wish to avoid, or anyone who could go to the king and tell him of my escape. We work our way around the back of the stables, and I hope that there are no guards milling around the courtyard.
Now I know how Mae must have felt in those moments when she found the body of her father. I know her pain. I know the rawness. I know how the world has changed forevermore. As we turn the corner to the front of the stables, I cannot help but clasp the structure for support. A stable boy eyes me. I know him. I know his name. 
“Your Highness, I have prepared the horses.”
My trusted steed, Gwen, lowers her nose and nudges me in the chest. She knows. She knows a heart scraped raw resides in there. 
“Thank you,” I croak.
“Wait, there are two of yer,” the boy I now remember is called Treowe says. 
“You have saddled two horses,” I reply.
“Yeah, one for me and one for you,” he says. 
“You are coming with us?” 
“I can’t stay here,” he says. “Here. Take these cloaks and cover yourself. I’ll saddle a mare as fast as I can.”
I pass one to Ellen and wrap the other around me. I glance up at the sky. The morning sun is warming. Soon it will be noon, and word will get to my father that I have not been killed as planned. 
It is only a few moments after I have helped Ellen onto her horse—and after I have pulled myself onto Gwen—that Treowe emerges on a grey mare. We nod at each other before riding towards the gate.
“Put yer hoods up,” Treowe commands. “We’ll not have any trouble getting through the gate as long as they don’t know the crown prince is leaving. I am sorry about yer mother. I was loyal to her to the last.”
“She would thank you for your loyalty.” I speak, yet am disconnected from every word.
“Keep yer head down, both of you. Your eyes are too much of a giveaway.” 
Treowe rides ahead with us following behind. My heartbeat quickens and Gwen senses the tension in my body, lifting her knees high and shaking her head. The gate opens and I ride on. As Gwen steps over the boundary and out of Cyne, I feel a tear run down my body. I have abandoned her. My mother is left in the dirty tunnels and there is nothing I can do about it. The worst has happened. She is dead, and somehow I have to go on without her. I have to go on with the knowledge that I am no longer a son, I am merely a man.
 


Chapter Seven – The Call of the Waerg Woods
 
Casimir
 
Treowe leads the way, riding hard. Ellen is next to me, her head bent over her bay gelding, her cape billowing out behind her. I am aware of myself clutching Gwen’s reins, but my mind is elsewhere, lost in the mud of grief. 
When the stable boy asked us where we were going there was only one place I thought Mae would head to—the Waerg Woods. And so we ride, avoiding the major roads and small settlements along the way, keeping our distance from the river Sverne. We ride towards that thorny place, and as we get closer I long to be lost amongst its branches, for the Waerg Woods feel like a place other than this world. Perhaps my pain will seem less real if I am out of the real world. 
The wind slaps my cheeks. Hooves thunder against hard mud. We stop for food and drink. Our supplies are meagre. Treowe packed for two travellers. Soon we will have to hunt. We will need to find water to drink. Fast riding can get us to the Waerg Woods in little more than a day, but once we are there, we may have difficulty locating the Borgan camp, where I believe Mae will travel. She left Cyne alone with an injured stag. She needs her friends to help her. She needs Sasha. But Sasha always said that the camp moves around to protect itself. What if Mae doesn’t find it? What if we’re doomed to ride the Waerg Woods forevermore, never meeting each other?
We ride again. Fine rain leaves dew drops on my tunic and a cool tingle on my skin. But it does not last long, and then the sun beams down on us. Gwen’s withers dry; the steam of her sweat turning to patches of salt. 
Three silent travellers and our horses. Beating hooves the one sound between us. We all grieve for Aegunlund’s woman. Mother to us all. Queen. What will happen without her? Will there be civil war? If the people suspect my father, they may revolt. But they have been through their own hardships. Will they have enough fight left in them? Will they expect me to force the throne from my father? 
What will become of us all?
Another stop. This time Treowe makes a campfire and shoots a hare. We chew on rubbery meat as the horses graze the sparse grass. Ellen rubs her hands in front of the fire, and then her upper arms, shivering against the cool breeze. The flames dance in her eyes. When Treowe leaves to collect more wood, she faces me. 
“It was never your fault,” she says. “I… I have no desire for men.” Her skin turns scarlet and her eyes drop to the ground. “I thought you should know that. It was never about you. I… I have eyes for another… gender.”
Through my foggy, pain-addled mind, it takes me a few moments to understand her words. “Oh, I had no idea.” Father once told me that such desires were a sin against the Gods. However, I had always known that my most trusted bodyguard had preferred the company of men, and I liked him much more than Father, so I decided to ignore the king. “You should have said something sooner. I would never have made you marry me.”
“We all should have talked sooner,” she says. “Secrets seem so infantile now.”
I nod. “They do.”
Treowe returns with an armful of wood. “We’ll keep the fire going for a few more hours, get some rest, and then continue. There are guards searching for Mae, if they find yer here, they’ll take yer back to the Red Palace.” He nods at me. “We can’t let that happen. The king will know you’ve escaped by now.”
A shudder of rage runs down my spine. The king. My mother’s murderer. No longer my father. Never again my father. 
“Do you think he will have found the queen?” Ellen asks in a small voice. 
I grip hold of my cloak as I answer. “As far as I know, the king has no idea that Mother has access to that passageway. But what I do not know is whether the king has access to it or not. I wouldn’t like to guess. I think it has given us some much needed time, though. And it ruins his plans of making her death seem an accident. If there is any suspicion of foul play it will destroy his chances of keeping Aegunlund on his side.”
“Are yer going to challenge his rule?” Treowe asks. 
I stare at the fire with such wide eyes that the heat causes them to become stinging and watery. The pain is a welcome distraction from the pain in my heart. “I don’t know yet.”
“Well, no offence or anything, I know you’ve lost yer mum and that, but you’ve got the country to think about,” he continues. “You’re not going to keep a murderer on the throne are yer?”
The ball of my cape gets tighter and tighter in my fist.
“Leave him be,” Ellen snaps. 
“He’s the crown prince. He has a calling,” Treowe insists. 
“I will do everything I can to take him down,” I say, the words spoken through my teeth. There’s a feeling deep in my belly, something I’ve never felt before. It’s ugly. It’s sickening. This is my first experience of real hate. Oh, I’ve used the word before. I’ve said how I hate my brother and hate my father, but I’ve never really meant it before. Mother always taught me how to love them even when they were beastly to me. “I will take them both down. Lyndon will not survive this. Neither of them will.”
Both Treowe and Ellen remain silent for the rest of our break. We sleep in shifts and only for a brief time. We leave after we’re refreshed, stamping the fire into the dirt. The fire inside me continues to smoulder.
*
Mae
 
Anta stretches out his neck and gallops on. He clears a low wall as I grip on with my legs. My stomach almost drops to my knees as he lands, and my heard pounds so hard I can hear the blood thumping in my ears. There is the sound of hooves behind us but they are not at a gallop. They have not seen us yet, but I think they can hear us. There is shouting, as though they are trying to determine which way we are heading. I turn Anta to the left and head through a valley. I don’t know this area. I have been trying to get us back to the Waerg Woods, but every field looks the same. 
Luck is on my side. There is a shallow stream at the bottom of the valley. Anta canters into it and we continue down the stream. It is deep enough to come up to my calf. That should confuse the dogs chasing us. We hurry along, and then cross onto the other side. Without a saddle or a bridle I have had to cling onto Anta with my one hand and my thighs. I am cold, tired, and sore. I have nothing but the small scroll and notebook tucked into my nightdress. My bare legs are grazed from thorny weeds we pass through at a gallop. Anta lets out a disgruntled snort as we continue on at the same fast pace. 
“We need rest, boy. I know.”
It isn’t the Waerg Woods, but there is a smaller forest up ahead. We might be able to take some well needed respite. We need food. I need to tend to Anta’s wounds. We have been on the run for an entire day. I cannot put so much strain on my white stag. There are no thundering hooves in the distance. This could be our only chance to take a moment and rest. Yet, I am reluctant. Not only because I long to be as far away from Cyne as possible, and not just because I am being pursued by the king’s guards, but because once I stop, I will have to think about it. 
The way I left Cyne. Using my powers in front of the entire court. 
In front of Cas.
He knows about me now. He knows who I am, and he knows how I lied to him. I lied to everyone.
And then I threw a fireball at his father.
Anta slows to a walk as we near the woods. I relax my muscles a little for the first time since I was locked in a prison by the king. I place my palm on his coat, feeling the warmth exude from him. I ran him too hard. His breath can barely catch up.
I lean down and put my head on his neck, whispering to my friend, “I’m sorry, boy. They were going to kill us, kill you.” My eye is caught by the sight of an arrow still stuck below Anta’s shoulder. A deep rage rumbles through me. 
Together we find a quiet place to stop and reassess. I slide down from Anta, careful not to catch any of his injuries. It’s the first time I have assessed the extent of them. Carefully, I run a hand over his coat, murmuring when he flinches from my touch. There are fewer than I had thought, and the worst is the arrow to his shoulder. I have to remove it, but the pain will be excruciating for him. Plus, I have only one hand to do it with.
“You’ve got to promise not to bolt, Anta. I know you understand me. Avery told me that you’re magical, that you’re clever. Well now you need to prove it.” 
I quickly gather whatever herbs or moss I can find. The options are limited and I have little to work with, but I think I can do enough to at least stop the bleeding. 
I grip the arrow with my left hand. Anta lets out a low moan.
“Shh, boy. I’m sorry. But you have to be quiet.” He nips me on the hip in response. “You can bite me all you like if it helps.”
I count to three in my mind before pulling the arrow as hard as I can. Anta tenses up. He lifts his nose in the air and a jet of steamy breath exhales towards the trees. But he is quiet. He remains stolid. I cringe as the arrow scrapes against his flesh on the way out, making the wound bigger and angrier than before. As soon as it is out, I get to work on stopping the bleeding. 
“It’s all over, boy,” I say, stroking his neck. He shivers beneath me. “It’s all over now.”
He gently gets down onto his knees and I join him. We need sleep, and I need his warmth. I curl up by his withers and rest my head.
I wake to moisture at the back of my neck. My eyes blink open, expecting to see rain drops falling through the branches above, but the dark night is thick and warm. There is no rain. I feel Anta’s coat and my hand comes away wet. He is sweating and his skin is hot to touch. I examine him, but it’s no use in the dark. I can’t see a thing. I move my head back to the forest floor, and doze until dawn. 
It’s then that I wake to find Anta standing with his head low. He breathes heavily, and holds himself in a way that suggests something is wrong. He is tense, afraid. I place a hand on his coat. He is still hot, and still sweating. 
“What’s wrong, boy,” I murmur. I examine all along his white coat, which shimmers in the early morning sun. It’s then that I see the tiny thread of black coming from the arrow wound on his shoulder. It’s a thin vein of darkness. 
My stomach falls out from under me and I stagger back. Poisoned arrows. The bastard shot Anta with poisoned arrows. No. It can’t be. I put my head in my hand as Anta’s muzzle musses my hair. Tears well in my eyes. This can’t be happening. 
Not Anta.
I shake the thought away and clear my head, thinking of everything I know about poisons. If I can get Anta to the Waerg Woods, we might make it to the Borgan camp. Thinking back to the survival techniques Father taught me, I make the best of what I know, and gather the various herbs that could help. 
“Eat this, lad,” I say, holding back tears as I lift my hand to his muzzle. He eats down a combination of herbs to reduce swelling and to cool his fever. Then I daub the cut with a mixture to help calm the angry wound. There’s no way I can ride him now. We will have to walk to the Waerg Woods on foot. As we set off, I feel my insides tightening into a knot. Finding the Waerg Woods is one difficult task. On top of that, we have to find the Borgans. I need Anta to survive until then.
Each step is a tug on my heart. Anta breathes hard and we stop often, using more of the mixture to soothe the wounds. The tendril of black grows an inch every half day. I clean the wound of pus every hour. His eyes open and close. I have grown accustomed to talking to him aloud, giving him a commentary on everything I see: a strange tree, the clouds in the sky, a rabbit hopping by, birds in flight, the stretch of the fields.
We make our way slowly, with my heart quickening at every sound, expecting the king’s guards to echo near. I keep telling us both that as long as we are alive and as long as we are walking forwards, that we have hope. 
“Because that’s what Cas would say. He would say that all is not lost, that he has faith in me, that he knows I can turn this around and that we can still survive. He would say that this will only make us stronger; that this experience will shape us, and that one day in the future we will look back on this moment with a smile. Because without this moment we would be different. He always saw the good. He told me that we’re all equal, he showed me that. We all look up at the same moon.” I can’t help but smile as I think of him telling me that in the Ibena camp. “Of all the people in my village who kept their distance because I was poor and strange, it was a prince from Cyne who taught me that we’re all equal. I never knew, Anta. That pampered, spoilt prince. He truly is the best of us, and I let him down.”
I stroke Anta’s nose as we walk, and he blows air into my palm. My eyes drift to the poisoned wound and my throat clogs with unshed tears. It is black, and the poison has spread another inch towards Anta’s heart. My old stag blows harder into my palm and nudges me back, as if to tell me to stop being such a sentimental thing. I turn back to the green folds of the farmland. We’re walking over the crest of a hill as the sun turns the muddy path into gold. I take another step and my heart soars. 
Never has the sight of dark, gnarled branches and acres of intimidating trees seemed so welcoming. I would recognise that place in an instant. It is the place I shed my girl skin and acquired my woman armour. It is the place I fell in love and broke my heart. It is the Waerg Woods. 
Even Anta manages a quicker pace. My muddied boots trot along, and the white slip of my night gown trails after me. We have a chance. At last, we really have a chance.
“Cas is right,” I say. “There always is hope.”
I walk ahead of Anta, letting the cold wind of the forest lick at the nape of my neck. The woods call my name. They whisper Mae through the leaves. I close my eyes and cross the border, completely taken by the draw of its pulse. I have to shake myself free, pull myself out of a trance. It’s only then that I turn back to Anta and find him collapsed on the ground. 
“No!” I rush back to him and feel his neck and shoulder, trailing my fingers over the black veins of poison. I can see the pulse of his heart through his coat, fast and panicked. His eyes slowly shut. 
No. 
This can’t be. 
I tip my head back and I shout one word. The echo of it ripples through the trees.
Sasha. 
 


Chapter Eight – The Return of the Flame Haired Girl
 
Mae
 
Her spirit is by my side in an instant. I’d forgotten how jarring it is to see the soul of my Borgan protector. I’d forgotten how real she would seem. “Mae, what’s happened?”
“There’s no time to explain. The king shot Anta with a poisoned arrow and he is dying. Sasha, can you help? Can you get your people to us?”
She nods. “I’ll inform Allerton and be back soon.” She glances behind me. “Where are you? In the entrance of the woods?”
“Yes, east of Sverne,” I reply. “Hurry.”
“Stay strong,” she says. Her red hair is gone in a flash. 
I sit down next to Anta and try to feed him my concoction. When he refuses, I stroke his ears and beg him not to give up. “Sasha is coming back. We have hope.” I spread more herbs on his wound, afraid my efforts are a waste of time, but unable to do anything more. 
When Sasha returns, I jump to my feet. “Well?”
“They are coming,” she replies. “They are riding hard and will be here in half a day.”
“Half a day?” I repeat. “Will he last?”
Sasha turns to Anta and her entire body tenses. “Try water. There is a stream further down near that copse of trees. Mae, why are you wearing a nightgown?” She puts a hand to her mouth. “By the Gods… Your hand!”
“It’s a long story. Water first.” I hurry away from them towards the copse of trees Sasha pointed to. Finding a suitable piece of bark to fashion into a container—and then transporting it with one hand—proves tricky to say the least. When I return, Anta’s breathing grows heavier. 
“Don’t panic, Mae,” Sasha says in a soothing voice. “He has as much fighting spirit in him as you do.”
“Are they bringing your body with them?” I ask. 
She nods. “I can sense it getting closer. They are making good time.”
The clench of my heart softens a fraction as Anta drinks some of the water.
“Are you going to tell me now?” she says. 
“Tell you what? Oh, about my hand and the clothes?” I glance down at myself. I am a sorry sight, I had forgotten about that.
Without taking my eyes from Anta I begin to tell her about killing the Nix and the events that followed. After Sasha helped me through the Red Palace, her soul left believing the Nix was dead. But it was all a trick. The Nix had waited for me in the palace gardens. We battled and lost my hand in the process. When the curse on the castle was lifted, I found that time had reverted back to the ceremonial dropping of craft-born blood into the castle grounds. I was taken to the healer with a damaged hand in need of amputation. 
She listens without judgement—or shock—as I go on to tell her about Beardsley, and about escaping from Cyne. If she stares at my stump, I don’t notice. 
When I finish, she says, “So Casimir knows your secret and he has not married Ellen?”
“He could have married Ellen. You don’t know that.”
“Oh, he hasn’t married her,” she says. “There is no way the king would allow that after finding out she is an imposter.”
My stomach sinks. “Do you think he will hurt her?”
“Maybe,” she says with a shrug. 
“I hope not. I may have disliked Ellen for a long time but I don’t believe her to be a bad person, and I don’t think she should be harmed.”
“You’re a better person than me, Mae Waylander.”
“I’m not,” I mumble. 
Sasha hovers a hand over mine. We cannot touch when her soul has been torn from her body. As my sworn Borgan protector, I am able to summon her spirit at will, which is something I discovered by accident when cursed in the Red Palace. I press my forehead into Anta’s neck and wait.
And wait. 
Anta shivers with the cold, but his skin is red hot. There is a patchwork of black lines running over his flesh, visible through the white of his coat. I clean the wound again, impotent with the fear of losing him. 
“They’re close,” Sasha says. She begins to fade away. “We’re coming Mae.”
Her red hair and blue eyes leave my sight, replaced by the rumbling of hooves. I stand up, my back erect and my fist clenched, nervous and excited. A cold doubt eats at my mind—what if they are too late?
The first horse to approach is a chestnut gelding with a white blaze ridden by Allerton. The horse holds its head up, as high and haughty as Allerton himself. The leader of the Borgans drops to his feet and walks towards me, his heavy frame moving awkwardly. Before Sasha became my protector, Allerton was sworn to me, but I found it almost impossible to trust him after his men killed my father back in Halts-Walden.
“Show me the wound,” he says. 
I take him to Anta. He bends low and frowns, his forehead wrinkling where his eyebrows should be. “The poison is spreading quickly. I have some tonic and a rub for the wound, but we must get him back to the camp, and he must be treated by our healers immediately. Mercer, Henrick, Jon… lift him onto the cart.”
The three strong men are lifting Anta onto their cart when a bundle of a girl flings her arms around me. 
“Oh, Mae,” Sasha says, now in her body. “I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t say that unless… there’s still hope.”
She smiles at me, and it’s a smile with a twitch of something else. “You are greatly changed, Mae. You’ve become something… more.”
I’m about to ask her what she means when we’re bundled into the cart with Anta. Allerton orders the party on, and we head into the dark forest. 
 
*
Casimir
 
A beautiful girl in a white dress rides a white stag out of the city. She turns and beckons to me. I want to follow her, but the king shoots an arrow into my heart and I see the red blood spurt from my chest.
I wake with a start. Treowe, who had been keeping watch by our fire, eyes me with a neutral expression. I commend him for keeping the pity from his face. I expect him to comment on my nightmare but he does not. 
“I never thought I would end up in the Waerg Woods with a prince,” he says instead.
“It seems to be a common occurrence for people these days,” I retort. “I’m more often in the woods than I am out of them.”
“Then you must know a lot about them.”
I shrug, lifting my face to the dark branches above. It’s night time, Ellen snores softly on her bed roll, and I realise that I had forgotten how silent the woods can be. I expect to hear the sound of the Nix clicking around us, but there is nothing. 
“We were attacked by a number of strange creatures—birds, vines, nymphs. Every time, we almost died.”
“Yet you survived.”
“Thanks to Mae.” I shake my head. “There were so many times we were on the brink of death, and yet somehow she got us out of it. Now I know she must have been using her powers without me even noticing.”
“And you resent her for it, do yer?” he asks. 
“I did. Now I don’t know how I feel about it. She did what she had to do. She did what she thought was right. She hid who she was for her own personal reasons.” Like Ellen hid who she was. Are the two connected? Is the love for your own gender the same as hiding supernatural powers? I imagine it takes courage to admit to being anything that is different to others. I’ve seen the shunned Cyne residents who live outside society. People who dare to live their lives in a different way. I don’t blame her anymore. My anger towards Mae is nothing now. Nothing compared to how I feel about my father.
“We should keep moving,” I say, aware of the irony, aware of the last time I heard that phrase, and the last person who uttered it. 
“Not ‘til dawn,” Treowe says. “It ain’t safe out there.”
I know he’s right, but I am impatient for action. “I’ll take this watch, then. Get some rest.”
He nods once and moves over to his bedroll. I crawl closer to the fire and feel the heat on my skin. The light is welcome in this darkness. With the others asleep, I contemplate the day to come. I have a rough idea of the Borgan camp location, but then so does my father. They may have moved it, because it would be smart to do so. We will have to head towards the camp, and search for clues as to where they have moved, and how. I need to work harder than ever before if I am to find Mae. 
The girl in the white dress on her white stag.
Dawn comes not a moment too soon, and as the others wake I am packing up my bedroll. We eat the last of our dates and berries from the woods. Ellen applies Treowe’s remedy to her injured back, as we both turn around, and busy ourselves with the horses. We press on into the Waerg Woods, and my body tenses in anticipation of what waits through the trees.
“Look for anything suspicious,” I tell the others. “Anything that might give us a clue as to which way Mae went. Don’t trust anything that moves.” I urge Gwen forwards, taking the lead.
The forest is dense, and once again I am reminded of how easy it is to get lost. I must concentrate on the small details. I must think back to when I found the Borgan camp with Mae. It’s not just my life at stake, but those following behind me; two people brave enough to come with me after the death of their queen. I take a deep breath and wonder what Cyne is like at this very moment, whether they even know, whether the king has become a sympathetic icon, or a suspicious target. The blame could be on me. I could be considered the murderer. I hadn’t thought of that. 
We move as fast as our steeds can manage along the narrow path, trotting over the smooth areas and walking when the path becomes steep, or slick with mud. We stop very little, only to gather water or hunt game. Treowe is a good hunter, and quick with a bow. His calm presence is welcome, and he seems to make Ellen feel safer. Soon we have three rabbits tied onto Treowe’s saddle. This is a good start, but I know how the Waerg Woods can change. 
And sure enough, it does. Not before long, the trees change colour. The bark becomes thick and gnarled. The trunks are wider and darker, and the branches lean in so that we are plunged into the dark. I know this forest now, and I know the signs. I unsheathe my sword, and Treowe nocks an arrow. Ellen has her own small dagger to protect herself with. 
The leaves rustle above us. I turn my head sharply, expecting to see the rise of a hundred birds, like the time I rode with Mae. I cringe at the thought of their acid rain falling on us once more. But there is nothing above, only the sway of the trees. 
As we continue on, the sound of hooves is drowned out by the wind. It picks up speed quickly, howling through the darkness. Gwen dances beneath me, spooked by the change in weather. 
“It’s a squall,” I shout above the wind. “We’ll have to try and ride through it.”
Most winds as strong as this are brought by a storm and come off the sea. This is different. The trees should provide shade, but in the Waerg Woods you have to be prepared for anything. This wind is clearly magical. 
The squall develops into a gale, whipping up the forest floor, and slamming it into our faces. We have no choice but to press on; our arms protecting our faces; weapons back in their sheaths. Gwen lowers her head and folds back her ears. She is loyal enough to go on for me, but the other horses are trying to turn back. The path is too narrow and it forces them on. Ellen’s steed attempts to reverse but she kicks him on until he relents.
Now the trees are bending over us. The branches whip us. We try to work with the wind, finding ways to avoid the debris it throws at us. But just as we manage it, the wind changes direction and our eyes are hit by twigs. I can barely keep them open anymore.
And then, the wind moulds into a new form. I feel its fingers as it seems to take the shape of hands come to squeeze the life from us. It works at the cloak around my neck, unfastening it. I grasp hold of it with my left hand, fighting against it. I turn back to see Treowe struggling with an invisible force trying to remove his bow from his pack. Ellen’s screams are lost in the wind as she hold onto her dress. 
The fingers change tactic. They stop trying to unfasten my cloak and begin to tighten it around my neck. It twists and twists, until I feel my face burning, and my wind pipe tightening. My nails claw at a nothingness. The gale is relentless against my skin, cold and determined. Gwen struggles on. Her head is low, almost to the ground. How long can I survive without air? A panic grips me. I haven’t felt panic like this since the fog tried to freeze us, and then I had Mae at my side. 
Mae. 
A reason to keep going. A reason to live. Like Aegunlund itself, and stopping my father. 
I dig my heels into Gwen’s side. She jumps into action, bucking once and hurrying forward, as fast as the closing trees can allow. The fingers loosen from around my throat. 
When I’m able, I turn back to the others. “Don’t let it win,” I croak. “Push your horses faster.” 
But as I am saying the words, Ellen is blown off her horse. Her scream is a torturous noise to behold, filled with anguish. I try to turn Gwen around but there isn’t enough space. Ellen grasps hold of a tree trunk, desperately trying not to get pulled away by the wind. Treowe and I are off our steeds at once and blown forwards by the force of the gale. I have to grip hold of the nearest tree to keep on my feet. Treowe lowers himself onto the ground and begins to crawl. I do the same, realising that I can travel much faster this way. 
Ellen’s screams ring out through the gale, the only sound loud enough to pierce the howl. Her hair streams out behind her. Her legs are stretched and taught. That’s when I realise that the wind is yanking her away. 
Treowe looks to me as though to ask if I’m ready. I nod. We each take one of Ellen’s hands and pull her as hard as we can. The wind pulls back, wrenching all three of us forward. Treowe jams his foot against one of the bulky, dark trees. I ram my heel into the soft forest floor. Ellen’s eyes are wide with panic. I grasp hold of her elbow and heave her towards me but the wind maintains a steady hold. 
Sweat breaks out on my forehead. I cannot let Ellen die this way. I tip my head back and yell. “You cannot have her, do you hear? I won’t let you take her!”
I work with Treowe to heave her back. The invisible fingers lose some of their purchase, and we manage to pull Ellen forwards. It’s not far, but it’s a start. I push back with my heels in the dirt, moving against the wind, bit by bit. 
“You won’t have her!”
Ellen has moved close enough to grab hold of my waist, and I lean forward and pull her leg away from the wind. In that moment, there is calm. The howling quietens. We fall back onto the mud in a tangle of limbs. 
There has never been a silence such as this. None of us breathe for a few seconds. And then the silence is broken by our ragged breaths. Ellen picks herself up on shaking legs and dusts down her skirt. Her fingers tremble. The miller’s daughter has been through more in the last few weeks than I presume she has in her entire life. I cannot help but wonder if she will survive this journey at all. 
“Are yer all right?” Treowe asks her.
She nods, her chin wobbling. Before she turns back to her horse she manages to say, “Thank you.”
We all get back to our horses without uttering a word. None of us want to admit how the wind has shaken us. None of us want to admit how close we all were to giving up. That is what the Waerg Woods does. It rattles your core, your beliefs. It makes you question everything you thought you knew about yourself, because what did you truly know before you had to fight for your life? Nothing.
 


Chapter Nine – The Prince and the Bog
 
Casimir
 
I sleep very little during our second night in the Waerg Woods. Every time I think of Mother, I expect the sound of the Nix to come from deep inside the forest. Why hasn’t it shown up to hunt me? I am at my lowest, beaten down by grief, and yet it does not approach me. Perhaps I was never as worthy a victim as Mae.
The moon brings me no comfort. Its pale, cratered face seems to smirk at me. I put my head in my hands. I have not cried over her death. Should a man cry? Not according to the king, but he was never a man I truly respected. My guard—Finan—cried once, when his sister was dying of the coughing curse. I saw him, on bended knee, hand clamped over his sister’s tiny one. I had been embarrassed to witness it. But I never thought him less of a man. I thought more of him, if anything. 
When Mae’s father was killed, she didn’t cry either. I watched her brood, watched her curl up into a ball every night, and grip her necklace in a tight little fist. She raged. Her eyes were filled with anger. I watched the thought of revenge consume her, and I didn’t do anything about it. 
Before I know it, sunlight filters in through the branches. Dawn is approaching. I place a couple of rabbit breasts on the fire, and pour three cups of water from my pouch. Treowe stirs first, sniffs the air, and gives me a nod of appreciation. 
“Not my first time sleeping in the woods,” I remind him, turning the breasts on our makeshift spit roast. 
“Soon Aegunlund will have a king who knows how to survive the Waerg Woods, and who understands what it is to be hungry. That’ll be a first.”
I used to cringe at the thought of leading a country. Now, the idea of that fate sits more comfortably on my shoulders than it ever has before. If I am king, it means my father is dead. 
After a breakfast of rabbit meat, berries, and water, we find a stream in which to wash. Treowe and I stay close to Ellen, but far enough away that her modesty remains intact. She rubs more of the salve into the cuts on her back, and I happen to walk past camp at the wrong moment. There I notice a number of scars on her side, below her rib cage. Burn marks. Ellen sees me and pulls up her dress, covering herself.
“I’m sorry,” I say, turning away. “I thought you had dressed already.”
She pulls on her cloak. “Did you see them?” she demands. 
I nod. 
“My father didn’t like disobedience, and he didn’t like who I wanted as a mate.”
I turn back to her in shock. “Your father did that?”
Her eyes harden and become glassy, like the marble stones doll makers use for eyes. “Yes. With a poker from the fire.”
“I had no idea. Why didn’t you tell me when we were engaged?” I ask. It pops into my mind that we would at last have had something in common—brutish fathers. Instead she always played this character, this silly girl character who giggled and flirted. It had been charming at first and then grew tedious. 
“Would it have made a difference? Cas, hasn’t it always been Mae?” she says. 
“No… I don’t know,” I reply. “I don’t know when I began to think of Mae as anything more. Besides, she hid things from me, too. I don’t know her now, not really.”
Ellen scoffs as she ties her cloak. “You know her just fine. I spent a childhood with that little rat and she’s no different than she ever was.” She pauses. “Except for the grief. That did change her. Listen, she might be the craft-born, but she’s also a scrappy girl from Halts-Walden. Trust me, you know her. Does the fact that I prefer the company of girls make me any different?”
I think about that for a moment. “No. The fact that you pretended to like me does, and the fact that you kept this from me.”
“Well I’m not exactly proud of it,” she snaps. 
“I would have found out eventually. Why didn’t you confide in me?” 
“Maybe I didn’t want to,” she replies, getting onto her feet. “Maybe you’re not the easiest person to talk to. I mean, for Goddess’s sake, Cas, you spent most of the time romanticising our relationship. From the moment you found me with the Borgans you were insistent that we were madly in love. We were never madly in love. We weren’t even in like.” Her hands flail as she becomes more and more aggravated with me. 
“I was trying to make the best of our situation. I thought we had to marry. I wanted to love you. I tried—”
“That’s your problem, you try too hard to be everything that everyone wants you to be, and you end up failing everyone,” she says. Her hands fall down by her sides. 
I straighten up, leaning away from her. “Is that true?”
She falters. “I… I don’t know. I was just rambling. I didn’t mean it.” 
In somewhat of a daze, I kick dirt over the embers of the fire. 
Treowe clears his throat from the other side of his horse. “Are yer sure you two ain’t married? You sure sound like it.”
“We’d be a terrible couple,” Ellen says. “I can’t believe I ever wanted to be queen so much.”
I almost laugh, and as my body begins to react to Ellen’s joke, a terrible sadness grips me like a cold fist. The sight of Mother’s dying body comes back to me. Will I ever be able to laugh again?
For the first few hours we follow the path leading to where I remember the Borgan camp to be. Little happens in the forest, but still my muscles are tense in anticipation of what might come. I keep my sword at my side at all times, ready to be unsheathed if needed. I’m on alert, waiting for fog monsters and the Nix. We’re in a part of the forest where the leaves are golden, and the ground is coated with reds and browns. We’ve stepped into autumn. I have to be careful with Gwen, her hooves slip more than once on the muddied ground. Much of this part of the forest is on a slope. I lean back and give her the reins so she can find her feet. 
“Look,” Treowe calls out, redirecting my attention from the slippery slope. “Up ahead. From here yer can see drag marks through the path over there. It seems as though some sort of cart has gone down that path.”
“It could be the Borgans,” I reply. Or the Ibenas. I try not to think about that—the strange tribe who kidnapped us. “We should follow those marks and see.”
In my haste, I push Gwen on a little too hard, and her hooves slide from under her. Her back legs lose control, and I feel her quarters hit the mud. 
“Easy girl,” I murmur. 
At the bottom of the hill, she stops, shaking her body to rid herself of the dirt. She takes a few steps forward and limps. I rein her in and jump down from the saddle.
“You go on ahead,” I say to Treowe. “I’m going to check Gwen. She’s lame after that slip.”
“I hope it ain’t anything serious,” Treowe says. “I can stop and help if yer like.”
“That’s not necessary,” I reply. “Keep it steady and I should be able to catch up.”
I run a hand down Gwen’s foreleg and she obediently lifts her foot. Her hooves are filled with dirt and pebbles from the muddy forest floor. I rest her leg on my knee and take a pick from my bag. Ellen rides past as I am on her second hoof. Each one is packed full of dirt and stones, but it is on her hind leg that I notice a larger stone digging into the soft flesh of her hoof. 
“All better,” I say, giving her a friendly slap on the quarters. She nudges me with her muzzle, checking my pockets for treats. 
Up ahead comes a panicked call. I leap back onto Gwen’s back, and urge her on. With her hooves clear of debris she is sound, and accelerates easily into a canter. 
“Stop!” Ellen urges. “Don’t come any closer. There’s a bog.”
I pull Gwen to a halt, slide down from her back, and loop her reins over a low branch. Then I tentatively step towards Ellen. She stands at the side, dismounted from her horse. Her brow is furrowed, and I can see why. Treowe is still on his steed, stuck in the middle of a small bog. A cold fear seeps through my veins when I see the mud level up to the horse’s chest. There are bogs in the moorland between Cyne and the Benothalands. They are not to be treated lightly. They are deadly. It’s almost impossible to recover. 
Treowe pulls his pack from the saddle and tosses it to me. “There’s rope in there. And supplies for the rest of the journey.”
“We’re going to get you out,” I say. “Try not to move and keep your horse calm.” 
I see the whites of its eyes, and the inside of its nostrils. Its tail twitches from side to side and it chomps on the bit. I only hope it is keeping its legs still or it will sink even faster.
There’s only one thing I can think to do. I drop onto my chest and inch forward, testing the ground beneath me. My fingers reach ahead, feeling for soft ground. If I can tell where the border of the bog is, I can work out how far we need to pull Treowe out. 
“We’re not going to be able to pull the horse out,” Ellen says. “We’re not strong enough.” 
She’s right, and I hate it. No animal deserves to die this way. But perhaps if we can get Treowe out first, the three of us will be able to help the horse. I find the border of the bog and tell Ellen so that she isn’t caught herself. Then I tie the rope to the nearest tree, and toss the rest to Treowe. 
“Climb out first,” I say. 
“I’m not leaving her,” he says. 
“I know how you feel. I wouldn’t leave Gwen either. But you need to get out first. The two of us are not strong enough. Tie the rope around your horse, around her belly if you can. Be careful not to get sucked in yourself. Then climb out so that the three of us can pull her out.”
Treowe regards me with thoughtful eyes, as though he is assessing whether I’m telling the truth or not. Then he decides to trust me, carefully threading the rope through the bog and under the horse. By the time the rope is tied, she has sunk a little more. My muscles clench as Treowe uses the rope to climb out of the bog. As soon as he is clear of the foul mud, I untie the rope from the tree. Treowe is upon me in a moment. 
“You promised,” he growls. 
“Wait,” I say. I take the rope and wrap it around the tree and then around my middle. “We use the tree as an anchor, and the three of us pull from this end.”
Treowe’s expression softens as he understands my intention. He takes the rope and wraps it around Ellen, before taking the end and tying it around himself. 
I glance over to the horse. She is sinking fast. The bog is up to her withers. We have to act fast.
“On three,” I call. “1… 2… 3…”
We heave. The horse neighs in panic. I hope with all my heart that she doesn’t fight against us. Move with the rope, I plead. Move with the rope. 
The muddy ground moves beneath my feet, and I realise that the horse is dragging us towards the bog, not the other way around. 
“Harder,” I call. 
The rope is taught behind me. Ellen and Treowe have thrown their weight against the rope, giving all the three of us could possible hope to give. 
Move with the rope.
“Come on, lass,” Treowe calls to his mare. 
At first she pulls away from us, and I see her hind legs slipping down into the bog, but then she struggles forward, finally moving her body towards us. I take a step back, triumphant in the small victory. With some effort the horse manages to free her knee, and I move my hands further up the rope, keeping the pressure on. One more step and she is emerging as though from a lake, caked in mud and with some blood from where the rope has rubbed her. The three of us lean back, but she has her feet now, and she can leap over the rest of the bog, scrabbling with her hooves as she reaches firm ground. We’ve done it. 
Treowe is first to pat her on the neck and ease the rope from her quivering skin. He takes the reins and rubs the spot between her eyes. 
“We should find a stream to wash her down, and see what we can salvage from the saddle bags,” I say. 
Treowe, seemingly stunned by the events, merely nods. 
 


Chapter Ten – The Power Beneath Our Feet
 
Mae
 
The new Borgan camp is in a part of the Waerg Woods I’ve never been to before. It’s more enclosed, too, with tall walls built with daub. 
“How did you do all this so quickly?” I ask Sasha. 
“Oh, we have several camps in the woods. That’s how we manage to stay hidden. But we can knock up a wall like this in days. We built this entire camp in a week.”
“Where do you sleep when you’re building?”
“Tents mainly. We have many animal skins from hunting. They make good waterproof covers.”
I flinch at the thought of hunters trying to take Anta away from me. The cart sways beneath me as my thoughts drift back to Anta’s wounds. The poison has spread through his blood stream. If we cannot save him…
The rest of the camp is seen through a blur of tears as we take Anta down from the cart. He’s placed under a shelter, with a bed of straw and hay. Someone brings him a bucket of water, and when he doesn’t drink, my heart twists. I stroke the soft place between his eyes, gently rubbing with my knuckles in the way I know he likes.
All of a sudden, I’m surrounded by women in long capes, with small wooden bowls in their hands. They bow to me and mumble comforting words, calling me craft-born, not Mae. It’s a change from White Hart, but I want to be Mae, because Mae feels human and fragile. I don’t want to be strong anymore. I watch the women as they create potions for my sick stag. I watch, and my bottom lip trembles. Someone places a shawl over my shoulders and fusses over the scratches on my arms. 
“No, not me, him,” I insist, pointing to Anta. But they ignore me, and they keep me warm with their furs. 
Finally one of them gently prises me away from Anta, insisting that they will work better without me. I’m sure they’re right, so I come away, and I sit with Sasha by a fire, all the time my gaze fixed on my stag.  
 
*
 


Casimir
 
When we reach the Borgan camp we find it deserted. Without taking any time for rest, I begin a search of the perimeter for clues. Our only chance is to track the wheels of the cart they used to transport themselves to a new camp. I see the efforts they’ve gone to in an attempt to cover their tracks. An untrained guard might struggle to notice how some leaves are fresher than others, how some have been turned or shaken out, or the occasional broken branch. The trees are sparser here than further into the woods—which has helped them somewhat—but even still, they’ve done well to leave so cleanly. 
It’s a strange feeling to have two people following your every word. Despite being prince, that doesn’t happen to me very often. My father, mother, and even brother have more sway in the palace than I do. Yet here, both Ellen and Treowe listen intently as I explain my reasons for heading in a particular direction. They nod in agreement. They remain quiet as I talk. Some part of me wants Mae here so I can show her how I have changed. I’m not the spoilt boy I once was. 
Since we rescued Treowe’s horse, he has regarded me with quiet awe. There was a rushed thank you with his cheeks flushed. I could tell it meant a lot, and was hard for him to say. We never mentioned it again. 
“The tracks have stopped,” I say. We are deep into the forest. Somehow, the Borgans have disappeared into the ether. 
“How is this possible?” Treowe asks. 
I let out a sigh. “I think I underestimated them. I think they double backed and headed in another direction. They could be sending us on a lap of the forest for all I know.” I frown. “This could be a problem.” 
“You’ll find a way,” Ellen says. “You’ll not stay away from her. I don’t think that’s how this ends.” She fixes me with a steady, sincere gaze. 
“We’ll retrace our steps, and I will search for where they might really have headed.”
 
*
Mae
 
Anta’s roars keep the camp awake at night. He screams in pain and my body screams with him. I curl up on the ground, shivering next to him while Sasha tries to force me to eat. How can I? What I do eat I vomit back up as my insides clench. How am I supposed to bear it? Avery warned me that I would lose a lot, but Anta should never be part of that bargain. He is the being that has protected me my entire life. He is the shining light in the dark. 
No, I cannot and will not lose my father, my best friend, and my guardian in a matter of months. This cannot happen. Not today. 
I stand and walk around him. I feel the craft at my fingertips. What can I do? How can I help him? Anta’s dark eyes look up at me, pleading, the sorrows of the world spilling moisture onto his pure white coat. He’s not just mine, he’s everyone’s. He belongs to us all as a symbol of hope. The branches rustle around us, and the craft stirs in my belly. With my emotions riding high, I could quite easily create the biggest tornado this world has ever seen. 
I bend my knees and crouch by my stag. The healers shuffle away, giving me space to work. Closing my eyes, I place a palm on Anta’s flank, and think about the unhealed flesh beneath him. When I am sick, or injured, I imagine the soil beneath my feet. There is something in my gift that helps me heal faster than others. Perhaps I can transfer that ability to another. I was too late to help my father, but maybe I can help Anta. 
It has to work. 
I pause to remove my shoes. I need to feel it. Everything. The dirt under my soles, the rise and fall of Anta’s belly, the smell of his grassy breath, the whisper of the trees around me, and the taste of the forest. I need to be aware of it all. I need to be part of it, to feel the ingredients of the world come together. I must be the bridge between Anta and the world. I must allow his healing to flow through me like a river. Beneath me tree roots lie, and beneath that, the bones of our ancestors. With my eyes shut, I think of them, believe in them, and believe in Anta. 
I call on my powers, and a flash of strength flows through me, helping to knit the injured flesh; to reduce the fever; to make him well again.
He breathes laboured breaths of steam. Sweet breaths. There’s another roar, and I know he is fighting too. That’s it, Anta. Work hard. Stay with me.
I’m aware of a sense of fading. As the power flows through me I experience the sensation of the world slipping away. All I know is myself and the stag I am trying to heal. My protector. Our symbol of hope. 
Someone calls my name. 
 
*
 
Casimir
For days we have heard the sound of a roar in the forest. Both Treowe and Ellen shudder at the sound, but I have a feeling that I have heard that noise before. I had a dream about the first time I went into the Waerg Woods with Mae. She was searching for Anta, and I didn’t believe her about the white stag. There was this horrendous noise, like a horn being played in the dead of the night, and Mae set off at a run. I had to try hard to keep up with her. And then I got sight of him illuminated in the moonlight, with these huge antlers tangled up to the sky. 
I was afraid. I thought that I had to fight this creature. I never imagined that something so imposing could be so peaceful, and when Mae pulled me back away from trying to slay him, I felt deeply ashamed by my reaction, and wondered where it had all gone wrong. When did I start viewing the world as a threat? The truth is: that stag reminded me of my father and everything he represents. The desire to hunt, the desire to be the greatest—the deadliest—and here was this beast far greater than me. I felt as though I had to defeat it. I had to claim victory and become the man Father always told me I could not. That white stag was my father in that moment.
And then I woke, and I knew we had to follow the sound of that roar. I knew we were close, that we would find Mae at last. 
From then on the tricks of the forest didn’t frighten us. When the branches tried to curl around our horses legs we fought them back with cold indifference. When bats attacked our camp at night, we fled, barely concerned with the scrapes and scratches on our faces. When a landslide forced us down a steep slope, we picked ourselves up and kept going. We became a formidable force to be reckoned with. We became survivors. And now, as I see the daub clad walls of the Borgan compound for the first time, I know I am ready for her. I am ready to face her. The lie doesn’t matter anymore. Grief has reshaped me from a boy into a man. 
The guards take one look at me and open the gates. Perhaps Sasha or Allerton has told them to watch and wait for me. How do they know I am coming? I don’t dwell on it, I ride Gwen through. She is slightly lame from yet another slip so I stop her part way through the camp and dismount. 
There is a ripple in the air. A hum of power. I step forward slowly, my body trembling from exhaustion and nervous energy. The camp is primitive, made up of small tents and fires. The Borgans are as I remember them, stern-faced people in cloaks with young children at their heels. As I make my way through the camp, I hear that roar one more time. My head whips around, and there she is. My heart skips a beat. The girl who lied to me, but who saved my life over and over, who became my friend, someone I could finally confide in, but who chose not to confide in me when it mattered most. As my eyes find her, it all slips away. It’s just Mae, the slim urchin girl I once knew, dressed only in a sodden and dirty white dress, leaning over her injured white stag.  
I whisper her name. 
And then it becomes a shout. 
Mae.
Mae.
“Mae!”
 
*
 
Mae
 
There’s a call. My name is shouted from a voice I recognise, and for a moment it stops the world from slipping away from me. The hollowed out feeling in my body tells me that I’ve overreached my powers. But I can still sense the dark poison in Anta’s body, and I know I have to keep going. 
 The soil is no longer at my call. It resists me, and I feel it pulling away from me. As Anta’s breathing slows, a sense of panic takes over. I try to open my eyes but I can’t. It’s as though the world is disappearing from beneath my feet, and I am powerless as I freefall into an abyss. 
And then darkness. 
Light. And the whisper of a breeze. Mae. A voice I know. Deep and soothing, how I imagine the sea to sound. Mae.
I don’t fully open my eyes, I leave them slightly parted so that a little daylight filters in, but my head throbs with pain. I see a slight blur of a person in front of me. 
Mae. We’ve been such fools. I hated you for that lie, just for an instant. It hurt me deep inside, or at least I thought it did. Now I know what true pain feels like. What true suffering is, and I know what matters. We are what matters. Our love. It will repair the world. Mae. Wake up, Mae. Anta is alive and well. You healed him with the craft. But you used too much and burned yourself out. 
“Casimir? But that’s not possible,” I mumble, half to myself. “I must be dreaming.”
This isn’t a dream, Mae.
My eyelids flutter open. 
“You’re not dreaming,” he says. And now I see his lips moving. I see his bright silver eyes and sandy hair. He’s here. 
“But. How? Why?” I pay more attention to his features. He’s the same Cas, with an open, honest face. But there’s a change. His smile is different. He doesn’t stretch his mouth wide like he used to, it’s more of a half-smile, restrained and cautious. And his eyes are shadowed and darker. I have seen the prince at his worst in the Waerg Woods, after little food, water, and sleep, and yet his eyes have never seemed so dark. “Something has happened. What has the king done?”
Cas swallows and his jaw tenses. The smile is gone in an instant, replaced by a hard glare that makes the hair on my neck prickle. “He killed my mother. He killed the queen.”
Our eyes meet then and we both know. We both know each other’s pain. All of a sudden I’m sitting up and my arms are around him in a way they never have been with another human being. He’s gripping me. His fingers dig into the soft flesh on my upper arms. We don’t fold together like I’ve seen others do when they embrace, instead we press our foreheads together and stare deep into each other’s eyes. His gaze burns me with its intensity, but I cannot turn away. My fingers seize the back of his neck and we stay like that, one moment, one minute, two, I don’t know. We just stay. 
Eventually Cas leans back and he nods. 
“Your lie doesn’t matter anymore, Mae. We’re the same now, and that’s what matters.”
“I will help you.” I keep my hand on the back of his neck. The other arm—the disfigured, ugly one—drops to my side. I had forgotten about it for a moment. “I will help you through this.”
His face contorts as though he is holding onto an emotion and trying to throw it away at the same time. He nods. He cannot speak. 
I wish I didn’t know his grief, but I know it all too well. It’s the kind of grief that can eat away at you, turn you into a husk of a person.
“I’ll kill him for this,” Cas says. 
My stomach sinks. He is on the same revenge path I was after my father died. I had Cas to ground me then, which means I must be his anchor. My shoulders tense. Am I enough? 
“Let yourself grieve,” I say. “The king can wait.”
I sense the impatience in him. He pulls away from me and rocks back on his heels. It’s only then that I gaze around me and see that I am in one of the tents. It’s a tall, hide covered tent big enough for Cas—who seems taller now—to walk around in. And he paces and paces as I sit and watch. I don’t like this. My heart aches to see him suffer. But most of all, I am afraid of the man he could become if he does kill his father. 
 


Chapter Eleven – The Queen of Fire
 
Mae
 
Allerton sits on a large chair in the centre of his tent. There are fine rugs, furs, and fabrics all around him. He twiddles the amber coloured amulet around his forefinger as he regards me with narrowed eyes. The tent smells of rosewater and fragrant tea, but Allerton has not invited me here to offer me treats. He has a stern expression on his face, and I know I’m in trouble. 
“I’m no longer your protector, and so I have little place saying this, but what you did was reckless. You could have died. I know you have not yet mastered your powers, but even you must have realised that you were using too much. You’re clever enough to know when to stop.” Here, I attempt to interject, but he raises a finger to silence me. The twiddling of his amulet stops, and he holds his hands on his lap, and purses his lips. “What were you thinking, attempting to use a healing power? Most craft-borns are incapable of healing. It’s dangerous, very dangerous indeed. It involves flooding another being with your life force. It’s a draining, all-encompassing task.”
“I had to. It was Anta.”
Allerton’s crossed leg jerks out as though kicking a ball. “Bah! The stag is not worth your life—”
“I disagree.”
“You might, but you’re wrong. I thought you had accepted your destiny, Mae. You know how important you are to Aegunlund. You have no heir. You have barely begun learning how to use—and control—your magic. If you died, you would be leaving millions of us with a tyrant king, and no magic forevermore.” He leans back in his chair, finally silent. 
He’s right. A flush of shame works up my neck. I must stop acting so impulsively. One of these days I am either going to get myself killed, or someone else.
“If you had come to me, I might have been able to help,” he says. “But instead you block everyone out. You withdraw into yourself. You haven’t spoken for days. Sasha has been sick with worry. She’s far too young, and far too inexperienced to be your protector.”
“I trust her,” I say.
“And you still don’t trust me.” He sighs. “I cannot change the past and I cannot bring your father back to life. I’m sorry for how things turned out. But it does not change the fact that you must now learn as much as you can about being the craft-born, and you must confide in Sasha, because you need to explain what exactly went on in the Red Palace. I’ve heard reports of you causing quite the scene at the wedding before you escaped. You’ve lost a hand, which is terrible. I am sorry, Mae. I only wish I could have been there to prevent it.” For the first time he seems genuinely distressed. “The curse has been lifted, I know that much, but whether the Nix is gone, I don’t know.”
“I’ll go to Sasha immediately. Now that I know Anta is safe.” I took him out to pasture this morning, and he was chewing on grass as though nothing had happened. The only change in him is a patch of black hair where the poisoned arrow hit him. “There is much I need to tell her.” And Cas, too.
Allerton dismisses me with a narrow-eyed glare. Once outside, an excited Sasha almost knocks me to the ground.
“Look, I have an amulet now. I’m a proper Borgan protector.”
“That’s great.” I take the amulet and feel the smooth stone between my thumb and forefinger. We both gasp when the amber glows, emitting a bright light—like sunshine. 
“It can sense your power,” Sasha says. 
“The amulet responds to it.” I smile and drop the amber stone. Sasha pushes it beneath her tunic, out of sight.
We walk away from the tent and through the camp, feeling eyes watching our every move. A shiver runs down my spine as I meet the gaze of the people around us. I cannot get used to the way the Borgans treat me. Back in Halts-Walden people kept their distance. They were always suspicious of my ability to survive the Waerg Woods, believing me to be as cursed as the forest around us. The villagers stayed away from me and Father. Even our healer disliked touching me. But the Borgans treat me like some kind of royalty. They regard Cas as someone with little importance, and yet hail me as a queen. It’s strange, but Sasha told me it was because they see the craft as the true power in Aegunlund—not the king—which is why they live outside society.
The mood soon turns sombre. 
“There’s a lot you haven’t told me,” Sasha says. “When I left you, the Nix had gone. Now I find out you lost your hand, and that the king has tried to imprison you… What is going on?”
I’m silent as we pass the bowing heads of the Borgans. Almost all of them stop to curtsey. The children reach out with little hands to touch me. Some bring me flowers. 
We find Cas by the animal shelter tending to Gwen. I’ve seen little of Ellen and Treowe since they arrived, but Sasha tells me they are helping out in the camp. Treowe has been showing some of the craftsmen how to make swords. Ellen has been working with the women to repurpose old fabric. 
He looks up as we approach, and again I wince at the hard edge to his expression. But when he sees us, his jaw unclenches, and a small smile emerges. He lets go of Gwen’s hoof and straightens up. As he stands up straight, my mind drifts back to the first time I met him, remembering how he would always stand upright, puffing up his chest like a small man trying to be larger. Now he has a quietly proud posture. He stands taller without even trying. 
“She’s still somewhat lame,” he informs us. “But the healers here are incredible. Whatever is in their poultice, it works.”
“It’s the Waerg woods,” Sasha says. “The herbs here are better. Stronger. They carry Mae’s craft in them.”
Cas regards me with the kind of awestruck expression that makes my insides squirm. This is what I both longed for and was terrified of. How will I ever be able to distinguish between a person’s real feelings for me, and their admiration of the craft?  
I ignore my worries and do what I came here to do. “There’s a lot I need to tell you both,” I start. I lick my lips and try to relax my shoulders. For some reason, my hand shakes with the fear of talking to them both, but it is something I must do, a duty, a task that I owe them. So I suck in a deep breath and open my mouth to speak. Once I have, I do not stop talking until our stomachs rumble with hunger. Both Cas and Sasha stare at my stump with tilted heads, eyes watery and pitiful. It makes me hide it away in my pocket. 
“You did all that for the kingdom while we were sleeping?” he says, his mouth hanging slightly open. “And without a single thank you?”
“The dreams of Avery are important, I think,” Sasha says. “There’s a clear path, a destiny that you must follow. I think it must relate to the king’s plans.”
“I have his journal,” I say. Cas’s eyes light up. “And I have some plans Beardsley started. They are theories about where the Ember Stone is hidden. He believes it is under the Anadi Sands, where an old and immortal race of people lived.”
“Immortal?” Cas says. “That can’t be right. Immortality doesn’t exist.”
“Not without the Ember Stone, anyway. I guess we will have to dig beneath the sands and find out what’s there.”
“We can’t do all this alone, Mae,” Sasha reminds me. “I know you’re the craft-born, but we’re still bairns without life experience. What do we know about beating the king’s army?”
“It won’t come to that. Once I have the Ember Stone—”
“Once you have the Ember Stone, the king will come after you with everything he has. And by you, I mean us.” She waves a hand towards the rest of the camp. “And how exactly do you propose to dig up the Anadi Sands? Do you know how long the sands stretch for? And the kind of blistering heat you’ll be under? Mae, you can’t do this alone. You need everything we have. You need Allerton to start preparing his own army.”
“And don’t forget me,” Cas says. “I am the heir to the throne. Those who wish to fight against the king may join forces with me. I can be the head of a civil war.”
“Does that mean you’ll be fighting in Cyne?” I ask. A sudden flush of terror grips me. Now that I have Cas back, I don’t want to lose him again. 
“I don’t know,” he replies, his voice laden with sadness. 
“This is exactly my point,” Sasha says. “We don’t know what we’re doing. Cas, how do you propose to find these rebels when you are in hiding? Do you have any link with the Red Palace?”
“No,” he admits. 
“And you,” she points at me with the kind of cruel-to-be-kind accusatory finger of a mother, “how are you going to get to the Anadi Sands? Are you going to ride Anta—a forest animal unsuited to the climate?”
“No,” I admit. 
“Right, that’s it, craft-born and prince, you are now officially under my instruction. We tell Allerton everything, and we get as much help as we can.”
I can’t help but break out into a smile. “I like it when you’re bossy.”
 
*
 
There is much to do, and little time to do it. After a much needed sleep, and checking that Anta is still recovering well, I take the scrolls to Allerton so we can get to work. 
The bald man leans over the parchment, holding a magnifying glass; his expression sombre. 
“And you know who the Sihran are?” he asks, not moving from his cramped position. 
“I know they are an ancient tribe, and that they disappeared long ago. Beardsley thought they might still be alive, and he thinks they were buried beneath the Anadi Sands after a great storm.”
“Buried by accident or on purpose?” Allerton asks, finally turning back to me and meeting my gaze. “Quite an important distinction, I might think.”
“Well, I… I don’t know. Does it say so in the scrolls?”
Allerton sits up straight, and places the glass back down on the desk. “It’s going to take some time to translate. I will need to consult my books. Unfortunately, we don’t have much time. Our new camp could be discovered at moment. Yes, we are well hidden, as always, but you are the most wanted woman in all of Aegunlund. Not to mention the exiled prince. I received word that the king has announced the queen’s death and blamed the murder on Prince Casimir.” I draw in a disgusted breath, but can’t say that I am shocked at the king’s despicable actions. “We will have to move fast, my dear. We will translate these scrolls, discover the location of the Ember Stone, and make our way to the Anadi Sands as soon as possible.”
“How will we navigate the desert?” I ask. 
“You leave that to me,” he replies cryptically. “Now, might I suggest that you train on your craft skills? I realise you can control fire and heal now, but there is still much you can learn. Mistakes begin with complacency, dear Mae.”
I leave Allerton to the scrolls and his magnifying glass. Outside, the camp is busy. I’m surprised to see Ellen sewing with a group of Borgan women. She seems so at ease with them. They tip their heads back and laugh together, which makes a little of the old envy creep into my heart. I’ve always found it difficult to make friends with a group of girls. I’ve never had much in common with the girls at Halts-Walden. I shake the feelings away and move on. In a separate group, Treowe consults with the camp’s blacksmith. The two of them examine a sword, and nod thoughtfully. 
To practise my powers, I decide to find a quiet spot by the camp wall, next to an overgrown patch of ivy. I square my shoulders and plant my feet a little apart, trying to clear my mind of all the recent events: the wedding, Anta’s near death, Cas coming back, the queen murdered… I close my eyes and push it away. The craft requires discipline, something I’ve never had an abundance of. 
What are the limits of my power? That is something I need to learn. What can I achieve? It takes little concentration to create a small tornado, or a ball of fire, or a small fountain of water pulsing up from the soil. It feels as natural as breathing to me. But I wonder if I can make permanent changes to my environment. Back in Halts-Walden, I used to help our plants thrive by enriching the soil with my craft. What if I can exaggerate that power? I draw my attention to the ivy and lift my hands, imagining the tiny specks of dirt, and the way the goodness of the dirt flows into the plants, helping them to grow. The ivy begins to stretch, its vines elongating and leaves unfolding. A wonderful light feeling washes over me as I direct the vines up the wall of the camp, watching the ivy leaves spread.
The sound of clapping tears me away from my task, and I whip around to see Cas watching open mouthed, his hands pressed together. 
I shrug. “I might not be able to tie my boot laces, but I can do that.”
Cas’s eyes linger on my stump. “You can do anything you put your mind to.”
His voice is so kind, so genuine, that I long to put my arms around him again like I did a few days ago. I will never forget that moment; when I woke and saw his silver eyes gazing at me, as though I was the most interesting wonder in the world.
“I don’t know about that.” My voice is thick. I have to clear my throat. “I still can’t beat you at chess.” 
He lets out a little laugh, and then his expression darkens. I know the reason behind the tightness of his jaw, because I’ve felt it too. I know what it’s like to feel guilty about a moment of happiness after losing someone you love. “So did you hear?”
I shake my head. “About what?”
“I am the murderer,” he says, lifting his arms. “I am Aegunlund’s killer. I murdered my mother.”
“Cas—,” I begin.
“I knew it was coming, but still…” he trails off, staring at the ground.
I take a step towards him. “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine…”
“Yes, you can,” he says. “You’re the one person who knows what it’s like to lose someone like this. I…” He balls his hands into fists and composes himself. “There is much to be done. Allerton is assisting me in contacting allies. My Uncle Wybert—the Duke of Benoth—for one. He could be powerful. Then there is General Alden, a bit of a wet fish, but still an important figure. We need to build an opposing army.”
“Are you leaving?” I ask, suddenly cold all over, despite the warm sunshine above. 
His eyes shine. “I’m not sure yet. All I’m doing is reaching out to my allies. What comes next, I don’t know.”
I nod, holding back the burn of tears. I need him. I need him with me. He needs me, too. I can’t bear to think of him facing his revenge alone and hateful. “Before you go, will you help me? I need to build up the strength in my left hand. Will you help me learn some sword skills?”
Cas’s face brightens for a moment. His expression loses its dark edge. “Of course.”
 
*


Allerton’s sources reveal that the people in Cyne are suspicious of the king. There is unrest amongst the common folk. The people’s beloved queen is dead, and the king is not a comforting figurehead without his son by his side. The days move on as Allerton works on translating the Sihran scrolls. I pass on the king’s journal to Cas. Anything relevant to possible war tactics, he sends as coded messages to his Uncle. I spend my days helping the Borgans collect resources, and learning to control my powers. As the sun sets, I often watch Cas disappear into Allerton’s tent to discuss politics with his spies. After, Cas comes to me, and tells me of the court members who are breaking away from loyalty with the king. Cas has an opportunity to take the throne, and worse, an opportunity to kill his father, which leaves a sour taste in my mouth.
“This is my opportunity,” he says to me one night, as he paces around my tent like a caged lion. “I do not care a fig for the throne, or the power, but I long for the opportunity to take them both down. After what they did to my mother, they deserve it.” His eyes flash with anger, and I long to talk to him, to tell him that he’s poisoning himself with his quest for vengeance, but I know that it is not the right time. I must choose carefully, otherwise I could lose him forever. 
As promised, Cas teaches me close combat with my left hand. We haven’t talked about the moment we shared when he first found me in the Borgan camp. Every time our eyes meet, I wonder what we have now. Is it friendship? Is it more? It’s clear that he has nothing to do with Ellen anymore. Ellen told him her preference for girls, and Cas—I think—is relieved. I can see that his silly notions of love have gone, just as many of his childish traits have faded. Too much, too soon, in some ways. I worry for him. But I know. I know he will come back. I know that expression, that faraway stare. I know what lies behind his curt words and impatience. It is pain. 
My mornings are given to Allerton and Sasha. We examine Beardsley’s plans, and plot potential routes through the Anadi Sands. Allerton is organising a guide to meet us at Jakani, to take us where the ancient temple might be. 
“The possible location for the hidden Sihran temple is vague. It appears to be far west, deep in the Anadi Sands. But without the knowledge of someone who knows the desert, it is almost impossible to pinpoint a location,” Allerton warns us daily. “These scrolls tell of a prophesy. But they refer to the Ember Stone as the Immortal Diamond.”
“What is the prophesy?” I ask. 
Allerton frowns. “It is difficult to understand, I am afraid. But it has everything to do with the final disposal of the Ember Stone, and the pure sacrifice it will take to achieve it.”
I shudder at the term sacrifice.
“The immortals might still be alive,” Allerton continues. “And they will not hand over the Ember Stone without a fight. You will have to take it from them.”
“I know,” I reply. I will have to fight them, and I am afraid. It may be sooner than I think. 
“The Sihrans were, or are, an ancient tribe. They are Aelfen, and that means they have powers just like yours. While you control all of the elements, the Sihrans powers are different. They battle with force, or energy. If you were to battle against one Sihran, the odds would be stacked in your favour. But to battle against many, would be akin to suicide.”
Allerton’s teachings make my blood run cold. But I clear my throat and square my shoulders. “Beardsley told me all about them and how they worship Dwol. One of the Aelfens imbued the black diamond with Dwol’s power, creating the Ember Stone.”
Allerton’s eyes twinkle. “Yes, but that’s not the whole story. The Sihrans were devout, that is true, and they were far more peaceful than many of the other Aelfen tribes. They stayed out of tribal war and politics. But then, a prince from Cyne stole the diamond and gave it to the Queen of the Haedalands as a betrothal gift. The Sihrans were incensed with the prince—and with their God—for losing their most prized possession.  They became an aggressive tribe. They fought for their lost diamond. They blazed through Aegunlund, fighting anyone and everything, destroying villages. The queen—Queen of Fire they called her, because of her power—called on the Gods to help destroy them, but the Sihrans disappeared with the Ember Stone before the Gods could do anything.”
“The Gods can be called upon?” I ask.
“Yes,” Allerton straightens his robes and stares towards the entrance of the tent, his eyes glassy and unfocussed, as though recalling a memory. “They can fight alongside us if they choose to. However, they have not intervened in human affairs for centuries, and they are unlikely to ever again.”
“Why?”
Allerton shrugs. “My father told me it was because humans banished magic, that we rid the world of it.”
“Not quite,” I point out.
He smiles at me. “No, not quite. They missed one spot, and that spot has flourished over time, like the root of a weed.”
“Does that mean that the return of magic could bring the return of the Gods?”
“Possibly,” he answers. “Although, it’s unlikely. Even with you, Mae, there is very little magic in the world at all. Even with the Ember Stone—and our cheap trick amulets—there is very little. It’s the truth, I’m afraid.”
“Would you have preferred to live in the land of the Ancients with Aelfen magic?” I ask.
Allerton’s face darkens. “No, not at all. It was a brutal time. Tribes fought constantly. There were terrible battles. Although, the powers would have been interesting to see. There was more variety then. For instance, there would be Aelfens who could only control short blasts of wind. Others could change the weather. You, on the other hand, can do it all. You have the capacity to do anything. You’re the strongest craft-born for generations.”
I lean back in my chair, struggling to take it all in: the idea of the Sihrans still alive, the thought of the different tribes and different powers amongst the Aelfens thousands of years ago, the thought of Gods appearing… it is all too much. And then, in the middle of all this is me: the little villager girl who is the strongest craft-born for generations. I have one response. 
“Why?”
Allerton’s reply is barely audible. “Perhaps because we need you to be.”
 
*
 
The Borgans are making weapons and collecting horses. Families are preparing to move camps once again. This time half are leaving the Waerg Woods for refuge in the southern villages. Many are afraid that their years of hiding in the forbidden forest are over. That’s my fault, and I am sorry. It tears at my heart to think of all these people in danger because of me. But at least I have brought help. Treowe—the stable boy and apprentice blacksmith—helps them forge weapons, and, to my surprise, Ellen has been working hard. Sometimes she even joins in my defence training with Cas. When she does, a little of the old jealousy ignites within. When they touch, I flare with heat, turning moody and snappy. Cas barks orders at me and I end up throwing my dagger to the ground and storming off, holding my stump in one hand, brutally aware of its uselessness. Treowe watches me with placid eyes. 
In the evenings I use magic. I cut and heal my arms. Little slices here and there. Some leave a scar. Some heal perfectly. I don’t tell anyone about it. It’s my own secret. Worse, is the hidden detail that I enjoy that feeling of pain, and then I am shamed by my feelings. Cas comes to me later and he tells me, in a voice lacking the excitement and joy of the boy I used to know, about his growing allies. And then, for the rest of the night, I have nightmares. 
 
*
 
“I see you feinting,” Cas says. “If you want to deflect an opponent. You have to be far sneakier than that. Again.”
The forest is damp and dismal today. The rain drips from the leaves, wetting my tunic to my body. I am training with Cas, holding a dagger in my left hand. I keep telling Cas that I can’t do it, but he won’t listen. He pushes, and pushes. 
I am at my breaking point. 
“Again,” he insists.
I stay silent and still. My body seethes with fury.
He takes a step towards me, his silver eyes flashing. I’m aware of the camp watching us. 
“Do it again, Mae!” he demands through a tight mouth. His forehead creases with frustration.
“I won’t.”
He throws down his sword. “Why are you even doing this? You can kill an opponent with your magic. You don’t need this poxy dagger.” He snatches it from me, clutching the blade. I wince as blood trickles down his palm. “What’s the matter with you? Why are you here? You won’t follow my instruction. You don’t even need it. What are you doing?”
My left hand forms a fist. 
“Hit me then,” he says. “I know you want to.” 
Instead I knock the dagger from his hand and stride away, heading straight for my tent, ignoring the blank faces watching me. I’m pacing around the tent when Cas comes in.
“What do you want?” I demand. 
He lifts a finger to point at me and opens his mouth before seemingly giving up and walking back out. Then he returns again, drops the front flap of my tent and comes so close to me that I feel the heat of his anger emanating from him. 
“Do you pity me?” he says. “Is that it? Are you trying to keep me busy? To stop me dwelling over my poor Mummy’s death? Are you patronising me by commanding me to teach you? I am a prince, Mae. I shouldn’t be teaching reluctant peasant girls to fight when they don’t even want to. What is it you want from me? Because I’m sick of it. I’m sick of your bloody attitude. What do you want?”
“I want to be normal again,” I blurt out. “I want to be able to fight like a normal person, instead of using all this magic inside me. I want to be as strong as Sasha, to not have people stare and pity me when I spill my soup. I want to feel whole again. A whole person, not some cripple with a missing hand. I want you to show me how to be like that because you’re the only person I trust to make me feel that way.”
The silence is a thick cloak. It’s like breathing in smog. Cas is so still I can’t stop staring at the rise and fall of his chest. He smells like the rain. We both do. We’re rain and forest. We’re made of the same stuff now, altered by what we lack, not what we have. We’re two frayed ropes desperately knotting together for strength. 
Eventually he whispers. “I can make you feel whole.” And he kisses me. 
 


Chapter Twelve – The Queen of Hope
 
And with that kiss the world changes. The days blur along, as we wait for sundown, and wait for a chance to be together; to hold and kiss each other. During the day, Cas continues to teach me defence with a dagger. The difference is, now we understand each other. Cas knows he needs the distraction from his grief. I know that I need to learn dexterity if I am to feel human again. But what works far better than strengthening my left arm, is the desire Cas holds for me. Desire I never thought would ever be directed at a girl like me. 
At night, we kiss, and talk, and laugh over how stupid we have been to wait this long. One night, we sit together in my tent, and he explains in his own words how his feelings have developed over time. He spills words that make me glow with comfort and pride. His thumb traces a line up and down my forearm, sending shivers through my body.
“I did not love you right away, Mae Waylander, oh no. But I was curious. ‘Who is this girl and why is she so surly and strange?’ I thought. Those thoughts continued long after your father died, but I was impressed with how you held yourself during that time. You are strong with your vulnerability, able to carry on when others would crumble, yet somehow yielding to your emotions. You cared for me even when lost with the thought of revenge. You are softer than you think you are. 
“And then, to me you were something wild and free, ungoverned, untamed, a creature of the forest. Your affection for Anta remained strong and loyal always, and your tenacious bravery in the face of danger never faltered. Your need to survive was exciting to me. During our time in the forest, you became closer to me than anyone outside my family ever had. We knew each other. Even back at the palace—and yes—even when betrothed to Ellen, I thought of you. I thought of the things we could talk about over chess. I thought of what food I could bring to your chambers. When you were hurt, I was sick. Physically sick. I would not leave you. I could not abide the thought of never speaking to you again. 
“When you left, I was dark. When I saw your powers… I was betrayed. I was a fool. I should have known. The worst part of it was the fact that I had almost forced myself to love another woman for no good reason, that I had supressed my longing to know you intimately because of it, and that we had wasted time. Yes, that’s what hurt me the most, the wasting of precious time. I know about time now. I know it more than ever. Forty-three years my mother had in this world. I’ve known her for seventeen of those. It was not enough time. She was ripped from this world prematurely by a monster of a man. A wolf imitating a man. My father. He is no father. No man at all. He is evil to his core.”
I interject, to quell the rising rage inside him. “And do you know why I cared for you even when my heart was almost sealed shut? Because of the goodness I saw in you. You have a light that shines from within; a gentleness. And I needed that. Only my father has been kind to me in this lifetime, before I met you. It is in your eyes that I finally see the good that people can be. Don’t extinguish your light with hatred. Do not do him the service of calling him evil. He is a man, and a flawed man at that. I have seen his fears. I know what is in his heart and mind. He is not evil. He is cowardly, unfeeling, and a murderer, but he is not evil.
“I know what it feels like to want revenge, and I know how it eats away at you. The poison is in your blood, not his. You have to fight against that poison if you want to live. Seeking revenge only feeds the poison, not you. Feed on our love, Cas. We will fight together for the good of Aegunlund, not for personal vengeance.”
“We should be married,” he says excitedly. 
My cheeks flush. Instinctively I move away from him. Marriage! From Cas’s disappointed and flat eyes, I get the distinct impression I wear an expression of horror. “Cas, it’s too soon.”
“Why?” he demands. “We speak of love. We speak of what is good for Aegunlund, and marriage is the answer to both those things. We are in love, we should marry. You will be queen and craft-born.”
“Do you want to marry me because I’m the craft-born? Or because of me? No, don’t answer that. Not yet. Cas, this is too soon. We have… I only… it has been days since we first kissed… No. I cannot. I’m sorry.”
“Very well,” he says climbing to his feet. 
“No. Don’t go,” I say. I desperately search for the words to make this right as Cas stands by the exit to my tent. “You are still grieving, and still in pain. You must know that I need to be sure you are serious about this, about us.”
“Tell me the real reason, Mae,” he says. 
“You loved Ellen immediately,” I say, trying to keep my voice level and neutral. “Whereas is took me time to let my feelings for you develop. You thought of me as a friend, or even a sister, up until a few weeks ago. You need to let your feelings develop before we jump into anything.”
“You think me an impulsive idiot,” he spits. His eyes flash with anger, but it is only for an instant and then they soften. In that moment I see his hurt. I see the raw pain in his pinched, uncomfortable expression. “I should have known that the girl so quick to deceive me would think me a fool. This is all my fault. I… I’m sorry.” He strides away from me.
“Don’t go like this,” I plead.
But he is gone. My heart tells me to chase after him, but my mind stops me. Perhaps he needs time to cool his anger. He is angry with the world right now, not just me, and I can’t blame him for that. It took me time to come to terms with my grief. The least I can do is give him time, too. I curl up on my bedroll and try to pretend that everything will be normal in the morning. 
Sasha wakes me at dawn by roughly shaking my shoulder. 
“Mae, I have news,” she says. “One of Allerton’s spies has been captured. He thinks it is time to set off to Jakani. The rest of the camp will have to move because he thinks that his spy will be tortured. Men do not last long under the king’s torture techniques. The spy will not stay silent for long. Wait, what’s wrong? You appear to have barely slept a wink. And where is the prince? Don’t look at me like that. I’ve seen him sneaking in and out of your tent.”
“We had a fight,” I say, sitting up and pulling a tunic over my head. “He wants to be married.”
Sasha claps her hands together. “You’re going to be queen. I knew it!”
“I said no.”
Sasha slaps me around the head. “You-blasted-idiot-why?”
“Because it’s too soon, and because I still don’t know if he wants marriage for us or for the good of Aegunlund.”
“For the love of the Gods, Mae, that boy came to you with his tail between his legs knowing he had done wrong, knowing that he had loved you all along. How did he ask you?”
“He said ‘we should get married’.”
“Is that it?” 
“Yes,” I reply.
“Oh, well. in that case I’m not surprised you said no. It’s not the most inspiring proposal I’ve ever heard.”
I can’t help but laugh. “But probably the only one I’m ever going to get. Maybe I am an idiot. Cas stormed out of here and I doubt he will ever speak to me again.” My stomach squirms. “This is ridiculous. I should be worried about the king, not this.”
“Forget what you should and should not worry about, and let yourself feel. Holy Celine, you deserve this indulgence after everything you’ve given up, and you deserve happiness with the man you love. Don’t throw away that opportunity over some insecurity.”
I sigh. “You are so annoying.”
“Annoyingly wise,” she corrects.
I roll my eyes. “Come on, let’s go see old Allerton and begin our preparations.”
 
*
 
Allerton sits with his chin resting on his fingers. The soft glow of the morning filters in through his tent, illuminating his bald forehead. 
“You’ve heard?” he says as way of greeting.
“When do we leave?” I reply.
“As soon as the camp can be organised. Hours.” He lifts his head and exhales. “We need to establish our group. Not everyone will be coming with you. The travelling group will be a small number of loyal supporters and excellent guards. Then I will have a certain number of fighters left in the Waerg Woods, ready to join any civil war that may begin in Aegunlund during our trip to Jakani. The rest of the camp will leave the woods and travel south with us as far as a safe village. I have made some connections with towns near the border with the Haedalands. I think they will be safe here.”
“I’m coming,” Sasha says. “I’m not leaving Mae.”
I flash her a smile and she squeezes my good arm.
“I will go as far as Jakani,” Allerton says.
“What? Why?” I reply. 
“I am an old man,” he answers. “Not aged, no, I’m aware of that. But I am cumbersome and past my best. I doubt I would survive the Anadi sands. Either the heat or the sandstorms would kill me. I prefer not to discover which.”
“But I will need your guidance,” I reply. “Your interpretations of the scrolls—”
He shakes his head. “We’ve found as much as we’re going to find in the scrolls. Now you must go to the Anadi Sands, you must talk to the guides, listen to the stories of their ancestors, and find the hidden city for yourself. You do not need me any longer, Mae. You need only yourself and the belief that you can succeed.”
In my heart, I know he’s right, but my head is rushing with doubts. My heart quickens at the thought of doing this without his expertise. 
“Come,” he says. “There is much to do.”
We leave the tent into the bright sunshine.
Sasha pulls me back. “Mae. Anta is not ready for a long journey. I’ve arranged for a family I trust to take him to a village near Halts-Walden. It’s not too far from here and they will keep him safe.”
“Hunters—”
“Do not worry. The father is very protective of his family. He won’t let anything happen to Anta. He’ll be safe. But you should go and say goodbye.”
I move to Allerton for approval. “Yes, go. I need a few minutes with the camp.”
I nod my thanks and head over to the animal shelter. It’s when I see Anta that my heart seems to swell twice the size, and I’m overwhelmed with the idea of the journey I’m about to embark on. Anta raises his head and lets out a comically loud snort, which prompts an almost nervous laugh from me. I lean down and grab a handful of grass to feed him, annoyed with myself for not bringing a carrot or some oats. 
“I’m leaving, boy, and you can’t come with me. I had to face the Nix without you and it was awful, I don’t know how I’m going to face any of this on my own. But Sasha says the family who’ll be caring for you are nice, and they’d bloody better be or they’ll have me to answer to. Like that time the drunken fool farmer tried to poach you, and I flew at him, some scrawny little kid, all elbows and finger nails. Scared him silly. I’d do it again, in a heartbeat, and you would for me, too.” I bury my head in his coat. “If only people were more like you. If we all had a stag’s heart the world would be better.”
There’s the sound of someone clearing his throat. I spin around, my face flushed with embarrassment at the wetness of tears on my cheeks. I hastily wipe them away. The stable boy, Treowe, stands before me, all freckles and awkward stance, looking at everything but my eyes. 
“I, err, I have something for yer,” he says, his words tripping out of him in a strange rhythm. His hands are behind his back as though he’s hiding something. “It’s nowt really. But I’ve been working on it for a while now and I thought it might help.”
“What is it?” I ask. 
He shuffles his feet and swallows. There is a distinct sheen of sweat on his forehead. I feel myself relax. This guy is clearly unnerved by my presence. It’s a strange new reaction to being outed as the craft-born, and I am just about getting used to it.
“It’s probably nothing,” he says, “but I made yer this. It might not help at all, but if it does, then… And you can attach different ends to it… and…  I don’t know. It might help you.” 
“You made this?” I breathe, amazed by the object in Treowe’s hand. 
“Yes,” he says, blinking furiously. 
It is a hand. And it is beautiful. The steel is polished so that it gleams, and there are etchings along the sleeve. Some sort of symbols. The hand twists onto the sleeve, and there are leather straps that I presume wrap around my forearm to keep it in place. 
I gasp. “I know these symbols.” I recognise them from Allerton’s teachings. They are part of the Aelfen language. I see symbols for soil, fire, water, air. Plus others, like nature and birds and… “stag.” My eyes well up for the second time today. 
“There are other parts for yer to wear. A dagger, a hook… well, that’s it for now, but I can make more. Would yer like to try it on? I made it adjustable, you know, just in case.”
“I would love to,” I say. “But why didn’t you tell me so that you could get my measurements?”
He places the hand gently onto my stump and adjusts the straps to fit. “It was the prince who made me think of it. He asked me if I could fashion something and I said it was highly doubtful. But then I started thinking, and I had these ideas… and they grew from there. I wanted to be sure I could do it before I told anyone. I didn’t want yer to get your hopes up or nothing. There, all done.” 
It isn’t flesh and blood. I can’t flex my fingers or form a fist. But it is something. 
“Thank you,” I say. “Will you walk with me back to the camp?”
“It seems there’s some sort of commotion that way,” he says. We walk in unison at a steady pace. “There’s a group gathered.”
“That’ll be Allerton organising everyone to go. Allerton’s spies have been compromised. We have to leave immediately.”
“Then I’m glad I gave yer the hand now. I’ll have to show you how to attach the other pieces. On the journey that is, because I plan to come with yer.”
“You do?” I say in surprise.
“Of course. You’re the new way, you know. You’re going to start something new in Aegunlund and I want to be there to see yer do it.”
My mouth falls open in shock. I’ve never thought of it like that before. In the past, that sort of talk would make me tense up with fear of responsibility, but now it reminds me that I have an important job to do. I think of Avery in my dreams. Perhaps she would be proud of me in this moment.
“Thank you, Treowe, for your support,” I say.
“You’ve got more than support from me,” he replies. “You have my fealty.”
I reach the camp in something of a daze. Allerton’s guards are packing horses. The man himself stands arguing with a group of Borgans. My eyes search the crowd for Cas but he’s nowhere to be seen. 
Allerton turns to me and his yellow eyes flash with anger. “They won’t blasted listen. You tell them. Tell them how you are going to stop the king, that you are the almighty craft-born. Show them your powers.”
I feel like an animal the moment it spots the hunter. The camp quietens and all eyes meet mine. Sasha, standing at the front of the crowd, gives me a little nod. 
I clear my throat and decide the best thing I can do is speak from the heart. “You might have seen me walking through the camp. I’ve seen some of you bow to me even. You think I’m special. But I’ve never felt special, not really. Not for most of my life. I don’t blame you then, for not wanting to come on a journey to the south with a one-handed skinny girl. I would run the other way, too. The thing is, as much as I hate it sometimes, I’m not a regular girl. I’m the craft-born. My powers are destructive sometimes. They can hurt. They can heal, too.”
“Show us!” a middle aged man with a blonde beard calls. 
“Very well.” The fire ball soon glows in my hand. The crowd gasps as I let it grow and grow before thinking of water and putting it out. “Listen, I’m young, I know that. You have your doubts about me. But I care about this land. I know what it’s like to live in poverty. I’ve felt the gnaw of hunger at my belly, the poke of my ribs through my skin. I’ve lost people. I’ve loved people. I’ve seen the worst humans can do to each other. I may be young, but I’ve lived.
“There’s a murderer in Cyne right now. He has killed a woman because he was scared of her and the secrets she could expose to the world. He is scared that the truth will reveal that he is nothing more than a cowardly bully. That murderer lives in the Red Palace and sits on the throne. He rules over all of us and he seeks immortality so he can rule forever. Your children will be under his rule—and your children’s children—if you don’t act now. I may be the craft-born, but I am not the only one who can change the outcome of this world. We can all do that. Together. We need you. I need you. It will be hard. It will be dangerous. But together we will take the murderer off the throne and give Aegunlund the leader it deserves!”
“You,” Sasha shouts. “You’re the leader.”
There are nods and shouts of agreement. 
“To the queen!” someone else calls. 
I shake my head, desperately searching for Cas. “No, the prince. Prince Casimir will lead you.”
But my voice is lost amongst the cheers. Sasha drops to her knees and pledges her allegiance. She’s followed by Treowe, and Allerton, and Ellen, and then the crowd. I stand gawping like a fish out of water, turning back and forth. Finally, a man strides towards me. His eyes are a glittering silver. He fixes me with an intense stare and then he drops on one knee. 
“To my queen,” he says. “I pledge my life, my body, and my soul. I pledge my allegiance to you, and everything I have.”
My heart thuds as I survey the people on their knees. I gaze down at Cas’s sandy blond hair. 
“What are you doing?” I hiss. “You’re the prince. You don’t pledge allegiance to me.”
He tilts his head to meet my gaze with wide, sombre eyes. He smiles as bright as the first day I met him. “I do now. You’re the true heir to the throne. My family are the usurpers. You were wrong this morning. You don’t need my hand in marriage to be queen, you already are.”  
 


Part Three 
 


Chapter Thirteen – The City of Sand
 
They say that in Jakani the sun can burn your skin to a crisp in twenty minutes, that the Anadi Sands cause you to hallucinate after walking for an hour, and that the women are so beautiful they hide their faces to stop you falling in love with them on sight. The first time I see the city of Jakani, it is with Cas by my side. He rides Gwen with one hand on the reins and the other hanging loose and relaxed on his thigh. My metal hand rests on my knee, with the other I keep hold of the very jittery mare Sasha gave me.
We’re a small band of hopeful rebels. My loyal soldiers. Allerton is with us until we reach our guide in Jakani. He sits sweating on his gelding, constantly pulling a handkerchief over his forehead. 
The sun is hotter here in the south. I knew it would be. What I didn’t expect is the suffocating feeling that accompanies the heat. I thought it would be a pleasant pin-prick, not an overbearing beating against my skin. I wonder how I will cope in the desert. 
“The city of sand,” Cas whispers. He sits transfixed by the view before us. 
We’re waiting on a barren hill for our guide to meet us. Apparently, the Jakanis are nervous of northern visitors, and prefer us to be accompanied. It seems unnecessary, but this is their city and so their rules. Even from so far away I can see the city guards at the city gates. I eye them with caution. 
It is mid-afternoon, and the smell of the city wafts up to our nostrils: dusty, sweaty, but also sweet-spiced, like the kitchen in the Red Palace before a banquet. People hurry around the orange coloured houses, tiny as insects. Most buildings are square shaped, and all the streets run around them with sharp corners. Only one building stands out: their palace, a tall, dome-roofed building, with thin towers on either side. It is white and almost shimmers in the sun. Throughout the rest of Jakani there are dots of colour all over the city, from sheets hanging out to dry, to the green flashes of the trees with spikey leaves, to the multi-coloured robes of the people. 
“What are those?” I ask, pointing to a strange horse-like creature with a long neck and an arched back. I see people riding them and using them to drag carts. The beasts move slowly, more languidly than a horse. 
“Those are camels,” Allerton informs us. “You will be riding one into the Anadi sands.”
I draw in a shocked breath and both Allerton and Cas burst into laughter. 
“They do not appear safe,” I say.
“You think that’s strange? You’ve been riding a white stag for years!” Cas exclaims.
“That’s different,” I mutter. I loosen my reins and lean across to hit him lightly with my good hand. The fast movement startles my mare and she almost throws me with a large buck. “Sasha, for the love of the Gods, were you trying to kill me with this thing?”
From behind I hear her voice. “For the last time, she was the only one I could find.”
I lean forward and whisper into the mare’s ear. “Now listen up, you don’t like me and I want to like you, but you keep nearly killing me. If we’re going to get on, you need to stop that.”
The horse shakes her head and puts her ears back. I sigh and give up. We’ll be in the city soon anyway. I hope those camels are an easier steed. 
“There’s someone approaching,” Cas says. I notice how he tenses, and his hand goes to his sword. Cas is so changed since the death of his mother. In some ways it pains me to see him grow up, to become a man, but in other ways I’m drawn to him more than ever. 
“Relax, it is our guide,” Allerton says as he wafts a handkerchief in front of his face. 
“It’s one of those things,” I say with disgust. “A camel.”
The strange, long-necked creature makes its way up our hill at a leisurely pace. Its rider is tall with weathered skin. He wears bright yellow loose robes all the way down to his knees. Underneath the loose robes he wears strange, baggy trousers. There is a red scarf wrapped around his head, covering his head and neck. He smiles at us as we approach. His teeth are almost the same colour as the buildings down the hill. When he sees Allerton he nods and says something in his language, the language of my father’s family. My skin prickles with excitement to hear it spoken. Allerton repeats the greeting that I think is a simple “hello” or “good morning”.
The guide turns to me. I notice the jewels on his fingers and the gold hoop in his nose. He is bearded, but his beard is neatly trimmed to just below his chin. His eyes are a deep brown, and his skin is weathered and wrinkled, as though it has been formed by the sandstorms of the desert. 
“Hada-Ya,” he says to me. “Craft-born. It is an honour to meet you.”
“Mushtan is a follower of the craft,” Alleron says. “He has been waiting his entire life to meet a craft-born.”
“The honour is mine,” I say, my cheeks hot from the attention. “Thank you for the kind words.”
“And Prince Casimir,” he says to Cas. “I know much about you. The sultan went to your wedding. And there he saw our Hada-Ya in her glory.”
“Yes, the sultan was kind enough to come to my… wedding.”
Mushtan laughs. “You must see the sultan on your travels. He has much to discuss with you regarding your father.”
Cas raises his eyebrows. “I have much to discuss with him, too. And with Mae, of course.”
“Of course,” Mushtan agrees. “The Hada-Ya must be part of our plans for the future of the continent.” He turns to me. “You have Jakani blood in you, no?”
I nod, suddenly embarrassed and not really knowing why.
“But of course, I know a Jakani woman when I see one. Welcome home!” He lifts his arms out wide as though embracing me from afar. His camel nods its head up and down. 
Cas turns to me and breaks into a grin.
I think I’m going to like it here. 
 
*
 
Mushtan takes us to his house, leading us through the bustling streets of Jakani. It’s so much louder than Cyne, and as a girl from a quiet village, it has my nerves on edge. But there is a friendliness—a warmth—about the faces and the voices. My head constantly turns from one sight to the next, watching market traders go about their business, children laugh and run, shop owners lean against doorways nodding to passers-by.
When we reach Mushtan’s house, I realise he is a rich man. His house is three times as large as the majority of the buildings we pass. He has a large shelter for the horses, and servants come to give them water and grain. I’m glad I did not bring Anta. He would not like this heat. My heart pulls as I think of him with his new family. I long to gaze upon the locket of my mother and father, but now is not the place. I must be ready for questions. I must be attentive and alert. 
Mushtan takes us through an archway into his house, closing off the rest of Jakani with a large gate. Here it seems peaceful and quiet. The city seems far away, despite it being only on the other side of the gate. We are asked to remove our shoes, and I try to hide my dirty feet under my trousers, but I am relieved to feel the cool marble against my sore, hot soles. 
“I will have clean clothes arranged for you. Such a long journey. You must feel uncomfortable, yes?” Mushtan says.
I nod in agreement. 
“Let us take care of you, Hada-Ya. It is our honour to have such distinguished guests. It is not every day that the prince and the Hada-Ya come to one’s home.” 
As I am ushered away by young girls about my age wearing cream coloured silken robes, I can’t help but think that there is something comforting about Mushtan. Perhaps it is the smile, or his dark complexion, but I am reminded of Father. And this time, the reminder is not painful, it is welcoming.
They lead me into a chamber with high, arching ceilings, carved marble pillars, and the largest bath I’ve ever seen set into the floor. I hadn’t realised that Ellen and Sasha are not far behind me. Sasha swears as she walks into the room.
“Gods have mercy, does Mushtan crap gold or something?” she says.
“It’s the mines,” Ellen says. “There are many rich Jakanis who are even wealthier than the king.” When she sees me staring at her, she smiles shyly and looks away. Ellen has avoided talking to me since everything that happened in the Red Palace. I know she blames herself
“Your clothes.” One of the girls nods to my dirty tunic and britches. 
Sasha is already peeling hers away. Ellen’s face pales as she begins to slowly unlace her dress. I’m glad I’m not the only one who is terrified of being naked in front of others. When I needed to wash and change back in Halts-Walden, Father would leave the hut and feed Anta. It was our little routine. In the Waerg Woods I would disappear down river to wash and change, not that I did it very often. I shake my head and begin to peel away my clothes, annoyed at my nervousness. After all, I am practically a woman. I shouldn’t be ashamed of how I look. 
There’s a gasp from one of the servants and Sasha and I turn to Ellen. I wish I hadn’t. I can never unsee the scars on Ellen’s body. Her cheeks turn bright red as she hurries into the bath. Sasha exchanges a glance with me but says nothing. What can we say? I’ve known about Ellen’s mistreatment at the hands of her father since the Nix showed me her fears, but I have not known how to tell Ellen what I saw. We’ve been distant for a while now. We are somehow pushed apart by our unique history. I have known Ellen longer than anyone here, and yet she is like a stranger to me. Once, she was a bully. Now she is a person: a whole, flawed and vulnerable person. It was easier for us both when she was the bully. 
“You ready, Mae?” Sasha asks as she steps towards the bath. Her long red hair flows down her back in waves. She has creamy skin and a body that curves beautifully in the places men admire. I have to quell the rising jealousy. What’s the point in envying what can never be mine? No, my energy is best spent trying to like what I am instead.
I nod and remove my underwear, rushing for the baths. In my haste I almost trip, and I remind myself that I am not a scruffy little urchin girl anymore. I am a woman, a leader, and the craft-born. I should do this with dignity, naked or not. 
When I eventually climb in, Sasha laughs at me. “What’s with the haughty chin? Got the Red Palace in your sights already?”
I splash her with water. “I’m trying to act like a lady, if you must know. I suppose one day I will be… some sort of…”
“Queen. You can say the word, you know,” Sasha says. 
I glance at Ellen, filled with sudden guilt. 
“It’s all right,” she reassures me. “I never really wanted to be queen. That was my father.”
“I know,” I reply. “But things have changed so rapidly. I’m sorry for how different everything turned out.”
“You shouldn’t be. A wrong has been righted. You were always meant to be right where you are now,” she says. 
One of the servant girls sits on the edge of the bath and tuts at my metal hand. “No, you must take it off.”
Reluctantly, I remove the contraption that Treowe made for me and pass it to her. It feels good to rub the place where my hand should be, but I find myself plunging it below the water and out of sight.
“Does it hurt?” Ellen asks in a low voice. 
“Yes,” I reply. “Sometimes my body thinks that my hand is still there, and when it realises it isn’t, it throbs for dear life. But the craft helps. I can soothe myself through healing.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellen says. “If I hadn’t pretended to be—”
“And if I hadn’t hid it…” I respond. “Don’t blame yourself. You’ll drive yourself mad with it. I would have had to defeat the Nix at some point anyway. It was my own stupid fault for giving it the opportunity to take my hand.”
“What are those marks on your arms?” Sasha asks, her eyes narrowing at the scars on my forearm.
As the servant girls scrub our backs, I hide my arms away from sight. 
“I… uh… it doesn’t matter.” The truth is, I haven’t practised healing on myself since Cas and I kissed. I realised that it was wrong, that I had begun to enjoy the pain. It had been a brief substitute for something I don’t need anymore.  
“I like Jakani,” Sasha says. “The women are beautiful. The streets are full of noise and colour. I think I belong here.” The servant girl is busy showing all of the other servants Sasha’s hair. I smile to myself. There can’t be many fiery redheads in this city. 
As we relax into our bath, we begin to chatter, and I feel my muscles unclench. The hot water works its way into the knots under my skin, and the sweet oils of patchouli and magnolia drift into the steamy air. We ask the servants about life with Mushtan, about the boys they like in the city, and the food they eat. It’s my first real experience of femininity. It’s my first experience of what it’s like to be in a tribe, to be wanted and accepted. A girl called Aliyah washes my hair. I repeat the name over and over in my mind, wondering if I might have been named something like Aliyah had my father’s family stayed in the Haedalands.
But my new experience is soon cut short by Cas storming into the room. 
“Mae, you have to come now!”
The servants are on their feet shooing him away from the bath. Cas puts his hand over his eyes so that he shields himself from our naked bodies. I almost laugh, except the stern set of his jaw stops me.
“What is it?” I ask. Before I know it, the girls are helping me out of the bath and patting me down with linens. A colourful azure blue robe is tied around my body and slippers placed on my feet. My hand is strapped back in place. I reach down and replace my dagger.
“The sultan is here.”
 


Chapter Fourteen – The Sultan of Jakani
 
The Jakani girls shoo Cas out of the bathing room before working on drying and fixing my hair. I protest at first, but they are insistent that I should look my best. Sasha and Ellen offer encouraging opinions as they dress me. 
“This is ridiculous. The sultan wants to talk about politics and war, not look at my pretty robes.”
“You will appear powerful,” says Aliyah. “Women live differently here. They don’t behave like men as you do, they take on womanly duties.” I detect a hint of frustration in Aliyah’s voice, and can’t help but wonder if she disapproves of this fact.
“I’m not exactly a traditional woman back home, either,” I reply, struggling to keep my own frustrations from my voice. 
Aliyah raises an eyebrow at me and I mumble an apology. She shrugs in reply. “Meeting the sultan is a great privilege. It is normal to be nervous. But I am your friend, Mae. I want to help you.”
My cheeks warm with embarrassment. I need to keep a cool head if I am to talk to the sultan about my plans. If we are to find the Sihran temple, we will need as many of his resources as we can get. “I’m sorry.”
Sasha exhales noisily. “I would treasure that apology if I were you. Mae doesn’t give them out like dumplings. You’re the privileged one now.”
“I would regard anything the craft-born says to me in the highest of regards,” Aliyah responds, but her eyes sparkle with humour. 
We enter a long room framed by thick, marble pillars. There is a large, ornate table in the centre of the room. The carved white stone of the table blends into the walls, as though the entire room grew into existence in one seamless entity. Only long silk drapes, and bright purple desert flowers in mosaic pots, bring a splash of colour to the room. There are four people waiting at the table: Allerton, Cas, Mushtan, and a final man I have never seen before—the sultan. Behind him stand two large men in black robes with scimitars tucked into their belts. I take a mental note not to anger them. But the sultan himself is just as imposing without the guards. He stands when we enter, so that I see his full height. He’s younger than I had imagined, no older than thirty, with a plaited beard and long, loose curls that fall onto his shoulders. His bushy eyebrows draw your attention to narrow, stern eyes that are as dark as the black diamond I seek. His shoulders are broad and held back, so that his chest appears even wider. He crosses his arms and smiles at me. 
“Ah, the craft-born, it is an honour,” he says, and I detect a hint of something mocking in his voice. It’s then that I realise he doesn’t trust that I am who I say I am. I could be in for a difficult conversation. 
My gaze redirects to Cas, who appears to be battling something of his own. He is fixed on my gown, his eyes open wide and intense. His jaw sets, and he blinks as though in shock. It makes me aware of the figure hugging blue robes Aliyah dressed me in. 
I nod to the sultan. “Nice to meet you.”
Sasha glares at me and mouths the word “more”.
“Uh… I mean, the honour is mine. Meeting you, I mean.”
Sasha rolls her eyes and the corner of Cas’s mouth turns up in a smile. My back starts to sweat. I have to hold this together if I am going to convince the sultan to help us. I have to play the part, no matter how stupid it might feel. I clear my throat and sit down. 
The sultan and the others sit at the table and he turns to Sasha. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe I have the privilege of knowing you?”
“Sasha is my protector. She is my guide in the ways of the craft.”
“Ah,” the sultan replies. “Then it is an honour to meet you as well, Sasha. I must say, the Borgans have such interesting names. And you, Mae, are half Jakani, is that right?” 
“My father was from the Haedalands,” I say. “His family settled in Halts-Walden following the great war.”
“Ah, Halts-Walden,” the sultan almost spits the words. “A place of peace for those who wanted to escape the war.”
“You say that as though it is a bad thing.” I utter the words almost instinctually, and feel Sasha grow rigid beside me.
“Forgive me,” the sultan replies. “For a long time we thought of such emigrants as deserters. They left us with a country to rebuild.”
“Halts-Walden is only a small community,” I say. “They are people who wanted peace, who were tired of bloodshed.” 
“Of course.” The sultan smiles and I catch the first sight of his straight, white teeth. It seems to me that every movement, every facial expression and hand gesture, has been carefully calculated. He has been expertly trained to appear both friendly and threatening at the same time. I need to remind myself that I have faced the Nix. I killed the king in his worst fear. I am the craft-born, and I must act like it. 
“Thank you for your hospitality in these lands,” I say. “It means a lot to me to see where my ancestors lived. It’s a shame I’m here for such a specific, and important, purpose. I would like to see more of the city.”
Cas turns to me and nods, as though to say, “well done”.
“Yes, Mae is right, dear sultan.” Allerton almost purrs his words. “There is an important mission at hand here. We should get straight to it, although I do appreciate hearing you tell us about the history of this great nation.” I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Allerton is being deliberately fawning. “The king must be stopped in his mission for eternal life. With the prince and the craft-born on our side, it is the perfect time to remove him from the throne once and for all.” 
The sultan turns his attention to Cas. His voice tightens, and it makes me nervous. “Prince Casimir. It was a pleasure to attend your wedding. It was highly entertaining.” His eyes flash towards me.
My skin prickles with rage. Anta was almost killed, and he dares to treat the affair as though he was watching bards in a tavern. 
Cas’s back straightens. “Entertaining is not the word I would use. The whole thing brought great distress to Mae, and to myself.”
I could kiss him for standing up for me, but at the same time I notice the slight smile on the sultan’s lips as he regards me, and then Cas, in turn. He has already guessed the nature of our relationship. But then the smile fades, and his eyes narrow as though experiencing a revelation. Perhaps he realised how powerful the craft-born and the Prince of Aegunlund could prove against his own army.
“You should know that the wedding is off,” Cas continues. “I won’t be marrying Ellen. She’s not the craft-born, as you know by now. And my marital status is not the issue here, if you will forgive me for speaking boldly, sultan. Since my mother’s death, there has been upheaval in Cyne. Allerton’s spies have kept communication open with my mother’s allies: the Duke of Benoth and General Alden. My uncle Wybert controls an army training camp north of Cyne, and the General has commanded legions of men for the king in the past. Both men are highly regarded amongst Aegunlund’s fighters, with many loyal soldiers prepared to turn against the king in rebellion. We have a thousand men ready to fight against the king. If you joined forces with us, those men, your fighters, and the power of the craft-born would overthrow my father and brother.”
“But there is something we have to do first,” I add. “The king chases a black diamond called the Ember Stone—”
“Bah!” the sultan interjects. I watch in disdain as a huge belly laugh erupts from his body. He almost doubles over in mirth. “The Ember Stone. You cannot be serious, Hada-Ya. The Ember Stone does not exist. Everyone from the Benothan mountains to the Archipelagos knows that.”
I ball my pretty blue robe into my fist as I try to control my temper. “It does exist. We have scrolls to suggest it is stored in a Sihran temple beneath the Anadi Sands.”
The sultan stops laughing and clears his throat. He leans forward across the table and points to me. “Do you know the real name of the Ember Stone? That’s what the northerners call it, what you call it. To us it is the Ansarintante—the stone of ashes. The Queen of Fire owned that stone. It was a gift from her lover, a prince of the north, who left her for a northerner. She was so angry that she burned it to ashes. But her rage smouldered through those ashes, turning it into something else. A stone possessing more power, more magic, than anything before or after. The Queen of Fire destroyed herself in the process of creating the Ansarintante. She lost her powers and threw herself out of the highest tower of the Jakani palace. The stone perished in the ransacking of Jakani from the north. You see, her precious Prince tried to grind us into the dirt.” The sultan’s eyes burn with passion. He turns to Cas, who flinches and looks away. “Leaving us with this story to tell our children centuries later. A story to remind us that Jakanis and northerners can never be friends.”
There is silence around the table as the sultan continues to stare at me. I unclench my fist and place my palm on the cool marble table top. “Centuries,” I say in a quiet voice.
“What?” the sultan snaps.
“You said it yourself. It was centuries ago, and yet you still hold a grudge.”
“The king does nothing for us except borrow money. He promises friendship and then builds an army behind our backs. I should have known not to trust a northerner, and I never will again.”
“I’m not a northerner,” I say in a calm voice. “I’m not a southerner, either. I am the craft-born. You have two choices, sultan. You can fight the king without the prince’s men, or you can fight them with his men.”
The sultan’s eyes flash before he breaks out into a smile. “Come now. I was never going to turn down your offer. I was simply sharing a precious story, something that is just a story, Hada-Ya. Of course you have my men. I want the king out of Aegunlund as much as you do.”
“And you still maintain that the Ember Stone is not real?” Cas asks. 
The sultan’s expression turns hard. “The stone perished with the Queen of Fire long ago.”
“There is one condition for this alliance,” Cas says. “You must help Mae travel over the Anadi Sands so she can find the Ember Stone.”
The sultan turns a ring on his finger and shrugs. “If that is a condition then so be it. I can spare a dozen men for a few weeks as our soldiers prepare for war. But I guarantee you will find nothing. The little Hada-Ya is on a fool’s errand.”
I stay and listen as the sultan, Mushtan, Allerton, and Cas talk war politics, soaking in their words and strategies, learning more about politics than I ever have before. And all the time I sit and listen to them, I know. I know that the sultan will try to steal the Ember Stone. I know that he does not care a fig about the king. His main focus is getting the black diamond—the Ansarintante—as he called it. He has tried to throw us off by claiming the Ember Stone is destroyed, but I can see the truth. He will betray me, and I cannot let that happen. 
 


Chapter Fifteen – The Preparations
 
I’m up before the sun. My feet take me to the balcony of Mushtan’s mansion, where I let the warm Jakani air whisper at my neck. Today is the day we leave the safety of Jakani and travel into the unknown lands of the Anadi Sands. Throughout most of the night Allerton told me of the dangers, of the creatures that dwell there—poisonous scorpions, desert snakes, vultures—the heat of the sun, the possibility of sand-storms, the lack of water. And then there are the desert people, packs of nomads living outside the city; banished criminals; bad people who would kill us for one copper penny. 
We leave with a dozen of the sultan’s men, a dozen of Allerton’s best Borgan fighters, and then my friends—Sasha, Treowe, Ellen, Mushtan, and Cas. I close my eyes shut and squeeze my hand into a fist when I think about Cas. He should be in the north with the general, fighting against his father. But he gave up that opportunity to stay with me. He abandoned the idea of revenge to stay with me. If I want any more proof of his love I won’t find it. I’m the one person who understands how hard it is to abandon revenge, how hard it is to move on when your parent has been killed. I know what he has done for me. 
I’ll never forget it.
I turn back to the room, standing between soft, floating drapes. I still have a relationship with Cas, but it cooled a little after his proposal. Then, on the journey to Jakani, we found it difficult to be apart again, and our bedrolls would end up closer and closer each night, until my hand found his, and our fingers entwined as we slept. It seems strange for him not to be with me now. I long for us to lie side by side with nothing but clothes and body heat between us. When he sleeps close to me, my nightmares are gone. I long for another stolen kiss. I close my eyes and replay our kisses in my mind. 
It’s too late now. I have things I need to do. I wash, dress, and begin to pack the scrolls and the rest of my belongings. Then I take them down to the reception of Mushtan’s home and sneak into the kitchen. It’s there that I hear the clearing of a throat and turn around in surprise. 
“I thought this might happen,” Allerton says, folding his arms into the sleeves of his green robes. He tilts his head towards me. “Going somewhere?”
I place my pack on the floor and sigh. “It’s not what you think.”
Allerton moves so quickly that I take a step back. “Is it not? Then you’re not planning on running off to the desert without the group? You’re not planning on going it alone?”
“The sultan wants the Ember Stone,” I whisper. “If we go with his men, they’ll betray us.”
Allerton’s eyes narrow. “Do I look like a fool to you? Do I sound like a bumbling idiot? Don’t you think I know that you cannot trust the sultan?”
“Then you agree I should go alone?”
Allerton exhales loudly through his nose. “Don’t be so ridiculous. What are you going to do in the desert alone? How would you even survive?” He grasps me by the arm and pulls me into the shadows. “Listen to me, girl. Listen fast. Yes, we know that you cannot trust the sultan’s men, but you and they have the same goal. You want to find the Ember Stone. You will do anything to get it. They will help you so long as you both have the same goal. You need to use them until you reach the Sihran temple.”
“And then what?” I ask.
“I’ve already instructed my men,” he says, not meeting my eye. “The sultan’s men will be dealt with.”
I stiffen. “You’ve ordered them to murder the sultan’s men?”
“No, to defend themselves.”
“The sultan’s men will have the same order. It’ll be a blood bath. I can’t let so many people die.” I turn to leave but Allerton grasps me once more.
“Mae, when you’re queen, you will have to make decisions like this and worse. There are necessary evils in this world, and if you cannot face them, you cannot rule. What do you think the sultan will do if you disappear into the night? Do you think he will abandon his idea of getting the ultimate power and secret to living forever? Don’t be a nincompoop, of course not. He will send men to find you. He will imprison us. Then, if he cannot find you, he will kill us.”
“Cas,” I whisper.
“Cas he will no doubt use as a bargaining tool with the king.”
“The king would make him suffer,” I say, my skin growing cold.
Silently, I pick up my pack and place it on my shoulder. I wrap my arms around my body as I retrace my steps up to the guest room where my silver prince lies. He’s awake when I get there. Without a word, he accepts me into his arms. 
“No matter what I do, people are going to die,” I murmur against his shoulder.
“I know,” he replies. 
“Is this what it’s like to be a ruler? Because I hate it.”
“You’re supposed to,” Cas says, stroking my hair.
 
*
 
In the morning, the sultan arranges a breakfast for the leaving party. He calls it “a show of good faith and the beginning of a prosperous relationship”. I call it “giving us a false sense of security”. Nevertheless, it offers us an opportunity to discuss the maps of the Anadi Sands, and gaze over Beardsley’s scrolls again.
There are a few possible locations for the hidden Sihran temple, but Allerton feels that there is one spot, deep in the west of the Anadi Sands, that is most likely. He has cross referenced Beardsley’s scrolls with texts from early craft-borns and he believes he is right. I stare deep into his amber eyes and believe him. 
“And you won’t come with us, old friend?” Mushtan asks. 
For a brief moment, there is a soft, almost vulnerable slackening of his jaw, and a watery expression of regret in his eyes. “If only. I am too old and too fat for this journey. Make no mistakes, Mushtan. I know my own limits. And I know when I would hold you back.” He glances at me. “This is an adventure suited for those made of hardier stuff than me. No matter how much I long to see the ancient temples of the Sihrans.”
It hits me hard hearing the loss in his voice. Allerton has spent his entire life researching the Ancients, and now he is within a whisper of discovering something precious—something remarkable—and he cannot come with us. He is doing the right thing, and I respect him for it, even after everything that has happened. 
“Hello, Hada-Ya.”
I turn to see Aliyah dressed in loose trousers and a tunic. She carries a small pack and has her hair pulled back and tucked under a scarf.
“Aliyah, are you coming with us, too?”  I ask, surprised that one of Mushtan’s servant girls would want to embark on such a dangerous journey. 
“All my life I have wanted to see the Anadi Sands. Mushtan is a good master, but he knows nothing of women. He thinks we all enjoy washing his clothes. So I told him that I am coming on this journey, and that I will play my part in this mission.”
I can’t help but grin at her. With her defiant chin, and stern expression, she reminds me of the girl I was in Halts-Walden. “Then I am glad to have you with us.”
Before we leave, I pull Allerton to one side. “Can I trust Mushtan?”
Allerton nods with approval. “Mushtan is one of my oldest friends and I trust him with my life, but no, you cannot trust him. You cannot trust anyone, especially those close to the sultan. You do not know what a desperate man will do if his family is put in danger. I’m not saying they are, but you know as well as I that the sultan is aware of Mushtan’s family home. It saddens me to say it, but no, you cannot trust him.”
It saddens me too. I long to get closer to Mushtan, to find out more about the Haedalands, to fill a hole my father left in my heart. Allerton seems to notice my sadness because he pulls me into a hug I’m not ready for. 
“Be careful, Mae. Use your head. Use your powers. If there’s one person I can see surviving this—and pulling their people through it unscathed—it’s you. I know you cannot trust or see me as a father because of everything that has happened, but you are a daughter to me.”
The words penetrate something, a hard casing around my heart. I built a wall just for Allerton, for what he did to my father, and those words have chipped a tiny crack in that wall. I brush away a tear and pull back. 
“Take care,” I say. 
I join the group of riders out in the courtyard, trying to shake away the emotion that makes my fingers tremble. Cas is soon by my side, dressed in breeches and boots, but with a wrap to keep his head cool. We’re all required to wear them, and I have learned the name of the garment, it is called a she’em. The Jakanis wear white cotton tunics that hang down to the knee, and below that, they wear baggy trousers. They carry swords at the belt and regard me with neutral dark eyes. They seem regimented, cool, and collected. 
Mushtan walks forward with one of the humped beasts. I take a step back as it snorts all over me. Cas’s body shakes with laughter as I observe the camel with disdain.
“Meet your ride, Hada-ya,” Mushtan says with a knowing grin. 
“I’m not getting on that thing,” I reply.
The camel opens its mouth and a great heaawwww comes from it. The Jakanis break into laughter as I leap back away from it. Sasha takes great delight in pointing out that the mare she gave me doesn’t seem so bad now. I clear my throat and adjust the straps on my metal hand. 
“Fine, help me on it, then,” I say to Mushtan. 
Mushtan says something loud and harsh in his tongue, and the camel lowers itself to the ground. Then he motions for me to climb atop. I gingerly step into the saddle and swing my leg over its back. Almost immediately the camel is up, and I’m higher than I ever was on Anta. 
“How is it up there?” Cas shouts. 
I can’t speak, I’m using all my concentration to hold the camel one handed. Its neck is impossibly long, and its ears are strange and fuzzy. 
“Don’t worry, Hada-ya, it will follow the pack. You won’t even need to steer,” Mushtan says, patting the camel on the neck. “Its name is Adil.”
I lean forward and stroke its shoulder. “Hello Adil. You have a nice name. Let’s work together, or this journey is going to be unbearable.” 
Adil responds by lunging forwards and chewing on the sparse grass outside Mushtan’s front gates. Behind me comes the inevitable sound of laughter. The prickle of embarrassment heats my face. This isn’t exactly the kind of start I wanted. How am I supposed to lead these people when they think I’m something to laugh at? Somehow I manage to rein Adil back to the group and the others are soon on their camels. We have a huge amount of water split into containers and strapped onto the backs of the two camels without riders. They are led by some of the younger men in the group. We have already planned out a course that takes us west via a small but—hopefully—friendly isolated village in the valleys beneath the Red Peak Mountains, so that we can collect more water at a well. With the sultan on our side, the people will have to comply, but it will be a big inconvenience for them. 
Mushtan rides ahead, taking us through the streets of Jakani and out into the desert. Young children run alongside the camels, their leather shoes slapping against the dusty ground. I don’t need an interpreter to know that they are shouting where are you going? The curiosity is all over their faces. They know something is happening. They know that something is stirring in the belly of the world. 
Cas rides beside me. “Are you ready?”
“I want to be,” I admit. 
He nods. We both know this will not be an easy journey. It won’t be long until the laughter stops. There is much to achieve, much left unknown, and I must be ready for it all.
 


Chapter Sixteen – The Yellow Sands
 
As bizarre and uncomfortable as it is to ride a camel, they are useful creatures. They work tirelessly, and they barely eat or drink. Adil bounds along beneath me, as loyal to his pack as I am to my friends. Soon enough, I begin to feel affection towards my strange, humped beast. 
Jakani sits on the edge of the Anadi Sands, so it’s barely half a day before we are surrounded by nothing but barren land, with the bright sun beating down on us. Sweat trickles down my temples, but I always resist the urge to remove my she’em. Mushtan and the others warn us of sun sickness, of letting ourselves become too exposed to the heat and growing weak. With that knowledge, I keep a close eye on Ellen, Treowe, Sasha, and the other Borgans. None of them are used to this climate. 
Mushtan and his men ration the water carefully. At the beginning of the journey we were all given a canteen along with strict instructions about how long they will need to last. After that time has passed, our canteen will be filled again, but not before. We stop for food when the sun is at its highest, eating nuts and dates in the shelter of tents. Our group remains quiet and focussed. 
I find it difficult to stop staring at the terrain. There is something about the stark, yellow landscape that forces you to respect our world. This is bleak country. It is fight or be killed. Even the Waerg Woods gave us something; shelter from the rain, sustenance from plants. The Anadi Sands give nothing. Instead they suck you dry. They suck the sweat from the pores, and the energy from your body. By the end of the first day I am relieved to find the night cooling down my hot body. But it’s not long before I’m shivering. 
The Jakani natives build a fire, and heat small round disks of bread. Everyone else huddles around the fire, rubbing their arms and legs. 
“The temperature drops in the night,” Mushtan explains. “Blistering hot days, freezing nights. If you thought you would find respite when the sun goes down, you were wrong.” He sits on a colourful blanket of woven ribbons with his arms resting on his knees. In the flickering shadows of the fire, I notice the lines carved into his face, and wonder how many times he has travelled over the Anadi Sands. Mushtan sees my gaze shift to the blanket. “My children made it for me. They told me it would protect me on my adventure.”
I avert my eyes, flinching at the thought. How many other men have families? I dare not ask. I am too afraid to even learn their names.
“Do not feel guilty, Hada-ya. The world is built on the sacrifice of brave souls. Never feel guilty for giving a man the opportunity for greatness. If I die, I die in hope of a better world, a world without a weak king as its leader. Perhaps I will do enough to leave a better place for my children.”
“But what if you’re wrong? What if the alternative is worse?” I mutter.
“Is that what you believe?” he probes.
“No,” I answer without hesitation. “Nothing can be worse than the king. He’s an arse.”
Mushtan laughs. “What a queen you will be, little Hada-ya.”
My head snaps towards him. “What do you mean?” How does Mushtan know that the Borgans consider me their queen, or that Cas has asked me about marriage? What has he been overhearing?
“Come now. You are the craft-born and that makes you powerful. You’re a leader. You direct these men into the Anadi Sands for the Ember Stone. And you will marry the prince, yes?”
“But how—?”
He chuckles. “I may be old, but I still remember the first time I saw my wife. I know what two teenagers in love look like.”
All of a sudden, the sleeve of my tunic appears most interesting, and a great distraction from the thought of being a wife. To a prince no less. But when Cas plops down beside me with a bowl of spiced meat and bread, I almost leap out of my skin. 
He looks me up and down. “Are you quite all right? You look like you’ve seen a spectre or something?”
“I’m fine.” I sink back away as Cas questions Mushtan about how many more nights we will spend in the desert, wishing the sand would swallow me whole. 
That’s when I realise what I’m afraid of. It’s not marriage, it’s the fact that I want to be married. I want to tell the world, shout it from the rooftops: I’ve found him, the man I want to create a life with, fix the world with. A bubble of laughter comes up from my middle. Cas stops talking and turns to me, a questions on his lips. I don’t say anything, I just grin, and we find ourselves staring at each other whilst the heat of the fear warms our skin. 
But our moment is stolen by the high voices of the Jakanis as they begin to sing. I turn away from Cas to listen to the song, so different from the melodies from the north. Their voices clash and crescendo in a way that is not unpleasant to the ear, but far stranger than the bards who used to frequent the Fallen Oak back in Halts-Walden. They stretch out their words until it becomes almost a wail.
“What are they singing about?” I ask. 
Mushtan raises his eyebrows. “They are singing about the Queen of Fire. Would you like to know the song?”
I nod.
Quietly, Mushtan translates the song for me:
 
Heat of the desert, light her;
Fire in her bones, fire in her bones.
Warmth of the wind, find her;
Fire in her bones, fire in her bones.
 
Northern prince, defile her;
Cold betrayal, cold betrayal.
Ice of the north, take her;
Cold betrayal, cold betrayal.
 
A broken heart, destroy her;
Never forget, never forget.
Shattered stone, lost to her;
Never forget, never forget.
 
The words shield me from the heat of the fire as I wrap my arms around my body. This is a warning. Mushtan’s men do not trust us, and will never trust northerners. They see anyone north of the Haedaland border as a cold betrayer. Never has Allerton’s teaching seemed so right.
“Are you well, Hada-ya?” Mushtan asks. 
“It has been a long day,” I reply. “I think I must retire to my tent.”
Mushtan’s eyes seem sad as he nods. “Very well. You must rest. We have arranged for the men to keep watch against the desert tribes. I am not expecting trouble. We are too large a group for them to attack without provocation.”
“That is good to hear. Thank you, Mushtan,” I say, climbing to my feet and hurrying to my tent. My heart beats fast, like the quick rhythm of the song. 
When the tent rustles behind me, I whip around to find Cas standing behind me. He stares deep into my eyes, and says, “What is it? Why did you act that way earlier?”
“You know what’s really strange? Despite everything, despite leading these people into danger, and despite the fact your murdering father is waiting to find and kills us, despite it all, I’m happy. I’m bloody happy, Cas. I love you and I’m happy.” I close the space between us and kiss him until my lips are raw. 
“All day we ride together through a desert filled with dunes and blue skies and a relentless sun, and all I can do is watch you, and think about you. You’re the bright light in the darkness of my mother’s death, a torch leading me through a secret tunnel,” he replies. His arms circle me, pulling me into his chest.
“Then let’s do it,” I say. “Let’s marry.”
“Do you mean it?” he asks. 
I nod, smiling. He picks me up off my feet and spins me around, burying his face in my hair. My heart is light. I want to cling to this moment forever.
 
*
 
But my elation is put on hold for a day, as a bad sandstorm batters our camp, preventing us from moving on. We huddle in our tents, waiting out the relentless hammer of sand against the tent skin. I sit cross-legged on my bedroll, imagining myself as the wind. I try to control it, try to force it away from us. There are times when the howl decreases and dies down, but then my energy fades, and it forces its way back. 
“What is it?” Cas asks. 
“My powers don’t feel as strong,” I say. “Maybe it’s because I usually create wind, not prevent it. I guess I’ve never used that kind of power.”
“Maybe it’s because your emotions are different now. You said yourself that you’re happier than before. Maybe you need to learn how to control your gift when your emotional state is different.” Cas shrugs. He sits across from me, sharpening his sword with a whetstone. 
I give up trying to control the wind, and pull a blanket around me instead. Cas’s hair falls forward as he runs the stone across the blade. 
“What do you think my father is doing right now?” he says. 
“He’s probably drunk on a horse, sloshing wine everywhere, and barking orders at soldiers while Lyndon sneers at his side,” I say. 
“I wonder where he is fighting. I wonder how far south they are. Last I heard, before we left Jakani, General Alden was forcing the king’s troops back up across the Sverne. But the king is getting stronger. He’s conscripting young lads for the army as he travels south.” Cas shakes his head as he continues with the whetstone. 
“We’ll stop him,” I say. “I’ve never meant anything so much. We will stop him.”
I close my eyes, and use the thoughts of the king as new energy to stop the sandstorm. Soon the howl of the wind is little more than a breeze.
“Did you do that?” Cas asks. 
“I think so,” I breathe. “I just thought about how much I want the Ember Stone.”
“Mae, what are you going to do with the stone when you find it?” Cas asks. 
“Destroy it,” I reply. “What else would I do?”
“If you kept it you would live forever. Don’t you want that?”
“And watch everyone I love die? Of course not. I’ve seen too many people die already. I don’t want that.”
“Even if it is what’s best for Aegunlund? After I die, you could rule the kingdom forevermore,” Cas says. “Aegunlund would never need to worry about a tyrant ever again.” 
I mull over his words for a moment. “No, because that’s impossible. I won’t remain the same person forever. Being human, having the thought of dying on my shoulders, that’s what makes me just. Take that away, and I could become the same monster as the king.” I shake my head. “No. There is no place for that diamond in this world. No one should live for centuries when the rest of us live for decades. It isn’t right. I’m destroying it.”
Cas smiles, exuding genuine warmth. “Good. I think that’s right.”
I grin at him. “Were you testing me?”
He opens his mouth as though offended. “Me? Of course not! Oh, all right, maybe a little. I have to know I’m not starting an allegiance with an evil queen.”
I let go of that anger and laugh. “It’s good to see you like this again.” 
Cas pauses and puts down his whetstone. “I’m still angry at my father, but I refuse to let my hatred of him stop me from finding good in the world. And you and me, that’s the good. I swear, I will always laugh with you, no matter what.” He pulls me towards him and pushes his sword away, resting me on his lap. 
He trails a finger down my spine and suddenly neither of us feel like laughing. It’s remarkable how quickly his touch became normal. It took only days for his arms, his embrace, to become natural. The way I feel when I am around him makes everything that came before seem inconsequential. Sometimes I think we wasted time with our secrets, but sometimes I believe we needed to waste time so we could grow up to be the people we need to be. One thing I have learned, is that love cannot die quickly, and that it will wait as long as it needs to.
“Has there ever been a disfigured queen before?” I say, breaking the spell between us. 
Cas tuts. “Don’t call yourself that.”
I tap a fingernail on my metal hand. “That’s what they will say. It’s what they will see when they look at me.”
“They will see you for what you are: a powerful and beautiful young woman. They will see what I see.” He places a light kiss on my shoulder. “But of me, I am not so sure. I wonder whether some people will continue to think me a murderer for the rest of my days. The king may be universally hated, but he has managed to plant a seed of doubt in their minds. Forevermore they will wonder and wonder if I did it. But there is no point dwelling on it. The king and queen of the realm lose the privilege of friends when they take the throne. As much as you would like, you can never be friends with those whose power does not align with your own. There will always be tension. It doesn’t matter how much respect there is between the people. One must lead, and the other must follow. That is not a friendship.”
“I’ve never thought about it that way,” I remark. “It’s going to be a hard journey.”
Cas nods. “But I will always be at your side.” 
 


Chapter Seventeen – The Mallahu
 
 
We crowd around the campfire, protecting ourselves from the cold desert night. Sasha sits with Ellen and Aliyah. Sasha and Ellen have become good friends, plaiting each other’s hair, and chatting as though they have known each other since birth. I am always pouring over maps or with Cas in the evenings away from the others. Sometimes I see them, and Sasha catches my eye. She smiles at me with a sort of guilty smile. For a brief moment, I’m sent back to Halts-Walden, watching the girls walk home from school arm in arm. I shake the twinges of jealousy away. I am not that person anymore. 
A song breaks out amongst Mushtan’s men. It’s surprisingly warm and tender, and their low voices are harmonic. As they rise and fall, I feel my body responding to the music, lulling me into relaxation. Mushtan sits by me, and his low voice reverberates through his chest. They work and sing together, making arrows, sharpening blades, cooking food. I can only watch in awe. 
“Do you believe we’ll find the stone?” Mushtan asks. 
“Yes, I do. But I’m more concerned about what we’ll find with the stone.” 
“The Sihrans,” he says. 
“Yes,” I reply. I don’t say how I suspect his men of betraying me. How I believe they will try to steal it. 
“You’re formidable now, Hada-ya. Who would be brave enough to go against you?” His words seem to be something more. Is he telling me that he won’t fight me? That they will ignore their command from the sultan? Or am I reading too much into it because of what Allerton said?
“Tell me more about the Queen of Fire,” I request. 
He gets comfortable on the sand, and takes a deep breath. “Well, she was the most loved southern queen. Even those in the north loved her. It was before the new ways, before the holy book of Esari; before we worshipped the true God, the one you call Endwyn.” I nod. I am aware of the God of Fire from Allerton’s teachings. “It was before we had sultans. She was a fire wielder, and an extremely powerful one; from a family of fire wielders.”
“Was she born into the throne?” I ask.
Mushtan shakes his head. “There were many royal families before the new ways. Her father took the throne after a bloody civil war. The Haedalands was always at war back then. We are strong people. We like to fight. We respect powerful people like the Queen of Fire, and I believe she was respected by many. But she had one weakness. She loved a northerner.”
“And he turned on her.”
“For the chance to rule all of Aegunlund, not just the north. Yes, he turned on her. His people invaded her lands after he discovered the weaknesses in her defence. She was so heartbroken she killed herself.”
“And the Ember Stone was lost.”
“Yes, Hada-Ya. If it ever existed. And from then on we have had to bow to a northern king.”
“You have a sultan,” I point out.
“Our sultan still bows to the king.”
“Not after this war,” I say, realising it is the first time I have admitted that we are going to war.
Mushtan shrugs. “Perhaps, Hada-Ya. This is our history, but you must understand that Jakanis enjoy stories. We like magic. There are many stories that have been embellished over time. Like the story of the scorpion and the snake. Legend has it that a scorpion mated with a snake, and made a worm-like creature with a hard shell and pincers, with a deadly bite. They say the creature grew to the size of a river, and lives beneath the desert sand. Of course, it’s just a story to scare our children.” He laughs. “It’s not true.”
 “I bloody hope not,” I say. “Sounds awful. What is it called? This scorpion-snake?”
“A deathworm in your language. To us, it is Mallahu. ‘You do not want to wake the Mallahu’. That is what we tell our children to stop them running through the Anadi Sands.”
“Well, I’ve faced disgusting bug creatures before, and I don’t want to again.” My eyes drift down to the metal hand.
“It is not my place to say, but would it not be more comfortable to remove the hand as we travel through the desert. The heat must be making it difficult for you.”
A flush of embarrassment spreads over my body. He’s right, but I have been ignoring the discomfort so that I can hide the unsightly stump from the rest of the camp. I fold my hand back into my tunic and change the subject. 
“Your people worship Endwyn, the God of fire. Why is that?” 
“We live in the hottest climate in our world. Fire is important to us. It is in our veins. We are proud of our fighting spirit, and our hot-tempered nature.”
“But you seem very calm,” I remark. 
Mushtan laughs. “Wait until you see me in battle, Hada-ya, then you will see the fire burning bright.”
Part of me wonders whether his words are a threat, but I choose not to see it that way, and smile along with him. 
“Only the Archipelagos do not worship Endwyn in the south. They have their own God. They call Him, The Maker.”
“The Maker? I’ve never heard this before,” I say. 
“According to them, The Maker made our world: made the Ancients, and the elemental Gods, and the God of magic. The Maker is what created everything you see before you. That is what they believe in.”
I shake my head. “So many Gods. How do we know any of them exist?”
Mushtan’s smile turns into a grin. “Would it matter if none of them did?”
I go to sleep that night and dream of Avery. She dances naked through the campfire, oblivious to my presence. Her eyes are unfocussed—confused—as though she doesn’t know why she’s there. The dream unsettles me. Avery has always been wise and calm when she comes to me. What does this mean? Has my destiny changed? Is my future uncertain? Her dancing becomes so frantic, that I pull on my hair and beg her to stop. But her feet move quicker, trampling the ashes of the fire into the sand.
I wake up in a cold sweat, with Cas’s concerned silver eyes staring down at me. 
The next day, we cover good ground over the Anadi Sands, but the sun is at its fiercest, and come night-time we are all too tired to sing, or discuss Jakani legends. Instead we focus on getting to Asher, the small village nestled in the valleys near the Red Peak Mountains, where we can refill with water and food. I close my eyes, and lean back against the cold sand. It’s a meagre meal tonight. Supplies are low, and Mushtan’s men are changed. They’re tense. The closer we get to our destination, the more we all know what’s coming. A choice. 
Will they betray me?
That night, I lie awake next to Cas, practising forming a fireball in my hand. It’s the size of a pebble—tiny, but still deadly. I bounce it up and down on my palm, exercising control, remembering the fire that consumed the Nix, remembering what it felt like to drive a sword through the king. Slowly that pebble grows, and then it shrinks, and then I think of water and it hisses away. 
If I needed to, could I make it rain in the desert? Could I make it snow? 
Next, a tornado. Tiny, like a toy. A twisting, spinning toy on my palm. I watch it as I control it around my tent, fluttering rolls of paper, gathering sand. I let it stop. Then I realise that Cas is watching with a smile on his face. 
“Do that again.”
Smiling with him, I create three more tiny tornadoes and make them dance around us. I focus on earth and move the sand so that it writes our names. In an instant, the sand settles and they are gone. Cas pulls me into his arms, and I forget all about the tornadoes, and all about our journey tomorrow. 
 
*
 
We embark on the last stage to Asher, and even Adil slows down to a stroll. Despite his uncomfortable shape, I’ve actually come to appreciate my camel. He’s a loyal old thing, does everything he’s told, and has cut down on the amount of noise he makes. Perhaps camels aren’t so bad after all. 
When Mushtan stops with a raised hand, something about it causes the hairs on my arms to stand on end. Mushtan only ever stops when it’s time to eat, and I know from the lack of gnawing hunger at my stomach that it isn’t time yet. 
And then I feel it. 
A deep tremble rippling through the sand. 
Cas moves his camel nearer to me. “What is that?” 
Sasha approaches from the right. “Do you feel that?”
I nod. Adil becomes agitated, hawing loudly as the tremble develops into a rumble. 
“There’s something underneath us. Everyone, move, now!” I shout. 
As a group, we kick our camels forward. The rumble spreads under our feet from behind our pack. It seems to move straight through the middle of us, which splits our group in half, scattering both left and right. I’m divided from Sasha, but manage to stay close to Cas. Adil is spooked, and attempts to run away from the shaking floor, but his hooves sink in the loosened sand, his knees buckling beneath him. I’m forced to dismount so I can drop and roll before I’m shaken off. But as I fall to the ground, I’m almost trampled by Cas’s camel, who he’s unable to control. 
I roll away from its hooves just in time, scrambling to my feet. Cas drops from his runaway camel and comes to my side. 
“Are you hurt?” he asks. 
I shake my head—hardly listening—transfixed by the view in front of me. Cas follows my gaze. I’m vaguely aware of his back stiffening. His hand wraps around my arm as he yanks me back. There’s a great explosion of sand. The ground fractures and we stagger back, falling together away from the widening crevice. A runaway camel dashes past us, missing us by a hair’s breadth. My hand finds Cas and I pull him to me.
Since I killed the Nix, I haven’t experienced terror—not true terror—the kind that makes your blood freeze and your stomach seemingly drop out from your body. In this moment, I know fear again. And as I freeze under the spell of that fear, I think in all certainty that I am about to die, because how in all of Aegunlund could I ever survive an attack from something so monstrous? 
It is as tall as the Red Palace, and as thick as a house. Its pincers are as long as a horse. I watch in utter horror as it picks up one of our men, slicing him clean in half. 
“Mallahu! Mallahu!” scream Mushtan’s men.
“Mae, your powers!” Cas shouts. 
He pulls me to my feet, and lets go of my hand. In one, swift motion, he has his sword ready and is in a fighting stance. Seeing him composed helps to calm me. 
The disgusting worm lurches forward to attack another of our men, but I am quick to react. I launch a fireball at the worm, hitting it on the side of what must be its head, but appears to be more like rows of jagged teeth. There’s a loud screeching sound. The worm turns towards me. 
“Go!” I yell to Cas. 
We dash forward, running in a zig-zag over the loosened sand away from the worm. There’s a crash, and the ground moves, throwing us forward. I glance back to see that the worm has thrown itself towards us, almost squashing one of the camels. 
“Get up,” Cas commands, pulling me to my feet. 
Again we flee from the Mallahu, sprinting away with the rest of our group. The whipped up sand pelts against my face, seeping into my mouth and eyes. I try to ignore the stinging feeling against my skin as I focus on wind. It’s my strongest element, and I need it to heed me now. 
Turning back to our foe, I create my biggest tornado yet, pushing it towards the worm. The sand awakens into a swirling, stinging weapon that I send at the worm. There’s a deafening scream as the tornado hits the Mallahu, forcing it away from us. But the monster fights back, pushing against the whirling column of sand.
But such a weapon turns into danger for us. The tornado is almost out of control, pulling Treowe towards it. I have to retrain the speed of my weapon, downsizing it into something less dangerous to us. The worm is unimpressed, knocking my tornado away with its huge body. When it lurches towards another of Mushtan’s men, I am forced to fling another fireball its way, all too aware of how my power can drain with overuse. 
“Use the sand,” Cas says, shouting over the howl of the wind. “Trap it under a landslide.”
I switch my focus onto the sand around the worm. Its hideous head lunges at more of our group. I can just make out Sasha’s red hair as she dashes away from it. The worm’s scorpion tail lashes out, and knocks three Borgans to the ground. 
“Everyone get away from it!” I shout as loud as I can. 
The men stop trying to fight the worm and hurry away, but it is on the move and I have to act fast. With all my concentration, I work on moving the earth so that the worm is trapped by sand. Beads of sweat begin to form on my forehead, but it begins to work. The ground is shifting. If I can do this, I might be able to save us all.
 


Chapter Eighteen – The Desert Town
 
The first thing I need to do is trap the Mallahu’s tail. The disgusting scorpion tail thrashes around itself and knocks a stray camel to the ground. 
“Get back!” I shout, as I pull more from the sand around the worm. 
The ground shifts beneath us, sucking us towards our enemy. Cas pulls me back as a landslide almost sends me tumbling down the side of a sand dune. I right myself and gather my powers as the long neck of the sand worm writhes. 
The sand builds and builds, like a wall forming around the beast. It grows and grows as I imagine the tiny specks of each grain of sand building on top of the next, compacting down to create a barrier. I imagine the ground becoming a sink hole, sucking the creature back down into the ground. It lets out an awful cry of pain. A desperate howl. But I feel no remorse. Two of our men lay dead because of it. 
Further into the ground it sinks, and I move the wall of sand so that it traps over half of its body, including its vicious scorpion tail. I take a deep breath, feeling my powers weakening. But when I straighten up, there’s a blur of movement by my side. 
My head whips around to see Cas running down the steep sand dune with his sword unsheathed. 
“Cas!” I cry, following him into danger. 
It’s then that I realise the beast has caught Sasha in its jaws. It hasn’t managed to get a good hold of her, instead she dangles by her left foot, upside down and screams at the top of her lungs. I race down the side of the dune towards her, with a fireball forming in my hand. Treowe shoots an arrow at the beast, but it rears back, trying to toss her into its mouth. I throw the fireball, hitting it on the side of its head. Treowe’s arrow lands in its neck. Sasha somehow twists herself in the air, and manages to hit the creature on top of its head, but then she’s tumbling down. Treowe rushes forward and scoops her up. 
Then Cas is by the beast and my heart misses a beat. Without a single moment of hesitation, he climbs up its neck, gripping on with his legs as it squirms and wriggles underneath him. There’s a rumble as I sense the sand shifting again, loosening as it moves its trapped tail. I’m screaming Cas’s name, unable to do anything to the worm in case I hurt him too. Throwing a fireball is too risky. Moving the sand might end up with him sucked into the desert along with the creature. A tornado could rip him apart. 
I find myself stood utterly transfixed as he climbs higher and higher. He moves fast. Agile. I close my eyes, seeing the boy I met in Halts-Walden. The blood thuds in my ears, and my one hand squeezes into a fist. I’m stood in the middle of a desert, and I’m cold all over. I can’t lose him. I can’t. 
But Cas still keeps hold of the beast, and he is riding its head as though the thing is merely a horse. He draws his sword up high, gripping onto the writhing monster with his legs. In one, swift motion, he drives the sword down through the head of the creature, which lets out a high-pitched cry not unlike the Nix’s own scream as it died. The worm falls forward, landing on the sand with an almighty slapping sound. Cas dismounts as though hopping down from his camel, and I can finally breathe. 
 
*
 
When we recommence our shaky journey to Asher, it is done so in hushed quiet, and it takes a while for my hand to stop trembling. We’re two down from our original party, we lost almost a quarter of our camels, and Sasha has suffered deep wounds on her ankle that she refuses to let me heal. Ellen helps to bandage her and the two of them share a camel. I’m glad Ellen and Sasha have made such good friends. Part of me wonders if there is something more, but I’m not sure if either of them have realised it yet, and I suspect it is something they will need to discover alone. 
I am happy to travel with Cas on Adil, who proved to be loyal enough not to run away from the sandworm. Being near Cas—able to touch him—when I felt so certain I would lose him… I will find it difficult to be apart from him ever again. Regretfully, we could not gather our dead. Musthan told me how the desert destroys human flesh with its heat in hours. We are forced to bury them, but we sang songs over their graves. I sang my song, the same we sang for Father, and I let myself weep for their sacrifice. 
As we ride our camels, Mushtan glances over to me from time to time. His expression is grave, but his eyes are curious. I know what he is thinking. He is wondering what else is true. How many other stories are real? Now he believes we will find the Ember Stone, and that worries me more than his doubts. Mushtan is a good man, but even good men long for power. I must stay alert. There are too many ways I could be betrayed. 
We lost half our remaining water supply when some of the camels ran from the beast. Even when only a day from Asher we feel the thirst at the back of our throats, as though the desert sands have scraped them raw. And with the thirst comes the sapping of our energy. I find myself leaning back against Cas, sinking into his chest. He rests his head on top of mine, and my eyelids fall. 
“Mae,” he whispers whenever I begin to drift. “Stay awake or you’ll fall right off Adil.”
“Be quiet and let me sleep,” I grumble each time. 
Killing the beast weakened us all, but me in particular. I’m sucked dry of magic until I’ve rested. 
The sun beats down on my skin, hot and tingling like an itch I cannot scratch. It keeps me from truly resting. After days out in the Anadi Sands, I have grown weary of the climate, and I yearn for the rain in Halts-Walden and the grey clouds that shift overhead. 
“Mae,” Cas says again, poking me in the side. His voice is croaky. “We’re here. I can see the village. There are children, Mae. Look! There are houses. Not just tents, but proper houses and some plants, too.”
I prise open my eyes, and lean forward on Adil. Cas is right. The small village of Asher sits between two large, steep sand dunes, in the shade of the tall, red mountains dividing the north and the south. There is more moisture here, and more vegetation. Some of the plants are tall and spiky; others are dry, and grow in clumps across the hardened desert floor. They get some shade from the dunes, and from the shadow of the mountains towards the north. As we climb down the dunes and onto the harder desert floor, I feel a cooler breeze hit my skin. It’s good. It’s a promising, energising feeling. 
Mushtan rides ahead with his hand raised to signal peace. The townsfolk have been in between desert tribe wars in the past. They have a right to be suspicious when strangers come to their town. I notice many women take the hand of their children and pull them indoors away from us. But more than that, my eyes are drawn greedily to the large well in the centre of the village. I hope they are friendly enough to feed and water us. 
Adil lowers himself onto his knees as we get into the heart of the village, and I slip down from his back. Cas follows. Mushtan removes a scroll from his robe, and holds it up towards the hard faces of the townsfolk. He talks in Jakani, but I can make out a few words after the time spent with him and his men. He tells them that we have the sultan’s men with us, and that the scroll tells them they must feed and water us. 
As the conversation goes on, I turn around and take in the sights. This is a small town, a little smaller than Halts-Walden, with houses that are little more than shacks like the one I grew up in. There are no obvious leaders that I can see; no one like Norton, the Peacekeeper in our village. The children are thin, and their clothes are dusty with the sand. They regard us with a wide-eyed gaze. The thought of taking food from these people leaves me feeling uneasy. 
A thick-framed woman with weather beaten skin approaches Mushtan. She talks fast, her arms moving even faster. Although I struggle to pick out the words, I can tell she has a confident way of speaking clearly, and she holds herself like a leader. She wears a simple white robe, and her hair is tied back in a braid. The lines on her face lead me to believe she is perhaps forty years old, or a little older. The other people collect around her, so I take her to be the leader of the village. During her conversation with Mushtan, I notice her eyes flick towards me and back again. And then, when Mushtan says the word Hada-Ya, there’s a collective gasp from the townsfolk. The woman views me with curious, narrowed eyes. 
“I think they know who I am,” I say. 
Cas wraps a protective arm around me. I hadn’t thought I would be in danger from these people, but perhaps he is right to be cautious. 
The leader turns back to Mushtan and speaks. I notice the venom in her voice when she mentions the sultan, and wonder whether their people are treated well. Studying the town, it isn’t hard to imagine that they have been forgotten about. 
“You,” she says, pointing at me. “What do you want from us, Hada-Ya? Why have you come to us, who have nothing?”
I step forward, forcing Cas to let go of me. “I’m here because we need you. The Haedalands need you. There is a murderer on the throne in Cyne, and he is using your sultan to finance his quest for everlasting power. The man is about to start a war with you so he can scour your mines for a long lost stone. But I am the craft-born and I am going to stop this from happening. I am going to find that stone and destroy it before he can get it, and then we will fight him for the throne.
“Prince Casimir is the rightful King of Aegunlund and he will work with your sultan to rule this country fairly. If you help us, your sons and daughters will not be conscripted into a war for a despot king. They will be saved.
“Right now, my group require sustenance. We lost two members and much of our water supply after an attack by the Mallahu.” There are some mutterings throughout the village at the mention of the mythical creature. Only the leader nods. 
“I knew it. I knew they lived. Then, Hada-Ya, your mission is important. For dark magic to attack—”
“Dark magic?” I ask.
“For all of your power there must be an opposite,” she says. “There will be dark magic as long as your power exists.”
I glance at Sasha, who is propped up between Ellen and Treowe. “She’s right,” Sasha says. “That’s why there are so many vile creatures in the Waerg Woods. It’s tinged with dark magic.”
“And the Sihrans, are they dark magic, too?”
That is when the leader’s face seems to pale. “The Sihrans? Child, your mission is harder than ever you know. There is much we need to tell you. Come, let us get you water.”
 


Chapter Nineteen – The Reflected Girl
 
“My name is Esther. I am the village healer, leader, and general decision maker. If anyone has a problem, they come to me. Do you understand, girl?”
“Very much so,” I say, holding my gaze steady with Esther’s dark eyes. We sit across from each other in the one communal building—some sort of holy house. I can tell by the dais and the carved symbol resting on top of it. There is a long plinth with a circle split in half. Leaves have been delicately carved around it, looping on top of each other. Esther has cleared some space so that our group can sit on cushions and animal skins. She has arranged for dates and water to be passed around. I have to stop myself from gulping down my first drink, instead taking it steadily. 
“Then you must listen to me. Now, we appear to be isolated here, yes? There is little around us, only the sands that stretch up to the mountains. But that is not the case. We’re surrounded by the desert tribes, with whom we’ve developed a somewhat difficult relationship. There has been bloodshed, but when the rest of the world is at war, we know we need to stick together. And we have one common enemy—the sultan.
“He takes our boys and throws them in his mines. Men like Mushtan profit from the work our boys do, and very little is sent back to the families.” She fixes Mushtan with her harsh glare.
“That isn’t true, Esther. The boys choose to join up. They aren’t forced. There are no slaves in Jakani.”
“What choice do they have?” she spits. 
Mushtan’s mouth tightens into a thin line. 
Esther turns her attention back to me. “My point is, those tribes move around. They move because the Anadi Sands are as unpredictable as the sea. They even spend some time north of the mountains, and that is where they hear things. I know what they have heard. They have heard that the northern king has sent his soldiers south. They march to Jakani.”
I turn to Cas whose face has turned white as milk at the mention of his father. 
“We knew this day would come,” Cas says. “But I thought the General would keep him north for longer.”
“He’s coming for the Ember Stone,” I say.
Esther nods. “The Ansarintante. Yes. We’ve all heard the stories but none of us thought they were true.”
“They are true, and I have to find it before the king.”
“Then you will have to fight him, Hada-Ya. Are you strong enough? Can you use your powers?” 
I nod. “I can use them.”
“Good. That’s a start. And what are you going to do when Mushtan’s men betray you?” her eyes sparkle in the dim light. 
“I would not betray this girl,” Mushtan says. Spit flies from his mouth as he speaks, incensed by Esther’s words. 
“Then you must disobey your sultan,” Esther says, sneering at Mushtan.
For this, Mushtan has no answer. I pat him on the arm. 
“I’ve always known,” I say. It’s a relief for it to be spoken aloud.  “I knew the sultan wanted the stone from the very first meeting we had with him. It’s not surprising that a man in power would want more power.”
Esther chuckles. “And that, my little Hada-Ya, is the essence of every problem this world has ever faced.”
Mushtan lowers his head and turns away from me. I decide not to say anything more. Mushtan must make the decision whether to betray me or the sultan. I cannot force him. I can only face the moment when it comes, and hope that I won’t have to hurt anyone. I almost let myself smile. Allerton would be proud of how grown up I am becoming, though I wish this maturity wasn’t aimed at whether I have to kill my own friend for the good of the world. 
“Mae is strong enough,” Cas says. “We are strong enough.”
“Is that so, prince? Where is your army? Where are your soldiers?”
Cas lets out a sigh. “They are north with the General and the Duke. We can get word to Allerton—”
“—to get word to the north, to tell the General to march south,” she says. “Too late. It will take too long.”
“The sultan promised us men,” I point out.
“Only if you have the Ember Stone,” she replies. “If the king gets it first, he will side with the king.”
“Then he’s a fool. The king will wipe him and his army from this world,” I say, not bothering to hide my venom.
“You need to send a clear message of power to your people,” she says.
Cas takes my hand. “What better message of power than the union between the craft-born and the heir to the throne.”
I meet his eyes. “You mean—?”
“Yes, I mean our marriage.”
“Here?”
He nods. 
I squeeze his hand. “Then we do it, and we do it with the townsfolk as witnesses. And the tribesmen. And anyone else who cares to see. We’ll spread the word across the mountains. The people will know that we are strong, that they can join our cause.”
Esther smiles. “Good. This is a good start. For now, stay here and eat. Sleep for a few hours. I will make some arrangements.”
Mushtan watches her leave with a frown. Then he turns to me. “Once this is done, it can never be changed. You must be sure that you wish this.”
With Cas’s hand on mine I have never been so sure. “We are ready.”
Sasha drags me into a bear hug and hooks an arm over Cas’s neck. “Finally!”
My cheeks burn red hot with embarrassment, but it doesn’t stop the grin spreading across my face.
 
*
 
When the village hears of the wedding, there’s an automatic buzz of excitement. I’m pulled away by three women and taken to a small hut. Sasha, Ellen, and Aliyah join us. 
“They are going to bathe you and paint your face,” Aliyah says. 
“What do you mean?”
“It’s a ritual,” she says with a shrug. “We paint a pattern across your temples and forehead. It’s very beautiful. You’ll like it a lot.”
“Fine, but first I need to heal Sasha’s ankle.” I’m glad for the distraction, as everything is moving very fast and I need to slow down for a moment. Sasha holds out her foot and I place a hand over it.
“Are you finished, Hada-Ya?” Aliyah asks with raised eyebrows.
I nod and allow myself to smile. Even though nerves tighten my body, I can’t help but let excitement creep in, too. It was only months ago that I wondered about the culture of my ancestral home, and now I am going to be taking part in one of their rituals. 
“And they will find you a dress to wear,” she continues.
Sasha giggles. “Mae will look ridiculous in a dress.”
“Hey, I’ve worn them before,” I say, thinking of the time I wore my mother’s dress. The day Father died. My heart twists. Neither of them will be here to see this moment. Father would be flabbergasted by the idea of me marrying the prince. It’s so bizarre, it’s almost laughable. We went to all that trouble to keep my secret, to stop me marrying Cas, and yet somehow my destiny caught up with me anyway. 
“I have a dress,” Ellen says. “It’s in my pack. I… I took it when I escaped the Red Palace with Cas. I’ve been mending it at night when you’re all asleep. I couldn’t sleep, you see. It was soothing for me. I… It’s my mother’s dress and I didn’t want to be apart from it.”
“I couldn’t,” I say, meeting Ellen’s eyes. “It means too much to you.” 
She lifts a hand to cut me off. “This is my apology. For everything. I’ll have a few changes to make to the seam, but I can do it before the ceremony.” She smiles and disappears from the hut. 
“That’s good of her,” Sasha says. “She’s a good person.”
“Who knew?” I say with a grin. 
I peek through the window of the hut to see the people milling around, threading long palm leaves and vines around the frames of their huts. The leaves flutter with a slight breeze. 
“That is how we decorate,” Aliyah says. “We use the leaves and twine, and we paint our houses, and wear colourful clothes.”
Sure enough, there are men and women smearing bright paint onto the front of their huts. They move as though dancing, looping reds and yellows, and bright emerald greens into stunning patterns. Alongside the green and red loops are little dots of white. 
“We call upon the Gods to bless you,” Aliyah says. “But perhaps you can do that yourself. You have the power of the Gods, after all.”
I think back to the Red Palace when Allerton told me stories about how the Aelfens created the Gods with their magic. They created these immortal beings to watch over the elements. It must be true. They must still exist, otherwise why would I have my powers? And how else would Avery come to me? She must be some sort of God. I’ve thought that for a while, but I don’t know which one. There is no God called Avery.
“Mae?” Sasha says, bringing me back to reality. “Is anything the matter?”
“No, I was thinking about the Gods and my powers… and…” I shake my head, struggling to find the words. 
“He loves you for you,” she says with a smile. 
Tears prick at my eyes, but before they well up, Ellen bursts back into the hut with a long, white dress.
“I’m not sure I can wear that,” I say, feeling my eyes widen with horror.
“Don’t be so ridiculous,” Ellen chastises. “You will be beautiful.”
They wash me, dry me, and wrap me in linen, while a serious-faced young woman gently paints my face with a soft brush. Aliyah tells me it’s made out of camel fur. Around me, the women sing, holding hands with each other and beating the dusty floor with their bare feet. When the painting is done, they move on to braiding my hair. 
“What does it look like?” I ask Sasha, having to talk loudly over the sound of their singing. 
But Sasha has tears in her eyes and can’t speak. 
“By the Gods, what’s wrong with you?” I say. 
“You just look so pretty.”
I shake my head and am chastised by the serious-faced young woman. “Get a grip, Sasha!” But inside I feel a squeeze; a swelling of emotion fighting to escape.
Before I step into the dress, the women of Asher take my hands and we sit in a circle.
“This is a time to reflect on your intended, and to ask the Gods for a long and happy marriage,” Aliyah tells me. “You thank them for allowing you to find the soul that matches yours. You tell them how grateful you are.”
I nod, and close my eyes. Back in Halts-Walden, there would be no way you’d catch me praying. But Avery, and my powers, and all that has happened over the last few months have made me think differently about the world. I know and accept my destiny. I accept that there are things I don’t fully understand.
Avery, I am praying to you because you come to me in my dreams. The last dream frightened me. It felt like a warning, but I don’t know what that warning is. I know you have told me that I will suffer, that my destiny is going to be hard, but that’s the thing… it’s my destiny, no one else’s. So I pray to you to ask that no one else gets hurt. Do what you like to me, rip off my other hand, but don’t hurt anyone else. Especially not Cas. He has his own destiny, one that I may or may not be around for. He will rule Aegunlund, and bring a fair king back to our world. You have to keep him safe. Preferably keep us both safe so we can be happy and have fat children, and fat grandchildren, and die in our beds when we’re old and grey. That’s what I should expect, not hope for, but I know I have a job to do first, and I know it might take my life. Spare his. Please.
I open my eyes to find the rest of the people in the hut watching me intently.
“What?” I ask.
“You just seemed so sincere,” Sasha says. “Like you were really wishing for something.”
“It was beautiful,” Ellen adds, wiping away a tear. 
“For the love of Celine get it together, you two,” I say, holding back my own tears. 
“Time for the dress,” Aliyah adds with a smile. “Come.”
I step into Ellen’s dress while holding in my breath. She is slimmer than me and not as full in the chest, but she has done a good job of letting out the seams so that the fit is snug but not suffocating. And then someone brings a piece of broken mirror into the hut and holds it before me. 
I inhale, sucking in air. The girl in the mirror has her mouth hanging open. She has flowers tucked into her braids, and a warrior pattern drawn on her skin in white. She wears a long, floating dress, but she stands straight and tall, with her shoulders thrown back. She seems strong, and beautiful, and ready for her future. 
“That can’t be me,” I breathe. 
Ellen claps her hands in delight. Aliyah raises her eyebrows and nods approvingly. Sasha grips my hand and sniffs. 
 “Are you ready?” Sasha asks. 
My stomach responds with a flutter. It seems like moments ago that I was sat with Esther and the rest of our group discussing the impending war. Now I am dressed as a bride.
“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. 
“She’s ready,” Aliyah says, and pushes me out of the hut.
 


Chapter Twenty – The Warning
 
Every hut in Asher is bright with paint. Dots, dashes, loops, and interconnecting patterns flow through the town, as though joining everyone together as one. I nod to some of the villagers, thanking them for their efforts. The children grin, proud of their handiwork, and excited to be part of the festivities. All the time my heart is aflutter. 
“There’s no way the tribes won’t notice the wedding,” Sasha says pointing to the paint. She turns around and stares out into the distance. “Look!”
I turn to see a group of camels lined up on top of one of the distant dunes. “They’re watching us.”
“Yes, and soon word will get out that the prince and the craft-born are married,” she says. “That will give the king something to worry about.”
And hopefully strengthen Cas’s supporters.
“They won’t know it’s us right away. Someone will have to tell them,” I say. 
“Esther will sort that.”
I nod. No doubt she will. 
I try not to think about Aegunlund and the tribesmen; instead I think of Cas and what is about to happen. We’re about to be joined before our friends as husband and wife. My stomach lurches. I’m barely sixteen years old. I take a soothing breath. What does it matter? I am the craft-born; he is a prince. Younger people than us have become king or queen in the past. We can do this. 
The villagers have changed into brightly coloured robes. Some have pretty patterns painted in a deep red across their foreheads. There is the sound of a drum and a fire burning in the distance. As I get closer to the fire, the villagers begin to sing, and their voices wash away my worries. It’s a harmonic sound, punctuated by drum beats. The melody rises and falls as feet beat the ground, sending sand up into the air. It’s through the sand cloud I first see Cas. 
He’s dressed in a silver tunic tucked into his britches, with his sword hanging on his belt. Travelling through the Anadi Sands has sculpted him, shaped him into a broad shouldered man. A flutter of excitement passes through me when he turns to face me. A storm brews in his eyes, and his gaze is almost hungry. Without thinking about what the tradition might be in Asher we join hands, and his grip on mine is strong. 
“You look…” he whispers into my ear, but doesn’t seem capable of ending the sentence. A flush of heat works its way up from my toes to my cheeks. My eyes can’t break away from his gaze. 
The ceremony is long. It lasts until the sun begins to fade. For a lot of the time we stand by the fire holding hands as coloured sand is thrown over us, and we are given a sash of desert flowers to wear. Then, we are told to sit as the villagers dance for us, kicking up dirt and beating the skin of their drum. It’s intoxicating: the smell of the smoke, the haze of the sand, the music pulsing through the desert, making the Anadi Sands shake. My palm is hot and clammy inside Cas’s grasp, and I can smell him—citrus, spice, and still somehow the forest—as we lean into one another. 
One of the villagers pulls Sasha into the group. She dances out of step with the Ashers, tipping back her red mane to laugh heartily. Then wine is passed around, and soon I’m on my feet with Cas, dancing for the first time ever. I’m clumsy and oafish and Cas almost doubles over with laughter, but I don’t care, I will dance and dance until the sun rises.
 
*
 
The next morning my mouth is as dry as the desert, and my head pounds the same rhythm as the drums. I wake with a jolt, sitting bolt upright in the tent, my heart pounding. There’s an ache where my missing hand used to be. It throbs so hard I can hardly bear it. I glance down at Cas beside me, softly snoring away. We’re not alone. Avery stands before me. 
“It’s time to leave, craft-born,” she says. 
I open my mouth to speak, but she is gone, fading back into the shadows. 
I rock Cas from his slumber and direct him into his clothes. He rubs sleep from his eyes and stumbles around the tent. 
“Mae, what is this? Let’s go back to bed—”
“Avery came to me. She said we had to go, now.”
“Why?” he asks.
“She didn’t say.”
Cas shakes his head and grumbles as I hurry out of the tent, swearing at the bright sun. Why did I have to drink so much wine while in the desert? I wipe my forehead and my hand comes back smeared with white paint. I’d forgotten all about that, and when I observe the landscape around me, the huts of Asher are still covered in their decorations. I stop myself from getting lost in the haze that was last night, and hurry across to Sasha’s tent.
“I got a message from Avery, we have to… oh!” I stop mid-stride. Sasha is not alone. Ellen is curled up on her bedroll. The two girls sit up sharply. Sasha glares at me. “Um… she said we have to go. Now. And I’m inclined to agree with her. I’m going to find Esther so we can gather supplies.”
I back out of the tent, biting my bottom lip to stop myself from smiling. It seems that the two of them discovered their feelings for each other last night. I’m glad.
The village is quiet. We stayed up late in the night, celebrating our wedding; dancing and singing; eating and drinking. The people here are more than generous, they are warm and accepting. They made us feel like family. I hope with every part of my being that our presence here won’t cause them trouble. I have a heavy feeling in my stomach that I can’t shake away; the feeling that something bad is going to happen. 
I rush through the buildings searching for Esther, at last finding her in their temple, sitting cross-legged in front of their altar. She doesn’t move when I approach so I clear my throat loudly. 
“Yes,” she says, impatient but not rude. “What is it, Hada-Ya?” 
“I was visited by Avery this morning. She said to leave. Avery is an Ancient who comes to me in my dreams. I think she might be some sort of Goddess.”
Esther climbs to her feet, her knees clicking. She straightens her back and stares deep into my eyes. She has a sombre face, one with strong features—a large nose, high cheekbones, lips that are full and straight, brows that are thick. Her hair is peppered with grey, and almost as curly as mine. 
“And what did she say to you in this dream?” Esther asks. 
“She said to go—now.”
Esther stares over my head and scratches her forearm. “And this message frightens you?”
I nod.
“Then you must go. Meet Ishra at the well, and we will bring you what we can for your journey.”
“Thank you,” I say. “For everything.”
Esther nods, and she smiles thinly. I can almost see the thoughts in her mind. I can see her worry about the villagers. As I turn away, my stomach squirms. What if I have brought danger to them? What if I get these wonderful people killed? My hand shakes as I round up Mushtan and the others. I continue to tremble as I pack my things into Adil’s saddle. Perhaps if we leave now, we will be able to lure that danger away from Asher. I can only hope so. 
“Avery, that warning had best help these people. I don’t want to leave these people to fend for themselves,” I mutter as I tie Adil’s saddle. 
“Hey.” I feel a hand on my shoulder. “You seem stressed.”
I find Cas’s concerned eyes when I turn to him. “If these people are hurt…”
“You don’t know they will be. You’re doing the right thing,” Cas says. “You’re following a warning, and that’s good. Do you remember the stubborn girl I once knew who refused to follow orders and made bad decisions?”
I half smile at him. “I wasn’t that bad.”
“We’ve both changed, White Hart,” he says. 
The familiar name makes my breath catch in my throat. I steel myself, stop my trembling fingers, and nod. “Let’s go to the well. Esther and Ishra are meeting us there.”
 My heart pounds against my chest as we walk to the well. It refuses to calm as we pack up the water, food, and our belongings. Even as Mushtan’s men yawn and complain about their aching heads, my body remains rigid, waiting for this impending danger. 
As I climb onto Adil, there is still nothing. There is no attack, and I begin to question Avery’s presence altogether.
Esther approaches my camel with her hand held above her brow to shield her eyes from the sun. She lifts her chin and meets my gaze with her own level eyes. “I have something for you, Hada-Ya. A gift.”
“For me?” I say, hardly masking my surprise. We’ve known each other little over a day. 
“It’s only a small token,” she says. Her palm unfolds to show a small golden band. She lifts her hand to me, and I lean over Adil to take it. “You need a wedding ring, Mae.” Hearing her say my name is strange. I’ve been so used to being the Hada-Ya since coming to the Haedalands. 
“This is too much,” I say. I try to give it back but she pushes my hand away.
“It will help you. My grandmother knew a craft-born—a Hada-Ya—like you. They were friends. My grandmother asked the Hada-Ya to bless the ring. So she did. That ring will help to keep you safe. It will protect you, and I think you need protecting.”
My throat goes dry and sore as though I am about to cry. “Thank you, Esther.”
The woman pats my camel and nods her acknowledgement. “You must be careful not to get lost on this journey. I have told Mushtan that he will struggle to find landmarks where you are going. The desert is almost flat there, with no vegetation whatsoever. That food and water will get you to your destination and back here in just enough time. But if you are lost, there is a chance you could run out of supplies. Be careful and farewell, Mae Waylander, craft-born and future queen.”
“We will heed your warning, Esther. I thank you and your villagers for your hospitality and fine gifts. I will never forget you.” I work the ring onto my finger using my thumb, as Cas climbs up behind me. As we leave Asher he places his hand over mine.
 
*
 
Mushtan leads the way again. Even with Mushtan’s expertise, we must be especially careful. Finally, as we put some distance between us and Asher, my heart settles into a steady heartbeat. 
Once we’re back up on the dunes, and away from the shade of the mountains, the sun beats down on us, relentless and exhausting. My stomach growls with hunger. The effects of the wine have left me nauseated. But we cannot stop now. We have too much ground to cover. We left late in the morning and we must press on until late afternoon. I lean back into Cas, and let Adil’s slow strides lull me into a soft slumber. We’re away from Asher, we have provisions, and we have a few more camels. We are safe for now, so I let myself drift. 
But that feeling of safety does not last long. I am jolted awake by a cry, and Cas whispers nonononono by my ear.
“What is it?” I sit up, blinking through the bright sun. 
And then I smell it. Smoke. Thick, dark, destructive smoke, and it comes from Asher.
I yank Adil’s reins, turning him around. But Cas has his hand on mine. 
“We can’t go back,” he says. 
“We have to,” I insist. 
“We can’t,” he says. “It could be the king’s soldiers. They will kill us, Mae. There are more of them than there are of us.”
“Cas… I can’t… I can’t leave them,” I mutter. 
“This is why you got the warning,” he says. “We would have burned with them. Now we have to hurry. We cannot stop. They are too close. I’m sorry, but we will save more lives if we carry on.”
“I could have stopped them with my power,” I insist. “I still can.”
“It’s too dangerous,” he replies. “Your task is too important for you to risk your life.”
I know he’s right, and it hurts my heart. I lean forward, and scream silently into Adil’s shoulder. The camel tosses up his head but, doesn’t make a sound. A few moments later I catch up to Mushtan. 
“We must get out of sight over those dunes,” he says. “Hurry.”
Our camels quicken. We rush away from the burning village, all the time my stomach clenching. When we’re away from sight, I lean over and vomit onto the sand. 
“Try not to do that, Hada-Ya,” Mushtan warns. “You will be dehydrated.” He turns to the rest of our group. We’ve stopped, but not for long. “Those are the king’s men. I saw their flag as they rode into the village.” He stops and examines my face. “There was nothing we could do. We’re not strong enough to fight them, yet. And now, we must run from them. We must reach the temple and get the stone before them.”
“Do you think the king was with them?” Cas asks. 
He shakes his head. “I doubt it. But we cannot rule it out.”
“Lyndon could be there.” A ripple of tension passes through Cas’s body and he grips my hand so hard it hurts. 
“I could have stopped them,” I say. “I could have done it with my powers.”
“Yes,” Mushtan says. “But at what cost? Tell me, Hada-Ya, which of your powers could take out a fleet of soldiers but keep the village and the villagers safe? We had no idea they were coming, only a vague warning from your Goddess. No, there was nothing we could do, and it would be no use to turn back now. They are lost.”
I remain quiet. 
“We have to leave,” Mushtan says. “Last night, after your union, I sent word out about your marriage. I sent word to the tribes, and word back to Jakani. The war is beginning now. Fighting will break out. You’ve shown your allegiance, and the king will retaliate.”
We kick on our camels, but my mind is elsewhere. I am thinking only of the people we left behind. And then, as I think and I concentrate and I work, it begins to rain.
 


Chapter Twenty-One – The Followers
 
I tilt my head to the dark, knitted clouds above in complete shock. It’s the first time I’ve been able to change the weather so drastically. As we hurry through the desert, and away from the fires, our group holds their hands up to the sky in disbelief. 
I made it rain in the desert.
The rain comes down fast, soaking us to the skin. I hope it puts out the fires in the village. I hope it helps them rebuild. I hope. I hope. 
Cas wraps his arms around my waist, and his sodden, warm body presses against mine. Adil plods along, unimpressed with the weather, his feet losing purchase on the unsteady, wet ground. 
“You must stop it now,” Mushtan says, pointing up to the sky. 
The clouds are still thickening. A rumble of thunder passes overhead. I’ve not just made it rain, I’ve created a thunder storm. Mushtan’s men stop gawping at the sky and pull their cloaks over their heads, huddling down on their camels. We make our descent down a sand dune, pushed along by the unstable sludge under our feet. 
Mushtan turns back to me. “Make it stop or there will be floods!”
Panic rises from my gut like a hard stone pushing up to my chest. My hands tremble as I think of fire—anything to stop the rain pelting down. I close my eyes, letting Adil and Cas lead the way. Adil slips and slides on the wet ground. There’s a cry to my right, and I open my eyes to see one of the Borgan’s camels falling to its knees. 
“Mae, concentrate,” Cas says. 
Sasha’s camel charges past us, sliding on its hind legs. Sasha grips on for her life. 
I concentrate. I try to calm my breathing, and steady my heart. The thunder cracks overhead, and there’s a collective gasp when a bolt of lightning rips through the sky. This is not what I had in mind when I asked for rain. Avery, why can’t you help me now, when I really need it?
There’s a cry from the back of our group. When I turn back, searching over Cas’s shoulder, that’s when I see it, the swell of the flood coming towards us. The camels dash forward. One of the Borgans is unseated. Even Adil races forward, with his hooves struggling to find purchase in the boggy ground. The blood drains from my face as I glance at Cas over my shoulder. We are in trouble. 
When the water hits, we’re washed forward. Adil goes over. I fall into water and mud, rolling down a sodden dune with my mouth filling with the foul tasting liquid. Cas is separated from me. One of the camels knocks into my side, its rider flailing behind. Our entire party is sent into one long slide down the sloping desert. Our steeds have fallen. Still the rain pounds down in relentless torrents. All of us are soaked to our very core. As the landslide pushes me along, I hold out my arms desperately searching for Cas. My metal hand fills with water, making it heavy and uncomfortable. Something large and heavy knocks into me, forcing my head under the water. The mud covers me, water gushes over me. 
I can’t breathe. 
My lungs burn, and my mouth fills with grainy, muddy water. I reach out with my right arm, and jam my metal hand into the sand, somehow managing to pull myself up and spit out the dirty water. There are hands around me, pulling me up and out of the landslide. Cas lays with me on the muddy sand.
“You have to control this,” he shouts over the rain. “If you don’t, we’re all going to drown. Mae, remember when the king hurt Anta? Remember how you focussed your powers and got away? You have to do that again. You have to focus so that you can save us.”
The ground starts to move beneath us, and I know I have little time. Cas is right. I can do this. I can focus, and stop this storm. All I need to do is think about how much we need this. Clarity comes in moments of crisis. There’s a sharp pain in my mind, but it is a good pain, a searing flash that puts everything into perspective. I tilt my head to the dark clouds, and finally I see a peek of sun coming through the grey. The rain calms from a torrent into a drizzle, and Cas wraps his arms around me. 
“Come on,” he says. “Let’s find the others.”
We slip and slide down the rest of the dune until we get to a large pool of muddy water. Here, Mushtan and his men drag camels out onto the bank of the next uphill climb. 
“What’s the damage?” I ask. 
“One of the camels drowned. We lost some of our supplies. We are all wet, but not hurt,” he says. His eyes flash. “That was clever, Hada-Ya, but also foolish. Had you managed to control it—very impressive—but you could not.” 
I swallow. “I know. I’m sorry.”
He breaks into a laugh and raises his voice. “At least we made good time. The water has washed us further along our path. We travelled faster than we would on camel. We will make it up this slope and down the next dune by nightfall. That is good.”
I let out a sigh of relief. The group works together to get as many camels as we can back on their feet, and we hike our way up the steep incline, muddied, wet, and itchy, but still alive and strong. 
 
*
 
As night falls, the group sits by the fire drying our drenched belongings. Mushtan made us walk until we found some dry land between two steep dunes. Here, out of sight from the Red Peak Mountains and Asher, we can get some well-needed respite. Spirits are low after the landslide. Much of our food perished, and despite the rain, we lost some water, too. Mushtan’s men managed to salvage some by wringing out our sodden clothes into containers, but even still, we have less than when we set off from Asher. 
I twist the ring on my finger and pray to Avery that we are close. Our group is tired and in desperate need of good news. That night I sleep a dreamless sleep, and am woken by Cas stirring next to me. He sits up on our bed roll and pushes the palm of his hand into his eye. 
“What is it?” I rub the stump on my right arm. It aches, as it does a lot in the hot climate. 
He shakes his head. “It could be nothing.”
“Tell me.”
“I sense darkness. It’s like someone is pouring ice-cold water over my skin.” He shakes his head. “It’s stupid, I know, but my mother said she had some sort of ability to sense people. I believe that I can sense my family. Whether it’s Lyndon or Father, I don’t know, but I’m getting the same cold sensation I get when they walk into a room. One, or both of them, are with the men who set Asher on fire, and I believe they are coming to kill me. Kill us. I feel it deep inside, like the rumble of thunder from your storm. Someone is coming.” 
I touch him lightly on the shoulder, feeling the trembling of his skin. 
We don’t sleep for the rest of the night. Cas sits and balls his hands into fists. 
 
*
 
We are blessed with a cooler sun the next day, which helps us make good time as we follow Mushtan’s maps. Esther’s warning seems far away. The fire and the floods are a distant memory. I’m hopeful again. 
Sasha rides close to me. “About the other morning, when you came into my tent—”
“I won’t say a word.”
“A word about what?” Cas asks. 
I jab him in the ribs with my elbow. “Nothing, prince. Nothing that concerns you.”
Sasha glances at Cas before saying. “Thank you. It means a lot.”
I let go of Adil and lean over to squeeze her arm. Sasha smiles at me. 
“We’re getting close,” she says. “My amulet feels different, warmer. I think it’s drawn to the hidden temple.”
There’s a flutter in my stomach. Hope is one thing, but getting closer to an unknown enemy is another. 
“Do you think we’ll succeed?” I say in a quiet voice. “We know nothing about the Sihrans.”
“We don’t know they’re alive,” Cas points out. 
“If they have the Ember Stone, there’s a good chance they are alive,” Sasha says. “And there’s a good chance that they are immortal and difficult to kill. But if anyone can do it, it’s you.” 
Cas squeezes my waist. “It’s true. You’re the strongest person in this world. You can defeat them.”
I open my mouth to speak, when a flash of light catches my eye. I slow Adil and watch the landscape. 
“What is it?” Cas asks. 
“I saw something move,” I say. “I’m sure of it.”
Sasha cups her hand over her eyes. “I can’t see anything.” Then her hand flies to her throat. “My amulet is stone cold.”
“What does that mean?” I ask. 
She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I think it might be a bad thing.”
There’s a sound that reminds me of knives scraping together. Frowning, I turn Adil in the direction of the sound to see what it could be. The camel groans, but I urge him forward, determined to investigate. Cas places a hand on the hilt of his sword. He is tense behind me. His muscles are hard against my back. The sound is gone, and I am about to give up, when the glint of a gold object—barely visible on the sand—comes charging towards us. 
I leap from Adil’s back, and Cas lands next to me on the desert floor. In an instant I have wind stirring up the sand towards the creature. 
“It’s one of the spider automatons that Beardsley made,” I shout. “They attacked us in the Red Palace. Aim for their eyes.” 
The brass spider is as large as a camel. It has jewelled eyes and legs as sharp as razors. 
“Get back,” I call out to Mushtan and the others. “Get away.”
“Mae,” Sasha turns to me with wide eyes, she has one fist over her amulet and her face is as pale as a ghost. The spider slashes out with its legs. I use my power to shift the sand, creating a huge wave. 
The spider scuttles back, almost tipping onto its side with the force of the sand. 
“Can you trap it like you did the worm?” Cas asks. 
“I don’t know. It has more legs than the worm.” I force a gust of wind towards the spider, forcing it to slow down. 
“Mae, hold my hand,” Sasha says. When I fix her with a confused expression, she rolls her eyes. “Just do it. Something is happening with my amulet.”
I reach across with my left hand and grip hers. Cas remains on my right, his sword held aloft, his body in a crouch. The spider finds its balance and begins to charge us again, but then something happens. There’s a flow of power emanating from Sasha’s amulet. We turn to each other, both feeling it.
“Mae…,” Cas warns. The spider is coming fast. 
But as it approaches, a burst of bright blue explodes from Sasha’s amulet, like a stream of lightning. It hits the spider squarely in one of its eyes, and the spider falls back away from us. 
“What was that?” I breathe. 
“It looked like lightning,” Sasha replies. 
Despite our best efforts, the spider is still alive, and it only takes a few moments to get back on its legs. But after Sasha’s hit from her amulet, it is slower. Cas lifts his sword, and throws it as hard as he can, stabbing through the spider’s eye, and into its mechanism behind. The spider drops back into the sand. Its legs close into itself. 
“You killed it.” I stare at Cas with wide eyes. “Where did you learn to do that?”
He shrugs. “I could never beat Lyndon in one-to-one combat, so I learned how to throw.”
“Why haven’t you ever done that before?” Sasha says. 
“I’ve never had the opportunity before,” Cas says with a grin. 
I nudge him with my shoulder. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he replies. 
While I’m staring at my new husband, Musthan approaches from behind. “I have never seen such a beast. It is magical, no?”
“The designer harnessed the power of the craft,” I admit. “It is one of the king’s creatures; something to fight us without using men.”
Mushtan shakes his head. “A man should look another man in the eye before he kills him. This is the coward’s way.”
“Maybe there is something we can salvage from it,” Cas says, striding towards the broken spider. 
For a moment my heart skips a beat, remembering how the Nix played dead before biting off my hand. “Cas wait!”
He turns back to me. “What is it?”
I rush to his side and check the spider myself.
“It’s a heap of junk now, look,” Cas says. He reaches forward and pulls the sword from its eye. Metal scrapes against metal and I cringe. 
Soon the men surround the spider, pulling away bits of brass and jewels. I reach into the middle, and pull out the black diamond from where its brain should be. 
“The king makes these in his palace,” I tell them. “He borrows money from the Haedalands, starves his own people, and makes these to try and create his own Ember Stone. He’s so desperate to never die that he’s willing to take the lives of all those thousands starving across the land.”
“He’s unhinged,” Sasha says. She still holds her amulet. When she notices me watching, she says, “I had no idea it would do that. Something told me to take your hand.”
“The craft flowed into your amulet,” I reply. “It was a powerful thing. Our gifts are expanding.” I wonder what else is possible. 
“Do you think the spider was tracking us?” Cas asks. “How else would it find us? It can’t possibly have been a coincidence. The Anadi Sands stretch for hundreds of miles. It had to know how to find us.”
“Unless someone at Asher told them,” Sasha replies.
“That doesn’t explain why they went to Asher in the first place,” Cas says. “They had to know we were there. Then there is the small matter of navigating the Anadi Sands after a landslide washed us further away than expected.”
The thought makes my stomach sink. If that’s true, then either the king or Lyndon could be following us. “Anything is possible,” I whisper.
 


Chapter Twenty-Two – The White Snake
 
With the feeling of shadows over my shoulder, we continue through the Anadi Sands, stopping only for a little water and food. All around me, I see weary faces, sweat coated foreheads, and frowns. I have the eyes of the king behind me, and the eyes of Mushtan’s men all around me. Esther’s words echo in my mind: if he doesn’t betray me, he will betray the sultan. When—if—we find the Sihran temple, Mushtan will have a decision to make. 
But for now we move: one step after the other under a punishing sun. I pull the she’em over my head to help shield my eyes from the bright sunshine. The corpse of the brass spider is scattered some miles behind us, its mechanism completely pulled apart. How did it find us? 
“Hada-Ya, come talk to me a moment,” Mushtan says, turning back on his camel to face me. 
I hurry Adil forwards, ignoring the camel’s protests. Adil likes to follow, not lead. He hates overtaking other camels.
“What is it?” I ask. 
“We are beyond the region of the Anadi Sands that I can navigate. Now we can only use the direction of the sun to aid our journey. There are no landmarks, no changes in landscape that I can use to help us. Even with the maps, it is an almost impossible task to know exactly where to find our location,” he says through tight lips. 
“Are you saying we’re lost?” I ask. 
He raises his shoulders in a half shrug. “I’m saying there’s no way to navigate us exactly to our location. I am an old man who has travelled far. I’ve been to the Anadi Sands many times, but we are in a part of the desert that… how can I put this? Those who come never return.”
Despite the sweltering sun, my blood turns cold. “We can’t turn back.”
“I’m not suggesting we do, Hada-Ya, but I thought you should be prepared. This is where your link to the Gods will have to guide us. Perhaps praying to them is the only thing to direct us to our location.” He grins at me, revealing old, yellowed teeth.
I shiver. Aside from Avery, I have no connection to the Gods. Even Avery is sporadic with her interventions. So far she has let my father and Cas’s mother die. Why should I trust that she will help? I try to put the negative thoughts out of my mind. If this really is my destiny, thinking that we’ll fail is not going to help.
“All we can do is keep going,” I say to Mushtan. “If this is my destiny, we’ll soon find out.”
Mushtan laughs. “Indeed we will, Hada-Ya.”
 
*
 
Shunning dark thoughts from your mind is much easier when you have food and water. After another day of travel, I’m not so confident. Avery has not come to me in my dreams. Sasha’s amulet remains the same warm temperature. Mushtan is quiet. I worry that he is weakening. His men grow restless, and I remain concerned that they will turn on both Mushtan and myself. Even Cas says little. After the spider, his expression has darkened. I know he worries that his father and brother will find us. I worry about it as well.
I have counted the number of skulls we have found in this part of the desert: five. There must be many more buried deep under the sand of the desert floor. Adil tripped over one of them, and I fell onto the sand, my metal hand coming off in the process. Treowe had to help me tie it back on. 
“Perhaps the hook would be better,” he suggests. “It’s more lightweight and sturdy.”
“If you think so,” I say, glancing at Cas. 
“I think the hook is magnificent,” Cas says. “You appear powerful with it.”
“I feel ridiculous,” I reply. 
He kisses the top of my head. “You shouldn’t. I’ve seen you look ridiculous, Mae Waylander, and it’s usually to do with an ill-fitting evening gown, not because of a weapon.”
And so I continue on my journey with one hand a hook. It’s not particularly queenly, but I suppose it’s practical. Adil strides along, and Cas’s hands stay at my waist. 
 “The people of Aegunlund loved your mother. She was the queen of their hearts. She was the mother to their country. I have a hook.” I frown at my right arm, the metal glinting in the sun.
“They will love you as I love you,” Cas responds. “I think they already do. News of your powers travelled quickly after my attempted wedding to Ellen. Anyone who stands up to the king is loved by the regular folk. You should know that. But maybe you shouldn’t wear the hook to your coronation.”
I can’t help but smile, but Cas has a point. As a Halts-Walden peasant, I disliked the king even as a small child. I would like anyone who disobeyed the king and stood up to his brutish ways. 
There’s a moan and a thud. I pull on Adil’s rein and turn back to see one of Mushtan’s men helping Ellen back onto her camel. She is barely conscious. Sasha sits behind her, helping some water onto her lips. My heart clenches. Some of us are not used to this climate and it has been a long, difficult journey. I wait for Sasha’s camel to catch up with us. 
“How is she?” I ask. 
“Dehydrated and exhausted,” Sasha replies. 
“I’ll heal her,” I reply. 
Sasha’s face hardens before she sighs and relents. “Not too much.” 
I hold my hands over her forehead and think of the cool air back in Halts-Walden. I think of the distant sea in Cyne, and the smell of pine in the Waerg Woods. Ellen shifts in her seat, then takes a deep breath and opens her eyes. 
“What happened?” she asks. 
“You collapsed,” I reply, feeling a little woozy from the power used to heal her. “But you’re better now.”
“How much longer?” Her blue eyes plead with me. 
I twist Adil’s reins between my fingers, struggling to meet her gaze. How can I answer that question when we have no idea where we are? “We’ll get there soon. I promise.” 
I pull Adil away, my heart beating a little faster, and a sickness rising from my belly. 
“Mae,” Cas says. 
“I know what you’re going to say. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
He doesn’t have to reply. We both know it. But I am weak. I needed to give her hope. And now, I need to give myself hope. I need to feel Avery near. I need to know that she is helping me. But still she eludes me. 
I glance up at the blue skies above. We need water, but I cannot control my powers enough for us to collect the rain water we need. If I change the weather, I could create more floods and put our lives in danger.
Our afternoon rest is almost pointless. There is little food to go around. I give an extra half date to Ellen, and share some of my water with her. It helps to perk her up a little, but she is still weak. I hate to admit it, but my bones are tired and weary. My thighs and arse are sore from the constant riding. We’ve all lost weight. My collarbone pokes out from my skin, and Cas’s cheekbones protrude. Many of the Borgans sit with their head in their hands, almost broken. 
Mushtan calls time, and we climb back onto our weary camels, departing with only a general direction to follow. Onward we plod as a group of exhausted travellers with frayed tempers. 
“I’m not sure how long we can go on like this,” I say quietly. 
Cas squeezes my waist. “It’s not over yet. I believe in you.”
“I wish I did.”
A Borgan voice catches my attention. “Snake. Get away, it could be poisonous.” He flails his arms directing those with camels close to the snake to move away. 
I look down at the long, slithering creature, relieved to see that it is not an enormous monster like the worm. Its body is white and shiny with flecks of gold. It moves in serpentines, twisting its body back and forth. 
“Kill it,” Mushtan instructs. “We could use the meat.”
“Wait,” I say, raising my voice. The men glare at me with hooded, hungry eyes, their hands hovering over their daggers. I open my mouth to speak, but when I do, I realise I don’t know why I stopped them. It makes sense to kill the snake, and yet I feel strongly that we shouldn’t. 
“What is it, Hada-Ya?” Mushtan asks. 
“I don’t know. I think… I think we should follow it.”
Sasha hurries her camel to my side. She and Ellen ride together, and I note the dark circles around the eyes of both of them. 
“I hope you have some sort of plan,” Sasha says. “Those men need real food and all we have left is dried fruit and grain.”
“I can’t explain it,” I say. “I feel like we need to follow the snake.”
“Wait,” Sasha says. “My amulet. My amulet is heating up.” She holds it up to show me, and those around us, her eyes wide and excited. “I think that means we’re going the right way.”
“It could be a sign from the Gods, Mae. What if it’s Avery?” Cas says. He rubs my upper arms with excitement. 
There’s a renewed energy amongst the group. I urge Adil on, and he complies. Sasha holds her amulet and quickens her pace so that we are only a short distance behind the snake. I hear the sound of excited voiced at the back of the group, something I haven’t heard for days. We follow the snake down a steep incline, and then across a flat piece of desert with some spiky plants growing intermittently around us. Once we’ve past this plain, we head onto soft sand that sinks under the weight of our camels. 
“The amulet is scorching,” Sasha says. She swears and drops it, then holds it by the string instead. “We must be close.”
Sure enough, the snake comes to a stop, and Adil bows his knees so I can slide off. I walk slowly, with stiff legs and aching muscles. I walk straight up to the snake, which sits coiled on the sand. When I approach, it uncoils and wraps its clean white body around my leg, twisting up my body. My heart pounds. What if I’m wrong? What if this is a trick set by the king? But then a soft whisper comes through the breeze, brushing my neck. Wind.
The snake settles on my shoulders as I take three steps back. 
“No one come any closer,” I warn. 
I know what I need to do. I raise my arms and close my eyes, and soon the wind blows through the scorching desert, whipping up my clothes. I keep my eyes closed as the sand batters my skin. The wind strengthens. I feel its swell, its might and power, and my body tingles with anticipation. And then it dies down, and the snake slithers back down my body. When the wind is still, I open my eyes, and the snake is gone. 
What remains is a deep ravine where the wind moved the sand away. In that ravine is a set of stone steps leading to two pillars. Between the two pillars is only darkness.
“The Sihran temple. The last of the Ancients,” Sasha whispers. 
I nod. “Now we find out if they are still alive.”
 


Chapter Twenty-Three – The Forgotten Ancients
 
It’s as though the desert has opened up to us. We crowd around the entrance staring down at the darkness below. 
“My amulet is hot,” Sasha says. “We need to go down there.”
I turn to Mushtan. “I don’t want this to be it. I don’t want to go in there with you and come out without you. Are you with us?”
“I am with you, Hada-Ya,” he says. “Every step of the way.”
His brown eyes are sincere. I nod, and take a step forward, my heart pounding as I place my foot on the top step. It holds my weight. It feels strong beneath me, as strong and ancient as my powers. I inhale a deep breath and continue down the steps. The lower we go into the ground, the more dank the smell and the hotter the air. I press my palm against the tunnel wall. It’s smooth like marble, and at the bottom of the stairs are two marble pillars with a connecting archway. On the archway is an inscription. I have learned some of the Aelfen language from Allerton but I’m far from fluent. There is one word I recognise—beware.
“Beware the trespassers, death awaits all,” Sasha translates. 
A shudder works down my spine.
“Someone wanted to be left alone,” Cas observes. “They came to the most remote part of the desert and built a temple with a frightening warning on it. They must really hate other people.”
“Ancient tribes were always at war,” Mushtan says. “This could be their sanctuary away from that fighting.”
“Whatever their motive, we must retrieve the Ansarintante.” I take the first step through the archway, my back slick with sweat. 
“We need torches,” Mushtan says. “It’s too dark down here to see our path.”
“No need,” I reply, forming a small fireball in my palm and tossing it up above my head. It sticks there, lighting our way. There’s a collective gasp from the group. Some even take a few steps away from me. I can’t help but smile. There is one advantage to having powers… it’s nice to shock people every once in a while. 
It takes a few moments for us to get through a short tunnel. In this part of the temple, the walls are etched with drawings. I run my finger over the grooves, feeling the outlines of ancient art. 
“They’re all so violent,” Sasha says. “All of them. They show war, and fighting, and sacrifice. Look—that seems to be an altar and this Aelfen is holding a ceremonial knife.”
“Sacrifice was important to the Ancients,” Mushtan says. “They would kill those pure of heart to appease the wrath of the Gods.”
“It appears that they should have been concentrating on their own wrath,” I say, following the sight of red blood and violence across the walls. 
“It’s a good distraction, no? To blame a deity for our actions. For the most part, no one can say they are wrong. The Gods don’t come down to tell us we’re right or wrong, they remain wherever they remain, leaving us to hack ourselves to pieces over them,” Mushtan says in a voice that tells me he does not think highly of the Gods. 
“Sometimes they intervene. Allerton told me the Ancients made the Gods with their own magic,” I say, moving slowly along, still drinking in the colourful art undisturbed for thousands of years. 
“Hada-Ya, the world is more complicated than that. The Gods you know, yes. But these sacrifices are not for them. They are for the old ways, the ancient ways. The first Aelfen Gods. Times were brutal then. Times were hard. It was kill or be killed,” Mushtan explains. 
“That doesn’t sound so different,” Cas says sombrely.
“Your father is determined to break peace,” Mushtan says in a quiet voice. 
Cas remains silent as we move on through the tunnel and down to spiralling steps that lead deeper and deeper below the desert floor. The air is stale and thin. My fire sputters above me, threatening to extinguish and plunge us into darkness. I have an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia as I think about the desert sand above our head. My steps quicken, hoping to find an entrance into a place not quite so cramped and small. 
“These people never wanted to be found,” Sasha says. “See how far they tunnelled underground?”
“But they built a way out.” Treowe’s voice takes me by surprise. I hadn’t heard him speak for a long time and had forgotten he was there. “That means that one day they wanted to come back to the world.”
“They are waiting,” Cas says. “Waiting for an opportunity to come back.”
“To do what?” I say. 
It’s Mushtan who answers. “Control us, I would think, Hada-Ya. Maybe they are waiting for enough magic to return to our world so they are able to use all their power.”
“But there has been a craft-born in every generation. There is still magic in the world.”
“Not enough,” he says. “Not for them. It would take a very powerful craft-born to re-introduce real magic to Aegunlund.”
We continue further into the temple as I mull over Mushtan’s words. My skin prickles at the thought of us wandering into a temple of immortals waiting for an opportunity to return to the world and control us all like puppets. My mouth goes dry. What if I cannot defeat them?
When we come out to a large open space, we all take in a deep breath of air that is not so dank or thin. Cas wipes sweat from his forehead, and straightens his back. I notice that many of the others are doing the same. We are all tired and weary. 
“We should take a break. Have a little water and some fruit,” I say. 
Mushtan nods his approval. 
There are many sighs as our group slumps to the floor, and shares out water skins and small bundles of fruit. I chew on a date as I take in our surroundings, trying to get as many clues as I can from the space. It’s almost like an entry room in a castle or mansion. A little bit like Mushtan’s large hallway back in Jakani. There are white marble pillars placed intermittently around the room, and the walls are carved with the same art as the first tunnel. These depict much violence, but they also show many people performing day to day tasks, such as herding cattle and making wine. Then there are the more interesting drawings, those which show ancient powers. I see fire bursting from hands, waves of water controlled by Aelfens with serious faces, and many huddling for cover from a tornado. Some of the pictures show tall Aelfens overseeing shorter people in chains. 
“Mushtan, who are they?” I ask. 
He squints at the picture. “I think they are slaves,” he says. “Human slaves.”
“There were humans back then?” Cas asks, moving closer to the drawing. 
“Oh, yes,” Mushtan says. “Aelfens and humans co-existed for a number of years before the humans rose up and defeated the Aelfens.”
“So they were slaves?” I mull over the implications. “And all these years I thought it was us who were bloodthirsty and power hungry. But in actual fact we were treated as slaves. But why didn’t the Sihrans kill all the humans with the Ember Stone? They could have stopped the war and kept magic in the realm.”
“But how powerful would they have been then?” Sasha points out. “Only slightly more powerful than any other Aelfen. Whereas, if they knew they were immortal and could come back whenever they wanted, all they have to do is wait until humans have taken over. Wait until we’re at our weakest, and then come back to rule us like Gods.”
My head hurts from all these immortals, and Gods, and Ancients. Why does it have to be so complicated? Why does it always have to be someone fighting someone else?
Our thoughts are interrupted by the scuffing of movement against stone. Cas whips around to face the entrance to the stairs. “What was that?”
Mushtan climbs to his feet. “It could be rats.” But his hand hovers over the hilt of his scimitar.
There’s the sing of metal as Cas unsheathes his sword. I have a fireball in my hand, but Mushtan signals for me to extinguish it. 
“It’s too dangerous for you to use your powers here,” he says. “We have no idea how safe the structure is.”
I consider the dubious ceiling above. Getting buried under the sand doesn’t appeal to me, so I put out my flame and reach for my dagger instead. On my right hand is my sharp hook—ridiculous looking but practical and deadly. The silence in the tunnel thickens and thickens, until I feel it might smother me. We’re waiting, but we don’t know what it is we wait for. My hand is clammy against the hilt of my dagger. Cas adjusts his weight from one leg to the other.
And then a rat trots around the corner. Mushtan lets out a hearty laugh, followed by the chuckles of the rest of the group. Mushtan leans back and starts to return his scimitar to his belt when by an arrow whooshes through the air, scraping the side of his cheek. A moment of silence hangs in the air as Mushtan’s jaw slackens in shock. We all stare at the arrow as it hits the ground, and then I turn to Cas to see his back straighten, and a flush of red find his face. 
We’re under attack.
My senses are now tuned, and when I hear the sound of an arrow being nocked, I rush back and away from the entrance to our small space. Mushtan gestures for his men to do the same, and Sasha gets the Borgans away. The arrow narrowly misses one of our men, but still there is silence coming from the stairs around the corner. 
I move closer to Cas and whisper, “We didn’t hear a thing until that rat. There can’t be many of them.”
Cas frowns and nods, acknowledging my words. I know what he’s thinking; it’s the same as when I first saw Allerton. His father’s men are on the other side of that wall, perhaps even his father himself. He may have given up his quest of revenge to come with me to the Anadi Sands, but how will he react if he comes face to face with the man who killed his mother? I swallow my fear. The last thing I want is for Cas to become reckless in the middle of a battle. We need cool heads to win a fight. I need him to be safe. 
Mushtan talks quietly to his men in Jakani, and then moves closer to me so he can whisper. “They are waiting for us to go to them. We cannot do that. They may have set a trap.”
“Wouldn’t it make more sense to fight them where the space is narrow and they cannot get away?” Cas says. 
“They can retreat more easily,” Mushtan replies. “And we do not know what they have back there. No, we wait. They cannot shoot any more arrows at us from here. They will have to reveal themselves.”
Cas nods reluctantly. A bead of sweat runs down his temple, and his jaw is clenched tight. I know full well the kind of patience it takes not to rush straight at the person responsible for killing someone you love.
My attention is wrenched back to the entrance. A shadow flits across, quick as a flash, and then three men come running into the room, their swords held high, screaming a terrifying war cry. The sight of them, their imposing stature, the red ring of their eyes, and the fierce expression on their faces loosens my stomach. For a brief moment I’m rooted to the floor of the tunnel, and the blood drains from my face. I only come to life when our soldiers lurch forward and begin to fight. The swords clash. Metal screeches against metal. Cas runs forward to help them, and another three men come around the corner. Mushtan’s face is grim, his mouth set. A hard feeling in my gut tells me that this is only the beginning.
 


Chapter Twenty-Four – The Sudden Battle
 
I try to reach Cas, but Mushtan pushes me back. “No. You stay here, Hada-Ya. Do not fight.” His eyes are dark and intense. I can do nothing but nod in agreement, and swallow away the dryness in my throat. 
Cas is soon in the middle of the battle, slashing his sword towards the throat of a soldier. I get a better view of our attackers. They are dressed in light armour: their helmets have no face guard and appear to be leather, as are their boots and bracers. Their colours are a deep burgundy, and they wear the king’s crest on their breasts: a roaring bear wearing a crown of thorns. I shiver at the sight of it. Cas must know these men, and now he is dodging their blows. 
The three men are easily overpowered by our group. One is unconscious, and the others flee the area, moving back around the corner. I meet Cas’s gaze and we both frown. His face is flushed pink from the fight, and he has a red mark over one eye from a punch, but apart from that he’s unharmed. But still we frown because something is amiss. Why send only a few men? They must know that our group is significantly larger. These are the king’s men who must know by now that we have soldiers from the sultan, good fighters from the Borgans, and a trained prince. Something doesn’t add up. We both know it, and from the sight of Mushtan’s furrowed brow, he suspects something, too. 
When the silence breaks, my stomach almost falls to my knees. Since I first began my journey through the Waerg Woods, I have been faced with the kind of monsters that haunt your nightmares. One of those monsters was created by my good friend Beardsley, and he was more afraid of it than anything else. The formidable brass spider almost fills the room as it scuttles around the corner and into our dimly lit space. It’s one thing to face an enormous automaton outside in the expanse of the desert, it is quite another to come face to face with it in a small space. Every part of my body longs to run from this creature, yet there is nowhere to go. All exits are blocked by its ginormous body. 
Cas dashes back as the spider lifts its deadly leg and crashes down, injuring the unconscious soldier. With another flick of its razor sharp legs, one of Mushtan’s men is knocked to the floor. He rolls out of the way as the spider’s leg comes crashing down. 
“The eyes! We need to hit it in the eyes,” I cry out. “Sasha, your amulet.” I turn to my red haired friend.
“No,” Mushtan warns. “No magic down here. It’s too dangerous.”
I feel so helpless. Cas runs at the spider, landing a blow under its belly, but soon becomes trapped in the cage of its legs. Most of Mushtan’s men dance away from it instead of attacking. The spider circles around the tight space, knocking our fighters to the ground with easy blows. 
“Cas, drive the sword up,” I shout. 
My new husband turns towards me, and his bright silver eyes flash. He lifts his sword, and finds a weak spot where two metal plates meet underneath the spider. He forces his sword up through its body. The spider responds, scurrying forward, dragging Cas along the ground. As I call out his name in terror, Mushtan hurries forward and blocks its path, meeting a spider leg with his scimitar. It gives Cas the time he needs to force his sword further into the spider’s body, slowing it down at last. Mushtan smirks at the metal creature before driving his scimitar into its eye. 
“Cas, get out!” I warn. 
Cas attempts to yank his sword out from the body of the spider, but it’s stuck. I watch in horror as the huge creature begins to fall on top of him. As the spider folds in on itself, Cas abandons his sword and throws himself across the floor, narrowly missing the spider as it crashes to the ground. Treowe is next to him, pulling him back on his feet as I rush towards them, throwing my arms around him. 
“I’m not hurt,” Cas murmurs into my hair, but I can feel the beat of his heart. I know his fear.
There’s a cough behind me, and I realise where we are and that there are people watching us. Heat flushes in my cheeks as I break away and clear my throat. 
“The danger is not over,” Mushtan whispers. “Listen.”
I stop, quiet my breathing, and listen. When I close my eyes, my mind clears, and my senses sharpen. Beneath us there is a surge of waking power, so strong that my body longs to run away from it. But I force myself to listen more closely. I can hear the sand above us, the slight movements, the rustle of it settling, and then I hear everyone in the room, their breaths, their heartbeat. This is new. This is exciting. My powers are growing again, but I must control myself. Concentrate. 
There are more men. I open my eyes and turn to Mushtan. “At least a dozen,” I whisper. “All waiting for us.” I pause and add. “Did you know I could do that?”
“Do what?” he asks. 
I shake my head thoughtfully. “Nothing, it’s not important.”
“They thought the spider would take care of us,” Mushtan continues. “And now they have no choice but to throw all their remaining force at us. They will attack, but first they will wait to see if we will grow impatient and attack them. We will not grow impatient. They are in the cold, dark, tunnel of this temple. We have this room, some light, and some comfort.”
“So we just wait?” Cas says. His clipped tone reveals his frustration. He is eager to face the man who killed his mother. 
Mushtan meets Cas’s gaze and holds it. “Yes.”
I place my hand on Cas’s arm to cool the temper bubbling beneath the surface.
“What if we move forward?” I say. “What if we continue on into the temple?”
“They will follow us silently and slit our throats,” Cas says. 
“He’s right,” Mushtan says. “They will pick us off one by one. Starting with the weakest. They will keep you alive, Hada-Ya. Everyone else will be dead.”
“As soon as they take me out of here, I will light them on fire and watch them burn,” I say. “But in this small space, I can’t do anything. I would hurt everyone.”
“We can beat them in combat,” Cas says confidently. His voice is strong, but his eyes betray his fear.
Mushtan moves quietly around the group to deliver instructions, while Cas retrieves his sword from the fallen automaton. We arrange into three tiers. On the first tier are the strongest fighters in the group: Mushtan’s men and the Borgans. Next, are Mushtan, Cas, Treowe, and some of the younger fighters. At the back are all the women: me, Ellen, Sasha, and Aliyah, which seems ridiculous to me, but I decide not to argue with Mushtan. At least here I can watch Cas and try not to let him get into trouble. Between us and the place we know the king’s men are hiding, lies the body of the spider. I try not to stare at its jewelled eyes and broken legs. Instead I spin the dagger in my hand and wait. I glance across at Aliyah, who has drawn a scimitar. Her jaw is tight, but her eyes are determined. She longed for adventure, but I wonder whether she is truly prepared.  
“This is going to be brutal,” Sasha says. She holds a long, thin sword. We all have weapons, even Ellen. 
“I know.”
“Do you?” she replies. “People are going to die.”
My heart twists at the thought of anyone being hurt, but before I can respond, there’s a shout, and then a stream of arrows fly through the room, followed by the king’s soldiers in their red armour. I drop to the floor on my left and roll away from one of the arrows. Two of Mushtan’s men are injured immediately. But there is nothing I can do for them, because in mere moments, the fighters are upon us, and there is the clash of swords against swords. 
This is my first taste of battle. I’ve seen fights before—I’ve been involved in many—but I have never seen men fight each other with the sole intention to kill. I get to my feet, hold out my dagger, and pull myself together. I won’t be any help to anyone if I remain open mouthed and in shock at the sight in front of me. 
Cas wastes no time. He is through the first tier of men and fighting. But I can’t help but notice how he avoids delivering a fatal blow. He meets the slashes of his opponent’s sword, but he avoids their throat and chest, and avoids any blow that might be too deep. The Borgans, however, are fearsome fighters. They draw blood from their enemies as easily as cutting through butter. The extra training, and Treowe’s weapons, have paid off. I find myself appalled and yet impressed while watching them. 
But then my attention is pulled to a house of a man with thicker, more ornate armour, who stays back away from the main fighting. He wields the largest sword I have ever seen. It takes him two hands to control it, and he swings the mighty thing from his shoulders. He is the only fighter to wear a helmet. I find that I cannot move my eyes to any other target. Who is this man? 
With my heart beating fast, and a growing sense of unease building in my gut, I turn to find Cas in the chaos. I find his sandy hair, and see which direction he is heading. Cas cuts down almost everyone between him and the tall man. He can barely keep his eyes from the enormous two-handed sword wielded by this mystery man. And that’s when I realise what is happening. 
“Oh no,” I whisper to myself, moving away from the other women and into the fray. From behind, I am barely aware of Sasha calling my name. I know now what I must do. I know who that is. Cas knows the sword. He knows it is his father.
There’s a whoosh, and I duck to my knees in time to see one of the king’s soldiers on my right. His sword comes crashing down. I meet it with my dagger. He’s far stronger than I am, so my dagger can only hold for a few moments, but I am quicker and I dodge out of his path, jabbing him on his left with my hook. The soldier falls forward in pain, but he is not hurt enough to stop fighting. He turns back to me and swings his sword, but I realise now that he is not attempting a fatal blow, instead he attempts to knock me out with the hilt of his sword. In that instant I am so distracted that I am too slow to move, but just before his blow is about to reach me, Treowe cuts the man down. The soldier slumps to the ground, blood seeping from an open wound. 
I scuttle back away from Treowe, not even thanking him for saving me, instead nauseated from the stench of blood and sweat rising from the fighting men. I pass Mushtan as he spins and ducks like a man half his age. He fights with two scimitars, slicing open his opponents in swift, arcing movements. My stomach lurches at the sight of blood. How could I ever have wanted revenge for my father? If I had known the realities of death, I would never have craved the kill. I would never have wanted this. 
No, I must ignore these thoughts. I have to find Cas. If I am right, and he has gone to fight his father, it could result in him making a rash error fuelled by his grief. I need to help him. I allow myself one last glance back at the rest of my people; Aliyah swings her scimitar with a determined expression on her face; Sasha parries a blow with her sword; Treowe fights two soldiers at once; Ellen jabs her dagger at one of the smaller soldiers. I turn away and the room seems to go quiet. My mind begins to focus, and everything drifts away. Amidst the roar, and clash, and blur of the fighting, there is one image standing out: Cas on his knees, unarmed, and the king’s sword about to slice him in two.
 


Chapter Twenty-Five – The Difficult Kill
 
A soldier runs towards me, blocking my path. But I throw myself at him, using all my weight to knock him to the ground. Then I sprint towards Cas. The king sees me approach, and that small distraction gives me enough time to slash at him with my dagger. But the king leaps back in time, and swings his almighty sword towards me. I dodge the blow, moving around him using the footwork Cas taught me. When I take another swing at the king, I manage to slice into his armour, drawing blood on his upper arm. Out of the corner of my eye, Cas gets to his sword and is back on his feet. 
The king backs away, seeing that he’s outnumbered. He lowers his sword, and for a moment I think he is about to surrender. But then his hand goes to his face, and he pulls the helmet from his head. 
“What?” Cas blurts out. 
There’s a shock of untidy dark hair, and then a man stands before us, no, a boy, with pale eyes and a smirk on his lips. 
“What’s the matter, brother, surprised to see me?” Lyndon says to Cas. 
Despite Lyndon being younger than Cas by a year, he is as tall and as built as a fully grown man. He is also the spit of his father, down to the way he carries himself, and his thin lips. 
“You have Father’s sword,” Cas says. His eyes burn with an intensity I have not seen since he told me of his mother’s death.
“Yes, it’s a nice touch, isn’t it? I decided that if I was going to kill you, it would be with his sword.”
Cas rushes at Lyndon, but the large boy lifts his right arm and punches him in the gut. I long to help, but I remain rooted to the spot. I need to wait for my moment. I need to judge this perfectly. Lyndon is a dangerous opponent. It would not do to underestimate him.
“You are a difficult bitch to find,” Lyndon says, turning his attention to me. “And you’ve been busy—sweet talking sultans, marrying princes, and killing my machines. Oh yes, I know all about you. Everyone does. Not that it matters. You’ll be dead as soon as you find us the Ember Stone.”
“There won’t be magic in Aegunlund without me,” I say. 
“Is that right?” he says, moving closer. I squirm away from him, disgusted by the coldness of his eyes, and the lack of emotion in his expression. He’s no more human than the rest of the king’s automatons. “Because I have been listening and listening to the tales told by the Jakanis. They are a strange bunch. They love their stories. They love their silly legends. Do you know what I learned? I learned all about the Sihrans, and how they lived here in this very temple. I learned that the Ember Stone has kept them alive for centuries. Long before you came along with your stupid powers. Somehow, I don’t think it’s going to matter if you’re alive or dead. But to err on the side of caution, I think I’ll take you with me to get into the temple.”
Lyndon lurches towards me, but Cas shouts and swings his sword. Lyndon turns on his heel, lifts his sword, and meets Cas’s with a clash of metal. Cas manages to force Lyndon back and swiftly strikes for a second time, catching Lyndon off guard. Lyndon meets his blow, but it is a weak block, and Cas is able to cut across the man’s chest, just deep enough to draw blood. 
“You’ve improved, brother,” Lyndon taunts. He puffs up his chest, and draws back his sword. 
Cas meets his blow, but stumbles back as Lyndon throws all of his weight into the attack. Cas’s expression changes to pure determination as he leans forward and head-butts his brother. Lyndon’s nose spurts blood, trickling thickly over his upper lip. My heart pounds as I realise that there’s a good chance Cas will kill his brother. As the two deliver crushing blows, I have a strange feeling that something is very wrong. 
“Where is he?” Cas yells, punching Lyndon in his broken nose. For the first time, Lyndon cries out in pain when he staggers backwards. “Where is my father? Is he too cowardly to face me himself? Has he sent his trusty lap dog to do his duties? You think you’re special to him but you’re not. You’re just a tool, something he can use and throw away when he doesn’t need it anymore. Do you even know what the Ember Stone does? It grants eternal life. That means he will be king forever.” Cas dodges a blow and punches Lyndon in the stomach. “You’ll never be king. Never. And once I’m dead, he’ll kill you too. He’ll kill anyone who could take the throne from him.”
“Shut up!” Lyndon spits blood.
Cas dodges as Lyndon swings his heavy sword, narrowly missing his throat. “That sword is too big for you, Lynnie. It appears Father set you up to lose.”
“He didn’t,” Lyndon replies, sounding more like a young boy than ever. 
“Probably wanted us to kill each other so he didn’t have to deal with either of us.” 
“You’re lying. He needs me to deliver the Ember Stone. He’s trusting me.”
Or he plans to intercept, I think to myself. Waiting for the right moment to strike. 
Lyndon stabs his sword towards Cas, moving so fast that Cas can only dodge at the last moment. He screams as the sword slices into his thigh. The gash is deep and he bleeds profusely. 
“Father trusts me. He listens to me. He believed me when I said mother had to die,” Lyndon says. 
The blood drains from my face. My head snaps up to Cas, who has a fury in his eyes. My silver prince reacts, flying at Lyndon. In the next instant, I get a queer feeling in my stomach, one that tells me I have to do something. I’m filled with dread at the idea of Cas killing his brother, and I know by the speed at which Cas moves that this will be the fatal blow. 
I act fast. I’m closer to Lyndon than Cas, so I get there first. Then, I pull Lyndon back with my good hand, while running the hook across his throat. The blood gurgles from the fresh wound, trickling down his neck and staining his armour. I stagger away as Lyndon’s body hits the floor, falling onto my backside. Cas turns to me with an expression of sadness-tinged horror. 
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I couldn’t let you…” 
I turn away from him to hide my tears. I can’t explain why I did what I did. All I know is that in that moment, I knew I had to do it. When I wipe my eyes and lift my head, I see that the fighting is almost over. The king’s men stare forlornly at Lyndon’s dead body, as well as their fallen friends. 
“Stop,” I yell. “That’s enough.”
Mushtan moves away from his foe. Even the king’s soldiers heed my command.
“Prince Casimir,” one of the soldiers speaks. “The king has our families…”
“There’s no need to explain,” Cas replies in a soft, defeated voice. “But you must know that I did not kill my mother.”
“No one believes it,” the soldier says. “Not really.” 
I wipe the blood from my hook, and let out a sigh. It all seems so pointless. I feel tremendous sympathy for these men. They are fighting out of fear. They don’t even have a cause to make their fighting seem worthwhile.
“Lyndon is dead,” Cas says. “You have the choice to return to my father, or you can pledge your fealty to me and my bride, and we’ll get this Ember Stone before my father uses it for malign intentions. If you pledge fealty to me, you will have to fight against my father.”
The soldier does not hesitate. He drops to his knee. I watch, as all around us, the surviving soldiers drop to their knees. My eyes well up one more time. I turn to Cas with a pleading expression on my face, unsure of whether he hates me for what I did to his brother. Instead he walks to me and takes my dagger, replacing it with his own hand. 
“Let’s finish this once and for all,” he says. “We collect the Ember Stone, and then we go after my father, and we do it honourably. We don’t kill for the sake of it. I’m sorry you had to do that, but I understand. If I had killed Lyndon out of anger, I would have forever regretted it. You did that to save me, and I understand what a burden it will be for the rest of your life. But listen, Mae. You were in battle. You killed so that we would all survive. You are a warrior, not a killer.” 
 
*
 
With little food and water, the loss of three fighters, and the wounding of seven, our group is tired and almost defeated. I use a little of my healing power under the strict supervision of Sasha, who sticks to my side and scolds me every time I weaken. 
Cas sits by the cold body of his brother as we reconvene and assess our situation. My heart pangs for him. There was no love between the two siblings, but that doesn’t mean there can’t be remorse and regret. But I have to do my duty. I have to follow Mushtan as we examine the next passageway and where it leads. 
“Thirsty, wounded men are more likely to turn on you,” Mushtan warns when we are alone.
The dank smell of the earth is oppressive in the small passageway, but I concentrate on a glimmer of light towards the end of the tunnel. “I know that.”
“I’m preparing you for the worst,” he says. 
I rub my neck and shoulder, trying to work out a knot of worry. I don’t want anyone else to die. 
We make our way towards the small glimmer of light. As we walk, my fingers trace the carvings on the wall, and I imagine the many human slaves working for the Aelfens, wondering what it would be like to be trapped. And then I think about the people forced to work in the mines, and the farmers crippled by the king’s taxes, and the blacksmiths forced to make the king’s weapons for a pittance, and I wonder if the world is so different now. 
“What do you think it is?” Cas says when he catches up with me. “There’s no way light can get all the way down here.”
I don’t answer Cas’s question because I don’t know how. The power of the temple throbs through every surface; the compacted floor, the carved stone walls, even the dirt ceiling. With each step, that power grows stronger and stronger. As we approach the light, my heart beats faster and faster, until I have to take a deep breath and try to calm myself. 
“My amulet is really warm again.” Sasha holds her necklace, thumbing the smooth surface. 
“Mae?” I catch a glimpse of Cas’s concerned silver eyes. 
“I’m fine,” I say. But I’m not sure if that’s true. The air is like a damp shroud over my body. The walls seem to be closing in. My fingers tremble as I drag them along the wall. I hurry, speeding to a jog, desperate to get out of the tunnel, desperate for real air and some sort of light. Someone tries to catch me at the elbow, but I shake them away and sprint down the tunnel towards the light. Then, finally, when my face feels the glow of sunshine, I put my hands on my knees, lower my head, and take three deep breaths. When I raise my head, I see the Sihran temple for the first time, and my breath is taken once more.
What I see is impossible. It can’t be true. I take three steps into the temple and stop, gawking at everything around me. I’ve walked into the world of the Aelfens as it was thousands of years ago. The temple is more like a grand palace, with stone columns climbing high up a strange—almost unnatural—blue sky. At the top of that sky hang bizarre clouds. Unlike a normal sky, it doesn’t move, and the clouds appear to be frozen in one spot. The floor is made of stone flags, like the grand courtyard in the Red Palace. Along the large space sits a long table adorned with delicious fruits, wine, water, and cakes. My mouth waters. 
As I move further into the room, I see a series of shorter pillars next to the towering columns. There are perhaps a dozen placed around the room, and on all of them sits a grand stone chair, as big as the throne in the Red Palace. On each chair is a marble statue. My blood runs cold as I gaze into the eyes of a statue. It is of a beautiful woman wearing a flowing robe gathered at one shoulder. Her hair hangs to her waist. The tip of her pointed ears poke through her sleek hair, which is carved so life-like, that I imagine I could run my fingers through the lush strands. Her face has a pointed appearance to it, with a long, thin chin, and almond shaped eyes. There is something about her that reminds me of the wood nymph we encountered in the Waerg Woods, and that is not a good thing.
There are hurried footsteps behind me as the others catch up, but I am too dumbstruck by the strange surroundings, and the impossible sunshine warming my face, that I fail to register them approach. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. A voice comes to me:
You will need a pure sacrifice.
 


Chapter Twenty-Six – The Statues of Sihran
 
When I open my eyes, the group are devouring the fruits, water, and cakes. I stare at them in horror; we have no idea if it’s safe to eat the food. But then, they are so starved that they would not make it back through the desert without sustenance, so I don’t speak.
“This places oozes magic,” Sasha says, hanging back from the feasting. “The air, the sun, the weird clouds… Not to mention food that is thousands of years old and somehow not rotten.”
I bite my lip, trying to decide whether or not to tell Sasha about the voice in my mind. A commotion further into the vast room makes the decision for me. We rush towards the raised voices. A group of Mushtan’s men have found a plentiful fountain gushing with fresh water and are dancing in it, kicking up their legs and skipping arm in arm. Cas laughs, and then seems to remember the events that got us here, and his laughter stops abruptly. I find his hand with mine and grip it tight. 
“What do you make of this place?” I ask Cas. 
“It’s incredible,” he replies. “Beautiful.”
“But?” I prompt.
“Too still. Something waits.”
I shiver. When Mushtan slaps me on the back I almost leap out of my skin. 
“Relax, Hada-Ya. See around you. The Sihrans are frozen. They are marble statues, no? Where is the danger?” His expression is relaxed for once, but that is because he has spent so long worrying about his men, worrying what they will do when starved and thirsty.
“I see nothing but danger,” I reply. 
He pats me on the shoulder and walks away to join his men. 
“We need to search for the stone,” I call after him.
“All in good time, Hada-Ya.” He lifts a hand as though to calm me. 
“I bet they want to find treasure,” Cas says. 
“What?” I’m appalled at the thought. We’re not on a mission to get rich. We’re here for a purpose. 
“Leave them be. They are poor men. They only want to take something that will make their lives a little easier,” he replies. 
“I’m poor but you don’t see me searching for treasure.” 
“You are not poor. You are a princess now.” He grins down at me as though he’s the proudest man in the world, and the scrappy Halts-Walden kid in me is both embarrassed and delighted. 
We demand a pure sacrifice.
I wrench my eyes away from Cas’s gaze, and whip my head around, trying to determine where the voice came from. 
“What’s wrong?” Cas asks. 
The voice begins again, but this time it is joined by other voices, and they all talk over each other.
You will get no further without a pure sacrifice.
A pure heart.
We will never give you the Ember Stone.
The Gods won’t allow it.
We are the Gods now.
“They’re not statues,” I whisper. “They’re not statues. Stop eating the food! Stop robbing the temple. They are not statues. They are the Sihrans.”
“Mae? What are you talking about?” Cas asks. 
I put both forearms over my ears, trying to block the sound. But I cannot.
You cannot defeat us.
We will rise.
We demand a sacrifice.
Without the blood of the pure hearted, your world will burn.
Sasha comes to my side, and puts her arm around my shoulders. “What is it? What are you hearing?”
“They are speaking. They say that they demand a sacrifice, and that they are going to rise to defeat us.”
“Who is speaking, Mae?”
The power thrums beneath my feet. It stirs in the earth, the walls, it’s everywhere. Before I can speak, there is a rumbling. The temple begins to shake, and I trip forwards, landing heavily onto the stone floor. My arm catches a broken piece of stone, opening a wound, and bleeding onto the ground. 
“Get up, Mae,” Mushtan hisses behind me. He grabs me roughly by the elbow and jerks me onto my feet. “Don’t you see what that is?”
The rumbling stops. Mushtan points down to a round circle with a five pointed symbol in the centre. There are interlocking loops twisting over the five points. 
“N-no,” I stutter. 
“That is a gateway,” Mushtan says. “And you spilled your blood on it.”
“A gateway to what?” I ask, fear tightening my throat. 
Mushtan lets go of me and stares at the gateway. When I follow his gaze, I see my blood moving along the lines of the symbol, filling in every crack. 
“What’s going to happen? What is it a gateway to?” I urge. 
Mushtan’s brown eyes find me. “It’s a gateway to the Gods.”
“B-but… that’s a good thing,” I reply. “Won’t the Gods help us?”
We are the Gods now. 
We won’t help you.
“I think you’ve awoken the Sihrans,” Cas says, reaching for his sword. 
The last of my blood fills the five points in the circle, and there is another deep rumble under the earth. 
“Mae, use your powers to calm the earth,” Sasha commands. 
I nod. I concentrate, focussing on the ground beneath our feet, trying to force the volatile earth to soothe its turmoil. But the element pushes back, and for the first time ever, I feel resistance from an outside force. 
“It’s the Sihrans. They are fighting back,” I say. 
“Mae!” Cas shouts. He points down at the ground where the gateway is beginning to open. 
The five points fold atop one another as though they are pieces of parchment. I take a step closer to see what lies beneath, but I see only an empty space. I see blackness, or rather, a space devoid of all colour. It’s like the dullest piece of charcoal, or the flattest raven feather.
“Come away, Hada-Ya, it isn’t safe,” Mushtan says. 
I take a couple of steps back, when another rumble passes through the temple. The walls shake, and I have to grip onto the stone table to stop myself falling down. There’s a cry, and I whip my head around to see one of the Borgans falling to his knees. He slides across the room as though it is tilted, and falls straight into the gateway. 
“No!” I try to dash towards him, but Cas grasps me by the waist. 
“He’s gone.”
Impure.
We demand a pure sacrifice.
There’s a thunderous crack, and white dust trickles down the side of the room. I watch in horror as the marble statues of the Sihrans begin to crack open. 
Sasha turns to me. “My amulet is freezing. We’re in trouble.”
We’re stronger than you.
The gateway opens destruction. 
The world will change.
Stop the destruction.
With a sacrifice.
“Stop it!” I shout. 
One of Mushtan’s men slides towards the open gateway. I struggle from inside Cas’s arms, trying to escape so I can help him. It’s too late, he falls into the hole. 
Impure.
We demand a pure-hearted sacrifice.
There’s another crack and a crash, as marble comes tumbling down from the pillars. I finally break free from Cas’s grip, and move towards the crash. Beneath the marble, a man emerges. He has deep brown skin—albeit chalky from the marble dust—and wears white robes that flow down to his knees. His hair reaches the top of his shoulders and is curled. His ears are slightly pointed at the tip, and peek out from beneath his black hair. When he drops down from the stone throne, he does so with perfect ease, like a dancer. My eyes are drawn to the amulet swinging from his neck. Hanging from a gold chain is a shard of black stone. I quickly glance at the other marble statues, noticing for the first time how they all have a similar amulet carved into the marble. 
“The Ember Stone is shattered and you each have a piece,” I say. 
The Aelfen straightens his back and stretches out his muscles. At his full height he towers over the tallest human man. His face is as expressionless as his statue, but when he opens his mouth, I see the deadly pointed teeth hidden by his full lips. 
“You have woken us,” he says, his voice low and deep, resonating with power. “We have been waiting for you to wake us so that we can claim what is ours.”
“It is not yours,” I say. “The world does not belong to you.”
He smiles—revealing his sharp fangs—and my stomach turns to water. “Then we will take it.”
A tingle worms its way down my spine. I believe him.
“How do we close the gateway?” I ask, swallowing, trying to prove myself stronger than I feel. “Is it my blood?”
“Sacrifice,” the Ancient hisses. 
“It has claimed two of our men already. It has had enough sacrifice.” To my right there is another crack, as one more statue comes to life.
“They are impure.” The Aelfen turns towards the breaking marble. “Come to me, Gwendolyn. We are waking now. Your Gods have come back to you, human.”
“You are not Gods, and my name is Mae. I am the craft-born.”
The Aelfen takes a step towards me. “I don’t know what that means.”
I find myself moving away from him. Cas is on my right with his sword unsheathed.
“Hurt her, and I will gut you,” Cas snarls.
“Mae,” I turn to the left to find Sasha approaching. “Hold my hand. We can create lightning with the amulet.”
“And mine.” I’m surprised to see Ellen standing tall and proud next to Sasha. I’d forgotten that she even had an amulet.
Gwendolyn—the female Aelfen—drops down from her stone throne. Her long, black hair swings as she moves fluidly across to her peer. If I hadn’t been in such a dire situation, my jaw might have dropped at the sight of her beauty, but that soon changes to fear when she smiles and licks her lips. She has the same pointed teeth as the other Ancient creature. She fingers the fragment of Ember Stone around her neck, and eyes us hungrily. 
“Have you come to feed us, little one? Have you brought us a nice sacrifice?” she purrs. 
“We will not sacrifice anyone to you. You are not Gods. You are not immortal. The only thing keeping you alive is the Ember Stone, and that does not belong to you,” I snap.
“The poor little human girl thinks she can take the stone from us, Gavin,” Gwendolyn says as she drapes an arm across his shoulders. With a cruel sneer, she opens her palm and a bolt of blue energy burst forth, hitting one of our fighters in the chest, and sending him flying through the air into the gateway. “Pity. Another impure one. Are there no pure hearts amongst you?”
“The gateway is widening,” Sasha says. She grabs my hand and takes Ellen’s on her other side. “We need to act now.”
I feel the power sizzle beneath my skin, and a burst of hot energy flows from me to Sasha. Lightning flies from both amulets, aiming straight for Gavin and Gwendolyn. But the two Aelfens are inhumanly fast. They duck from the blast, and shoot blue energy back. Cas pushes me away, taking a hit on his shoulder. The four of us crash against the stone floor in a heap.
“Let me see,” I say urgently, gesturing to Cas’s shoulder. 
“It’s nothing.” But he winces when I pull back part of his shirt. The blue energy has opened a deep gash.
We huddle behind the stone table facing the gateway. It has grown larger, expanding to almost a fifth of the room. Mushtan crawls towards us, his face drawn with fear. 
“I’ve lost two men to that… that hole. You must do something, Hada-Ya. You must close it.”
“I don’t know how.” As I say the words, I have never felt so small, so helpless.
“Use all of your power,” Cas says. “I believe in you.”
Power won’t help.
Only blood.
The sacrifice of a pure heart.
Or your world is doomed.
“Shut up!” I scream.
I can’t think with those whispers in my head. I can’t trust them. What if they are right? No, they’re lying, trying to make me help them grow stronger. They’re trying to trick me into killing my own people. 
“Don’t let them into your mind. Don’t allow them to control you,” Sasha says. She grips hold of her amulet as though it protects her. “Let’s try again. Maybe our combined powers can harm them.”
“I need to heal Cas first—”
“No,” Cas says, his eyes flashing. “You cannot drain your powers, not now.”
There’s another crack, followed by the familiar marble dust falling to the ground. I peek from around the table to see another Aelfen drop to the floor and stand by his peers. Now there are three immortal Ancients with Ember Stone fragments. 
“We can’t beat them,” I whisper. “They’re too strong.”
“What are you talking about? You’re the strongest person I know.” Cas finds my eyes and holds my gaze. 
I reach out and touch his face. “Why should I believe a pampered prince, eh?”
He grins and our foreheads touch for a moment, before Sasha drags me to my feet. The three of us—me, Sasha, and Ellen—stand in a line. Sasha grips hold of me, her fingernails digging into my flesh. 
Gavin—the largest and meanest of the Aelfens—sneers at us, revealing his sharp fangs. He approaches with a swagger. He could be taking a stroll in the woods, or nipping to the bakers, not approaching a foe. I dig deep inside, searching for the power within. I need everything I have to beat the Ancients and to close the gateway once and for all. I gasp when a surge of power rushes through me, heating up my blood. Next to me, Sasha almost doubles over. When the power hits Ellen she falls to her knees. 
But then something remarkable happens. The two girls shoot upright, and their spines straighten. A jolt of white power bursts from their amulets. It hits Gavin right in the centre of his chest. The force pushes him off his feet, sending him flying back until he hits the far wall away from us and slides down to the ground. Gwendolyn watches with a twisted expression of terror on her face, as Gavin slumps on the floor, completely lifeless.
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven – The Gateway to the Gods
 
Before Gwendolyn can react, the three of us duck back beneath the stone table. Sasha and Ellen both pant and clutch their amulets. 
“That was…,” Ellen begins.
“…incredible,” Sasha finishes. The two girls lock eyes. I clear my throat to get their attention back. 
“We actually hurt him,” I say. “That’s a good thing. At least we know that they aren’t impossible to harm. Now we need to figure out how to kill them.”
“Getting rid of those Ember Stones fragments might be an idea,” Cas says. “If they really are the source of their immortality.”
“How are we going to do that? We can’t get close enough,” I say.
“Yes you can,” Mushtan interrupts. “You can trap them in the earth.”
“Like you did the Mallahu,” Sasha encourages. 
“Won’t it affect the structure of the temple? You said not to use the craft down here.” 
“I think we’re beyond worrying about that, Hada-Ya,” Mushtan says. 
A blue ball of energy soars over our heads, towards the soldiers huddling away from the spreading black hole. 
“How dare you try to kill us?” demands Gwendolyn. I hear her stalking from one side to the other. “How dare you, you human scum? You are not fit to lick my shoes, to…”
She continues on, but I focus on my powers instead. First, I turn quickly, getting a good idea of where she is, and then I think of the earth. I think of the soil beneath the stone and further down—past worms, and mites, and bugs—I think of the bones of my ancestors. 
“Strengthen me, Avery,” I whisper.
I take a deep breath and glance back, watching Gwendolyn’s feet as she walks back and forth. 
“Vines,” I say, quietly. 
There’s the crack of more marble and I know I have to act fast. I imagine the thick vines of undergrowth breaking through the stone floor. This might be the desert, but in this temple anything is possible. I can manipulate the magic already here. This time, the crack comes from the breaking of the stone flags. Thick, green vines snake out from the broken stone, and slither across to the bare legs of the two Aelfens. They twist up their limbs, moving so fast, and holding them so tightly, that the Aelfens struggle fruitlessly against them. Gwendolyn breaks two of my vines, but they are soon replaced with more, rising up her body, clamping down on her arms.
“You will not get away with this,” she hisses.
More white marble dust filters down the side of the temple. I must act fast. 
“I’m coming with you,” Cas says. 
Before I can protest, he is on his feet and running towards the Sihrans. I swear under my breath and follow him. When face to face with them, I realise how tall and strong they are. My knees weaken for a moment, but then I see how stuck Gwendolyn is from my vines and am emboldened in my task. 
“Cut away the Ember Stone fragment and then get back,” I instruct Cas. “Don’t try anything stupid.”
“If you think you’re going to get out of here alive, you’re mistaken,” Gwendolyn sneers. “The gateway will not close without a pure sacrifice, and the Ember Stone won’t leave this temple either. Even if you succeed in killing us, your precious race is doomed.”
“Why should I trust you?” I say. 
Her black eyes gleam with hatred. “Because none of us want to see the world destroyed. We want to rule it, and we cannot rule a world consumed by the gateway. It isn’t designed to remain open. It is designed to give a gift to the Gods. Without that gift it will destroy everything in the world. You might be able to kill us, but our spirits will live on, and one day we might come back here and rule again. Then I will squash you like a bug. None of that can happen without a pure sacrifice.”
With a shaking hand, I rip the Ember Stone fragment from her neck, and back away, trying to ignore how her words have caused my blood to run cold. I believe her, and that frightens me more than her pointed teeth and energy balls. It frightens me, because it might mean someone in this room will have to die, and as the Gods require a pure sacrifice, I can only imagine that someone close to me is pure enough to appease them. 
Or maybe I am. 
I am the craft-born after all. Perhaps that makes me purer than others. 
A loud voice booms through my mind. NO.
I whip around, trying to ascertain who or what it was. It was different to the whisperings I have heard since entering the Sihran temple. And there was something familiar about it.
“Mae!” Cas grabs me and pulls me back behind the stone table as more marble cracks and two more Aelfens drop to the ground. 
A blue bolt of energy fires at us. We drop to the floor. I hold the Ember Stone fragment in my hand. My hook catches on the stone floor as we begin to slide. We scramble back up to a sitting position, but the gateway has pulled us closer. I stare at the gaping black hole, feeling its pull.
“Mae, put the amulet on.” He passes me the Ember Stone fragment. “It will strengthen you. Put them both on.”
I hesitate, staring down at the piece of black diamond. It shines in the bright light of the temple, each facet bouncing with sparkle. The power emanates from it, as though it seeps into my pores just by sitting in my hand. It’s an intimidating feeling that frightens me as much as intrigues me. As I pull the necklace over my head, darkness seeps over my tingling skin. 
“Concentrate,” Cas says. “Don’t let it take over. Control the power.”
I inhale deeply and nod along to his words. Stay in control.
“Let’s get to Sasha.” Cas starts to stand. “Your combined powers will be stronger with the Ember Stone.”
We fight against the draw of the gateway as we try to get back to Sasha. The two new Aelfens are working on releasing the others from my vines. Each time they cut away, more grow. I can’t help but thank the Waerg Woods for the inspiration. 
There’s a cry behind me as another of Mushtan’s men is dragged into the gateway. Mushtan looks away, his face a ghost-like mask. He feels every loss, and I do too. 
“What is it like?” Sasha asks before taking my hand. 
“Dark,” I reply. “I think this is going to feel…”
But as our fingers touch, the power rips through us, ten times as intense as before. Ellen gasps, and her amulet becomes a beacon for a bright, white shock of electricity. Sasha can only hold on as hers emits a light so strong, the rest of the group have to shield their eyes. I squint through the brightness as the power surges through the temple, shattering the marble statues. With each burst comes a spray of white dust. 
“No!” Gwendolyn screams as she watches her fellow Sihrans explode into tiny shards of marble. Blue energy flies from her eyes. She is consumed by rage. Our white light meets her power in the centre of the room. The blue energy wielded by the Sihran fizzles out like a candle flame. “You will never be able to use it. You’re not strong enough, human.”
Our new power rips her from the ground and flings her across the room. Gwendolyn burns brighter than a funeral pyre in a pure white flame. I have to turn my head away. The scent of burned flesh drifts up from her ashes. 
“You will die for this.” 
The final Aelfen runs at us, moving inhumanly fast. He is upon us in a flash, pulling us apart and breaking the power. He lifts up his arm, revealing sharp talons, and pushes me down onto the stone floor, slashing at my face. The darkness seeps into me. I use wind to throw him away. The Aelfen falls back, crumbling in on himself. In one swift movement I’m back on my feet. But so is my attacker, and he runs at me, snarling. Cas steps between us, slashing with his sword, cutting into the Ancient’s fleshy chest. The sword sticks into its chest, but still the Ancient doesn’t die. It staggers back, staring at the sword, before extracting it and throwing it to the floor. 
“You cannot kill me. I am a God!” he roars. 
“Vines,” I whisper. 
Earth obeys, pushing the green reeds out from under the stones. They entwine his legs, snaking up his body. But the Ancient is not done with me. He tosses a ball of energy at me, but Cas throws me to the floor to avoid it. Now the Ancient is furious. Blue energy flies at us. He even aims at the soldiers hiding from the black hole, killing another of our group. 
“Sasha, Ellen!” I call them to me. The combined power seems to be the only thing that stops them. 
Sasha and Ellen pull each other up from the ground, weakened and slow. Treowe and Aliyah have to help them. All the time the Ancient struggles against my vines, breaking them bit by bit, strong with rage. The blue energy pulses from his eyes. I block it with a gust of wind that whips white marble dust into the air. The Ember Stone fragment delights at the use of power. It urges me to use more, to give in to its call. But I hold back. 
Control.
It is the familiar voice from before. A sense of calm spreads through me, and the scent of sweet honeysuckle tickles my nostrils. I could almost be back in Halts-Walden tending the garden with Father. Next to me, Sasha’s hand slips into mine, and I see Ellen line up with her. The power surges through us once more. Sasha nods to me, her blue eyes lined with dark circles. Her face is drawn and pale. 
“This must be the last time,” I say. 
Sasha’s amulet shines white, and the last jet of light explodes, hitting the final Sihran in the chest. He’s thrown back. A terrible screaming comes from him as his body burns in the air, spreading his ashes all over the temple, like a layer of white snow. Sasha breaks from my hand and collapses on the ground. I rip the two amulets from my neck, and try to quell the wave of nausea in my stomach. 
“We did it,” Sasha says. 
I drop to my knees next to her. Her breath rasps in and out. She grips hold of Ellen, the two of them drawing strength from each other. 
“We did it,” I say softly. 
“It is not over, Hada-Ya.” Mushtan helps me back onto my feet. “The gateway is still open, and it is getting bigger.”
I push the two Ember Stone fragments into the pocket of my tunic. I turn back to the black hole, taking a step forward. “I think I know what to do.”
NO! screams that familiar voice. 
“It requires a sacrifice.” I take another step closer. 
The black hole changes from a dull black to a swirling red the colour of blood. It is waiting for its pure hearted sacrifice, and nothing else will do.
 


Chapter Twenty-Eight – The Red Fall 
 
Casimir
 
The white dust of broken marble settles at our feet. Suddenly the temple seems quiet—too quiet. There is unrest growing in the breast of my lover, and little does she know that I can feel it. Mae is about to make a choice that I must stop her from making. She takes two steps towards the gateway, and I watch as it changes from a flat black hole, to a swirling circle of red, blood-like fluid. 
“Mae…” 
She ignores me. She is muttering to herself and walking slowly. I shoot a glance towards Mushtan to see him frowning and staring at Mae’s hip. That’s where the Ember Stone amulets are. He’s wondering whether he can get to them before Mae steps too close to the gateway. 
Thud thud thud goes my heart. Panic sets in, and I feel the old me rooting to the spot, too cowardly to act. I cannot stand here and watch her do this. 
The red swirl grows, and soon Mae will be by its edge. Thud thud thud. This is it. I cannot let her do this. I run. I take a leap, throwing myself ahead of her. But as my feet touch the red swirl there is resistance to my descent. I’m hooked onto a sharp object. My shirt is caught in Mae’s hook, and she clutches my hand with hers. She is on the floor, with her eyes wet with tears. I try to wrench my fingers from hers, but she holds me fast.
“Let me do this,” I say, pleading her with my eyes. “The world can be changed by Mae Waylander. It cannot be changed by me.” 
“You’re wrong.” Her chin trembles. It’s the second time I’ve watched her heart break; the second time I’ve witnessed the depth of her love.
“No, I’m not.”
Mae pulls me towards her, but the gateway is greedy. I sink lower. Mae’s eyes widen with terror. 
“Let me go,” I say.
“No.”
“Please.”
“I can’t.”
“You’re the only one who can stop him.” 
She swallows, and fat tears roll down her cheeks. I long to wipe them away. I long to kiss her one more time, to hold her in my arms, my vulnerable, broken, strong, and courageous Mae. She is worth a hundred of me, and the world knows it. This is the right thing to do. 
It is the right thing to do. The prince is right.
The low, booming voice echoes through the temple. Mae lifts her head to the fake clouds above her. 
“Avery?” she says, a little louder than a whisper. 
I told you this destiny would bring loss.
“Not him,” she pleads. “Not him.”
“Mae, look at me,” I say. 
She shakes her head. My hand is already slipping slightly from her grip. She tries to tighten her hold, but the gateway is too strong. Finally, she looks at me, and I memorise her face: the soft skin, deep set brown eyes and full lips; the short chin, wide cheekbones and thick eyebrows. The face she has always thought plain, and yet it is extraordinary in the way imperfect faces are. 
“Let me go.”
“I love you,” she whispers, crying now. 
When she closes her eyes, she releases the hook from my shirt so that I hang down from her hand. Below me, the swirling red pulls me under, and the first slither of fear makes its way to my heart. I ignore it. For once, ignoring it is the strongest thing to do. 
“I love you too, White Hart,” I say as she releases my hand. 
The gateway pulls me down, and the darkness fills my mind. My last thoughts are of the faces of those I love: Mae, Mother, Finan, Erian, Beardsley, even Sasha and Ellen. And then Mae again. I remember the moment we first met; when my horse almost trampled her into the dirt. The dirty urchin girl who insisted she owned a stag and demonstrated the worst curtsey I’d ever seen. She had a defiant chin and she teased me about the girls in Halts-Walden. She walked alongside my horse wearing a dress too large, tripping in the mud…
 
*
 
Mae
 
The gateway closes and the five point symbol re-emerges. I lift myself onto my knees and stare at that symbol, watching my tears hit the stone. A pure sacrifice. Of course it was Cas. It was him all along—my good-hearted prince now lost to the world. His goodness wasted at the whim of some immortal tyrants. 
Not wasted, Avery booms through the temple. His sacrifice was needed, for you and for Aegunlund.
“Get out,” I say through gritted teeth. I turn my head up to the clouds, addressing Avery, despite her lack of form. “Get away from this place. I never want to hear or see you again. GET OUT. I’m done with my destiny. I’m done with it all.”
Power stirs inside of me. I feel the darkness of the Ember Stone oozing through me. I lower my head onto my drawn up knees and sob. Why would Avery do this to me after everything that has happened? Well I have finished with the Gods. They won’t take anything else away from me. 
When two strong arms pull me onto my feet, I let them. Through a blur of tears I see Treowe’s face, freckled and pale. His mouth is a line. He turns me to face my friends, Sasha, Ellen, Mushtan, Aliyah. Sasha’s tears wet her face. Ellen stares down at the gateway, her chest rising up and down in a rapid, panicky motion. I touch the ring on my finger with the tip of my thumb and let my eyes roam across the broken temple. The soldiers—Mushtan’s men, Sasha’s Borgans, and Cas’s soldiers—stand with their shoulders slumped. One of the king’s men wipes a tear from his eyes. Anger rises within me. I want to scream at him. What are you crying for? It’s me who has lost everything. Cry for me. But I don’t. 
Treowe helps me walk towards the table in the centre of the room. His hands stay on my shoulders, which is good, because I could fall at any moment. The strength has left my knees. 
“I am very sorry, Hada-Ya,” Mushtan says. “He was a good man. He saved you and saved us all.”
I don’t want to hear it. I turn my head away from him. I bite down on my lip until the metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. It doesn’t change the fact that he’s gone, and now the light in my life has been permanently extinguished. 
There’s a tug on my pocket, and the dark energy of the Ember Stone fragments stirs. But this time it doesn’t come from inside me, it’s in the air like an impending storm. The temple stirs—from the ashes of the Sihrans, to the marble dust where we exploded the statues with the power of the amulets—creating a haze of white powder. 
“What’s happening?” Sasha says, following my gaze. 
The Ember Stone amulets escape from my pocket as though an invisible force is tugging them away. I try to catch hold of the strings, but they are too quick. They fly through the air into the centre of the temple, floating above the stone table. Soon there are almost a dozen of the small amulets making their way to the centre of the room. They float around each other like a swarm of bees. The air crackles with energy, making my arm hair stand on end. After the fragments come together, the strings fall from the diamond shards to create one beautiful, plum-sized gem. The group remain transfixed, staring with a slack-jawed gaze as the stone stops spinning and falls onto the table with a thud. 
Sasha speaks in a rushed tone. “Mae, take it. Take it now.” Her eyes travel from the Ember Stone to Mushtan, and the men behind us. 
“No,” I say. Behind me I sense movement. The men draw a little closer, moving towards the diamond that has caused so much trouble already. “That thing is a murderer. Cas would still be alive if it wasn’t for that thing.” My voice wobbles and I stop talking. 
“If you don’t take it, they will.” Sasha tilts her head to the back of the room. 
“She’s right, Hada-Ya.”
I wipe the tears from my cheeks and shake my head, backing away from the Ember Stone. The air throbs with new heat. It’s as though the desert sun has made it through the layers of sand and magic to beat down on me. I can’t go near it. I won’t go near it. Before I know it, I’m back on the gateway, and my knees collapse beneath me. When I hit the hard stone floor, I trace the five pointed symbol with my fingertip. 
Come back to me. 
But of course he won’t. 
With me away from the group, the hungry-eyed men approach the Ember Stone. The same men who were wiping tears for my fallen husband snarl at each other, brandishing their weapons. They see nothing but money and power when they see the Ember Stone. They see their bountiful futures in its gleaming facets. 
Let them, I think. Let them fight between themselves. Let them kill each other for money and power. Let all the world fight. 
Mushtan and Treowe stand between the Ember Stone and the men, battling them away. But the fighting becomes too intense, and the two men are forced to stand aside or be killed. One determined Borgan holds a soldier from the king’s guard with a knife to his throat. Sasha turns to me and yells for me to do something, but there is a fog on my mind, and my limbs are a deadweight dragging me down. I try to mouth to her to tell her that I cannot stand, that my legs won’t work, but somehow the words don’t come out. Instead, I touch the ring on my finger. I should have given it to Cas for protection.
But as the chaos continues, something bright catches my eye. It isn’t the large diamond on the stone table, it’s pale gold. There is something about the way the fake sunlight falls on the metal which makes it glow. I push myself up with my good hand and stagger through the fighting to see Cas’s sword on the ground, bloodied from the blow he delivered to the Sihran. I lean down and place my hand over the hilt, touching the metal he touched. It’s a heavy sword, but I like that. I like the pull on my muscles. It’s good. It should hurt. I should feel it. I wipe the blood on my britches. If only I had his blood. I have nothing of his body, nothing to mourn over. Then I turn back to the idiots fighting over the Ember Stone. The sword imbues me with lightness. Perhaps it is hope, perhaps it is Cas, I don’t know, but before I know it, I have the sword tucked into my belt, and I stride towards the table. Ignoring the fighters, I pick up the Ember Stone, attach it to the broken chain, and loop it around my neck. 
The men stop fighting and turn to me with desperate rage in their eyes. But I am ready for them with my powers, and it takes little more than a flick of my wrist for wind to knock them back. 
“You should all be ashamed,” I say, my voice shaking with emotion. “I knew you would betray me. I knew you all would.”
I turn my back on them and walk out of the temple. It’s only when I begin the dark ascent back to the desert that I realise I am a widow, and that Aegunlund has lost two princes. When I kill the king, there is no one left to rule.
 


Part Four
 


Chapter Twenty-Nine – The Gifts from the Gods
 
It’s getting late. I have to get back to the hut or Father will be angry. Worse, I have only a small handful of twigs and some berries. I made a stupid mistake by felling a rotten tree. All that time wasted and for naught. Sensing my bad mood, Anta nuzzles against me, pushing my side with his nose, telling me to quit my moping in his unique, animal way. 
The sunset is upon us. My favourite time of day. There are bright-winged moths gathering at the edge of the woods. One of them lands on my shoulder, batting its multi-coloured wings so that the hair on my neck prickles. In the west, the sun peeks over the tall trees of the stretching Waerg Woods. The sky is red tonight; a pastel blue-tinged crimson. The sight of it makes my stomach tighten as I think of another crimson sight—a crimson swirl, like stirred blood. 
Anta snorts and I pat his shoulder as we walk slowly past the farms, and through the village of Halts-Walden, to my father’s narrow hut. Summer air washes over me with fragrant floral scents. For a moment, I want to lie on the ground, and let it bathe me. I want to feel the earth on my skin, and listen to the heartbeat of the world. 
Listen to your own heartbeat, White Hart. It is still there, pumping your lifeblood. You are alive and well and you will keep going, my strong, craft-born girl. The strongest of all.
There is something about the voice that makes me angry. It is low and booming with power. I hate that voice, even though the words are so comforting and beautiful. I shake my head and carry on, but Halts-Walden is gone. I’m stood in the middle of a desert with the sun now high in the sky. My eyes hurt from the bright sky. Anta glows sparkling white, like he used to when I would play with my craft as a little girl. I brush his coat, watching it shine like diamonds.
Diamond.
The word makes me angry. A painful squeezing of my heart forces me to double over, hugging my body. Anta nibbles at my shoulder, like he does when he’s worried about me.
“You cannot run away from this.”
I snap up my head to see a sensual naked woman standing before me. Her dark hair is so long it covers most of her breasts, and her hips curve out before sloping into long legs. I recognise her immediately, and her presence brings a searing rage rushing through my body. 
“How dare you come to me?” I snap. “After everything you have done.” Without thinking, a ball of flames emerges from my hand. 
Avery frowns, lifts her hands, and two bright red fireballs form. We stand opposite each other, wielding flame. 
“You’re the Queen of Fire,” I say. “I should have known all along. Have you sent me on this mission so you can get back your Ember Stone? Was it all just a trick?”
“No, dearest Mae,” he voice is soothing, but low and powerful. “I called on you to end what I began. The stone you uncovered could bring misery to this world. I could not let that happen.”
“But you let Cas die. You let the one hope this world has die, and you didn’t even leave me his body. I have nothing to mourn, nothing to say goodbye to. It’s cruel. This world has been nothing but cruel to me. Why should I care anymore? Why should I stop the misery you say will be unleashed by the Ember Stone?”
“The world is bigger than you, craft-born. You should know that by now.”
Hot tears well in my eyes. “It’s a little difficult to imagine when so much is taken away from me.”
“But you have been given so much as well.” Avery extinguishes her flames and approaches me. At first, I back away, lifting the fireball, and fixing her with a glare as fierce as the flames in my hand. But she pushes her arm out and presses her warm palm against my belly. “You have been given so much.” Her brown eyes hold mine. For the second time in my life I see a future. My future. The first time I dared to let myself see a future was at my wedding, when I imagined growing old with the man I love. This is different. There is a reflection in Avery’s eyes of a girl with pale eyes and olive skin; with dark curly hair and a calm smile. She is so real I almost reach out to touch her. The flames die in my hand.
I gasp, staggering back. “Why should I believe you?”
“Because it is the truth,” she says
“I still have a part of him?”
She nods. “This was the only way. His death will strengthen you for the power you must wield to defeat the king. It will help you control the darkness in the Ember Stone. I will not lie, craft-born, there is still much to be done. You will face a battle—a hard and exhausting battle. But you must fight. You must do it for the future of Aegunlund. For your daughter’s future.” She smiles kindly and backs away. “You’re special, Mae Waylander, whether you want to believe that or not. I have seen many craft-born girls face fewer tragedies and crumble under pressure. You have been dealt more in less than a year, than most have in a lifetime, and you are strong.”
Before Avery begins to fade away, I rush towards her. “How do I destroy it?” 
But she only disappears into the shimmering desert sun.
 
*
 
I wake in Esther’s house with a stomach that rumbles with a new appetite. I had thought that my nausea had been caused by the stress and fatigue from the desert, from fighting the Sihrans, and of course losing Cas. Now, though, I wake up from my dreams and know it is something more, and my first instinct is to lean forward, put my face against my blanket, and weep for a strange combination of sorrow and joy. 
A daughter.
The next craft-born. Suddenly, I sit up and examine my arms. There are scars all over them, some ragged and ugly and barely healed. There are a jumble of memories in my mind as we travelled through the desert back to Esther and her villagers. That blurry, grief stricken time had been spent riding numbly on Adil, eating food with no taste, and cutting into my arms so I could feel something again. Now that Avery has shown me my future, the scars bring me shame. How could I do that to myself?
There’s a rustle of the door latch and Esther steps into the room, moving as a woman of immense internal power does, through long, confident strides. 
“And how are you this morning?” she asks, raising one eyebrow. She pulls a chair over to the bed and passes me a mug of tea. 
I take a sip. Mint. Not unlike the tea Father would make from the herbs in the garden. There is also a hint of a spice akin to cinnamon but stronger and with a kick. 
She chuckles at my reaction. “Yota. The soldiers drank it in the war to keep awake, Hada-Ya. It’s strong stuff.”
“Indeed.”
Esther settles into her chair. “It’s time.” She pats my hand kindly. 
There’s no need for any other words. I know what she means. It’s time for me to regain my composure and retake some responsibility. The longer we stay in Asher, the more chance the king will ransack their village again, and I can’t bring that on them twice. I came back to find a very different Asher, a subdued, quieter, stiller village, where the people put back together their homesteads, and swept away the remnants of the attack. I know they lost people, not that Esther would tell me. I see it etched in their faces. I know that expression. I wear that expression. Even though I struggle to meet the eyes of these people, we have something to share. We are the same now. 
“I’ve said this before, but I am sorry about what happened to your village. I tried to stop the fires—”
Esther raises a hand to cut me off. “Hush. You did not bring the torches or the men. You did not light our roofs on fire and kill our brothers. You were in the desert for a noble reason.”
I nod. “But you’re right. It’s time for me to move on.”
“But first you say goodbye.”
I half smile, thinking of the woman I’ve come to know as a friend. “Of course.”
But Esther shakes her head. “No, not to me. To your prince.”
The smile fades from my face. “There is nothing to say goodbye to. There are no bones. No body. No funeral pyre. I don’t even know if his soul passed on. He was sucked into some gateway.” Without realising, I’ve balled the blanket up into my fist, and my last words are broken by the sudden rawness in my throat. 
“There is nothing to say it did not. And you, my child, with your direct connection to the Gods… they who have gifted you so… they would not leave your lover. They will look after his soul.”
I can only hope that she is right. Her words take me back to my dream, to Avery and the blinding desert, and the way she laid her hand on my belly. I take another sip of tea.
“There is something on your mind,” Esther says, cocking her head to an angle. “Something different. You hold back a secret. Do you care to talk about it?”
I avoid her searching eyes, so sharp they could belong to a hunter. My forefinger taps the side of the cup. 
“I am with child,” I say eventually. 
Esther leans back and folds her arms. “I didn’t expect…” And then in a rare display of emotion she lets out a sob, before leaning forward to grasp my forearm. “This is joyous, but my heart aches for you, too. How can one so young be a widow and a mother? The world is cruel, my dear, dear, Hada-Ya.”
I put down my cup and fold into her arms. “I’m not ready to be a mother,” I say as we weep together. 
 
*
 
Sasha is the first to leap on me the second I leave Esther’s home. Her warm embrace almost starts another flood of tears, but a chin wobble, and a clear of the throat seems to do the trick. 
“I… we’ve missed you,” she says. 
“I’ve missed you too. I’m sorry I haven’t seen you. I…” I trail off and find myself staring down at my boots. 
“No explanation necessary,” she replies with a warm smile. In that smile I see that there is never an explanation needed between two good friends. She spots my second chin-wobble and punches me lightly on the shoulder. “Come now, craft-born. That’s quite enough of that.” But at the same time she wipes away a single tear. 
“Hada-Ya.” The sound of Mushtan’s deep voice is a welcome one. Finally now, after ridding the fog of Cas’s death from my eyes, I can rejoice that he never betrayed me. I can be proud to count him among my friends. He clasps my forearm with his hand. “It is good to have you back. There is much to say, and much to do.”
 Behind him, I can’t help but notice some of the men who had been fighting in that awful chaotic scene at the temple. My hand automatically reaches up to my chest, where the Ember Stone stays tucked under my shirt. Its weight—and its power—is a constant reminder of my burdens. I have to ignore the pull of its power, something I both enjoy and resent. A part of me is glad for the conflict in my mind. It stops even more painful memories creeping in. 
“Yer Majesty.” Treowe bows respectfully. 
“You can cut that out right now,” I snap. “I am not a ‘Majesty’.”
Treowe’s face reddens. “But, you’re the rightful queen now. Well, yer will be once the king has been defeated.”
I turn from Treowe to Mushtan, and then to Sasha. The latter lets out a sigh. “There’s a lot of politics to talk about, Mae. Cas’s death, and Lyndon’s death, means that the throne in Cyne is at a precarious moment. You’re going to have to claim the throne alone, I’m afraid.”
“The people will never accept me,” I blurt out. “They did not witness the wedding, and we were only married a matter of days—”
“But yer not just a princess,” Treowe says. “You’re also the craft-born. That carries a lot of weight in the north. If you then defeat the king, the throne is yours for the taking. You’ll have to be careful about the General and the Duke. With Casimir gone, they may either change allegiance or fight against you.”
My head swims with all this new information. I’ve only just managed to interact with people, let alone take in all these political plots. I stare down at my disabled arm, at the metal replacement of my hand. 
“The people will never accept me,” I mumble. 
The gifts the Gods have given you. 
I am carrying Casimir’s child. His blood flows through me. Perhaps they are right. Perhaps there is a chance that I can take the throne. The thought fills me with dread, but what is the alternative? Without Casimir there are only power hungry generals and immoral sultans with a chance of taking the throne from the king. 
Sasha meets my eyes with an unspoken question on her lips. 
I simply nod and say, “Fine, tell me what I need to do to take Cyne.”
 


Chapter Thirty – The Memories in Flame
 
After seemingly hours of sitting and talking, and talking and arguing, and sighing, and talking again, we still don’t have a plan. According to Esther’s contacts, the king has disappeared. He had been seen riding down to Jakani with his army. But once Lyndon split off to follow us into the Anadi Sands, the king’s army was given over to his highest ranking official, leaving the king to disappear without a trace. 
“Destroy the army and you destroy him,” Mushtan says. “The army camp is east of Jakani.” He spits on the floor and fixes Esther with a wide-eyed stare. “They lie in wait for us. When we go back to Jakani, they will attack. We should sneak into their camp and save them the trouble.”
“We should go to Cyne,” I argue. “Claim the throne while the king is absent. It might stop the bloodshed.”
“It prolongs the war, Hada-Ya. The king and his army will march right back up to Cyne, where you will then have to fight him in his own land where he is stronger. Besides, once we begin our journey to Cyne, his spies will inform him, and then it will be a race to the throne. One you might not win.”
“We have to find the king and fight him,” Esther says. “It’s the only way.”
“We have no way to know where he has gone,” Sasha points out. “We know nothing about him, or where he would even think to go.”
“That’s not true.” I shake my head. “We do know things about the king. We know he’s a murderer, that he’s ruthless, and that he doesn’t love anyone. But most of all, we know he is afraid, and that he leans on other people to do the work for him. He relied on Beardsley for many years. He tried to use my magic to create black diamonds. He can’t do things for himself, and now he is alone. Both his sons are dead.” My voice cracks, but I clear my throat and stay strong. “His engineer is dead. Even his wife is dead. Who else can he lean on? Who is left?”
There’s a silence around the table. Mushtan taps a fingernail on the wood and stares into the distance. Esther folds her arms across her chest and tilts her head to the side. Sasha opens her mouth as though to speak, but then shakes her head and closes it again.
“The sultan.”
I twist in my seat at the sound of the voice by the door of Esther’s house. I hadn’t even heard the door; we’d been concentrating so intently. Treowe stands there with his hands pushed into his pockets.
“Who are you?” Esther speaks in a low, powerful voice. “This is a private meeting.”
Treowe’s eyes trail down to his feet in shame. 
“No, it’s all right,” I say. “He should be part of the meeting. Treowe was close to Cas. The two of them fought side by side. He was the first to come to our side from Cyne, and he worked as hard as anyone back in the Borgan camp. Come and take a seat, Treowe.” I smile at him, trying to coax him into the room.”
The blacksmith’s apprentice hurries into the room and closes the door. He takes a seat between Sasha and Esther, meeting no one else’s eyes except mine. His face flushes red and he rubs the back of his head awkwardly. 
“Go on,” I say. “Tell us your thoughts.”
“Well, I ain’t much more than a stable lad and a blacksmith,” he begins. “But what Mae here said is right. I’ve worked in the Royal stables for more than a year and the king never did anything for himself. He had a lad for everything, for cleaning his boots and fetching his horse—”
“Most kings do,” Esther says with a scoff.
“But it’s more than that. It’s like Mae says, he doesn’t know his arse from his elbow.” Treowe’s cheeks flush even brighter, and there are a few chuckles at the colourful language. “The man is an idiot. All he does is drink, eat, and bully people. When it comes to politics and anything like that, well, I think it was Lyndon mostly. Being around the stables meant I sometimes went with ‘em on hunts, and that’s when the king talked about the court with Lyndon. Casimir never went. The king didn’t trust Casimir. Lyndon used to talk about ways to bring people down. Nasty one, he was. It was all torture and death with him, but it was also him who said to come south to the mines. And it was him who used to try and talk the king out of war with Jakani. He reckoned the king should keep the sultan onside in case he needed to borrow more money.”
It made sense. Cyne is the poorest it has been in decades since the last craft-born died. The king used all his money to develop engines to power the machines in his palace, which polluted the crops. A poor country with a poor king means that the king has to go elsewhere to fund his mission for everlasting tyranny. 
“So with everyone else gone, the king might turn to the sultan,” I say, thinking through Treowe’s word. 
“That’s what I believe,” Treowe replies. 
“When we met with the sultan at your house, Mushtan, I believed then that he would ask you and your men to betray me over the Ember Stone. Was I correct?” I turn to the old man, my heart pinched with worry. My fondness for Mushtan wants desperately for him to be loyal to me.
“That is what he asked,” Mushtan agrees with a sigh. Esther lets out a little laugh, which Mushtan ignores. “I am a friend to the Borgans, and a friend to Allerton. The sultan is my sultan, but not so much a friend. I made the decision early on that the sultan is not my sultan any more. I do not recognise him as my leader. That is you, Hada-Ya. You have proved yourself a worthy, powerful young woman, and I will work with you to defeat the evil in this world. But, yes, it is true that the sultan cares more about power than loyalty. He grants you soldiers for this war, but you have only his word. Now, the circumstances have changed. Your prince will not be king. Casimir’s General is someone you have few connections with, and it is the same with the Duke of Benoth. The sultan will go to the most powerful ally.”
“The king,” Sasha whispers. I see that the blood has drained from her face. She is pale, and suddenly seems very small. 
I share Sasha’s dismay. We needed the strength of the sultan’s men. Cas’s contacts have not been reached for weeks. There’s no guarantee we even have an army to fight with. 
“We have to return to Jakani,” I say. “But we must do it quietly. The time for an honourable fight is over. We have no resources left. We should not rely on anyone outside this room. No, the responsibility falls squarely on our shoulders now. There’s one more thing we can do. That I can do. Assassination. I kill the king. Then I talk to the sultan and arrange an alliance. His backing, plus my marriage to Cas, and the fact I am the craft-born, should go some way to winning over the people of Aegunlund. Then I destroy the Ember Stone and form my court.”
I speak loud and fast to quell the fear in my voice. There is much left unsaid. Who will be in my court? I’m lacking connections to high-ranking officials. Most of my acquaintances are young. I have no idea what it is like to be queen. I had never imagined doing all of this alone without Cas.
“I can help yer, Mae,” Treowe says, as though he can hear my thoughts. That means I am not half as good at hiding my true emotions as I thought. “I understand the Red Palace. I know who works with the king and who will help yer. Plus, you have Allerton and Mushtan to help you.”
“And me.” Sasha leans across to put her hand on mine. My protector and friend. 
“It is time,” Esther says, standing up from the table. “Tonight, we have a more pressing event to attend. Are you ready, Mae?”
My stomach squirms as though a nest of snakes slithers through my guts. I am not ready. But I nod, and get to my feet. The mood in the room turns sombre. Cas’s loss isn’t just my loss. I keep forgetting that. And now I am going to say goodbye to him in the same place I married him a few short weeks ago. At least we had that. There are those who never have that love. My father knew my mother for only a few years, and I always thought that was tragic, but now it seems to me to be a blessing. He knew her and then he got to know a piece of her when I was born. One day I will have that, too. 
“Mae?” 
I move my gaze to see Sasha. A gentle smile plays on her lips, and she gestures me towards the door. I hadn’t realised that everyone had left the room. I cross the gap between us with a few shaky steps. 
Sasha puts her hand on my shoulder. “You think you’re not strong enough, but you are.”
As we walk out into the night together, it’s Sasha who seems the strong one. Then, as Esther hands me a torch, the sight of the fire ignites something within me. I wrap the fingers of my remaining hand around the rough wood, and walk on towards the line of people dressed in red robes with their faces painted. Flashes of memories come back to me: meeting Cas in the Waerg Woods, dancing with him through the Nix’s visions, and, of course, walking these very steps as a young woman walking towards her future husband. But I am not that same girl now. I am a mother to be and a queen. I am a human being with great responsibility on her shoulders. I continue on to the small bonfire that the Ashers have built whilst we were discussing politics and plans, and it is with each step that I let go of a little piece of pain. I let go of grief. I accept what has been, and what I am, and what I will become. 
Pain is not something to be coveted or longed for. Suffering is not romantic or interesting. It is an open wound, raw and pulsing. Leave it, and it will become infected. Claw it open, and it will hurt. Help it heal, and you will scar, but that scar is a new part of who you are. I have many scars now. They are there, they exist, and they always will. 
The fire burns bright and orange. I stand before it, closing my eyes, letting the flames cleanse me. 
…silver eyes glowing in orange light…
…long nights huddling for warmth…
…laughter over childish games…
I remember.
 


Chapter Thirty-One – The Stolen Girl
 
As the fire dies down in the background, a redheaded maiden comes to sit cross-legged next to me. Her sandals scrape against the hard, sandy floor. I flash her a quick smile as I pull at the weeds growing around me. It’s good to feel the smooth texture of a leaf again after so many days and nights in the heart of the desert. 
“How are you?” Sasha asks. After all the pitying glances and awkward back slaps, it should be annoying, but it isn’t. Not when it comes from my friend.
“I am here,” I reply. It’s all I can think to say. I still exist. I continue… despite the pain. 
Sasha crosses her legs beneath her body, and rocks forward. We sit close enough to the dying fire so that it still warms us. I try to avoid her bright blue eyes by concentrating on my dirty fingernails. 
“You are here,” she repeats. “And you will remain.”
“I let him go, Sasha,” I whisper. Saying the words releases a vice-like pressure from my chest. I’ve finally admitted it, that I let my love die for the sake of the world. 
Sasha is quiet. She responds with a gentle hand on my shoulder. There is nothing she can say to make it better, so we stay silent. Her presence is enough to soothe the ache in my heart. 
Finally, I have said it. I have admitted it. Perhaps now I can try to forgive myself.
My hand flutters to where the Ember Stone sits beneath my tunic. The strange, dark energy pulses from it constantly, but when my emotions rise, it almost floods me with its power. 
“What is it like?” Sasha asks. “Is it evil?”
I shake my head. “No, I wouldn’t say that. It’s very powerful, and there is a darkness to it. I think its energy comes from pain, and when my emotions surge, so does its power. But at the same time, my grief for Cas keeps it controlled. I am determined to ensure that his death happened for a reason. He sacrificed himself for a worthy cause, but only as long as we succeed in our task. If I give into the power of the Ember Stone, I will not complete my task.”
Sasha frowns, and I know what she is thinking. I have battled with the same doubts.
Before she can speak, I ensure her. “I can control it.” And then I pause. I need to tell someone, but I am afraid of speaking it out loud in case I’m wrong, in case it is all some big misunderstanding. “And there is one other thing, something that keeps me wanting to fight, to stay strong. I… I have reason to believe that I am with child.” Sasha clutches my forearm in shock. “Avery came to me in a dream and told me. She said that I still have a part of Cas with me, and that I must save the world for my daughter.” My eyes fill with tears as Sasha’s hand grips me harder. 
She whispers my name, and I know she is weeping with me. 
“Are you happy?” I ask. 
“I’m happy for you. So happy,” she replies, leaning her head against my shoulder and pulling me closer. “Are you happy?”
“I’m afraid… of what is to come, of the dangers I will face. But none of those fears compare to the fear of being a mother. I am so young, and she will never know her father. That makes me sad, knowing that. But, Sasha, I am also happy. So happy I want to sing and dance and shout it to the world. None of it makes sense.”
“It makes perfect sense,” Sasha says, squeezing my shoulders. “You will make a great mother, as long as you stop being so surly.”
“I’m rarely surly anymore,” I reply, adding a disgruntled tone to my voice. “I am very un-surly these days.”
“You’re right, you’re a ray of sunshine compared to when I first met you,” Sasha says with a grin. “Now, you realise that you must eat more, for the baby. And I will make you a tonic every morning with special herbs that will help with the sickness. You must be extra careful when riding Adil, and no more one-on-one battles…”
As I watch the orange glow fade against Sasha’s skin, and listen to her rules about the changes I must make to my lifestyle, I am grateful—so grateful—for my protector and friend. When my first real smile since Cas’s death gradually forms on my lips, there is a pressure around my waist. If I didn’t know better, I could swear it is Cas wrapping an arm around me and nuzzling into my neck. The air smells like the forest and berries and metal, and I feel light as the cool spring breeze in Halts-Walden.
 
*
 
I wake abruptly and sit bolt upright. My heart beats harder than usual, and at first I attribute it to a forgotten nightmare, but then I hear the merest creak of a step. Esther’s house is built with old wood. Her floorboards creak under pressure, but they also creak as the desert cools and heats. 
It is dark still. I rarely wake before dawn, which tells me that I am supposed to wake. It tells me I am in danger. 
I swing my legs out of the bed, place my feet silently onto the floor, and then check the Ember Stone is still tucked under my tunic. I’ve grown accustomed to sleeping in my clothes, prepared to leave wherever I lay my head in a matter of seconds. After slipping silently from the bed, I retrieve my dagger from under the plain, straw mattress. There is no time to fit the hook Treowe made me onto my arm. I will have to rely on the dagger, and my powers. 
With a sense of foreboding and a racing pulse, I hurry to the door and press my ear against the wood. Whilst the intruder attempts to remain silent, there are quiet creaks as he makes his way around an unknown house. The intruder must know I am in this house, but doesn’t know which room. Esther. I want no harm to come to the woman I have begun to think of as a mentor. 
I concentrate on my breathing, as well as the sounds in the house. I close my eyes and think of soil, letting my powers heighten my senses. I hear him moving, hear the direction his feet are taking him, and then something more extraordinary happens: I see him. The man is large. He carries a scimitar. At first, my muscles clench when I see the familiar weapon—worried that once again Mushtan’s men have chosen to betray me—but then, through the dim light of the moon, I see that the robes are different. They are tattered and white. The man’s face is covered apart from his eyes. He walks barefoot in an attempt to remain silent.
I keep my eyes closed as I watch him coming through Esther’s small house, stepping silently up her wooden stairs. He is a tall, thin man. He moves in fluid, cat-like motions. I imagine that he is deadly in battle. The thought makes my stomach lurch. If I fight him, it’s not just me fighting him; it’s my child, too. But what else can I do? He is here for me. Why else would the man come if not for the Ember Stone? And he would slit my throat for it, I’m certain.
Two more swift steps, and he is onto Esther’s small landing, where the two bedrooms are. Only the wood of the door separates us now. My fingers grip the hilt of my dagger. I may only have a moment to do this, and there is a door knob to contend with. I decide to rely on a trick I’ve learned when trying to carry too many items at once. Without opening my eyes, I manoeuvre myself slightly to the left of the door, and lift up my foot, gently feeling for the door knob. Then I wrap my toes around it, and wait for the intruder to be in the perfect position. 
He turns towards Esther’s door, turning his back on my room. This is my chance. The dagger is heavy in my hand, weighing me down as though it is a mighty great-sword. I ignore it, turn the knob with my toes, and burst into the hallway, opening my eyes for the first time. I leap onto the intruders back before he has any time to respond, and put the knife edge to his throat. 
“Move and I will end your life,” I say, inhaling his scent: sweat, sand, and tobacco. I hold back a gag.
“I warn you. I am faster than you,” he replies in a gruff, heavily accented voice. 
Before I can reply, the adjacent door swings open and Esther stands before us with a long, thin sword in each hand. Her eyes are dark and dangerous. She bares her teeth at the intruder before moving into a battle pose. 
“Are you quicker than both of us?” she snarls. 
I feel the shiver run through the intruder. 
“Thought not,” Esther says. “Drop your weapon and tell me what you are doing in this house.”
The intruder turns the scimitar over in his hand, as though thinking about dropping it. Then he raises his head towards Esther, and for the first time I see a glimmer of fear in Esther’s eyes. 
“Drop from him at once,” the woman cries. 
I do as she commands, throwing myself back from the man. As I move away from him, there is a sickening crunch, and a muted cry. The scimitar blade sticks through the intruder’s back. He collapses forward, landing face first at Esther’s feet. The man stabbed himself in the heart. 
“The blade would have caught me as well,” I say. “Thank you for your warning.”
She nods. “We must find out who this man was, and from whom he was sent.” She places her blades on the floor—keeping them close—and turns the man over, removing some of the robes covering him. “I do not recognise the face, but he is dressed in a similar garb to some of the tribes around the village. If I had to guess, I would say the sultan sent him for the Ember Stone. The man knew his death would be slow and painful if he revealed secrets, so he fell on his sword.” 
 “What we don’t know is whether the sultan is working alone, or whether he is working with the king,” I say. 
Esther stares down at the man. “He was young. He should have lived longer. This world is too cruel.”
I open my mouth to agree with her, when there is a commotion below us. Esther retrieves her blades, and strides through the doorway towards the stairs. 
“Whoever intrudes in my home will not be spared. State your purpose,” she booms. 
The man responds in Jakani, and Esther lowers her weapons. She hurries down the steps, and stops in front of a man I recognise as part of our group.
“What is it?” I ask, rushing towards Esther. 
She turns back to me. “It is Sasha. She has been taken.”
I push past the two of them, running out into the night air, towards the camp set up by Mushtan and the others. Ellen runs towards me, her hair coming loose from a plait; her eyes ringed with red. 
“I couldn’t stop him. He had a sword. He held it to my throat.”
“What happened? Slow down and tell me everything.”
Ellen swallows back a sob, but meets my eyes and calms herself. “We were sleeping when I heard something slice through the tent. The man had a covered face, but I saw his dark eyes. They were brown. I sat up and gasped, and then he held his knife to my throat. Sasha woke, and pulled out her amulet to try and use against him, but the man said he would kill me if she tried anything. Then he said to me: ‘tell the Hada-Ya that if she wants her Borgan bitch back she’d better come to the capital and prepare for battle’. Then he grabbed Sasha, pulled her out of the tent and seemed to disappear into the night.”
“It has to be the king,” I say, half to myself. “And there must have been transport waiting for them—horses or camels. Why go after my Ember Stone and take Sasha at the same time?”
“In case one fails,” Esther answers for me. I spin around to see her striding purposefully over to us. “I would think that your Ember Stone was the first plan, and your most trusted friend the second.”
My heart sinks. Sasha placed in danger because of me. How many more of my friends will be harmed because of my destiny? 
Esther claps my shoulder and lowers her face to mine. “Wipe away your tears, Hada-Ya. There is no time for them now.”
“She’s right,” Ellen says. “We have to go to Jakani.”
“It’s a trap, but there is no other choice. You’re not just facing the king, now. You’re facing the king, the sultan, and the desert tribes. Your only option is to defeat them in Jakani.”
My head spins and I long to slow it down. Instead, I lift my chin and direct a command to the men in the camp. “Get Mushtan. Get everybody. We’re leaving. Esther, I hate to be a strain on your village again.”
“We will get you provisions for your journey,” she says. 
“Thank you.”
My heart skips a beat. Now we journey back to Jakani for Sasha, and to face the king once and for all.
 


Chapter Thirty-Two – The Return to Jakani
 
With Mushtan’s help, we push hard through the Anadi Sands. Adil complains at the speed, letting out the occasional disgruntled groan. But my mind is focussed on Sasha. She has come to my rescue more than once. Now it is time for me to return the favour.
“We need to watch for tribes,” Mushtan warns. “This time we cannot stop for many breaks. If we sleep, they will slit our throats. We cannot sleep. We must watch at all times.” 
“I know,” I reply in a monotone voice. The panic from Sasha’s disappearance has made the Ember Stone throb, and I have to concentrate more than ever to stop the darkness seeping under my skin, and corrupting me. The effort has eradicated the last of my patience. 
“Fighting in Jakani will be bad.” Mushtan shakes his head. “It is a place of families, of children, and honest workers. We must do everything we can to ensure their safety.”
“We will,” I say, my voice a little softer. I hate the thought of fighting in Jakani, but how else am I going to get to the sultan?
“There will be a barrier around the city,” he continues. 
“They will let me in,” I reply. “I’m what they want.”
“You cannot go alone.”
“I can, and I will. I need you to get me to Jakani alive, and I will do the rest.”
Mushtan turns away from me. I don’t need to see him to know he is frowning. I wipe a slick of sweat from my forehead. We have a long journey ahead of us, and all I can think about is Sasha. We must only be a few hours behind. Yet I continue to examine the miles ahead of us, and I see no trace of the men who took her. As we were setting off, Mushtan told me that he suspected it was a group of three men, and that they used the fast but sturdy Jakani horses to ride through the desert. He reminded me that they could have ridden the horses to their deaths and switched when they reached their tribes. They made excellent time while we lag behind on our camels. 
He also says there is nothing I could have done. But that doesn’t help the frustration bubbling up inside. It doesn’t stop me going over that night in my mind. A good leader would have had men on lookout. But then there is a good chance that the men on lookout would have been killed. I sigh, shake my head, and try not to think anymore. 
Later that night, the group takes turns as look-out. Treowe is the first to volunteer. He sits running a whetstone over his blade, and there is something about the way he holds his head that suddenly reminds me of Cas. A rush of pain hits my heart. It’s followed by a surge of power from the Ember Stone, so intense that I double over. Ellen and Aliyah rush to my side, propping me up by the elbow. 
“Are you hurt?” Aliyah asks. 
I shake my head. “It is the Ember Stone. It strengthens as I weaken.”
“You must rest. I will take you to your tent,” Ellen says. The expression on her face tells me that I should not argue. “I could stay with you if you like.”
As we hobble over to the tent, I realise that I’m not the only one suffering with regret and pain since Sasha was taken. I smile at her, trying to deliver some sort of reassurance. 
“We will get her back,” I say. “But, yes, stay with me. The company would be nice.”
Ellen leaves to fetch her bedroll, hitching up the bottom of her robes. It’s strange to see her in anything but a tight dress, and it’s strange to see her with dirty fingers, and broken nails. Ellen has proved herself strong, resourceful, and hardworking since coming with us into the desert. She never fails to help the group, even though she is unused to the conditions. When she returns, her expression is less clouded and lighter. 
“Who would have thought we could ever be friends?” she says, as she places the bed roll down next to mine. 
“Who would have thought I would marry a prince?” I say, half laughing. “It was the future I dreaded when I was a child, and yet it was the event that made me the happiest in my life.” 
“And who would have thought a dangerous trip through a dirty desert would bring me so much happiness?” She smiles up to the tent ceiling. “Life has a funny way of getting us to exactly where we want to be.”
As slumber takes hold, I can’t help but agree. 
But it doesn’t take long for my peaceful sleep to take a dark turn, and before long I find myself in and out of nightmares. Cas’s bloody fingers claw their way out of the open gateway in the Sihran temple, but when he raises his head, he has the cold look of Lyndon. He morphs into Sasha, who fights against shadows, screaming for me to rescue her. Every flash of nightmare is shrouded in darkness. There are shadows in all of my dreams. Most are violent and bloody. In some, the people of Jakani scream as I hit them with fire. 
And then my name is called. I open my eyes and raise my sweating body. Sasha stands before me with matted hair and dirty clothes. There’s a gag over her mouth, and her hands are bound. Her face is covered in dust, as though she has been riding fast through the desert without anything to protect her. 
“Am I dreaming?” I whisper into the dark.
She shakes her head. Her words are muffled through the gag. “Must be careful. Trap.”
“You must go back. They will think you are dead!”
“Most asleep. Trap, Mae. Ambush outside Jakani. They want you and Ember Stone. But I won’t be there. They’re taking me to the sultan’s palace.”
“I’m coming for you. Hold on.”
She shakes her head. Tears wet her eyes as she fades into the shadows. “Don’t come. Don’t.”
When her soul dissipates from the tent, I sit up on my bed roll and think for a long time. The king’s men are planning to ambush us outside Jakani. They know we will be weak from travelling through the Anadi Sands. If there is ever a chance to kill me, that would be it. Now I have reason to suspect that the king wants the Ember Stone to himself, and wants me dead. Whether the sultan has joined forces with the king, I don’t know. I must concentrate on what I do know. 
I peek outside the tent. Mushtan is on watch. The night is black, and the stars are bright above. We are far from dawn, yet I dress and sit with the old man. 
“Sasha came to me. The king’s men are going to ambush us outside Jakani.”
Mushtan only nods, as though I confirmed a suspicion of his. “Then the time comes for us to leave. Alone.”
I run my finger through the sand and laugh. “I thought you would need more persuading than that.”
“No, Hada-Ya, I have been waiting for you to realise it.” He flashes me a grin. “A good leader knows when to shoulder the burden alone.”
“I would go alone, but I cannot follow the Anadi Sands as you do.”
“Perhaps one day you will,” he says. “When you are a great queen, and you come to visit your homeland.”
“A great queen,” I whisper. “I will believe it when it happens. Is it possible that Aegunlund will accept a half-breed, one-armed, peasant girl?”
Mushtan gaze trails over my body as though assessing me. “We’ve had worse.” He rises, stretching his legs and sighing. “My limbs grow older than my mind, Hada-Ya. Now, I must tell at least one of the men so they know to watch for the tribes. You pack what we need. Leave them enough though, Mae. Leave them enough.”
I nod. Mushtan always thinks of his men. He is a good leader. If I survive this, I must make sure he has a position in my court. Allerton can help me, as can Treowe. They will find the best—and most loyal—people. Ellen should have a place, too. And—of course—Sasha. 
Adil groans as I load him with packs. I shush him. The last thing I want is to wake the entire camp. There are butterflies in my stomach, and the Ember Stone continues to emit dark energy which grows my paranoia, and lets dark thoughts slip into my mind. I push them back by thinking of Cas—and Sasha—and everyone else who has been good to me.
“This one will not leave your side,” Mushtan says, striding over to me. Behind him walks Treowe, rubbing his eyes. 
“You should not come,” I say. 
“Yer need someone good with a sword,” he replies, and from the set of his jaw I can see that I will not be able to persuade him. 
“I’m good enough with magic,” I remind him. 
“Not if that Ember Stone takes over,” he points out.
“Let the boy come, Hada-Ya. I am too old for much more fighting. He can help.” Mushtan’s voice is tired and weary. 
“Very well.” I try to keep the doubts from my voice, but the truth is that the blacksmith’s presence unsettles me. He has shown me a kindness I’ve only experienced from one other man. He fashioned me my beautiful hand, he shows faith in me at every turn, and there is something about him that reminds me of the man I lost only days ago. But as Mushtan says, he could be useful. So I remain silent. 
The three of us mount our camels, and turn them away from the camp. I lean over my shoulder to look back with a pang of guilt. There lies the tent where I left Ellen to sleep. She will be cared for, though. Aliyah and the men will take her back to the village where she will be safe. Mushtan has given them strict instructions not to come to Jakani no matter what. Esther will take care of them. She has to. I can meet Ellen back in the north when all of this is over.
 
*
 
We make quick time through the desert, only stopping for short breaks, and sleeping in shifts. Each night I wait to see if Sasha will come to me, but she does not, and that makes anxiety build inside my body—tightening my muscles, and letting paranoia slip into my thoughts. There are times when the Ember Stone throbs beneath my tunic, spreading darkness through my body. Paranoid thoughts creep into my mind. I imagine that Mushtan and Treowe are plotting against me, waiting for me to sleep so they can slit my throat and steal the stone. But of course they are not.  
Through our journey, I practise my magic; bouncing fire balls onto the sand, forming tornadoes, and shifting the clouds to give us shade. With the Ember Stone it comes naturally to me, too naturally. Sometimes I am alarmed at how easily it is to create the craft, and it makes me feel that there should be at least some sort of consequence for the magic I use. Otherwise it would be too easy to abuse. I actually prefer to be drained by using my powers. At least then I know there is a line I cannot cross. 
One thing I can do with the aid of the Ember Stone is create water when there is none. Even in the heart of the Anadi Sands I create a fountain of water springing up through the sand. Treowe’s face lights up when he sees the water, but Mushtan frowns and warns me to be careful. The problem is—when I feel this powerful—it’s hard to be careful. 
What keeps me in check are the nightmares. Cas’s eyes haunt me. Sometimes I dream of Sasha with silver eyes, calling for help, trapped by a vortex of blood. I wake sweat-soaked and shaking. After a dream where I tried to claw my way out of the gateway alone, I leave my tent and sit by Mushtan, wondering how Ellen and the others are.
“We will reach Jakani by nightfall tomorrow,” he says after a long silence. 
“Darkness will make it easier to enter,” I reply. “And I will enter alone.”
“Yer will not.” Treowe sits up from his bed roll and rubs the sleep from his eyes. “I’m coming with you.”
I’m almost annoyed by his constant nobility. But if it will help Sasha, I am willing to try anything, so I agree. 
I take watch as the others sleep. Then, as the sun rises, we set off on the last day of our journey.
 


Chapter Thirty-Three – The White Palace
 
Mushtan was right. As night comes, we approach the outskirts of Jakani. I pat Adil’s shoulder as the city comes into view. The dusk light allows us some shadow to hide in, but still we hang back away from the city fires and gas lamps, and away from the eagle-eyed guards. 
“I can see the king’s men.” Treowe leans forward on his camel, pointing towards the northern entrance to Jakani. Around the mighty gates clusters an army.
“There must be more than a hundred men,” Mushtan says. “Perhaps three hundred strong, with archers and spear wielders. They mean to slaughter us.”
I have to stop myself from blurting out that I would have defeated them all with ease. The Ember Stone pulses with dark magic beneath my tunic, igniting something akin to arrogance that does not sit well with me. I try to ignore it. 
Mushtan notices my inner struggle. “Is it the Ember Stone, Hada-Ya?”
“The sooner I can smash this thing into smithereens the better.”
“After the king has been dealt with,” Treowe warns. 
“I’m not stupid,” I snap. Then I pull myself together and say. “I’m sorry. I’m not myself at the moment.”
“You must hold it together if you are going to wield its power against the king,” Mushtan warns. “Wait until night. I will find the weakest point for you to get into Jakani unnoticed. You may need to use your magic to gain entrance.”
“I can do that.”
“And then you need to stick to the shadows. How are you going to get into the palace?”
“Easily,” I say. “I will tell them who I am. The sultan knows I have the Ember Stone, he will let me in.”
“How do yer know where Sasha is?” Treowe asks.
“She told me,” I say. I try to explain about the soul tear when Treowe regards me with a furrowed brow. “Her soul came to me in my tent while her captors were asleep. They will want to negotiate with me. Sasha’s life in exchange for the Ember Stone. It’s the only thing that makes sense. And it’s where the king will be hiding. Mushtan, you must go to Allerton and get your family out of Jakani. Head north, but stay away from the king’s men. Allerton will find safe passage for you, and we will meet in the north.”
“Very well, Hada-Ya. It has been a pleasure.”
“Wait until we go,” I say, my voice choking more than I care to admit. “We wait until night.”
It comes faster than I had imagined. One minute, the sky is bright with a purple-pink sunset, the next, the stars glitter through the darkness. To be safe, we wait longer, eating our fill from the last of our provisions, and ensuring our strength for the task ahead. Taking on the sultan and the king will not be easy. I have no intention of giving up the Ember Stone or allowing anything bad to happen to Sasha. I need to be careful. I need leverage. 
“What does the sultan hold dear among all things?” I ask Mushtan as we drop from our camels and begin our descent towards Jakani on foot.
“He has a wife. But to be truthful, the sultan regards power and riches above all things. He is not as crazed as the king, but I suspect they are his deepest desires.”
I nod, thinking about how I can make the sultan give up Sasha. My fingers find the Ember Stone beneath my tunic. 
Sneaking into Jakani is easy enough. It is an open city without too many guards on watch. We simply have to use the shadows to our advantage.
I notice a few of the king’s men walking around the city, their swords tucked into their belts. They walk in twos or threes, with the sultan’s guards alongside.
“Well, there’s the evidence that they’ve joined forces against yer,” Treowe says. “So much for the sultan’s loyalty.”
“He did what was best for him, but also what seemed best for the Haedalands. Without Cas, there is only me, and history suggests the craft-born is easily controlled. It makes sense,” I reply. 
“Well I think you’re going to shake things up a bit. Change whatever it is ‘history suggests’,” Treowe says with a smile. “You’re not so easily controlled.”
“No I suppose not.”
“This is where I leave you, Hada-Ya,” Mushtan interrupts. “I must double back to my mansion and warn my family of the conflict.”
I turn to face the man who has become something of a father figure to me, and someone I have grown to greatly respect. “I wish you well.”
“As do I.” He catches me off guard with a hug. “This destiny is not so great that you cannot succeed. You can face the king and win. He is a weak man, and you are a powerful woman.” He smirks. “I know who I would bet on.”
I return his smile, but there is a part of me that doubts his words. I don’t feel strong. The Ember Stone is taking hold of me piece by piece. 
I clasp forearms with Mushtan, and then he does the same with Treowe. When he leaves, we are alone in Jakani, and the shadows seem even darker. 
“We’d best find the palace,” I whisper. 
At night, the city of Jakani is strangely quiet. Even in Halts-Walden the tavern is often frequented until the early hours of the morning, and I have been told tales of how cities are full of drunken men and whores, but Jakani is different. There is a quiet buzz, but it comes from family homes where friends converse behind closed doors. Often I hear the sound of laughter or excited voices. 
“Do you think the people of Jakani realise there is a war coming?” I ask. 
“They will have seen the king’s men on the street,” he replies. 
Perhaps that is why people have taken to their houses rather than the taverns. Either way, it is good for us. It means we can slip through the streets unnoticed. I would hate to have to cause a scene in the middle of the city. No, I must retain my strength if I am to control the Ember Stone at the palace. That is my priority. Anything to ensure Sasha’s safety. 
Soon we have moved from the main streets, to a part of the city where houses are surrounded by yards and lawns. It seems strange to see lush green grass in this part of the world, but we are away from the Anadi Sands and approaching the southern strain of the River Sverne. The White Palace is easy to find. The domed roof stands higher than any other building in Jakani. It lies on the other side of a distributary from the river, splitting it away from the rest of the city. An intricate bridge stands between us and the sultan’s home, shining a golden white in the moonlight. 
“There are rumours that the Jakani use glitter made of real gold to mix with the paint they used for this bridge. They call it the bridge of sunlight. Even in the moonlight it mimics the golden rays of the sun,” Treowe whispers. 
It is beautiful, and it certainly does glitter as though touched by the sun. But my eyes are pulled away from the bridge towards the two guards blocking the way to the palace. 
“This is where I must tell them who I am. They will lead me straight into the palace,” I say, my pulse quickening with excitement and fear. 
“Then there’s no reason for us to hide then. Come on.” Treowe steps out of the shadows and I follow him as he steps onto the bridge. 
I cannot help but let my hand run along the bridge barrier, feeling the sleek smoothness of the paint, and watching the glitter brighten under the moon. It reminds me of Anta, and how I used to make his coat shine with the craft. Up ahead, the guards cross spears, blocking our way. They are tall, and dark-skinned, so that the whites of their eyes are vivid against the gloom of night. They wear belted tunics over traditional trousers, with daggers tucked into their belts. There is a small insignia on their tunic, when I examine it more closely, it appears to be in gold thread, and it depicts the famous dome of the palace. This is what the sultan’s guards look like. They stand taller than the king’s men. Their clothes are far finer. They give the impression that the sultan is far richer, and more powerful than the king. 
One of the guards eyeballs me and speaks in Jakani. He talks so fast that I struggle to understand, but catch the general meaning to be: what are you doing here? Who are you?
“My name is Mae Waylander,” I say in the common tongue, my native language. I do not know enough Jakani to reply yet. “I am the craft-born and the keeper of the Ansarintante. I am here because the sultan has something of mine, and I want it back.”
The guards glance at each other as though figuring out what I’ve just said. Then with a sing of metal, the spears uncross, and the guard on the right takes me by the elbow. I do not resist, I let him lead me across the bridge towards the palace. 
Even in the dark, the extravagance of the sultan is clear. There are two gold busts of beautiful women at the end of each bridge post. The bridge leads to a neat gravel path which splits the palace gardens in two. On either side of the lawn are two grand fountains depicting fierce warriors in the midst of battle emerging from the water. The marble of their scimitars is as sharp as any blade. 
The palace itself is a marvel of pillars, archways, and luxurious balconies. Marble steps lead up to the grand entrance, with a door half as big as the hut I grew up in. My eyes trail up the white front of the house, finding grand balconies under large windows. The domed roof glimmers in the moonlight, almost shimmering. The king might have power over all of Aegunlund, but the sultan has the riches. 
The guard leads me up the steps, jerking my arm so hard that my feet trip, and I almost fall forwards. One of the guards raps on the door with his spear. A small trapdoor opens to let us squeeze in. It’s not quite the dramatic entrance I was hoping for. As soon as we step inside, the Ember Stone grows cool against my skin. The warning sends ice into my blood, and I have to concentrate against the emitting dark power. I think of Cas to help control the ache. I cannot give into the darkness. There is an imminent threat. We are close to those who wish to remove the stone from me at any cost. Now I must keep hold of my wits. 
Inside the palace it is surprisingly dark, with ceilings so high you could stack two taverns with room to spare. Sparse lanterns create a dim, orange glow, but it is enough for me to see the grandeur of the hall. The walls are the same marble white, with tapestries of gold and red hanging from the walls. The floor is a mosaic of tiles as yellow as the desert surrounding Jakani. The grand hall stretches before us, but it is nothing compared to the next room we enter: the throne room. It sparkles with diamonds and gold set into the walls. My dirty feet trip over a floor that twinkles with rubies and sapphires. Light emanates from golden lanterns, and I turn my head to the ceiling, to see a colourful mosaic pattern continued into the room. At the top of the hall, the throne sits high up on a dais, with several steps leading to the golden chair. Five guards stand either side of these steps. The sight of them makes my stomach flip, but when I hear a growl, my blood runs cold. Two panthers sit chained to the dais of the throne. They bare their fangs and a ripple runs over their sleek coats. Treowe’s eyes widen at the sight of them. 
“Welcome, Hada-Ya.” The voice cuts through my terror, and my attention is torn from the big cats, towards the man sitting on the throne. The sultan. He wears a deep yellow robe, with delicate gold embroidery. The man seems very changed from the time I met him in Mushtan’s home. Now he is dressed in his finery, dripping with jewels; a ruby at his neck, sapphires on his fingers, diamonds in his crown. “This is your first visit to the finest palace in the kingdom, and yet it does not belong to the king. It belongs to me. Funny, isn’t it?”
“No, not really.” I make no effort to flatter him. The days of negotiating for peace are over. “Not when you force your people into the mines. They make your riches and find your jewels. There’s nothing funny about their suffering.”
The sultan’s smile fades, and is replaced with a sneer. “You should know better than anyone that some people are meant for greatness, and others are here to serve. I was born a sultan. I am chosen by the Gods to rule my people. I deserve the things I have worked for.”
“You haven’t worked for anything,” I retort. “And now you are wasting my time. Where is Sasha?”
“You flatter me with your kind words,” the sultan says sarcastically. He gestures to one of the guards with a nod of his head, and reclines back onto his throne. 
The guard disappears through a side door, and the Ember Stone turns very cold. My heart thumps. I cannot turn away from the open door. A few moments later, the same guard drags a girl back into the throne room. She thrashes against him, her mouth gagged and her hands tied. When the guard puts a knife to her throat, she is instantly still. Her blue eyes find mine. I swallow away a hard lump when I see the pure panic in her eyes. Sasha is always so cool and calm, and now her eyes are as wide as plates. I can see her shoulders trembling from half the room away. 
“Sasha!” I call, rushing towards her. The guard closest to me grasps me around the waist and stops me. 
“Do that again and I’ll have her throat slit,” the sultan says, a sneer crawling across his lips.  
 


Chapter Thirty-Four – The Darkness Comes
 
“Let her go,” I say, gritting my teeth.
“A deal can be struck,” the sultan replies, examining his fingernails as though in casual conversation with an acquaintance. Below him, the panthers snarl. “You have something I want.”
“I could tear this entire palace to the ground.” The cold power of the Ember Stone flows into my veins. “I could kill you from here.”
His guards advance a step, holding their spears high. I notice the sultan tense, and a shiver seems to pass through his body. 
“You cannot do any of that while I have your friend with a knife at her throat. Do you believe that yours powers are faster than my guard’s knife?” 
My eyes flit back to Sasha. The guard presses the point of the knife further into her flesh and a tiny trickle of blood runs down her neck. 
“No! Stop. I won’t use my powers. Just stop.” The cold power warms, and all I can see are Cas’s eyes as he fell into the gateway. I cannot lose another person I love. 
“Give me the Ansarintante,” the sultan says. His voice is almost a hiss, so laden with want, with desire. 
Sasha shakes her head at me. I can hear her shouting through the gag, but her words are muffled and incomprehensible. The sultan leans forward on his throne, his eyes wide and filled with desire. 
“Give it to me.” The urgency of the sultan’s voice makes my stomach roil. It sickens me to see how much he craves power. 
“Give me Sasha first,” I respond. 
“No, first the stone.” The sultan moves forward again. He takes a step down from the throne. He seems to move almost subconsciously, as though enchanted by the Ember Stone’s power. The gem is freezing cold against my skin. It warns me not to do this. 
Sasha shakes her head, but I cannot stop staring at the blood trickling down her neck. I have to save her. Where is the king? He has to be somewhere in the palace. This has to be a way of tricking me. There must be more to this.
“As a show of good faith, remove her gag,” I say. “Otherwise you will not get the stone.”
The sultan is on his feet, standing on the top step of the stairs leading to his throne. He waves an indifferent hand. “Fine. Do as she asks.” 
The guard yanks the rag from Sasha’s mouth. 
“Don’t do it,” she shouts. “Don’t give it to him.”
“Where is the king?” I ask.
“Kill her!” orders the sultan. 
“NO!” My hand moves out in front of me and I hit Sasha and the guards with a blast of wind, knocking them back. Sasha disentangles herself from his grip. 
“Then kill the boy,” the sultan commands. 
But before the guards can take Treowe, I stamp my foot, and the floor of the palace ripples like a wave, dropping everyone to their knees. I reach down and pull Treowe to his feet. Sasha jumps up. The three of us hurry away from the guards and the sultan, who has fallen back into his throne. But as we make our way to the door, there is a clanking sound, and the gnashing of teeth. I turn to see the two panthers sprinting our way. 
They leap into the air—teeth and claws bared—intent on ripping our throats out. The Ember Stone imbues me with cold power as I knock them back with the power of wind. 
“Come on!” I shout, urging Sasha and Treowe out of the palace. 
But when I turn back to my friends, my heart skips a beat. 
“Mae, don’t give up,” Sasha says in a strained voice. 
A brute of a man holds a knife to her throat. He lowers his chin and regards me with cold, opal eyes. The king. 
“Not many people manage to deceive me. None of them survive the deception. And before you try anymore of your theatrics, you should know that my army is out there ransacking Jakani as we speak. If you don’t hand over the Ember Stone, they will kill every civilian in this city.” 
“You’re bluffing,” I say, my muscles trembling. I want him to be lying. I want it so much. But I saw his men patrolling the streets with my own eyes. 
Then—right on cue—a Jakani guard rushes into the throne room, he takes one look at the scene before backing away from the king. Instead, he addresses the sultan in his native tongue. 
“What the king said is true,” the sultan says. “They are ransacking the city. It’s burning. My city is burning. Give him the stone.”
I want him to be lying. But there is a crack of real emotion in his voice that I doubt even the sultan could fake.
“If I give him the stone he will create even more violence and destruction,” I reply. 
The sultan’s guards are back on their feet, and the two cats prowl the throne room. A bead of sweat works its way down from my temple. My mind swims with options. If I kill the king and the sultan, the fighting will stop. But can I kill both, and deal with the guards without putting my friends in danger? The cold power of the Ember Stone throbs, and, for once, I just want rid of it. 
But if I give it to the king, can I defeat him? Can I trust the power of the craft? 
I pull the stone out from my tunic and hold it aloft. There is a gasp around the room as everyone stares at the beauty of the black diamond. 
“Hand it over or your friend will be cut in two,” growls the king. “The longer you wait, the more children will be burned to death, and it will all be your fault.”
I lift the chain from the back of my neck, feeling the freezing power ebbing away. The sultan’s guards close in, drawn to the power of the stone. The sultan steps down from his throne. Sasha averts her eyes. Even she senses its power. Even she longs for it. The sooner I destroy it, the better. 
I back away from the king. “If you want it, take it from me. Only you.” I glance over at the guards and the sultan. “Vines,” I whisper. The jewelled floor breaks apart as thick, green vines break through, wrapping around the legs of the guards, rooting them to the spot. “This is our fight. You can’t take this from me when you have hold of her, can you?”
The king stares at the jewel as though in a trance. Finally, he lets go of Sasha, and she runs to stand near Treowe, who has pulled a sword from an incapacitated guard. The king hurries towards me, snatching at the stone with his large hands. I push him back with wind whilst I create a fireball, ready to end this once and for all. But then, the sultan throws himself at me, knocking me over, and causing the fireball to disintegrate. I manage to collect the chain to the Ember Stone in my hand as I fall, but the sultan grasps hold of the stone, his fingernails clawing at my closed hand, desperate to pry my fingers apart. 
The king sees an opportunity and kicks the sultan in the abdomen, who rolls off me, clutching his side. Treowe rushes towards him with his sword drawn, but a panther leaps onto him, plunging its teeth into his thigh. I’m on my feet and hurrying to help Treowe when the king barrels into me, wrenching the stone from my hand. I stagger back, aghast. I’ve lost the stone. 
The king wastes no time. In an instant he has the chain over his neck. The change in him is immediate. His eyes blacken into shiny dark orbs, and he stands taller, his arms outstretched. He roars, and the power glows from within. 
“What have I done?” I whisper. I’ve failed. I’ve unleashed a monster, and failed to complete my destiny. Cas died for nothing.
The first thing the king does is lift the sultan from the floor and hold him by the throat. I find Treowe, who has escaped the jaws of the cat, but lost a lot of blood. Sasha wraps torn pieces of her tunic around the wound. 
“You never bowed to my rule,” the king says to the sultan, whose legs dangle in the air.
“The Haedalands are glad to bow to your rule,” the sultan croaks. “Whatever you want, we can get it for you… gold, jewels, whatever you need. You are the king.”
The king laughs as he tosses the sultan away, and I am forced to turn away when I hear the bones in his body snap like twigs. The sultan collapses like a broken toy. 
“Don’t give up,” Treowe says. “Yer can still beat him.”
The king turns towards me, and I see the Ember Stone shine in the lantern light of the throne room. I climb onto my feet. Sasha stands with me. She takes my left hand and I feel the power of her amulet run through me. 
“We will face him together,” she says. 
“I’m going to take great pleasure in this,” says the black-eyed king. The palace rumbles beneath his feet as he steps towards us. He grows with every step, his arms and legs stretching, his torso expanding. 
We hold our ground. The amulet glows, and the power builds between us. When the king tries to swipe us with his large paw, the amulet lets out protective light, forcing the king back. 
“What is this?” he roars. “What is this sorcery? You cannot defeat me!”
But the power glows strong from the amulet, and we push him back. The king roars, still trying to swing at us with his knife. 
“He cannot harness its power,” I whisper. “It has made him physically stronger, but he cannot use magic.”
Sasha nods. 
The king retreats, also aware that he cannot win against us in a fair fight. On swift feet, he flees the room through the side door. I glance back at Treowe, and he indicates for us to follow the king. Sasha pulls me across the throne room and we chase the king through the door and into a new hallway. The king runs at speed, but his heavy feet cause the palace to shake. He opens a door and rips it from its hinges. When he flings it at me, we use the protection of the amulet to block the blow. 
The king hurries up a spiral staircase. We are far behind now, unable to match his inhuman speed. I need to try and slow him, so I summon a small tornado to meet him in his path as we climb the stairs. Sasha never lets go of my hand. We are one. 
There’s a roar as the king fights against the tornado, and we manage to close the gap between him and us. The king rushes down another hallway, and its then that I realise he knows exactly where he is going. He has chosen this route. He isn’t just running from us, he is leading us somewhere. 
We follow him into a large bedroom on the front side of the palace. Sasha grips hold of my hand, our connecting palms sweaty with fear. The king faces us, and now I see the extent of the Ember Stone’s power. His face is disfigured, contorted into something akin to a man mixed with a beast. He grins at us with sharp teeth, and his eyes flash black in the darkness of night.
“You cannot hurt us,” I say, taking small steps forward with Sasha at my side. “Our powers block yours.”
He laughs. “Who says I came up here to hurt you?” 
He backs away from us, smashing his way through a window and disappearing onto the balcony terrace outside. Sasha glances at me, worry in her eyes. We dash forward, climbing through the broken window and out onto the balcony. That’s when we see the king fall backwards from the balcony. We rush to the balustrades to see him fall. How can this be? Why would the king destroy himself in such a way? And then I see the brass wings below. A great, mechanical bird rises from the depths with the king sitting on its neck. He laughs at us from above as the bird flies him away. I can only watch with my jaw hanging open in shock. In a mere moment, the Ember Stone is lost to us. 
 


Chapter Thirty-Five – The Last Battle
 
“What do we do now?” Sasha stares at me with bulging eyes. 
My toes kiss the edge of the broken balcony. I rip my gaze from Sasha, and lean forward to watch the king fly away on his mechanical bird. Then, I glance up at the sky. The night is clear, and there is barely a breeze. Nothing stops the king from getting away from us. 
Unless…
I concentrate on all of my powers, willing the great magic of the Ancients to come to me. I concentrate on changing the weather. I have done this before, I can do it again. In front of my very eyes, the clouds gather, deep and dark; filled with rumbling authority. I dig deeper, and a blustering wind howls through the city. Below us, the buildings burn, the screams of the townsfolk echoes in the air. 
“Do you trust me?” I say. 
Sasha’s eyes fill with tears. “You are my sister, and my one true friend. I would trust you to the end of this world and back again.”
I squeeze her hand. “I’m sorry for almost killing you when we first met.”
“I forgave you long ago.” She smiles with great warmth. 
I draw in a long breath and attempt to steady my pounding heart. The ice cold power of the Ember Stone may have left me, but I still have the warmth of my good friend and I am able to draw strength from her amulet. Sasha’s hair blows back in the wind as I wait for the right moment. What I am about to do will either kill us, or save us all, and I am not sure which is most likely. 
Blood thuds in my ears. The wind howls as it strengthens. Clouds knit overhead. 
Women scream below. 
It’s now or never. 
“Do you trust me?” I say again.
Sasha nods. 
“Then jump.” 
“What?”
“Now!”
There is panic in her eyes, but she does it. We jump together, sinking fast towards the ground. I concentrate on the wind. I grit my teeth until my jaw aches, thinking, focussing, using the powers granted to me to win this war. My destiny is to win this war and set these lands free. I have to believe I can do it. 
And then the wind catches us. We’re nestled into it and lifted, as though the hands of the Gods are righting us once again. 
“What’s happening?” Sasha shouts over the wind. 
I laugh. Despite everything—the war with the king, the suffering of innocent people below—I can’t help but laugh. We’re flying, and without any mechanical bird or contraption. We are walking on the wind, held up by the power of the Ancients. 
“I called on wind to take us to the king,” I tell her. 
As we fly through the air, watching the streets of Jakani descend into chaos, birds cluster around us, hooking their claws into our clothes, and helping us rise high over buildings and trees. We are weightless. We are magical comets soaring through the night sky.
“Look!” Sasha points towards the gold swooping creature ahead. 
I close my eyes. “I ask this of you only once. Let us travel faster. Wind, I need you at your full strength. I need you to get us to the king.”
Both the wind and the birds respond to my request. 
“Don’t wear out your powers, Mae,” Sasha warns. 
But there is little more I can do. We will need to use everything we have; the amulet, my craft, and Sasha’s friendship will all be tested once we come face to face with the king. 
“Lightning, strike!” I command. 
There is a rumble of thunder that almost shakes us out of the sky, and then a bolt of lightning pulses through the air, hitting the mechanical bird up ahead. I see the bird rear back before it falls to one side. The king topples from his perch and plunges down towards the ground below. We are miles north of Jakani, not far from the Haedalands border. The king falls down onto the sand, rolling down the steep dunes, until landing lifelessly with his body broken and twisted. 
“We did it!” Sasha shouts with enthusiasm. 
But I shake my head. It cannot be that easy. 
“Lower us,” I command.
The wind eases, and the birds lower us gently onto our feet. The king remains lifeless, with the Ember Stone around his twisted neck. 
“He’s dead,” Sasha says. “He has to be. Look, his neck is broken.”
I want to believe her, but I have been tricked before. I take a step forward. If I can reach the Ember Stone…
The king rises onto his feet, but by now he is barely the king at all. His fine armour is broken, hanging loosely from his body. His arms and legs crack and creak as his bones mend. His neck snaps up straight with a sickening crunch, but the king simply shakes out his hair, barely noticing. His face is by far the most monstrous. Bruised and torn from the fall, his skin hangs open, seeping blood. In the midst of such blood are his tiny black eyes, so cold and inhuman. 
“Is this how you wanted your immortality?” I say. “You never realised it came with a price, did you? You didn’t expect to be turned into a monster.”
The king stares down at his broken, twisted hand. The bones mend, but they mend all wrong, so that he appears arthritic and old. 
“No,” he whispers. 
“Now!” I call to Sasha. 
She grips my hand harder and the power from the amulet bursts forth, lighting the sky with bright, white light. The force hits the king squarely in the chest making him stagger back. But the blow does not kill him, and he pushes forward against the white glow. 
“He’s getting closer,” Sasha warns. “He’s breaking through.”
The power from the amulet tears at him, shedding him of his armour, and burning his flesh. The king screams in agony as his flesh burns and heals over and over. 
“We’re draining,” Sasha cries. “I can’t hold it much longer.”
We’re not strong enough. With each step, the king manages to break through the power of the amulet. I send a silent prayer to the Ancients and the elemental Gods. We need all the help we can get. 
Our birds respond—attacking the king—pecking his face, his arms, his body. He flails his arms and reels away. With the help of the birds we can keep the power of the amulet going for longer, but we need more. Sasha’s eyes begin to close as I feel her grip on my hand fade. As I am about to consider letting her go and facing the king alone, there is a touch on my right shoulder. 
I turn to see a beautiful face smiling at me. It is the first time I have seen her clothed, and she is magnificent in her armour. 
“Avery,” I whisper. 
“I am here, child,” she says. 
Her power flows through me, heating the blood in my veins. The energy reignites something in me, and I can do little more than allow it to happen. 
My mind turns back to Allerton’s words so long ago. You are the conduit to all magic. The craft flows through you. 
And so I let it flow. I channel this incredible power, and an amazing sense of peace washes over me. 
A wall of flame emits from the amulet.
“No!” the king screams. He raises his arms in front of his face to block the energy from the amulet. “No!” He pushes his arms forward, blasting us with the last of his power. We’re forced back a step, and Sasha’s hand almost loses touch with mine. 
Avery’s grip strengthens against my shoulder as I pull Sasha closer to me. There’s a thinning of air around us, and now I know the king has lost his strength. I am the conduit, and all I need to do is open myself once more. I let the power flow, and it hits the king with all its might, burning through him. As the king screams, the flames turn him slowly to ashes, burning him up bit by bit. His body gradually disintegrates, and the scent of burning, rotten flesh floats up into the night sky. I have to turn away from the sight. My stomach churns. When I turn back, he is little more than a pile of burned clothes and bones.
I let out a shocked breath. 
It’s over. It’s finally over. But the power we had to use was so intense that Sasha collapses to the sand. I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around her. 
“Sasha?” I whisper.
 I heart twists with pain as I shake my friend. Her skin is cold and hard to touch. It’s almost as though she is turning to stone. 
“Avery, help me. What’s happening?” Tears spring into my eyes. 
Avery places a hand on Sasha’s shoulder. 
I shake my head. This cannot happen; I cannot lose her. “Do something!”
She removes her hand and frowns. “She is not gone yet. But only you can save her, craft-born.”
I put my hands on Sasha’s face, close my eyes, and imbue her with my healing powers. Beneath the layers of sand, I draw upon the power of the Ancients once more. Warmth spreads through my arms as the ground responds, and a soft sigh resonates through my ears. I am not alone, and for the first time, I realise I never will be alone. I will always have the power of those who have left this world. I am always connected to them through my powers. As my healing gift begins to drain me of energy, there is the soft scent of the forest and musk, and I am strengthened once more. Avery was right. I truly am gifted, and I have never felt more at peace. 
Sasha coughs as I withdraw my trembling hands from her face. When I open my eyes, I gasp in shock. 
“Sasha your hair!”
“What about it?” She lifts a strand and examines it. “You turned my hair white! What were you thinking, Mae?”
I can’t help but laugh. “I was saving your life, thank you very much.”
Avery clears her throat, pulling me back to reality. I climb to my feet, weak and shaky, but undefeated. “How can I thank you?”
She smiles. “It is us who thank you. You have prevented a great darkness from descending onto the world, and you have fulfilled most of your destiny.”
My mouth hangs open. “Most?”
Avery’s eyes twinkle. “Yes, craft-born. Now you must rule the world you have saved. You are its protector. You alone can stop darkness from returning.”
A sadness hangs over me. I can only think of Cas, and how he should be with me at this moment. His presence would help me face up to what I must become in order to do what is right. 
Avery cups my face with her hands. “Mae, do not worry. I have seen your future and there is happiness within it. We chose you because you have the strength to succeed, and we never doubted you for a moment.”
“Who is ‘we’?” I ask. “The Gods?”
Avery only winks. “Perhaps. All I can say is that I have come a long way to help you, my child. I have moved through other worlds to fight by your side. After I made the mistake of losing the Ember Stone, I knew I would have to help.” Her eyes move across to the pile of ashes. I had almost forgotten all about it, but there lays the black diamond amongst the remains of the king. “The story about me isn’t quite true. I did reign as queen in Jakani, and yes, I fell in love with a northern prince. But when he betrayed me, I did not throw myself from the palace. I went on living, and I bore him a daughter. I had to trade the Ember Stone to the Sihrans to survive.” She rolls her eyes. “After they almost destroyed the city searching for it. I had to leave Jakani and travel to the Waerg Woods, where I raised my daughter. That is where the craft-born and the Borgans began their relationship with each other. It all started in the Waerg Woods.”
“Why doesn’t anyone know this?” I ask. 
“It was a long time ago, my sweet girl. History is often distorted, especially when it involves a woman.” She pauses and strokes my cheek. “You are so much like her. My daughter.”
“So you are my ancestor? You started the craft-born line?”
“Yes, I did. Even after the fall of the Aelfens, my lineage held onto a small part of their magic. It has strengthened over the years, until finally, it has blossomed in you. Mae, you will return magic to these lands. You have awoken something deep and ancient in the world, and I trust in you to guide it.”
I can only tremble at her words. Had they been spoken to me a year ago, I would not have believed them. Now, I need to believe her, and I need to make sure I never let her down. Not just Avery, but the child I grow in my belly.
“And now we must destroy the Ember Stone once and for all,” Avery says. Her expression changes to one that I imagine she wore when fighting for her country. 
“But how?” I ask. 
“More magic and strength. I will help you. Sasha, as Mae’s Borgan protector, you must help too.” She bends low and scoops up the Ember Stone from the king’s ashes. I notice a shiver work its way through her body. “Even now I feel its darkness. Mae, you have been the only one capable of wielding the Ember Stone’s power in a thousand years, and it took a broken heart, and an unborn child to achieve it. I am truly sorry for what you have been through.”
My throat feels scraped raw as I nod and move towards the stone. Avery drops it onto the sand and shakes her hand as though ridding herself of something dirty. 
“Now, we must stand in a circle, and Sasha, you must dangle the amulet over the Ember Stone. It was my fire, plus the Sihran’s energy magic that made this diamond so powerful. Now I must strip it of the power I once imbued in it. Are you ready?”
I watch Sasha nod firmly. Then I return the gesture. 
Avery closes her eyes, and mumbles a few words in the Jakani language. When her eyes open, there is a glowing light running between us, as though we are connected by pure magic. A feeling of weightlessness grows in my chest, as though I am flying once more. But that lightness is soon replaced by a scorching heat. It rushes through me and into Sasha, where it explodes from the amulet and onto the Ember Stone. I watch in fascination as the bright orange flame filters into the Ember Stone, and tiny cracks begin to form along the surface, as though the flames are pushing through the diamond from the inside out. My hands and face begin to burn as the cracks expand until the diamond pulses with energy. I force myself to watch to ensure that Avery’s magic works, even though my eyes are sore from the bright light emitting from the gem. And then, in an eruption of flame, the diamond breaks into tiny shards, sprinkling down and glittering in the moonlight.
“It is done,” Avery says. “Collect the pieces and keep them safe. We have cleansed the stone of dark magic. But there is a little bit of light magic left in there which will help protect you from harm.” She smiles, her beautiful face warm and open. “The Ember Stone is no more. You fought well, Mae Waylander. You became the woman you needed to be, and now you will be both queen and mother; two wonderful roles. I will say my farewell and return to the world I must reside in.”
“You’re leaving?” The idea of her leaving feels suddenly frightening. I will miss her a great deal, and I hadn’t realised until then. 
“I do not belong in this world,” she says. “But I will always be close to you.”
“Will I see you in my dreams?”
She flashes me a mischievous smile. “Perhaps.” And it is that smile that lasts as she fades away.
 


Chapter Thirty-Six – The Beginning
 
While our battle with the king is over, there is still an ongoing battle in Jakani, and only news of the king’s death will stop the fighting. I take the king’s ring from his ashes—along with some of his burned armour—and with Sasha at my side, I begin the walk back to the capital. My clouds have gone, letting the moon guide us towards the burning city. We are solemn as we approach, thinking of the innocents suffering at the wants of a madman. At least he is dead now.
“Do you think word of the sultan’s death will have reached the people?” Sasha asks. 
“I would think so. But with the king’s men still attacking, only news of the king’s death will stop the violence,” I reply. “This is taking far too long. It’ll be hours before we get back.” And then I have an idea. I silently request a bird with my powers, and before long, one comes swooping down to land on my metal hand. It is a large bird of prey, exactly what is needed for the task. “Take these to Treowe. He will know what they mean.” The bird takes the ring in its beak, the torn armour containing the king’s crest in its talons, and then soars into the air. 
“When are you next taking me flying?” Sasha asks with a glint in her eye. 
She wraps an arm over my shoulder, and we watch as the fighting—and the fires—slowly but surely die out in the city of Jakani. By the time we reach the city walls, there is a strange quiet descended on the people.
As we make our way into the city, we see a Jakani soldier standing with his shoulders slumped, staring at his bloodied sword tossed onto the ground. I kneel next to him so I can use a little of my renewed strength to heal a cut on his arm. His eyes shine with recognition as his flesh stitches together.
“Is it true, Hada-Ya?” he asks. “Is the king finally dead?”
“It’s true. You can stop fighting now. Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
The soldier shakes his head. “I will live. Not everyone here will.”
“Get word to your men, the wounded need to be collected and taken to healers. When the healing halls are filled, take them to the palace,” I say. 
He nods and lifts his shoulders, a little light back in his eyes. 
“They didn’t want to fight,” I say half to myself, turning my gaze to the rest of the city. Some of the men stand uselessly, staring at their hands or their weapons. Others tend to the wounded, even on opposing sides of the battle. “You can see it in their eyes. Soldiers without a worthy cause are just hired killers. They were too frightened to be anything else. Sometimes I think the sultan was as bad as the king. Come, let’s check on Treowe and then help with the wounded.”
 But it is a slow journey back to the palace, for we are stopped every few steps by those who need our help. Soon we are bandaging wounds, mopping foreheads, and holding hands until help arrives. We find that we cannot pass those in need, and the entire time my throat burns with tears for the people who died so one man could barter for a jewel. 
“So this is where yer are,” says a familiar voice. 
I raise my head away from the small child I’m tending to, and find Treowe’s smiling face gazing down at me. He stands with his weight on one leg, clutching a cane in his hand.
“We were just coming to you, but there were so many wounded to tend to on the way.” I stand and pull him into a quick embrace. “You got my message?”
When I move away, Treowe’s cheeks are a flushed red colour and he runs a hand through his hair. He pulls an object from his pocket. “The king’s ring. As soon as I showed it to officials in the White Palace, they spread the word that he’s dead.”
I smile. “Thank you. I knew you would understand. And I’m so pleased that you are well. How is your leg?”
“It’s well, my queen.”
The word sends a shiver through my spine. “Not yet. I’m not queen yet.”
 
*
 
We stay in Jakani for one more day, but cannot rest any longer. Cyne is empty. There must be a figurehead placed on the throne, and if not me, then who? We leave the palace in the morning haze. Treowe asks if I would like to ride the same mare, but it’s then that I see Gwen in the stables and my heart pangs. When I go to stroke her nose, she glances over my shoulder waiting for him. I have to tell the mare that he will never come back again, and I have no way of knowing if she understands. When we leave, I saddle and ride Gwen, despite how much it hurts.
Our first stop is at Fordrencan, where we meet Allerton and Mushtan’s family. Allerton has arranged for us to collect Anta from his foster family. My stomach is jittery at the thought, and Gwen grows skittish as I tense. What if he doesn’t recognise me, or doesn’t want to leave?
Fordrencan is one of the larger towns south of Aberlock, and has a reputation for housing the bawdiest taverns. This reputation has led to the town becoming a favourite drinking spot for travellers. However, Fordrencan is also nestled in the rolling green hills, and happens to have rich soil. Many families tend the land, passing their farm down through the generations. It’s on one of the hills overlooking the patchwork of fields—some green, some yellow, some brown—that a tingling sensation runs up and down my arms: the feeling of coming home. 
At one time, I might have thought the Haedalands were my home, or at least connected to me through my father and his ancestors. But even now, after learning I am descended from the Queen of Fire herself, I still see the green fields, tall forests, feel the cool sun on my face, and I know I am home. Now, I need to find the one constant in my life: my Anta. My White Hart. 
As we come to the heart of the town, I dismount Gwen and follow Allerton down a dirt track towards a small thatched cottage next to a garden of poppies. My heart quickens, when I hear the roar. I hear his deep bray as he calls to me. There’s the sound of a child’s laughter, and I stop in my tracks as my white stag comes trotting around the side of the house, ridden by a tiny girl whose head is tipped back and smiling. 
Anta’s coat shines silvery-white in the sunlight, and my eyes fill with tears when I see those jagged antlers reaching up to the sky. He is here, and he is well. I need only open my arms and wait for him to come to me. He slows to a walk, and then a stop, and his head lowers and rests against my shoulder. I scratch his ears and rub his nose, my tears flowing down onto his coat. He nuzzles me for treats, and I’m ashamed to realise I have none, so I bend down and pull up some grass for him to chew. 
“He’s missed you,” says the little girl. “He pined for you. Not a day went by that he didn’t paw at the straw in his stable.”
I wipe my eyes and collect myself. “Has he behaved?”
Her small face lights up. “Oh, yes. He has indeed. He has helped us plough the field, and he lets me ride him all the time.”
“So much for loyalty, eh, boy?” I tease the stag. He responds with a spray of snot covering my tunic. I laugh and wipe it away. “What’s your name, child?”
“Cassie,” she says. 
The sound of her name makes me jolt. I blink away a few tears and scratch Anta’s neck. “How would you like to visit Anta in Cyne? You can play with him whenever you like.”
Cassie beams from ear to ear. “I would like that very much. Thank you for letting us look after him.”
    “No, thank you for doing such a good job.” My voice is raw.
 
*
 
The closer we come to Cyne, the more the nerves jangle in my stomach. There is a tense meeting with the Duke of Benoth as we discuss the throne and the court. Working with General Alden, Cas’s Uncle has arrested all the known supporters of the king, and has taken control of the king’s guard. But a quick coronation is needed for the throne to be taken securely. I see his eyes—so like the queen’s—assessing me, judging me. Am I fit for the role? It is only when he witnesses the craft for himself that he finally seems to accept me. 
We stop in Aberlock for two days, so that negotiations and treaties can be signed with the Duke of Benoth. It is in the back room of a tavern, amongst dim candlelight, that I discuss matters of the realm with the Duke. 
“So it is settled then?” I say. 
Mushtan sits on my right, and across the stained tavern table, the blue eyes of the Duke flash with formidable intelligence. Treowe, Allerton, and Sasha make up the rest of the group.
“If this is your wish, Hada-Ya,” Mushtan says with a tight smile. 
“I know it is not what you expected, or wanted, and I know it is something that will be a heavy responsibility for your family, but I believe it is what is best for the Haedalands. You are respected in Jakani. Your family is powerful and wealthy. It makes sense for you to take over the sultan’s role,” I say. 
“But I am not a sultan,” Mushtan says. “I have no claim to the throne.”
“You don’t have to be a sultan,” the Duke replies. “More a protector of the region. At least that is how we will sell it to the people.”
“They won’t accept it,” Mushtan says. 
“They will be relieved not to be at war,” I reply. “At least for now. And Esther will help. She is your conscience.” 
Mushtan half smiles, half frowns. I can’t help but hide a smirk. Esther and Mushtan clash, but do so in a good way. They challenge each other.
“I will be glad to serve you, Hada-Ya. Your presence joins the Haedalands and the north together. You have Jakani blood, you are descended from the Queen of Fire herself, and you will bring our warring countries together. You will be the first northern ruler that the Haedalands will accept. I know it.” Mushtan squeezes my forearm with his strong hand. 
“Thank you for your kind words and loyalty. I will ensure your safety in Jakani with your own guards. I think you should include Aliyah in your guards. She is brave, and loyal, and she longs for adventure,” I say.
Mushtan nods. “That is in agreement.”
“And your court?” the Duke prompts.
“You will be my advisor,” I say, maintaining his eye-contact. “Along with Allerton and Sasha. I will need to meet with the queen’s allies when I get to Cyne.”
“Very well,” the Duke agrees.
“And Treowe will be my first knight,” I say.
“What?” The red-haired boy stares at me with wide eyes. “I’m a stable boy.”
“As well as a talented smith, a loyal servant, and a good fighter. You will train as a knight, and then you will be my bodyguard. You can work with General Alden, who will remain in Cyne until the city is safe from any dissenters.”
Treowe’s face glows scarlet in the candle light. “Thank you.”
When the details have been confirmed, I go to sleep with my head spinning with politics. It is new, but I am determined to learn. I am determined to rule, and I refuse to become a puppet for others to rule through me.
The Duke agrees to ride with us into Cyne as a show of allegiance. He has also agreed to vouch for my marriage to Cas, and when I tell him of the child, he nods thoughtfully. A child will help secure the throne. I carry royal blood. I hope that my daughter looks like her father, because that will go a long way to gaining support from the kingdom. Cas had always been well liked amongst the common folk. It was the king and Lyndon they despised. 
On the morning we arrange to leave, Treowe taps me on the shoulder. His blue eyes are ringed with dark circles, and his hair is dishevelled. 
“Are you well, Treowe? You seem as though you have not slept for days!” I remark. 
He clears his throat. “I have been working on something for yer. I think you should wear this when you ride into Cyne.” It’s then I notice that he hides his hands behind his back. I watch as he draws them forward, holding a beautiful black crown with jagged peaks like antlers, or the branches in the Waerg Woods. “I hope Your Majesty will not be angry, but I may ‘ave stolen some gold from the Jakani palace. I mixed it with some of the diamond dust from the Ember Stone. Ah, please don’t be mad. I had a jaded past as a pick-pocket back in Cyne. Look, there are shards of the diamond embedded in the gold. See?”
I bend closer to the exquisite crown to see the way the light picks out the sparkling diamond shards. Treowe holds his breath as I examine his handiwork. 
“It’s beautiful,” I say. “I would be proud to wear this.”
Treowe’s face lights up, as though I have just given him the world. “Thank yer.”
There is a dainty cough, and I pull my attention away from the crown to see Ellen holding a fine black cloak across her arms. “And I thought you should wear some finery. This is made with gold thread given to me by Aliyah when I left Asher. And the velvet I traded for in Fordrencan.”
I trace my fingers over the gold thread. Ellen has copied the style of symbols carved into my steel hand. They are in the Aelfen language, and make up the elements my magic is based on. A rush of emotion takes me by surprise, and I’m forced to turn away and brush tears from my cheeks. 
“These are gifts I will treasure for as long as I live,” I say. 
Ellen and Treowe both shine as though a light has illuminated them. I pull each of them into a hug. 
“Are we leaving, or are you going to stand there blubbing all day?” a white haired Sasha grins at me from atop Gwen. She appears regal on her royal horse, wearing a new tunic of fine embroidery, and with her cheeks flushed pink. 
I laugh. “We’re leaving.” I pat Anta’s neck. “Come on, old lad, last journey for a while.”
“All being well,” Sasha says, raising her eyebrows.
“Ever the optimist, Sasha,” I retort.
But we have no cause to worry. The crowds come from the farms and villages to watch our party ride alongside the river Sverne up to Cyne. At first I feel stupid wearing my black crown and my fine cloak, but soon I settle into the role, appreciating the weight of the crown; remembering Allerton’s teachings when we were trapped in the Red Palace. The weight must remind the wearer of the burden they carry. A long time ago, a small urchin girl from Halts-Walden would have run from that responsibility, but now, this woman remains. She shoulders it with pride, and she knows that she has truly been gifted. 
Our welcome into Cyne is one of optimism, with people shouting White Hart in good natured voices. White roses are passed to me from small children. But all the time, the crown is heavy; reminding me that what is to come will be tough. Not every day will be a hero’s welcome. Yet, my heart is light with joy, and I hold on tight to the memory of those I lost to bring me here. Not long ago I let go of the man I truly love, but with his sword at my hip, and his child in my belly, I am determined to live on his legacy as he would have wanted it. My little girl will be Cassandra, and she will live to be proud of the craft, and proud to wear the Black Crown. I close my eyes and inhale the sudden scent of the forest drifting to my nostrils. It’s followed by berries and musk. With a smile, I open my eyes, and nod down to the crowd. Father once asked me to hide what makes me special, but when I did, I lost who I was. It has taken heartbreak, adventure, and pure, embracing love to find it again. Now, finally, I can say: she’s truly gone, that half-hidden girl, and in her place sits a queen. 
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