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To my mother, Jane,
who knows all about what it’s like
to bring up creatures of shadow and light
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Prologue
Prologue
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Prologue
Together they lay at the base of a tree, her head resting on his bare chest. They had only known each other a few days, yet already he felt entwined by her, his former life paled to grey memory. He worried that it was all a dream, that she might disappear into the trees as quickly as she’d arrived. Not to mention the other persistent worry . . . 
‘What are you thinking about?’ she murmured, tangling her fingers in his beard.
‘I wonder if they search for me,’ said Corlas. ‘I was supposed to return to the Vale days ago.’
Mirrow sat up with a fiery look. ‘Return to the Vale?’
‘Aye. It gets noticed when a soldier disappears without explanation. Especially one high in the chain of command, as . . .’ As I was, he was going to say. Shouldn’t it be, as I am?
‘But you won’t go, will you?’
‘Not if you don’t want me to,’ he heard himself say, surprised by how naturally the answer came. Would he really abandon his post so readily, risking shame and punishment, for this girl he barely knew?
It seemed he would.
‘Good,’ she said, ‘because I don’t want you to. Wouldn’t you rather stay here with me?’
‘Yes,’ he said, and she kissed him. ‘But,’ he added, when there was time for breath, ‘are you sure that is what you want? You do not yet know me well.’
‘Shush now,’ she said. ‘I know you better than you think. I know you’re big and strong,’ she thumped his chest, ‘like a man should be. I know you’re brave, for you’re covered in scars. I know you are kind, for you’ve worried over my safety ever since I met you – even though your main worry seems to be that I feel safe with you. Which I do!’ She punched him on the arm and laughed. ‘See? Not going to strike me in return, are you?’
‘No,’ he chuckled.
‘And I know that you are one of my folk, even though you don’t think so. Just like the Lady said you would be.’
‘Who is she?’ he said. ‘This lady?’
‘The Lady of the Wood,’ said Mirrow, as if that explained everything. ‘She’s the one who called me here.’
‘That is how you came to live here all alone?’
Mirrow pursed her lips. ‘I used to live in a city somewhere. I was sold, as an orphan, to a travelling circus. Me, a freak just because of my pointy ears! They said they’d never seen someone with so much Sprite in them, charged gold for people to come and ogle me! Bah!’ Her eyes flashed angrily as she stared into the past. ‘We toured stinking cities of smoke and stone, and I hated being made to turn and twinkle on demand. Then one night, when we camped not far from the wood, I heard the Lady calling me home. I snuck away and came here, where I belong.’
‘How old were you?’
‘I don’t know. Little enough that I didn’t have these!’ She squeezed one of her breasts and laughed.
It was all very mysterious, and Corlas never really got a clear answer from her.
‘So you’ll be my husband then?’ she asked, not making it sound like a question.
‘I will. Though I do not know who will marry us.’
‘You buffoon,’ said Mirrow. ‘We’ll marry each other!’ Then her face turned dark. ‘But wait,’ she murmured. ‘No.’
‘What is it?’
She looked at him then as if she’d never seen him before, and Corlas’s heart turned cold. Suddenly she scrabbled backwards, coming to her feet. He stood also, feeling an unexpected weight in his hands. Looking down he saw his great axe, dripping with blood. Her face filled with fear, and she turned and fled into the trees.
‘Mirrow!’ he cried. ‘No!’
He dropped the axe in disgust and fell to his knees, clutching his head.
‘Mirrow,’ he whispered. ‘Mirrow.’
And he woke.
•
He was sitting with his back to a tree, cushioned by a fall of leaves around its base. Soft ferns brushed his skin, ephemeral in their caress. Corlas remembered well the smell of the wood, earthy and green. He ran his eyes up the trunks of grey trees to a canopy crosshatched with the morning sun. He recalled the soft birdsong even before he heard it – and there it was.
Despite the bad dream, a long-absent sense of peace settled over him. For a merciful time he forgot his weeks on the run from the Open Halls, and the terrible act he’d committed there against his will. Even the sadness of being separated from Bel faded slightly, in this moment a distant trouble, like a stone in the boot of his soul. In his whole life, Whisperwood was the one place he had been truly able to call home.
During his escape, he hadn’t thought much about what he’d do once he arrived. It had seemed like the only place to go, but now that he was here, he wondered how he’d spend his days. He would visit his old hut, and Mirrow’s grave of course, but beyond that he could see no further. Thankfully he didn’t need to rise, not yet, for there was no rush any more. If anyone still pursued him, the wood would not welcome them.
‘Corlas.’
Her voice was as light and soft as the breeze. There was a rustling as dead leaves lifted from the ground, and twigs and stones and bits of bark. He watched, unafraid, as before him formed a figure, composed of the forest floor itself. The dry branches drawn to her awoke and sent out shoots, and roots grew to bundle different parts of her together. The dead leaves that were her eyelids crackled as they opened, revealing green pinpricks of light floating in deep sockets. Awed by the sight, Corlas shifted to one knee.
‘My Lady Vyasinth,’ he said.
He had never seen her before, not really. Mirrow had sometimes mentioned encounters with her during their marriage, but a fleeting glimpse through the treetops was the most Corlas could claim. There was no mistaking her, however, now that she stood before him.
‘I hope I have not offended you with my return,’ he said.
‘No, Corlas,’ she replied, the words seeming to breathe out of her. A tiny red beetle emerged from the crisscrossing twigs of her chest, ran along them, and disappeared again. ‘Rather,’ she continued, ‘it is I who must ask forgiveness. I never came to you as I did Mirrow, for you were so much the Varenkai and not so much the Sprite.’
‘I did not believe, my Lady,’ said Corlas. ‘I had no reason to. But I have grown to think differently.’ 
‘I am glad. For you were ever one of my people, and even if you’d forgotten it, I should not have. Come, rise. Let us walk together amongst the trees on a morning so fine.’
Her feet made no sound as they went, as if she were wholly supported by the uppermost layer of undergrowth. She herself, however, rustled. Corlas tried not to stare too closely as the roots and leaves that made her shifted about, approximating the shape of a woman as best they could. Her face was smooth, earthy and dark, framed by a mane of twigs. Occasionally flowers bloomed from her, then faded and fell, as if they had seen the passage of seasons in the space of a few moments.
‘I am sorry about your boy,’ she said presently.
‘Yes, my Lady,’ replied Corlas awkwardly. ‘Thank you.’
‘I tried to stop them taking him but was punished by the other gods for interfering in their pointless war.’
Corlas couldn’t think of anything to say. It was hard enough to accept that he was strolling alongside a god; he was hardly going to comment on her relationships with other almighty entities.
‘I know much of what has transpired since that accursed night,’ she continued. ‘I have seen how the gods of shadow and light use your sons as pawns in their own petty play for power.’ The green lights of her eyes flared. ‘It never should have been this way.’
Despite the strangeness of the situation, Corlas could not help being curious. ‘You know of Bel’s other?’ he ventured. ‘The one called Losara?’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He is strong in the shadow. I suspect he took all of that side from the original Sprite self – yet it is hard to know. Are there traits inherently tied to light or dark? I think not, for there are cowards and heroes on both sides. There are bakers and tinkers and murderers too, for that matter. One thing is certain – Losara got the shadow power.’
The answer wasn’t what Corlas was after – he wanted details of his lost son’s life – but she went on too quickly for him to ask more.
‘You would not know this,’ she said, ‘but shortly after your departure from the Halls, Arkus himself spoke to Bel.’
That caught him by surprise.
‘He has a plan to reunite the two halves, as it were. To bring Losara and Bel back into alignment as one soul, one entity.’
Although Corlas did not understand how such a thing could happen, hope rose in him. Always he had viewed the division of his original son as a travesty, but something he’d been powerless to undo. However, if Arkus himself thought there was a way, perhaps his boys – his boy – would finally be healed.
‘That is welcome news indeed,’ he said.
‘Perhaps,’ said Vyasinth. ‘Arkus claims that such a realignment would create a champion of the light.
Of course, thought Corlas bitterly. His motivation would not be simply to undo a wrong.
‘He says that Bel is the governing personality, that Losara lacks substance. I’m not sure if he lies deliberately, or lies to himself as well as to others.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘The gods are not in charge of fate. The truth is no one knows absolutely what’s supposed to happen. What Arkus does know is that while Bel and Losara remain separate, balance persists. If Arkus is to win the war, he must believe there is a way to create for himself a single champion, thus leaving the other side with nothing. If he cannot do this, at best things will go on as they are, and he cares not for such an eventuality. In his arrogance he believes he is supposed to be victor.’
The head of an earthworm poked from her neck and waved around, sensing the fresh air. Corlas avoided staring at it – he was out of his depth, he knew that for certain. He was used to hiding his anger that his boy was being used in this battle not of his making, but Vyasinth’s words were bringing it to the fore. But could it be that in her, he had a sympathiser?
‘Yet,’ she continued, ‘you are right when you say it is welcome news. If Bel and Losara are made whole again, the soul that emerges will be what it was before those fools tore him apart – a Sprite who possesses an internal balance of shadow and light. Corlas, I ask you to imagine what no other has . . . that your son could be a champion for us.’
‘For . . . us, my Lady?’ Corlas was not sure he understood, but he suddenly felt nasty prickles along his arms and down his spine.
‘It was an unnatural thing that the world was ever separated into shadow and light. That is why I never chose a side and thus was banished here, to this sanctuary where Old Magic can still exist – true magic, both sides, in balance. But what if Bel is supposed to end the war by restoring the natural order? Why else would he be born a Sprite?’ Her voice grew hard. ‘That is why we must see that he is reunited with his other half for our cause, no other!’
As Corlas realised what she was saying, his stomach took a slow roll. Already the two great forces of the world tugged at his child, but now a third was entering into play. He found it hard to disguise his anger. He knew it burned clearly in his eyes.
‘You are doubtful,’ said Vyasinth. ‘Allow me then to do something for you. Allow me to awaken your Sprite blood.’
Without waiting for permission she reached out a hand and splayed it on his breast. For a moment Corlas felt nothing but her hard touch. ‘What –’ he began, but there was no time for more. Something deep inside him shook loose, something small and dormant, waking like a seed after winter. His skin tingled as he suddenly felt the breeze, sharp and electric, more intensely than he’d ever felt it before. He could hear the rustling of each individual leaf in the trees, differentiate the thousand smells in the air, feel each crumb of dirt between his toes. His eyes went blank as blood memory overcame him. He saw the wood as it had been generations ago, full of Sprites, practising magic that connected them to the land. Further back, when the land had been whole, his people had been elsewhere, everywhere, free to wander where they pleased, revered as healers and mystics. They had shaped trees into homes, and lived in harmony with nature. How great the cost to the world when their numbers had dwindled! How agonising to be awakened to all that had been lost.
As his eyes refocused, his gaze came to rest on a deer running through the trees. What had once been a simple sight was now a vivid exclamation of beauty. Corlas felt a long life stretching out before him – not the short span of a Varenkai, but a journey only just begun. He was not old, not merely a man of fifty-something years – he was a Sprite, with many more years than that ahead of him.
‘Is this how Mirrow saw the world?’ he asked in wonder.
‘Yes,’ said Vyasinth.
‘No wonder she was so happy.’
‘And remember, you were in her world.’
Corlas understood what she meant – to be with someone loved, with senses alive like this, might make one’s heart explode with joy. The understanding did not bring him joy, however, and Vyasinth seemed to notice this.
‘Keep walking, Corlas,’ she said. ‘There is something I want to show you.’
He fell into step again, but this time he was not just an observer of the environment around him. Now he was a part of it, moving through it like an eddy in a stream.
‘I made you a promise as you left,’ said Vyasinth, ‘though you did not know it. I swore that if you returned, you would not find the wood so sparsely defended as it was before. I have held true to my promise, Corlas. There are many souls in the wood, souls of our people long dead, who do not belong in the Wells of Assedrynn or Arkus – and it is time to see them born again. Thus I have been calling to any alive who still possess the blood. Many have returned, and in the years since you left, many new have been grown from them. And look, Corlas, look.’
They passed a tree in which a hut was not so much built as fashioned, with no ladder but many knots protruding from the trunk. Then another, and another, and Corlas saw curious pairs of eyes staring down. So upturned was his gaze, he did not notice they had arrived at the coiled root at the edge of the clearing where he and Mirrow had built their home. When he lowered his eyes, he saw that their old hut, and beside it the flower garden where he had buried her, had been restored. The last time he’d seen it, the garden had been churned up by magic and battle in the storm, the flowers smashed and trampled . . . and later disturbed again, when soldiers from the Halls had come searching for Mirrow’s pendant. It took him a moment to reconcile this memory with the eruption of colour that now greeted his eyes. Flowers jostled for position, reaching high to capture the light, twisting around one another to form a vibrant mound of rampant growth. Looking upon it with his newly heightened senses, it almost seemed to pulse.
‘In honour of her,’ said Vyasinth. ‘And of you.’
After a time, he turned to her, all his doubts fallen away. ‘What must we do, my Lady?’
‘Let Arkus do our work for us,’ she said. ‘He has set Bel a task, to find the Stone of Evenings Mild, an artefact that will allow him to recombine with Losara. You might remember it, Corlas – I gave it to Mirrow, and when she died you gave it to your boy.’
‘Would that I never had.’
‘Nor I, but we are not to blame. It was not us who cast the spells that pulled the child apart. Once Bel finds the Stone, he will try to remake himself . . . when this happens we must try to bring the resulting soul here as fast as we can, so that he is in his proper home with his proper people around him. We may have to convince him to join our cause, but it will be easier here. I can reawaken his blood, as I did yours, and he will remember his true heritage.’
From all sides of the clearing, Sprite people began to emerge, and to approach the root on which Corlas and the Lady stood. The older ones were less visibly Sprite, having lived their lives as Varenkai before answering Vyasinth’s call. The younger, some no more than toddlers, were all pointy-eared and had beautiful multicoloured eyes. They nudged each other, giggling and chortling, and giving playful bows.
‘More than I expected,’ rumbled Corlas. Then his breath caught in his throat. An old feeling came upon him intensely, only felt for years in dreams: that Mirrow was nearby. His eyes were drawn to a girl, no more than eighteen, with long blonde hair and orange–blue eyes. Ashamed at the thoughts her beauty created in him, he blinked and tried to stop staring. She made it no easier by staring back.
‘She isn’t Mirrow,’ said Vyasinth quietly. ‘Souls are not reborn whole, else how would they grow, and return fuller upon death to the Wells, thereby increasing their god’s power?’
‘But . . .’ ventured Corlas.
‘But,’ Vyasinth said, ‘it is possible that part of Mirrow’s soul was used as the seed that gave young Charla the spark of life. It may even be that a certain Lady intervened in the process.’
Corlas felt tears welling in his eyes.
‘She has no memory of previous lives,’ said Vyasinth. ‘And is not exactly the same person. But perhaps you will find peace in her arms?’
‘She is so young.’
‘She is new to womanhood, but a woman nonetheless. Besides,’ it was impossible to see if Vyasinth smiled, but her voice gave that impression, ‘give it twenty years and neither of you shall look older than the other for a long time to come.’
‘How could I ever repay such a gift?’
‘By serving me, and your people,’ Vyasinth said, then raised her voice for the assembled Sprites. ‘Dear folk of the wood, attend! This is he whose return I promised, he who can lead us back into the world. I ask you, spread word throughout the forest that we welcome amongst us Corlas Corinas – Lord of the Wood!’
A cheer went up, and Corlas wasn’t sure what was more stunning – his unexpected elevation, or the smile of the girl with his wife in her eyes.
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—
I often heard Kainordans refer to the Shadowdreamer as a tyrant, but really, was the central figurehead of ‘the Throne’ any less powerful? Yet somehow it was considered barbaric that Fenvarrow leaders seized their power through strength, with little regard for lineage or predecessor. So much less civilised than the arbitrary passage of crown from parent to child or, failing that – if, for example, the heir to the Throne had his head chopped off with an axe – to the next closest relative. Does being born to a certain family at a certain time really qualify one to lead, I wonder? A set proximity to a point which is not itself fixed, like joining dots that float freely in time and space?

As it turns out, exceptions can be made.
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With Skygrip Castle looming on the horizon, Losara felt a touch of melancholy. For weeks he, Lalenda and Grimra had been travelling Fenvarrow on a pilgrimage ordered by the Dark Gods, and although he had never forgotten the immensity of his eventual task, the journey had afforded him some time for peace and reflection. A between time it had been, almost a break from the troubles that threatened the land, and the three of them had flown high and far, content in one another’s company. Then the dream had come, and Losara had seen how Fenvarrow would crumble if his counterpart, Bel, were victorious. So along with melancholy came a sense of relief to see Skygrip still untouched by the forces of light, no rays of sun beating down upon its sceptre peak. It was illogical to have feared otherwise, he supposed, given that he had gone to the lengths of personally invading the Open Halls and murdering the leader of the light, the Throne Naphur, to avert the possible catastrophe. He remembered the open disbelief on the Throne’s face, frozen there even as Losara had frozen his heart. He took no pleasure in the deed, but the man had been bent on destroying his people.
What ripples from his actions? he wondered. A delay to invasion, or its hastening? Perhaps the people of Kainordas would rise up in anger over the death of their Throne, rattle their swords and clamour for revenge? Perhaps he had not delayed things at all, but actually started a new landslide of events cascading towards whatever end awaited.
Well, he thought, there’s a notion barely worth contemplation, lest it lead to the doing of nothing.
As they flew along, he noticed that unconsciously, or maybe not, they had all begun to slow down. Beneath them lay Fenvarrow’s capital, Mankow, rambling in parts and grand in others, the last step between them and the castle. Once inside it would become a time for serious action, but did the others fear to return more than he? Lalenda – Battu’s prophet, now Losara’s lover – had been confined to Skygrip almost all her life and had often been tormented by Battu. Despite Losara’s assurances that she was now under his protection, there was trepidation in her cobalt eyes as she glided along. As for Grimra, certainly the ghost did not want his amulet encased in stone at the castle entrance again, thus reinstating him as guardian of the front door, now that he’d had a long-awaited blast of freedom.
Lalenda felt for Losara’s hand as they flew. Even though his own hands were shadow from the wrist, he still felt the tiny points of her retractable claws – another sign of growing tension? He glanced at her beautiful brown face and for a moment considered telling her that everything was going to be all right. Immediately he felt foolish – what dim comfort such words would be to someone who could see the future.
Then again, as far as he was aware, Lalenda had not experienced a vision for some time. They were rarer for her, he knew, than his own dreams of times to come. Were their visions the same? he wondered. What was the point of a Shadowdreamer possessing a prophet when a Shadowdreamer, or indeed a Shadowdreamer’s Apprentice, could himself catch glimpses of the future? The answer, he feared, was that the shadowdream was just that – shadow, possibility, vague impression, shifting and unfixed. Prophecy, on the other hand, would always come to pass. Just a theory, of course – for who really understood the forces that governed the ebb and flow of the world? – but a disquieting one nonetheless.
Lalenda had once described to him the vision that, a hundred years ago, had appeared to every prophet, of a blue-haired man standing victorious atop a hill, his sword held aloft. If that scene was destined to occur, absolutely and without deviation, how could Losara ever hope to win? He had never held a sword in his life. Could he somehow make the vision fit his aims? And what was the point of prophecy if all it showed was something that would happen whether one knew of it or not?
Perhaps the events surrounding such a fixed point were not so immutable. Maybe it could be made to fit them.

‘It will be all right,’ he told her, and she smiled.
They descended towards the castle entrance. Goblin guards watched them approach, showing slight hints of unease. Losara noted one disappearing inside, to bring news of their arrival, no doubt – one of Tyrellan’s comprehensive network of eyes. They landed, and Losara nodded as the guards stood to attention. Then, still holding Lalenda’s hand, he led her into the dark entrance chamber of Skygrip while Grimra wafted after. They moved towards a portal door, a veil of shadow that would instantly transport them further up into the castle. Lalenda hesitated.
‘What is it?’ he asked. 
‘Should I . . .’ her eyes turned down, ‘return to my quarters, my lord?’
In truth he had not thought about that side of things, but now that he did, the answer came easily. ‘No. Unless you wish to, of course. But otherwise . . . would you like to stay with me?’
Her grip upon his hand tightened, though her claw tips retracted. She was pleased with his offer, and that pleased him in turn. What a strange thing, that his own happiness could be so closely linked with another’s.
‘And me?’ said Grimra. ‘What be Losara wanting of Grimra?’
Losara reached into his pocket and produced the ghost’s amulet, at which Grimra hissed softly. He held the amulet above Lalenda’s head and let it fall, down around her neck to nestle in her bosom. Instantly the hissing ceased.
‘Keep her safe for me,’ said Losara, ‘when I am not there to do so.’
Perhaps he had managed to ease both their apprehensions, for Grimra gave a chortle, and Lalenda squeezed his hand all the tighter.
He realised he had not asked Battu’s permission about any of it.
•
Standing at the window, Battu did not turn when he heard Tyrellan enter the throne room, for he already knew what information the First Slave brought. While his connectedness to the castle did not make him aware of every last little thing, a mage of Losara’s power walking through the front door was hard to mistake. So, his Apprentice had returned from his pilgrimage.
An old question, pondered too long, arose once more. Was Losara more powerful than he? Maybe he was when he was outside Skygrip, but what about inside, where Battu could draw on the immense power of the castle?
‘My lord,’ began Tyrellan.
‘Save your breath,’ said Battu. ‘I will see him immediately.’
Did his voice betray him, he wondered? Did it crack with weakness, born of restless nights spent in the thrall of the only dream he ever had any more? He slipped out of his body to look upon himself and was appalled. It wasn’t the weight he’d lost, or the thinness of his silken hair, weeded from his scalp in sleep. It was his eyes, once black wells with pupils impossible to see – now, for the first time in years, the whites were visible. If he’d been in possession of his lips, he might have gibbered.
Tyrellan, who was unaware that Battu had left his body, bowed to it and departed. That was something, at least, and he seized upon it. Surely a servant who bowed even when his master’s back was turned was loyal. And why not, why not? He’d treated Tyrellan well, given him rank when he had been nothing, even granted his personal wishes on occasion. The First Slave was the only one he’d ever trusted, so why doubt him now? There was doubt enough elsewhere, doubt enough to go around. As if in answer to this thought, the vision of the dream flashed before him once more, and he fled into his body as if under attack.
‘What does it mean?’ he bellowed from the long window, raking worn, bony fingers down his face. Why would he be walking across fields of grass in the shining sun?
If the dream was a sending from the gods, then they tormented him deliberately – did that mean he was a damned man who had earned their rancour for his disobedience? Perhaps the gods had nothing to do with it; perhaps it was a warning? If he allowed Losara to supplant him as Shadowdreamer, as he was sure the boy desired, was this to be his punishment? Banishment to enemy lands? Either way, one thing was certain: to avoid such a fate he must maintain his power. And the only way to do that was to destroy Losara.
‘Ungrateful cur,’ he muttered. ‘Parasite. All the gifts I have bestowed on him, the knowledge I’ve imparted, my steady hand moulding him to greatness . . . this is how he would repay me?’
The idea of fighting Losara made him afraid, and being afraid made him hateful – of himself, of Losara, of the fear itself. What cause should he, supreme ruler of Fenvarrow, have to fear? It wasn’t fear, he told himself, but righteous anger. Yes, and he would show them all – no god or fate or blue-haired man would steal his hard-won throne.
If I am damned already, he thought, then damn you all. A laugh welled up in him, but it broke across his tongue too soon, and he choked.
•
With both his companions safely ensconced in his quarters, Losara turned to shadow and travelled swiftly up towards the throne room. As he slipped through the maze of winding corridors, he came across Tyrellan making his way downwards. Behind trailed the First Slave’s eternal butterfly companion, flitting merrily through the dark passages. Losara stepped out of the shadows and rippled into being.
‘Hello, Tyrellan.’
The goblin halted abruptly. ‘My lord Losara,’ he said. ‘It is good to see you safely returned.’ As he bowed, the butterfly settled on his shoulder.
‘I’m on my way to Battu.’
‘And I’m on my way to fetch you to him.’
‘Then let us walk together.’
Losara considered asking Tyrellan about Battu’s disposition, but decided it was unnecessary. He would find out soon enough.
Tyrellan cleared his throat. ‘Did you have a . . . pleasant trip . . . my lord?’
Losara smiled faintly. The goblin used the word ‘pleasant’ the way others used the word ‘scurvy’. He wondered if Tyrellan even understood what it meant.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We travelled far and saw many wondrous things. I also averted a possible future in which we all perish.’
Tyrellan shot him a rare look of uncertainty.
They entered the throne room. Battu stood where Losara had so often seen him, a dark hulk staring from his window across the land. Did he love the land, Losara wondered, to watch over it so closely? Or did he watch as a wealthy man watches his purse?
As they approached, Battu turned. He looked drawn, paler than Losara remembered, and had large circles under his eyes. His appearance made his smile seem even more rabid than usual.
‘Ah, my boy,’ he said. Not for the first time, Losara was struck by how his smooth tone and twisted features seemed at odds. ‘I am glad to see you.’
Losara inclined his head, a loose approximation of a bow. ‘Good day to you, lord Shadowdreamer.’
Battu came forward, seeming to force his footsteps, and set a hand on Losara’s shoulder. Losara tensed, ready for an attack, but the false gesture of affection was quickly and awkwardly withdrawn.
‘And has the Dark Gods’ purpose in sending you on your pilgrimage been revealed?’ said Battu.
‘Yes,’ said Losara, ‘and the journey yielded unexpected results. I wonder if you’ve had any fresh news about goings-on in Kainordas?’
‘Nothing to speak of,’ Battu almost snarled, then smoothed his expression.
‘It was necessary to kill their leader, I’m afraid,’ said Losara. Battu stiffened, and beside him Tyrellan’s eyes glinted. ‘The Throne was going to set my other down a path I could not abide.’
Battu’s lip twitched uneasily. ‘Well . . . that is . . . most welcome news.’ He seemed to consider his next words carefully. ‘Any land would be weakened by the loss of its leader.’
Is he trying to tell me something? wondered Losara. Does he still put his own selfish grasp of power ahead of the wellbeing of Fenvarrow?
‘And your companions,’ continued Battu. ‘Are they well?’
‘They are better for the journey, in fact.’
Battu grunted and his gaze slid away. Losara could tell he wasn’t really listening. News of the Throne’s death seemed to be troubling him. Why? Because it had not come at Battu’s hand? Because it was a clear display of Losara’s power and purpose? It didn’t matter. Soon, he was sure, one way or another, he was going to have to deal with Battu. Could the dark lord be convinced to join the cause for the common good?
Optimism indeed.
The Shadowdreamer forced a smile that was almost a grimace. ‘You must be tired from your travelling and mighty accomplishments,’ he said. ‘You should rest – but tonight I would like to hold a feast to welcome you home. What say you, Apprentice?’
Losara nodded. ‘I thank you, lord Shadowdreamer.’
‘And feel free to bring your companions.’
‘The ghost as well?’ said Losara, genuinely surprised.
‘Why not?’ said Battu, although Losara thought perhaps Battu hadn’t remembered precisely who the ‘companions’ were before making the offer. ‘He likes to eat, doesn’t he?’
‘Indeed he does.’
•
Battu waited until he was sure Losara was truly gone. It was hard to tell, what with his Apprentice’s ability to travel wholly in the shadows. But this was still Battu’s castle, where the shadows obeyed him, and he could seal the room from outside influence if he wanted to. Cautious in my own throne room, he thought angrily.
‘Tyrellan,’ he said. ‘How long have you been at my side?’
‘Twenty-four years,’ replied Tyrellan blandly.
‘Yes. And how well you’ve served me during that time. I’ve never forgotten the part you played in my rightful rise to the throne, when all others stood against me . . . against us.’
‘Raker was weak,’ said Tyrellan. ‘We were right to hurry your ascension, lord.’
Battu relaxed. How could he ever have doubted his First Slave? ‘But now,’ he said, ‘I fear there is a new threat to the sanctity of Fenvarrow.’
Tyrellan arched a hairless eyebrow. ‘Lord?’
‘My Apprentice,’ Battu sighed. ‘He grows reckless, committing these acts of war on behalf of the gods. I must question whether the gods act with the best interests of our people at heart. Do they care what sacrifice, what suffering they cause to our folk? I think not, for they seek to steep us in a war of attrition.’
Tyrellan’s steely gaze remained unreadable, but he took a few moments before speaking. ‘What must we do?’
‘What we have always done,’ said Battu. ‘We must crush any who stand against us.’
‘Of course, lord.’
‘Losara has become a liability,’ said Battu. ‘And even though I could squash him like a grape, I fear for the safety of those living in the castle should it come to a battle between us.’
‘My lord Shadowdreamer is kind indeed to take the lives of such insects into account,’ snarled Tyrellan.
Good, good, thought Battu, elated by the goblin’s response. ‘That is why I have a quieter way of dealing with Losara in mind,’ he continued. ‘Something . . . non-magical. Something that my First Slave will be greatly rewarded for administering.’
‘The feast, lord?’
‘Yes,’ said Battu. ‘I want you to oversee the preparations of the feast.’
•
In Tyrellan’s experience, sometimes one had to wait for one’s moment. During his long career, he’d often observed that impatience was the precursor to downfall. He remembered once escorting an important prisoner from Trelter to Morde, an Arabodedas who knew that death awaited him. The man had been desperate, and had made an ill-considered break for it across the Ragga Plains. As he’d dashed madly away over land without cover, it had been a simple matter to see an arrow into his leg. A couple of hours later, in a rockier region, the escort party had been attacked by brown huggers. It would have been the perfect time for a prisoner to attempt a getaway, but the poor sod was already crippled.
Tyrellan knew there was no question of escaping, even briefly, to try to get word to Losara. Instead he would have to play a part in Battu’s ridiculous scheme, and play it well, until there came some chance to act. After a short stop at his room, he made his way to the kitchens, acutely aware that Battu, in his paranoia, could be watching from any shadow.
If he had wondered previously about the Shadowdreamer’s sanity and worth, all his questions were now answered. Clearly Battu had lost perspective, willing to risk (or rather, guarantee) punishment in the afterlife to secure his earthly throne. What madness, to attempt assassination of the blue-haired man, a being clearly blessed since he’d been the little babe Tyrellan had brought to Skygrip. Had Battu not seen his hands, or stared into his void-like eyes? While Tyrellan maintained a calm exterior, internally he seethed with fury. How dare Battu offer him ‘reward’ – did he not know Tyrellan even after all this time? Had he not learned that Tyrellan cared not for base pleasures, that all he cared about was defeating the light?
He reached the kitchens, where word had already arrived about the feast that evening. Grey Goblins bent over pots, chilling the contents on beds of ice. Others chopped and pounded ingredients, or rubbed herbs into meat, and the smell of seafood filled the air. Even the fireplace was lit for special preparations, tended to by the lowest in the kitchen hierarchy, a tiny Grey squirming uncomfortably at being so close to the heat.
As the cooks noticed Tyrellan’s arrival they stiffened, but kept working so as not to draw attention to themselves. They made sure not to stare at his butterfly, for none who gawked at it met any good end. Gutless drones, he thought – they would have been even more frightened had they known it was likely that Battu followed Tyrellan, slipping unnoticed from shadow to shadow, watching his will being done.
Tyrellan padded across to where a fat Grey, whose name he remembered was Saray, stood preparing sea anemones. Each one was rolled on a tray of ground bread and salt, then placed in an ornate serving bowl.
Tyrellan was surprised by his own pettiness: the least he could do was make sure Battu couldn’t enjoy his favourite dish.
‘Stand aside,’ he snapped. Saray turned, started when he saw who it was, and sidled backwards, bowing low.
‘Cease your hovering about my toenails,’ said Tyrellan. ‘Get up. Watch.’
Tyrellan picked up the bowl containing the finished anemones and tipped them back into the oily vat with the unseasoned ones. ‘You’re going to start again,’ he told Saray. From his pocket he produced a white cloth, which he unrolled carefully. Inside was a purplish ball, porous and powdery. It was made from the salivary glands of cavespitters, crushed and dried, the most potent poison in his arsenal. He took the ball lightly in his claws and crumbed it evenly over the tray, until a fine layer of purple dust lay atop the ground bread.
‘A special preparation for the Apprentice Losara,’ he said. ‘To be delivered to him, exclusively, on special orders from lord Battu. Make sure these are placed in front of him – and make no mention of the extra ingredient unless you fancy wearing your feet from your ears. Is there any way your wormy little apple of a brain is not comprehending me so far?’
‘I understand, First Slave,’ stammered Saray.
‘Good.’
Tyrellan brushed the remaining powder from his claws. He noticed a shadow against the wall which did not seem to be cast by any object, but let his eyes wander on. Better if Battu did not realise that Tyrellan knew he was there.
‘Make sure all the anemones are coated well,’ he said. ‘When you’re finished, ensure this tray is never used again. I am going to stand here and watch you do all this.’
He waved for Saray to begin. As he watched the nervous Gray re-coating the squishy blobs, he reached under an ice lantern on the wall and let the cold water that dripped from it cleanse his hands of toxic residue.
‘Oh, Saray,’ he said.
‘Yes, First Slave?’
‘Try not to lick your fingers.’
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A small procession of Greys made their way into
 Losara’s quarters, bringing Lalenda’s meagre possessions. Apart from a small bundle of clothes, these mainly consisted of dog-eared books containing bookmarks made out of anything she’d happened to have lying around at the time. A sash, a leaf, a piece of paper from another book all lolled out from various depths within the pages.
‘Those aren’t really mine,’ said Lalenda, as if admitting some great crime. ‘They’re borrowed from the library.’
‘It looks like you haven’t finished reading . . . well, any of them,’ observed Losara.
The Greys finished piling the dusty volumes next to the bed, creating something like an unstable bedside table.
‘No,’ said Lalenda sheepishly. ‘Not quite yet. If I had, I’d take them back.’
‘There must be . . . twelve or fifteen books there,’ said Losara. ‘And you’re reading them all at once?’
She shrugged. ‘Books are in no hurry.’
‘No, but . . . would it not be easier to finish one and then start another?’
‘Do you think me silly?’ she asked, almost challengingly.
He admired the spark he sensed in her. Oh gods, he thought. She shows more emotion when she thinks her reading habits are being ridiculed than I am capable of mustering in regard to conquering the world. Then, No, no. I have passion too. I don’t want Fenvarrow to fall, I know that through and through.

‘Merely curious,’ he said. ‘By all means, build your stack of half-finished tomes up to the ceiling if it pleases you.’
‘All the better for Grimra to knock them down!’ hooted the ghost.
Evening approached, and time for the feast. As they left the room to make their way upwards, worry hovered over Losara. Who knew what Battu had planned? He was not concerned for himself so much, but he had Lalenda and Grimra to think of. He reached out a shadowy hand to pat hers where it clung to his arm. She was nervous about being anywhere near Battu, yet for some reason she’d been determined to accompany him, as if she had something to prove. Of the three of them only Grimra was excited, and swirled past muttering something about quelling the roar of his hunger.
‘Listen, both of you,’ Losara said. ‘I want you to promise me something or else I’m sending you away right now.’
‘What be this?’ growled Grimra. ‘Grimra wants to crunch the squidgies and squidge the crunchies!’
‘Then promise me,’ said Losara, ‘if there is conflict between Battu and myself, you will leave immediately. You will watch out for each other, but you will not try to help me. Is that clear?’
‘Do you think there will be fighting, my lord?’ said Lalenda. ‘If you are to kill Battu, I would dearly love to see it.’
Losara was surprised by her words – but then again Battu had separated her from her mother, stolen her childhood and menaced her for years. Perhaps she was right to want revenge. Perhaps Losara would be too, but he did not desire it with the same hunger he could see in her. There was still hope of finding a peaceful resolution with Battu somehow.
‘If it came to that,’ he said, his voice grave, ‘it would not be like some fight in your storybooks, to be experienced from the safety of an armchair. Promise me now, or I will send you back.’
‘I promise,’ said Lalenda, pouting slightly.
‘Grimra promises,’ said the ghost. ‘And will watch out for precious flutterbug should the need be arising.’ He swirled around them, rustling their clothes and lifting Lalenda’s skirt.
‘Grimra!’ she chided. ‘You bad ghost.’
‘Me is!’ cackled Grimra. ‘Very bad. Me eats Battu’s head right off his head!’
‘Grimra!’ snapped Losara sternly.
‘Me gets out and takes Lalenda with me,’ sighed the ghost, and settled down to an eddy.
They entered the dining hall. On the long table, elaborate candelabra held spheres of softly glowing ice, and the last light of the day filtered in through large chunks missing from the west wall. Battu sat at the head of the table, Tyrellan to his right, and Grey Goblins stood waiting to attend.
‘Ah!’ exclaimed Battu as he rose. ‘There you are, my boy! Excellent, we have a most excellent feast on the way!’ He rubbed his hands eagerly, unconsciously gnashing his teeth.
Too long with the sharks, remembered Losara. Hunting in packs that only abide one dominant male. He wondered if Battu was even aware that the time he’d spent dreaming on his way to Assedrynn’s Isle had had a serious effect on his soul.
‘And Lalenda, my beautiful prophet,’ Battu went on. ‘Welcome also.’
‘Not yours,’ said Lalenda, almost under her breath.
Battu stared at her a moment, his grin frozen in place, but then he chuckled and pretended not to have heard. Losara raised an eyebrow at her slightly, and she ducked her head. She knew Losara intended to replace Battu as Shadowdreamer, who had already been stripped of the title by the gods – but she was bold to antagonise him so. Losara wondered for a moment if bringing her with him had jeopardised his chance of striking an accord with Battu. Such a small hope it was – did that make it more worth protecting, or easier to let go?
‘And is your ghostly companion with us?’ Battu said.
In answer, Grimra’s skull-like head became briefly visible. ‘Grimra attends the vittles and celebratoriness,’ said the ghost, then faded again.
 ‘Excellent,’ said Battu. Losara had never heard him use the word so frequently. Was he nervous? Why were they being treated to this display of hospitality? ‘Please, take your seats.’
Losara sat at the foot of the table, Lalenda by his side. The last remaining seat slid back.
‘Seats, seats,’ came the ghost’s muttering. ‘Grimra to sit in a seat? Who would have thought, for he has no buttocks. Still, Grimra tries to be polite.’ White claws appeared to worry at the seat, the ghost obviously confused by what to do with it. He growled in annoyance, and splinters went flying. The seat shook violently, and a moment later collapsed into a mound of woodchips.
‘Bah,’ said Grimra. ‘Now me be embarrassed.’
Lalenda giggled.
‘That’s all right, Grimra,’ said Losara. ‘Seats are not for everyone. I don’t imagine lord Battu will mind if you . . . waft.’
‘Not at all,’ said Battu. ‘Now,’ he turned to bark at an attendant, ‘bring us the food!’
•
Tyrellan watched, knowing that the time for finding his moment was dwindling. If worst came to worst, he could sacrifice himself by simply shouting a warning, but of course he’d prefer it didn’t come to that. The butterfly swooped down onto his glass and he waved it away irritably. He tried several times to catch Losara’s eye, but the trouble with having a pitch-black gaze was that no one could see precisely where you were looking, especially if you were trying to be subtle about it.
Dishes began to arrive. As with all of Battu’s feasts, seafood was the feature. There were thin slices of tuna laid out on a platter and drizzled in oil. Mounds of sea urchins roasted in their shells were one of the few dishes Battu preferred cooked. A salad of kelp, a tubeworm stew, and chilled prawns stuffed with butter and parsley all arrived in quick succession to be placed around the table. There was no sign of the anemones yet, but they would not be far away.
Battu’s appetite did not seem to suffer despite his obvious tension – if anything, he ate more when he was stressed. Meanwhile, food began to lift off plates, swirl up into the air and disappear to the accompaniment of satisfied slurps. Losara and Lalenda ate too, though far more moderately. In order not to rouse suspicion, Tyrellan reached for a serving, heaping food onto his plate as his mind ticked away.
He decided that his waiting must cease – no brown huggers were about to attack. He shoved a forkload of mashed something in his mouth, then dropped a hand under the table and let the fork fall. Working it to the right angle with his toes, he waited until the next Grey attendant appeared through the doorway opposite. Giving the fork a sharp, swift kick, he sent it skidding across the stone floor, where it slid neatly under the Grey’s footfall. Her eyes went wide as her foot shot out from under her, sending the fork clattering away. The tray of oysters she carried wobbled precariously.
Fall, urged Tyrellan.
To the Grey’s credit, as she realised she was going down, she managed to get another hand under the tray. As she crashed to the floor, she kept the tray upright so that only a few of the oysters slid off on impact. In an instant Tyrellan was on his feet, faster than Battu could scowl.
‘Wretched oaf!’ he snarled, moving smoothly around the table. ‘You dare waste food from the Shadowdreamer’s pantry!’ He snatched the tray with one hand and seized the Grey by the scruff of her neck with the other, lifting her to her feet. ‘Be gone,’ he said, and backhanded her across the jaw. She quickly retreated, holding a hand to her face.
‘Tyrellan,’ said Battu, ‘it’s not like you to let someone off so lightly.’
‘I did not wish extra interruption to this special occasion, my lord. I will speak to her again later, I assure you.’
‘Grimra eats her if First Slave pleases,’ offered the ghost agreeably, which actually made Battu chuckle.
‘No, Grimra,’ said Losara. ‘You have enough to eat right here.’
Tyrellan inspected the oyster tray. ‘The dish appears unsullied,’ he announced, and brought it around to Losara’s end of the table. ‘I can assure my lords that the food remaining did not touch the floor.’ He bent over to set the tray next to Losara, glancing sideways to make sure Battu wasn’t paying attention. ‘The anemones are poisoned,’ he breathed in Losara’s ear. Then he swiftly returned to his seat, confident the exchange had gone unnoticed.
•
Losara knew he shouldn’t be surprised, although he had not expected poison – it seemed low even for Battu. No matter what else Losara thought of him, he’d never considered him a coward.
He watched with interest as the anemones arrived, served by a fat Grey whose gaze remained firmly downcast as he came around the table to place the delicacy before him. What to do? he wondered. He did not want to reveal his hand just yet – he was curious to see Battu’s reaction.
He reached for the plate with his fork and skewered a squishy blob.
‘Yuck,’ said Lalenda, wrinkling her nose, for which Losara was grateful.
‘This brings back memories,’ he mused, turning languidly to Battu, who had been staring at him intently. ‘On my twelfth birthday you introduced me to this dish.’ He dangled the blob in front of his mouth. ‘Remember? I was reticent to try them, but you encouraged me.’ And I realised for the first time that there was no real love in your heart.

‘Ah,’ said Battu, wetting his lips. ‘Yes, I remember. I hope you do not find them as unpalatable as you once did.’
Beside Battu, Tyrellan was staring fixedly into the middle distance. Ready to move, thought Losara, at whatever was coming shortly, bless him. The goblin tensed as he put the anemone into his mouth.
‘I did always find them a little bland, admittedly,’ said Losara, chewing thoughtfully. ‘Although whatever these are coated with is delicious. What is it? I can’t quite place it. Let’s see if another taste can solve the mystery.’
He stabbed another anemone and put it in his mouth. Across the table, Battu’s forced grin dropped from his face, and paradoxically he now actually looked gleeful.
Look at him, thought Losara. He’s so happy. If my imminent demise brings him such joy, how can I ever hope to make him see reason?
‘I’m so glad you like them,’ Battu said.
Losara swallowed. ‘Ah, but I am being rude. Would you like them passed to you?’
‘Oh, no,’ waved Battu, sitting back in his chair and patting his stomach. ‘I am . . . quite full. Please, if you are enjoying them, have more.’
‘I will,’ said Losara, and reached for another. ‘Though I have never known my lord to be full before. Are you feeling well?’
‘Well indeed.’
Losara nodded, and reached for another. Lalenda squirmed as he took a bite.
‘No kisses for you tonight,’ she whispered.
Why this charade? he asked himself. What do I hope to gain? Blankness came upon him, the feeling that he was missing a reaction that his other might experience. Would Bel sit here chewing on poison? He warded the feeling off by concentrating on what was going on inside his mouth. As food passed through the fine mesh of shadow he’d created at the top of his throat, it caught hold of tiny purple particles.
‘Never me seen Losara so greedy,’ said the ghost, and one of the anemones floated from the plate. ‘Must be tasty taste indeed!’
Losara didn’t know what effect poison would have on an undead spirit – probably none – but since he had no idea what the poison was, he thought better than to risk it. He reached out with his power and snatched the food away from the ghost, redirecting it into his open mouth.
‘Sorry, Grimra,’ he said with his mouth full. ‘These are too subtle for your palate, I think.’
The ghost growled but Losara paid him no mind. In his mouth he rolled the purple dust into a ball, while the rest of the pale meat slid down into his stomach.
Why keep eating? At least make use of the time this foolishness affords by sending away Lalenda.

He turned to her. ‘I believe the moment we spoke of has arrived.’
She held his gaze wilfully.
‘Lalenda,’ he said warningly.
‘As you wish, my lord,’ she said, and rose. ‘Grimra, will you join me? I believe we’re departing.’
‘Grar,’ came the reply, as an assortment of foodstuffs rose from the table. ‘Grimra will bring some after-dinner snacks.’
‘Thank you for the feast, lord Battu,’ said Lalenda as she backed away from the table. Then her claws flicked out, and she spat on the floor. ‘Enjoy the last time I call you that,’ she hissed, and disappeared through the door amidst a collection of swirling morsels. 
Battu dimly registered the insult but dared not take his eyes off Losara. Something was going on, that was plain, and he did not yet know if he was triumphant or not.
In Losara’s mouth the ball was quite large. As it rested at the back of his throat, he coughed.
‘Something wrong?’ said Battu.
Losara patted his chest. ‘Just a little something caught in my throat.’ He reached shadowy fingers into his mouth and drew out the poison. ‘What a strange thing to find in my food,’ he said, and set it on his plate where it half-crumbled to powder again. As Battu saw what it was, his expression hardened.
Smoothly Losara stood, and Battu also came abruptly to his feet, knocking his chair backwards. Tyrellan slipped quietly under the table, reappeared, and moved through a doorway.
‘There’s no need for this,’ said Losara, his voice calm.
‘What did you expect?’ said Battu. ‘That I would simply stand aside, hand over my throne tied up with a bow?’
‘I have the blessing of the gods, Battu,’ said Losara. ‘I am the one who must lead us if we’re to best the light. Are we not united in that purpose?’
‘Curse the gods,’ said Battu. ‘Curse them for how they stifled me. I could have been great, but instead they made me Caretaker,’ he spat the word, ‘and never a chance to etch my mark on the pages of history. Yet I did their bidding –’
‘That’s arguable,’ said Losara.
‘– and still they seek to punish me with nightmares! I owe the gods nothing.’
‘You owe them your soul,’ said Losara quietly.
‘And you,’ continued Battu, ‘this is how you repay me? I took you in, saw to your education . . .’
‘You stole me from my rightful home, imprisoned me and sought to use me as your tool. You gave orders that resulted in my separation from my very self. And yet I harbour no resentment, for you did as you were told. As a result, I am here, where I was always meant to be. If you want repayment, I will offer it gladly. There will be a need for powerful mages in the days to come. There could still be a place for you in the new order.’
‘How magnanimous of you,’ said Battu. Then his features relaxed, and the laugh that followed sounded almost good-natured. ‘Ah, it is refreshing to speak so openly. I have held myself in check for too long. My dear boy, you speak as if the deed is already done. Are you really arrogant enough to believe that the Shadowdreamer in his own castle will offer no true resistance?’
Battu was right, Losara realised. The fact that he did not respect the dark lord did not mean Battu wasn’t dangerous. 
‘Some thought occurring to you?’ said Battu. Lazily, he stretched out a hand and unstopped his power. Blue energy streamed across the table, knocking candelabra and sending ice flying. Losara melted to shadowform and fled to the edge of the room. Battu’s torrent of energy followed, and he was forced to zigzag across the walls and up to the ceiling.
‘Going to be like that, is it?’ said Battu. ‘Very well.’ He crossed his hands on his chest and sent out twin streams in either direction. Where they hit stone they broke like waves, spreading across the walls to encompass the entire room. As energy crashed towards Losara, he tried to back up even further, out of the room, but came up against an impenetrable barrier in the dark.
‘The shadows of Skygrip are mine to command,’ said Battu. ‘And the room is sealed, Apprentice.’
Energy crackled across every surface, spattering and burning food. As it hit Losara and coursed through him, for the first time he felt pain as his ethereal self. He gasped and fell from the shadows into physicality, to his knees on the floor. Managing to lift a smoking hand, he sent a tendril of shadow at Battu, hitting him in the arm with a thunderous crack. The dark lord stumbled backwards, his energy output faltering.
‘That’s more like it,’ said Battu, rubbing his arm. ‘You’re no mouse to skulk in corners. Let’s remove some of them, shall we?’
He made a grasping motion at the wall behind Losara, and chunks of rock cascaded loose. Losara twisted and caught them in his power, using their momentum to fling them over his head towards Battu. Battu swiped a hand through the air, shattering the rocks to dust. As he did so, Losara reached out invisibly to seize Battu’s hand. The fingers splayed wide, and there was the snap of bones breaking. Battu roared, coiled his own power around Losara’s unseen grip, and wrenched free. He then reached out with his mangled hand, grimaced as he grasped a piece of quivering fish from the table in limp fingers, and pushed it defiantly into his mouth.
‘That the best you’ve got?’ he asked, chewing fiercely.
‘Still hungry?’ replied Losara, and made a slight gesture. Pieces of poisoned sea anemone flew through the air at Battu’s mouth, pushing the fish aside as they plunged inside. Battu spluttered as he regurgitated them, spitting slimy shreds.
‘Enough of this!’ screamed Battu, and energy exploded outwards from him, filling the room with sizzling blue threads. He was summoning the enormity of Skygrip to his aid, all the power that ran though the walls, from the deep underground lake right up to the roof. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Losara was impressed. Pain rippled through him, and he fell to the floor in a heap. This was why shadow mages did not often fight – there was no natural defence, for shadow did not counter shadow. He tried to form a physical barrier at least, commanding debris to encircle him, but it lasted only moments before Battu tore it apart. Energy found him again, contracting his muscles tightly, destroying his flesh as it danced through. He convulsed, letting out a moan.
He had not expected the dark lord to be so strong.
•
Tyrellan waited on the other side of the door, his back to the wall, listening to the battle inside. He hadn’t believed it when Losara had offered Battu a chance to join him – join them – and was glad indeed that the dark lord had not taken him up on the offer.
The wall shook, and down the corridor rocks imploded into the dining hall. He left the wall – stupid to think mere stone would protect him – and moved towards the opening. From inside came a fierce crackling, and he heard Losara give a pained moan. Chancy as it was, he ducked his head around to see what was going on.
Smoking food was smeared across every surface. The table lay smashed against the far wall, ringed by pieces of candelabra. Losara lay on the floor, writhing in agony as blue strands played over him. Energy filled the entire room, a thrumming field that sprang from Battu. The dark lord himself looked ecstatic, grinning so hard it was a wonder his teeth did not break.
‘Ah, First Slave,’ he said. ‘Help me finish this squirming gnat!’
Tyrellan drew a dagger from his belt and held it up.
Battu nodded. ‘Just the thing to kiss him on into the next life. All he needs.’
Tyrellan stared hard at Losara as he raised the dagger, drew back his arm and, with all his might, hurled it at Battu. It began on a perfect course to the dark lord’s neck, but snagged on a pulse of energy and instead went flashing into his arm, sinking into flesh all the way to the hilt. Battu stumbled backwards, the energy field faltering.
Tyrellan knew he should flee immediately . . . yet so often he did what he knew was right, never allowing himself any small gratification. This was too much, even for him, to resist. For the first time in a long while, he allowed himself a moment of pleasure. He waited, past the point when he knew he should be away, watching for the dark lord’s realisation that it was Tyrellan who had betrayed him, Tyrellan who had found him unworthy. Battu’s eyes met his and, for one glorious moment, Tyrellan basked in the undisguised horror he found there. All those years of loyalty, all amounting to nothing. How quickly a single act could change everything.
‘Not you,’ whispered Battu. ‘There are enough against me without you.’
Perhaps there was one further way Tyrellan could help Losara?
‘Battu’s connection to Skygrip is tethered to Refectu,’ he announced, then darted out of view. He heard Battu’s spells come crashing after, ripping the hole where he’d stood seconds before even wider, but he was already away.
•
Feverishly, Battu spun back to Losara and found the boy gone. It seemed that in his shock at Tyrellan’s betrayal, he had let his barrier of shadows collapse, and Losara had slipped from the room.
‘Coward!’ he howled, though whether at Losara or Tyrellan, he wasn’t sure.
He grasped the dagger hilt and wrenched it free. Dropping it to the floor, he stalked from the room, setting healing spells over his wounds as he went. As multiple agonies began to dull, he came across a cleaning crew of Greys.
‘And you as well?’ he boomed at them. ‘If Tyrellan stands against me, anyone would!’
The Greys fell to their knees, clasping their claws in supplication. Battu spread his fingers and engulfed them with energy, so that they frothed and died together.
He strode on, taking the time to heal himself well. There was no rush – aside from the clamour in his heart urging him to destroy, to rip, to rend – for he knew where Losara had gone.
As he walked the passage to the throne room, Battu passed the busts of previous Shadowdreamers.
‘Won’t be joining you today,’ he muttered, forcing his gaze past the empty alcove that he had picked out for his own legacy spell.
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The throne room guards lay slumped in their alcoves, sleeping deeply. Losara knew it would have been prudent to kill them, but they were unsuspecting servants of the shadow, and he had not been able to bring himself to. If he’d had the authority he would have sent them away, but they would never have obeyed, for they were sworn to protect the Dreamer.
Battu will just wake them up when he arrives, he thought. Order them against me, I’ll have to kill them anyway. But not a choice of my making. Forcing himself to concentrate on the matter at hand, he stood before the throne Refectu, feeling it out with his mind. There were many fine, shadowy strands connected to it, one for each of the carved creatures that moved slowly about its surface, echoing a life lived somewhere out under the Cloud. These strands ran into a larger flow behind the throne, while another channel coursed along the floor between his legs. This one led to Battu, whom he could sense entering the room behind him. As much as he probed and sent blanketing wraps of his own power over this connective flow, he could do nothing to disrupt it. He tensed, waiting for Battu’s attack.
‘You don’t know how to sever the connection,’ the dark lord said, ‘do you?’
Losara turned. Battu stood waiting, fully healed, but still with those tired circles under his eyes. They slid to the sleeping guards.
‘No,’ said Losara. ‘I can’t seem to affect it at all.’
‘Look at the paltry job you’ve done on the guards,’ said Battu. ‘Do you not expect me to rouse them?’
‘I had hoped to leave them out of it, they cannot sway things either way.’
‘Maybe,’ said Battu, rubbing his arm. ‘Things were just swayed by another subject whom I long considered loyal. And if I cannot trust him . . .’ He gestured at the guards, and they convulsed in their sleep as internal organs burst.
How pointlessly destructive, thought Losara.
‘Tyrellan did not know enough when he sent you on this fool’s errand,’ said Battu. ‘He understood the throne is the source of my connection to the castle, but beyond that, he’s as ignorant as you are. Again, your arrogance works against you. You think this should be easy.’
‘No,’ said Losara. ‘I simply seek to discover a way of doing what must be done.’
He could see his choice of words irked Battu. Why did the man hold onto his power so selfishly? It wasn’t as if ruling Fenvarrow came without enormous responsibility. If Losara had any choice in the matter, he would not have sought the role. Yet Battu wanted it – and for reasons with which Losara could not empathise.
‘It is simple enough,’ said Battu. ‘You have the same task here as you did below. Proximity to the throne means nothing. It is me you must defeat.’
Battu beckoned at the long window, and a great wind surged through. Losara was blasted from his feet and flung towards a wall, though he fell to shadow before impact, like a dandelion torn apart by the breeze. Battu stalked past him up to the dais, where he rammed himself down on the throne.
Losara re-formed, finally annoyed. Is that the best you can muster? he chastised himself. Annoyance? He had only been half-committed to fighting Battu, he realised, for a part of him clung to the hope that he might be able to make his old master see reason. Bel would never suffer such ambivalence in a fight, he thought. He would commit, and with commitment comes focus and purpose. The time for mildness, Losara decided, had been over for some while.
Tapping deeply into the reserves of his power, he sent forth an intensely crackling stream, strong enough to turn flesh to mulch in seconds. Battu slammed his hands down on the throne, and from it a coating of black stone flowed up his arms, covering his body like a second skin. The energy slammed against him and Battu laughed like a living obsidian statue. Losara added a second stream around the first with his other hand, a pulsing double helix that concentrated into a blue vortex over the dark lord’s heart.
‘Burn away all the power you like,’ said Battu. He removed a hand from Refectu’s armrest, revealing the carved face of a Graka. Mist swirled out of it to take on the form of the creature, which howled soundlessly and swooped towards Losara. Losara sent his own blast of wind, catching the creature’s wings, too late to stop it slashing a rent in his arm. The shadow in his veins did not fall as blood would, but retreated into his arm, leaving the sliced flesh pale and exposed, quivering. It still hurt, and Losara gritted his teeth as he increased the strength of his wind. He waved his wounded arm into shadow and back again, re-forming it without sign of injury, though it ached within. The Graka whirled away, through the long window, out over Fenvarrow.
‘Next!’ said Battu, and his stony finger tapped on a twisted little tendril. Mud poured from it onto the floor, where it bubbled and spread.
‘Remember your lessons, boy,’ he said. ‘A conjured creature will take on the attributes and behaviour of the thing on which it is based. Hence a Graka will be vulnerable to wind. As for a Mireform . . .’ The puddle rose. ‘It will be resistant to magical attack.’
The Mireform gurgled, and a tendril-tongue sloughed out of its mouth.
‘That may be true,’ said Losara, ‘but from what I understand, swords still work.’ He waved his fingers, and from the throne guards six swords sprang up and flew across the room. The Mireform swung at them with bandy limbs and seeking tendrils, but for each it batted away, the rest flew back in. The blades whirred to a flurry and the creature collapsed beneath them, spattering Battu with chunks of mud.
‘What else?’ asked Losara. He had the distinct impression Battu was toying with him. Maybe it would buy him enough time to find a way to defeat the dark lord.
‘Look down,’ said Battu.
Water rose out of the floor. It frothed like the sea, creeping quickly up Losara’s legs. For a moment he enjoyed the pleasantly chill sensation, forgetful of his circumstances . . . but then he snapped back to where he was, angry with himself.
Battu touched a beady eye staring out of Refectu. Losara wasn’t certain what creature it belonged to, but thought he could guess. The water rose past his chest, past his face, filling the room. He could just make out Battu sitting on the throne, blurry through the dark water. A sleek shape appeared over Battu’s shoulder – the silhouette of a shark. It cruised towards him with a gaping maw. He fell to shadow and caught the swirling current, which carried him off around the room.
I saw you conjure a tornado once, came Battu’s voice in his head. Let’s see how you fare with a whirlpool.

Several more shark-shapes stole into the room, one snapping right out of the wall as Losara passed. It caught something of him, and he felt a wrenching as part of him was torn away, lost, like the corner of a piece of parchment.
Sharks are at home in the shadows, said Battu. You can’t hide by making yourself one. They can smell you, boy.
Two long bodies charged at him from either side and he fled upwards, ducking and weaving from place to place, making himself as small and fast as he could. More shark-shapes filled the room, until they would have been jostling for space had they not been shadows able to move through one another. Losara felt like a fly buzzing in a stew of gnashing teeth. He needed something to break Battu’s advantage.
Slow down, my boy, came Battu’s voice, and Losara felt the shadows around him thicken. Battu was able to control them in this room just as he had done in the dining hall – except that in water, shadow was everywhere. Losara felt barriers closing in, impeding his progress. He was a fly caught in toffee, and in a moment he would be swallowed. A dead throne guard floated past, seeming to accuse with empty eyes. Then the body jerked away, dragging limply in dark jaws.
Desperation brought a desperate idea, and he dropped into physicality once more. As mouths came towards him and jaws began to close, he sent out a shockwave of energy all around, electrifying the water. Shark-shapes rolled, jerking and churning. His own body convulsed as the power shot through it, for he was not immune. He raced to heal himself with one hand even as the other did the damage, staying one step ahead of burning himself away. The pain, as his flesh melted and re-healed, was excruciating. It was all he could do to stay focused on his task.
Sharks began to sink, their bodies thrashing all the way to stillness as the water itself burbled and boiled. For some reason Losara’s ears began to hurt a great deal, and he opened his mouth to let out a cry. Instead of water rushing in, his lungs found air, as the water around him exploded to mist.
Losara dropped to the floor, dripping and breathing hard. Healing himself at a rate faster than he could destroy himself had used up a great deal of strength, and his body felt like a shell of agony. As he stared at his hand resting on his knee, he realised he was missing a finger. It seemed the shark that had bitten him in shadowform had effected a lasting loss.
Chirruk won’t be pleased, he thought, remembering the lobster-god who had crafted his shadow hands.
The suspended moisture began to clear, revealing Battu with energy gathering at his fingers.
‘And on and on,’ Losara croaked.
‘And on and on,’ agreed Battu.
Yet I cannot harm him while he’s on the throne, thought Losara. Then it occurred to him – not his body, anyway.
He launched a sudden mental assault, forcing his way into the Shadowdreamer’s mind. The stone skin did not stop him – Battu had not thought of that when he’d opened a mental connection to speak to Losara – and Battu’s head snapped back.
A contest of pure will might even things up, Losara sent him. No fancy trimmings, no colour and conjurings. Can you match me here, Battu?

•
Battu strained against Losara, the energy fading from his hands as he redirected his efforts. Locked in a mental struggle, he could spend no power on attacking with spells lest the boy rush in and obliterate his mind. Curse him for finding this chink in his armour, which Battu had been stupid enough to reveal! But he’d been so sure, he’d come so close to winning, if it hadn’t been for Tyrellan . . . curse Tyrellan, curse everyone . . . 
Curse you, he sent to Losara. I will dig up your mother and rape her corpse. I will make your father watch so it’s the last thing he sees before I gouge out his eyes and crush them under my heel.

My old teacher, replied Losara, should remember that I never did very well in his lessons about intimidation – whether it was giving or receiving.

Battu felt sick – the boy denied him even his hatred.
Everything he had went into pushing back, yet still he could feel the steady, inevitable approach. How deep did the boy’s reserves go? Deeper than those Battu could draw from the castle? Skygrip was a bottomless well of power, but as its conduit, Battu could only channel so much at a time lest it rip him apart . . . and despite the swathes of power coursing through him, the boy was winning.
He felt shreds of his mind flapping in the storm, old memories . . . for a moment he saw himself as a boy, in the filthy little village of Laz where he had grown up. There were the older boys, Gynt, Horon and Wattle, coming for him along the muck-streaked road. His bruises from the last encounter had not healed, but he did not run, for there was no point – they would get him in the end. They did not know that in a year or two Battu would discover his aptitude for magic, and would make them beg for their lives . . . and eventually their deaths.
Why did they hate you so much? Losara’s words blew the memory away, tearing it to pieces. Did you never have a true friend?
Stay out! roared Battu. He channelled more power from the castle than was safe, and felt his sinuses fizzing and his teeth rattling in his skull. Let me introduce you to my true friends.

Sharks spewed forth, memories of sharks rising out of the depths towards Losara, snapping at prey long gone. Battu sensed the boy withdraw slightly in alarm. He pushed forward in that moment, breaching Losara’s mind, delving inside, looking for a way to do damage.
A stray memory flashed past and he snatched it: a bearded man stared down at him, poking his belly and chortling. Battu recognised Corlas, and knew he was seeing some early moment from when Losara was just hours old.
So, he said, you do know what it’s like to be whole, even if you don’t think you do. Deep down, your soul remembers that it’s injured, broken, a fact echoed in everything you do. Even if you go on for a thousand years, you will only ever lead half a life.
He sensed Losara considering the words – and understood with certainty that he could not confuse or terrify his Apprentice. No, the most he could hope to do was make him consider. What was worse, it was not even the words Losara really dwelled on – to him they had been like saying that the sky was grey or the grass blue. The boy already knew that he was lacking, and he wasn’t perturbed by being told something he already knew, whatever the tone in which it was said. What he considered, then, was why Battu felt the need to taunt him, and what it said about Battu. 
Stop turning things around, he said. You, boy, are too stupid to even recognise an insult.
Silently, resolutely, Losara forced him back. With dread, Battu knew it was too easily, too swiftly, that he was being pushed away. Losara was channelling too much power to control; it was like trying to grab hold of flowing water. Shadows spilled from Battu, billowing out randomly into the room, like the ink from an octopus. To his dismay, he saw that during his other exertions, he had failed to maintain his armour of viscous stone, which was now trickling back into the throne.
In response, Losara raised a hand, energy collecting at his fingertips. Battu knew he could not fend off destructive spells on top of the mental assault. Hate was all he had left, but he could not win simply by hating. There was something, however, that hate did allow, and that might also give him time to escape.
Fields of grass crossed his eyes, and the shining sun.
What is this? came Losara’s voice. What are you seeing here?
The boy was right on the cusp of Battu’s mind. He would be able to sense Battu’s despair, and also what Battu intended to do as his last punishing and vengeful act. The recoil this caused gave Battu the moment he needed. Slamming his hands down on the throne, he unleashed his final command as Shadowdreamer.
‘I order that Skygrip Castle be purged!’ he said, his voice echoing like an avalanche.
•
Down in Skygrip’s entrance cavern, under the archway that had once encased Grimra’s pendant, two Black Goblin captains spoke to each other while their squads waited uneasily beneath the watchful gaze of towering statues. Rumour had reached them that the Shadowdreamer was fighting his Apprentice, and the response needed was not clear.
‘It isn’t our place to interfere,’ muttered Denrum. ‘Everyone knows a magical fight is for mages. If we trespass upon it, we’ll be cooked in our skins, contributing nothing but a stink in the air.’
Enrig, the older of the captains, glowered at the cowardice he saw on display. ‘Need I remind you,’ he said, ‘that we are sworn to protect the Shadowdreamer? We should utilise a porthole door immediately, get up there and help our master.’
‘Yes,’ hissed Denrum. ‘Sworn to protect the Shadowdreamer – but who that is may change in the next few moments, and our deaths will not alter the outcome. Besides, would it not be sacrilege to attack the blue-haired man?’
‘Perhaps,’ conceded Enrig, but he was still uneasy. He knew with certainty what his duty was, and without duty a soldier was nothing.
Shadow erupted from the floor. A thick curl lashed at Denrum, who cried out in pain. In the main chamber, soldiers screamed as a black tide rose to consume them.
‘Back!’ Enrig shouted, stumbling towards the entrance. He felt something grip him in the enveloping dark, felt the sickening pull of his life draining out of him. He gritted his fangs and tore free, managing to fall just outside the archway and into the dull light of day. Behind him the shadows rose to the roof, blotting all visibility into the chamber.
‘Sir!’ came the voice of a guard outside. ‘Are you all right?’
Enrig lay gasping, and felt bile rising. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, yet in his heart he knew what it was. The screaming in the chamber did not last; it was soon replaced by the sound of bodies hitting the floor. Cries started in the levels above, as the death-bringing shadows continued to rise.
‘What is that?’ said the guard, staring into the rippling darkness.
‘Skygrip is being purged,’ Enrig managed, then let his head fall back on hard stone. He wasn’t sure that he would live.
•
Losara froze, sensing something was very wrong.
Battu rose from Refectu, the last few hardened patches of stone falling from his skin. ‘If you want to stop this,’ he said, ‘I suggest you take the throne.’
 ‘What have you done?’
‘Activated a failsafe,’ said Battu, ‘created in case Skygrip is ever breached by attackers. From the top of Skygrip the Shadowdreamer can, as a last defence, unleash a wave of power to snuff out all life inside the castle. Supposed to wait, of course, until there’s no other option, and hopefully until a good number of the enemy has entered the castle . . . but I have not used it the way Skygrip’s designers intended.’ He bared his teeth. ‘You have already sensed that I concede, Shadowdreamer. If you wish to save your precious friends, I suggest you sit down. Or perhaps you’d like to waste more time fighting, as your precious pixie writhes her last moments on the floor?’
Battu edged towards the long window. Losara could see he intended to escape, but there was no time to stop him. He dissolved to shadow and reappeared on the throne. As his flesh became real against the stone, he gasped.
‘May your rule be short and painful,’ said Battu, and leaped through the window.
Losara did not hear. He had always felt connected to the castle, and in fact blamed its immersive nature for a youth spent half-asleep. Now, as hidden forces aligned themselves with him, he was no longer connected to the castle – the castle was connected to him. Suddenly and at once, he could feel the extent of the shadow’s influence, the vastness of the Cloud above, the sweeping lands upon which it fell. It was not detailed, more an impression, as if he lay at the centre of a colossal heart, listening to it beat. He felt something like ecstasy, diagnosing it too calmly to really experience it. It did not last. Death rose through the levels beneath him, drowning souls in a rising dark. He felt queasy, as if one of his limbs was poisoned and rotting away. Battu was malicious indeed to have engineered this spiteful revenge. The people of Skygrip had done him no wrong, and now they fell in droves.
‘Master,’ cried Tyrellan, sprinting into the throne room. ‘Something is –’
‘Quiet,’ said Losara, his voice resonant. He took firm hold of the throne and closed his eyes. The air around him grew dark as he collected power, then cleared as he released an almighty command silently into the walls. It hurtled downwards, where it clashed with Battu’s order and smashed the purging dark to fading motes.
Losara opened his eyes. ‘I shall return,’ he said, and fell to shadow.
•
Battu plummeted, slowed only by his flapping cloak. He felt disoriented – his connection to the castle, to his lands, the entrenched and deep awareness of all his domain, had been abruptly ripped away. For the first time in a long time, he was contained completely within himself. He felt like a spider that had fallen off its web. But there was no time to wallow, not with the ground getting closer at speed.
He could float, but that would make progress too slow for escape. Instead he saw what he needed almost immediately and reached out with his power. From the Graka patrol that wheeled below, one member cried out in surprise as it was ripped from formation. Battu crashed onto its back, the Graka dropping sharply under his bulk.
‘Fly,’ shouted Battu, grabbing the hapless creature by the shoulders.
The Graka struggled to find purchase in the air, its wings spreading to do little more than angle the trajectory of their fall. Battu gave them a nudge of power, snapping them out further and making the Graka shriek – but they caught the air and began to glide, though still towards the ground.
‘Please,’ whimpered the Graka. ‘Who is that?’
‘It’s lord Battu, you creaking pile of rubble.’
‘Master, you’re breaking my wings!’
‘Better than my neck.’
Underneath, Mankow flashed by, growing steadily closer, but they cleared it several hundred paces up and then were out over the Ragga Plains. Half a league past the capital, the ground finally came rushing up to meet them, and Battu tensed, waiting for the right moment. Seconds before they hit the ground, he leaped from the Graka, the force of his feet jolting the creature down the last short distance to smash and scatter to stony segments. Battu floated the last few paces and skidded to a halt on the slippery blue grass of the plains.
He dared not tarry. Losara would be coming for him, no doubt about that . . . and unlike Losara, Battu could not travel wholly in shadowform without leaving his body behind. He had to move quickly, body and all, and if there was one thing all his years of scrying and spying had taught him, it was how best to avoid detection.
On magically aided heels, Battu fled north.
•
Worried, Losara thought as he descended. I am worried. Other folk, if faced with the potential death of their lover, might be panicked, frenetic, unreasonable. Yet all I am is worried.

Well, he supposed, at least that’s something.

He arrived at his quarters and worry disappeared. Lalenda was sitting on the edge of the bed, trying to concentrate on a book but clearly failing to do so. She kept twitching and glancing at the door.
‘Grimra be sure Losara all right,’ said the ghost.
‘What if they’re fighting?’ said Lalenda.
‘Then we be of no help to him, flutterbug.’
‘He’d better at least remember the details to tell me,’ she said angrily. ‘You know how vague he can be. I will want to know the exact expression on Battu’s face as he dies!’
As Losara formed into flesh, Lalenda gave an exclamation of joy and ran to him, throwing her arms about his waist and burying her head against his chest. ‘Fierce creature,’ he said, smiling as he stroked her hair.
‘Are you all right, my lord?’
‘Yes,’ said Losara. ‘It was you I worried for. Battu has done a terrible thing. I cannot stay, but wished to make sure you were both alive. For my peace of mind, you understand.’
Not the right words? he wondered.
‘Is Battu dead?’ she asked eagerly.
‘No,’ said Losara, ‘but he’s defeated. Now I must see what damage has been done, and catch Battu if I can.’
She stumbled as he disappeared from her embrace.
‘I hate it when he does that,’ she muttered, and Grimra chuckled.
Losara continued downwards. The purging had travelled about halfway up the castle, come very close to his quarters, in fact. In a laundry on the level directly below, he found several Greys slumped face down in vats of water, an occasional bubble breaking the surface. In the corridor outside, an entire patrol of Blacks were sprawled in a heap. Further on, two Arabodedas lay crumpled against a wall, one’s neck broken by the fall, probably after he was already dead. How many more? Losara wondered sadly. Hundreds, at least.
Battu, came an insistent thought.
He sped from the castle and circled its base, glad to discover those who’d been outside were unharmed, but sensing no trace of his former master. He widened the circle, spiralling outwards, covering leagues in seconds. He knew that he was travelling too fast to be thorough, that Battu could hide from him far too easily. Several minutes later, he conceded there must be better ways to catch a criminal dark lord than shooting about randomly. Tyrellan would no doubt have a few ideas, and at the very least could send out word to all. If Battu stayed in Fenvarrow, he would be found. And with that thought, Losara remembered what he’d seen in Battu’s mind, moments before the purging – grassy fields, and the shining sun.
Surely Battu did not mean to escape him that way?
He returned to the throne room to find Tyrellan waiting. When he appeared, the goblin’s eyes glinted. ‘Is it done, my lord?’ he asked. ‘Are you Shadowdreamer?’
‘Yes,’ said Losara. ‘Assemble the council. Whatever is left of them.’



Funeral
Funeral
Funeral
The earliest morning light stole through the faded green curtains of the room, softly finding the edges of objects – a satchel, a water jug, discarded leather armour, and their naked skin as they lay wrapped around each other in the bed. The rest of the inn was quiet, and from outside came only the faintest stirrings of a waking city. As Jaya dozed on his shoulder, Bel stroked her long red hair, lost in thought.
The day ahead seemed more perilous than it should have. Naphur’s funeral was a few hours away, and Bel would be relieved when it was over. Although he was sorry (wasn’t he?) that Naphur was dead, their last days together had not been easy. First had come the Throne’s imprisonment of his father, for an old crime that had not really been Corlas’s fault – he had slain a peacekeeper, true, but Bel believed him when he said it had been self-defence. As a result Corlas had been banished, leading to the terrible circumstance of him killing Naphur’s only son, Baygis. For this the Throne held Corlas responsible, despite the fact that Corlas was acting under magically binding orders from the weaver bird Iassia. If Naphur had never banished Corlas in the first place, and set him outside the protection of the Open Halls, where he was vulnerable to the bird, the tragedy would have never occurred – and although Bel had never said so, he felt Naphur shared plenty of the blame for what had transpired.
Maybe the Throne had realised that, because he’d eventually called off the soldiers sent to hunt Corlas. Bel had only discovered this after Naphur’s murder, and while it had softened his anger towards the man, it did not change the fact that there had been a lot of harm heaped upon harm. Corlas was gone, Arkus knew where, and although word had been sent out that he was pardoned, he had not reappeared. Small wonder, for although officially Corlas was cleared of blame, rumours and half-truths circulated wildly about Kainordas. The people were angry over the death of the widely liked Baygis, and Corlas’s name would forever be tainted. Any hope of convincing the people that the whole tragedy had not been his fault had been blown away by the killing of Naphur shortly thereafter, by Losara.
Bel’s encounter with his other still troubled him. Face to face they had stood in Naphur’s chambers, Losara’s blue hair obvious for all to see. Bel’s blood tingled with the same excitement he had experienced fighting huggers in Drel. He barely noticed or thought about Naphur, or Fahren – all his focus was on his enemy, standing right there. If he made the right moves, perhaps he could finish Losara for good, and then there’d be only one blue-haired man, and no one to stop him winning the war! As had happened in Drel, he began to sense patterns, like overlaid iterations of the steps he could take. With the huggers leaping at him from all sides there had been many potential paths for his sword to travel . . . but now that he faced a single opponent, the pattern was small and simple. And, as he understood what he was seeing, the fire in his blood turned to ice.
The way to defeat Losara was to stab himself in the heart.
They were connected, it seemed, different parts of the same person, and their souls would live and die as one. It was troubling to realise that a part of himself, over which he had no control, was so exposed. In some ways he was glad that his other was so powerful, for what kept one alive kept both alive. Until we are rejoined, he thought, which strengthened his resolve to follow Arkus’s orders – to find the Stone of Evenings Mild and swallow Losara back into himself. Any thoughts he may have once entertained about finding a way to attack his other more directly had to be cast aside.
But how to find the Stone? He hadn’t the faintest idea where to start.
Blue hair, he thought. Out and flying.

Jaya stirred. ‘You’re awake?’ she murmured sleepily.
‘I am.’
‘Thinking deep thoughts?’
‘Could be.’
‘Feel free to share,’ she said. ‘I might need help getting back to sleep.’
Bel felt a moment of annoyance at her faint teasing. Nothing was trivial about his situation. He did not let it sound in his voice, however.
‘I think it’s time to stop hiding the colour of my hair,’ he said.
She went still against him, and he knew that now she was truly awake.
‘My other does not hide it,’ he went on. ‘His people know that their champion walks amongst them. Yet what hope do Kainordans have? They know a blue-haired man lives in Fenvarrow, unashamedly, not like some cur in hiding . . . but they do not know they have a hero of their own.’ He wondered if he was vain to call himself that, but discovered he did not care. If he was going to be a hero, there was no place for self-doubt and second-guessing.
‘You should have seen the guards,’ he shook his head, ‘when they burst into the Throne’s chambers, in the seconds before Losara fled. They were awed by him. Terrified, probably, of who he was. They did not know that I, standing right there next to them . . .’ he trailed off.
‘Well, I think you’re right,’ said Jaya forcefully.
Bel remembered how, when he’d first told her who he really was, once she had overcome her disbelief, she had laughed and been proud. And doesn’t a proud warrior need a proud woman? Certainly he was proud of having her, despite the fact that she had been a thief. Had been, or still was? They hadn’t really spoken about it, but if they ever did, would he want her to change her ways? Maybe not . . . maybe it was her fierce independence, even from the laws of the land, that made up part of the attraction. Of course the fact that Jaya, like Bel, had a touch of Sprite blood about her left them both without much choice in the matter – their souls had bonded before they’d even known it was happening.
‘Do you think that if you reveal yourself, they’ll ask you to take the Throneship?’ she said.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Bel. ‘I don’t think so. I have other things to do. I can hardly go searching for the Stone and be the Throne.’
‘But the prophecy showed you leading the army.’
‘I don’t have to be the Throne to do that,’ he said.
‘Oh.’ She sounded faintly disappointed.
‘Is that really what you’d want?’ he asked, pulling away slightly so he could see her face. ‘To end up stuck in a frock, in a palace full of jewels that are already yours and therefore present absolutely no challenge in the taking of?’
She stared at him for a moment, then broke into a smile. ‘Maybe one day,’ she said. ‘In about two or three hundred years.’
•
They left The Wayward Dog and walked together through the streets, heading towards the carts that trundled up to the Halls. Although Naphur’s funeral wasn’t public, it was well known that he was being buried today, and the mood in the streets was sombre, devoid of the usual merry bustle. Two children throwing a cloth bundle to each other appeared out of place, though no one stopped them. Then one of them scraped his knee and started crying, which seemed to suit the atmosphere better.
A man in rags with a long beard was walking down the middle of the road, his eyes bloodshot. ‘We are lost,’ he called to anyone who would listen. ‘The Shadowdreamer comes to take us all! Fenvarrow marches, and we have none to stand against them.’
People shied away from him or sent dark glares his way, though by the looks on their faces many seemed to share his trepidation.
‘So,’ said Jaya quietly, ‘when does the mighty warrior plan to unveil himself?’
Bel stopped to read a shop sign. It said ‘Tomeo Fellet, Mercantile Mage’. He glanced for a moment after the old doomsayer, shuffling on up the road.
‘Now,’ he answered. ‘Here.’ And he rapped loudly on the shop door.
‘You aren’t going to speak to the High Mage first?’
Bel stared hard at the doorknob. ‘No,’ he said. Although Fahren had been like a grandfather to him, he felt this was a decision for him to make alone.
‘Fahren likes to talk everything through from a dozen different directions. He has a talent for muddying certainty. I know I want this done, and I don’t mean to give him the opportunity to talk me out of it.’
‘Right,’ said Jaya. ‘To blazes with the old coot.’
‘I didn’t quite mean that,’ said Bel, smiling despite himself.
The door opened. Standing inside was a sleepy-looking man of middle years, wearing a green robe and with a head of mussed brown hair that suggested he was not far from his bed.
‘Hello,’ he said, blinking at Bel. ‘You’re quite the strapping lad, aren’t you? Tomeo Fellet at your service, but . . . I’m not quite open for business yet. Could you come back in, oh . . . a couple of hours?’
‘A couple of hours?’ said Bel. ‘The sun is high the sky, my good man!’ He jangled his money pouch. ‘Certainly high enough to glint off a gold piece or three!’
The mage looked from the pouch to the indignant young man before him and sighed. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Come in.’
He led them down a short corridor into a study full of potted plants, naturally lit by a large window in the back wall. ‘Please have a seat,’ he said, gesturing at a table, then turned to a pitcher of water. He put in his hand, made the water bubble, and vapour rose. He then sent little clouds flying about the room, seeking out thirsty plants to ‘rain’ on. The sight made a crazy idea dance through Bel’s head, but he shook it away. He already had his purpose – he was going to find the Stone.
‘So,’ said Tomeo, ‘what can I do for you?’ He cocked an eye at Jaya’s belly. ‘Need an unwanted bump removed?’
‘You might get yourself an unwanted bump if you’re not careful,’ she said. She loosened her belt a bit, however, and glanced at Bel. ‘Might be I’ve had a few ales of late,’ she conceded.
‘And cheese,’ said Bel. ‘Don’t forget about all the cheese.’
‘You have to admit, it tastes better stolen.’
Bel nodded. ‘Yes, and it takes my mind off the fact that, although I tried to rescue a girl from that jail, I apparently came back with a mouse.’
Tomeo cleared his throat.
‘There’s an enchantment on my hair,’ said Bel. ‘To mask its true colour. I wish it removed.’
Tomeo’s eyebrows went up. ‘An alteration of appearance?’ he said, and squinted hard at Bel’s hair. ‘Funny, I didn’t sense anything of that sort when you came in, and that is in fact my area of expertise. May I?’
Bel nodded and the mage reached across the table to set a hand on his head.
‘Ah,’ he said. ‘No one would sense this, unless they were touching you and knew exactly what they were looking for. This is no common vanity spell, Mr . . . ?’
‘Bel.’
‘Well Bel, this tiny pearl of an enchantment is the most expertly crafted of its type that I have ever seen. Do you mind if I ask how you came by it?’
‘The Grand High Mage put it there,’ said Bel. Tomeo gave a little intake of breath and withdrew his hand. ‘Can you undo it?’
‘Yes,’ said Tomeo. ‘But I don’t know that I should go tinkering with the High Mage’s work. Perhaps he had a very good reason to . . . um . . .’
Bel upturned his pouch and coins spilled across the table. ‘I can think of several very good reasons why it should be undone.’
Tomeo stared at the gold, which did indeed glint in the sun that spilled through the window behind him.
‘All right then,’ he said. ‘I guess I don’t see what harm it could do for a fellow to have his real hair colour.’ Again he reached forward, but this time set both hands on Bel’s head. He muttered something under his breath, and from out of Bel’s brow appeared a tiny mote of light. Tomeo brought it towards him, still chanting. The mote quaked and broke apart in a tiny pinprick of an explosion.
‘Shame to destroy such a finely made spell,’ he sighed, and then his jaw fell open.
Jaya reached up to run her hand through Bel’s curly blue hair.
‘Well, there we are,’ she said. ‘And my – what vibrant eyebrows you now possess. And eyelashes too!’ She laughed as she glanced towards his trousers. ‘Wonder what else has changed.’
Bel gave the wide-eyed Tomeo a grin and pushed some coins across the table.
‘Thanks,’ he said, rising. ‘Come on, Jaya.’
As they walked out, Tomeo came to his senses. ‘Wait . . .’ he tried, running to the hallway in time to see the front door shut. ‘Oh dear,’ he muttered. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. What harm indeed? I knew it was a dangerous thing to get up so early in the morning.’
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Bel realised he should have thought more carefully about the effect of walking down the street with a head of bright blue hair. Folk gathered to stare, as if an impromptu parade was being staged, but many seemed uncertain, some downright afraid, edging away or openly fleeing. He was puzzled by the reaction. What was the problem?
Ahead a group of men sitting outside a tavern, the kind who started their drinking in the morning, began to whisper and point, and he wasn’t sure he liked the tone of their voices. One, who seemed to be the leader, stood to move into the thoroughfare, and others quickly gathered behind him.
‘You think us so meek,’ said the man, ‘that you dare walk our streets in plain view?’
Bel pulled up, Jaya close behind, as the issue began to dawn on him.
The man drew his sword, glancing around to make sure he was flanked by his fellows.
‘Think you can come and go as you please, shadow?’ he went on. ‘Waltz in on a whim and murder whoever you like? Mock us with your presence on this day of mourning? Well, Gerring here,’ he thumped his chest, ‘will not stand for it.’
‘They think I’m Losara,’ muttered Bel. How could he have been so stupid? As far as the people of Kainordas were concerned, there was only one blue-haired man, and he had recently murdered the Throne.
Bel raised his voice loud enough for all to hear. ‘My good man,’ he said. ‘I’m not who you think I am. There is a blue-haired man on the shadow’s side, true enough, but he is not the only one! Did you really think Arkus would forsake you, that there would be no deliverance from evil?’
Gerring looked uncertain, and his companions mumbled amongst themselves. All around a crowd gathered to listen, some from the street, some from windows or balconies above.
‘I have been in hiding,’ said Bel, ‘waiting until the time was right. Perhaps I was foolish to delay so long, foolish to allow the shadow to make the first strike. But I swear to you, I am born of light, and I fight for the light! Look at me – do I look like a creature of the shadow?’
Gerring frowned. ‘The shadow can take many forms,’ he said.
‘The blue-haired man is finally here!’ came a hopeful cry from above. Others echoed it, yet still there was doubt.
Bel drew his sword and Gerring tensed, his companions fumbling for their own weapons. Bel tossed his sword to the ground and stalked forward, going down on one knee before Gerring.
‘Would an enemy of Kainordas risk himself in this way?’ he asked, his voice charged with righteousness. ‘If you doubt me, strike me down . . . and be responsible for the fall of our great land! But if you will believe, set me on my way, and I promise you, Gerring . . .’ He turned to address the crowd in general, and noticed Jaya twisting a dagger in her fingers – he knew that if Gerring raised his sword, the dagger would find him before any blow fell. ‘I promise you all that the murder of our beloved Throne, the creeping evil in the south, the threat to our very way of life will not go unanswered!’
The crowd exploded.
‘Arkus bless you, deliver us from the shadow!’
‘Is it real? You’d better not be pulling some prank, boy!’
‘Spread the word! We are saved!’
Turning back to Gerring amidst the clamour of voices, Bel held out his hand. The man glanced around at the cheering people . . . then reached for Bel’s hand, clasped it, and hauled him to his feet. The cheer became a roar.
‘I pray you are telling the truth,’ said Gerring.
‘If I was not,’ said Bel, ‘do you think you would still be standing there?’
Gerring nodded seriously, then a slight smile cracked his features. ‘The blue-haired man has come!’ he shouted to his companions. ‘Where’s my drink?’
Quickly his mug was passed to him, and he raised it. ‘To victory over the shadow!’ he called, and messily quaffed the entire contents.
Progress was smoother after that. The crowd followed Bel and Jaya, its jubilation echoing loudly, sweeping up doubters and converting them quickly as the news spread and more came running. Bel waved here and there, laughed, and flexed his bronzed muscles at a group of girls who broke into a chorus of giggles.
‘Steady, my fine fellow,’ said Jaya through clenched teeth. ‘No need to get carried away.’
‘Don’t worry, my love,’ replied Bel. ‘There’s none who compare to a Sprite woman.’
A little girl broke from her mother’s legs, ignoring the anxious call to come back, and landed in front of them, effectively halting their progress.
‘Hello, young lady,’ said Bel.
The girl stared up at him with bright eyes. ‘Mummy says you is a . . . a legend.’
Bel chuckled easily. ‘I hope to be,’ he said. ‘But legends are made, not born.’
‘Is your hair really blue?’
‘It really is. See?’ Bel plucked a curly strand from his head, and held it out to her.
The girl’s eyes lit up in wonder as she touched it reverently. ‘Can I keep it?’
‘You can,’ said Bel, and she squealed with delight.
‘Not too jealous I hope?’ he asked Jaya as the girl raced away, clutching her treasure. ‘Ah,’ he added, ‘I saw what you did there.’
‘What?’ said Jaya.
‘Rolled your eyes so I could see how beautiful they are, and therefore not be tempted by other women.’
Jaya shot him a level stare. ‘Certainly,’ she said. ‘That’s exactly what I was doing.’
Soon they reached the carts; the drivers were hesitatingly watching the approaching mob with Bel at its core. Word was spreading so fast Bel wondered if they would even beat it up the hill. He slapped the shoulder of a shocked driver. ‘Stop staring, good fellow. Will you let it be said that you kept the blue-haired man waiting?’
The driver scrambled into action.
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In the north-east of the Halls was the Inviolable, a beautified graveyard surrounded by high hedges cut to look like spiked walls. Inside lay the graves of nobles and notables, every headstone elaborately carved and all markedly different in their designs. Each grave was covered by a plate of glass, through which those buried could be seen, their bodies perfectly preserved by magic. Bel and Jaya passed Hedris Naphur, a thin woman lying in a velvet-lined coffin, who had ruled Kainordas a hundred years ago. Next was Gerent Morrigan, who had led the charge to turn back Assidax, and whose headstone was a birch tree with swords hanging from the branches. High Mage Reikel, a raven-haired fellow who looked to have died young, seemed somehow restless in his lasting slumber.
‘You’re sure no one’ll get their fancy pants in a bunch because I’m here?’ asked Jaya.
‘Of course they won’t,’ said Bel. ‘Besides, something tells me it’s not you they’ll be looking at.’
Up ahead people were gathering before a shining white monolith. At their approach, heads swivelled and gasps sounded. Fahren was there too, managing to look both surprised and disappointed at once. He turned to speak with the others, and Bel thought he heard assurances being made that there was nothing to fear. Finally Fahren broke from the group and hurried towards them. Bel was preparing himself for the old mage’s ire when he was suddenly distracted by a grave they were passing, and stopped.
‘Dear Arkus, Bel,’ said Fahren as he arrived. ‘What have you gone and done?’
‘Had the enchantment removed,’ said Bel, waving vaguely at his head. ‘Losara doesn’t hide himself – why should I?’
‘I tend to agree,’ said Fahren, ‘and was going to discuss this with you very soon. But I must say, Bel, you could have chosen a better moment.’
‘I’m tired of hiding who I am,’ said Bel, still staring at the grave. ‘The burden I carry is heavy enough without having to keep it a secret too.’
‘I simply meant,’ said Fahren, ‘that we are in the process of burying my very dear friend, and your Throne . . . and if you look at his wife over there, you will see that your thoughtless act has somewhat detracted from the occasion.’
Bel saw the Lady Raina watching him with tear-streaked cheeks, while nobles and courtiers spoke in hushed but excited tones. He remembered hearing somewhere that Naphur had only married her under pressure, for she had been the daughter of a Trusted, and he had gotten her with child out of wedlock. Even if that were true, she still looked very much like a woman who had lost the man she loved.
‘Ah,’ he said, sounding humbler. ‘Forgiveness, High Mage. I have perhaps been overzealous.’
‘To put it mildly.’
‘High Mage,’ said Bel, his voice returning smoothly to normal, ‘you never told me she was buried here.’
‘What?’ said Fahren, then glanced down at the grave Bel was indicating. ‘Oh.’ His expression became sad. ‘Yes. She was brought here afterwards and given a place in the Inviolable for her great sacrifice. It was only right, considering who she saved.’
In the grave lay a blonde woman in a white dress, her arms folded across her chest, not much older than Bel was now.
‘She looks peaceful,’ observed Bel quietly.
‘Who was she?’ said Jaya.
Bel pointed at the quartz headstone, carved with shining heart flowers and the name ‘Elessa Lanclara’.
‘If not for her . . .’ he began, but trailed off. If not for her then what? I would be whole? And living where? His thinking turned to white noise, and he shook his head to clear it. ‘She was the one who came to Whisperwood to fetch me. I told you about her – she fought the undead abomination Fazel and rescued me, I suppose you could say.’ 
‘Ah,’ said Jaya, and looked again upon Elessa. ‘Guess I owe her thanks, then.’
‘As do we all,’ said Fahren. ‘I think,’ he added, shooting Bel a reproachful stare. ‘Come, it is time to bury Naphur.’
They made their way to the other mourners, where Bel went on bended knee before the Lady Raina.
‘My condolences, my lady,’ he said. He had never spoken to Raina before, for she was a withdrawn woman, sometimes sickly and not always on the best terms with Naphur, from whom she’d kept her quarters separate. ‘And my apologies. I came to honour your husband, not to start a commotion.’
‘Rise, Blade Bel,’ she replied, and seemed to search for something more to say. In the end she simply turned away. Do you blame me for the death of your son? wondered Bel. Or your husband?
The ceremony began. The Halls’ new High Overseer, and thus the replacement for Baygis, was a woman of about fifty called Varta. She spoke as Naphur’s casket was carried through the crowd, offering prayers for his soul’s safe passage to the Well. Inside the glass Naphur lay on his red cape, his face dark and angry. Did he seem that way to others, or was that just how Bel remembered him?
The pallbearers lowered the Throne into the grave at the base of the monolith and stepped away.
‘And now,’ said Varta, ‘the High Mage Fahren has a few words.’
Fahren moved to the front of the assembly beside the grave. For a moment he didn’t seem to know where to begin, just stood stroking his long golden beard and staring into the grave . . . then he cleared his throat and spoke.
‘Today, we bury Terenus Naphur, who well earned the love and respect of his people. For them his death is a great tragedy, yet perhaps it is even greater for those of us who knew him not just as a ruler, but as a man. Many amongst you will recall his strength, his boisterous good humour, and the sense of fairness that informed both his Throneship and his personal dealings . . .’
Bel wasn’t sure he agreed, but tried to remember that there had been many good years before the chaotic end. He tried to recall the man who had been his friend since boyhood. And, as Fahren spoke, he learned much he hadn’t known about the Throne. He was especially interested in how, as a young soldier, Naphur had gone incognito to fight in the Dimglades campaign and been promoted to Cerepan on his own merit. Hearing about Naphur’s life made Bel feel very young all of a sudden; his anger towards the man seemed petty and spiteful – yet it persisted, tainting everything good that had come before it.
‘. . . He did not deserve the end that found him,’ Fahren said, finishing, ‘nor the sadness that preceded it . . . but I pray he will find peace in the Great Well of Arkus.’
Twin tears fell from his crystal blue eyes, straight to the ground, leaving no trace on his cheeks.
‘Farewell, my friend.’
Fahren returned to the crowd, to stand by Bel.
After him, two others spoke. First was Gerent Brahl, who commanded the forces of Borgordus. Brahl, a tall man of some sixty years with short grey hair, told a story about how he and Naphur had travelled to the Furoara Sands as younger men, where they had raced dune claws against the Saurians. After Brahl came a man Bel did not recognise – thin and with a face that was not moving well from youth to middle age. His resplendent robes marked him as a noble who would have all know it, not exactly appropriate for the sombre mood of the occasion. He moved before the assembly dabbing a silk handkerchief at his eye, as if there had been tears there.
‘It is never easy to say goodbye to a loved one,’ he began in an overly affected tone. ‘Or a family member.’
‘Apparently there’s a difference,’ muttered Fahren.
‘It is even more grievous a blow to lose a leader,’ the man continued, ‘especially at such a time of need. It has become well known that a blue-haired man has sided with our enemies – in fact it was by his hand that this . . .’ he waved at the grave, ‘. . . sacrilege was committed. My lords and ladies, the evil of Fenvarrow must not go unpunished. But perhaps we have reason to hope,’ his gaze slid to Bel, ‘that our fortunes are improving. That one now walks amongst us who can match the shadow-man. No doubt we will learn more in the coming days.’
Faces turned to Bel once more, but his expression remained stony – as if by ignoring the attention he could direct it back where it was supposed to be. More and more he was realising this had not been a wise time to unveil himself. If only he had waited but a day – so thoughtless and brash his actions had been!
‘War is coming,’ said the man, ‘and our people will need strong leadership. As my beloved cousin Naphur goes into the ground, let us pray he leaves behind fertile earth in which a new Throne may blossom.’
‘Weeds also grow in the earth,’ said Fahren quietly.
‘Who is this man?’ whispered Bel.
‘Thedd Naphur,’ said Fahren. ‘The Trusted of Tria, Naphur’s cousin. Next in line for the Throne, unfortunately.’
‘What about Lady Raina?’
‘She has long made it plain she has no interest in ruling. Besides, her health fails her. She is not what is needed.’
After a few more pompous platitudes on ‘looking ahead’ and ‘strength in unity’, Thedd rejoined his lavishly frilled cohorts.
With the formal proceedings over, the assembly lost shape. Groups peeled off, and folk went to the grave to pay their final respects. Not wishing to cause more fuss, Bel hung back – then realised he’d made himself even more visible because people were waiting for him to approach Naphur’s grave. Sighing, he followed Fahren, stood by as the old mage said his goodbyes, then took his place above Naphur and bowed his head.
Farewell, Throne, he thought lamely. The truth, Bel found, was that he felt little of anything for the man any more. He tried to remember the encouragement Naphur had always given him – all to serve a greater purpose, he supposed. Why such lack of empathy, such easy dismissal of a man I’ve known many years? he wondered. Was it as the weaver Iassia had said, when he had invaded Bel’s mind – that Bel was not whole, that there were parts of him missing? No, no, tricks only. I have spoken to Arkus himself, and he says I am the dominant personality. Losara is the small one, nothing but the tiniest speck, hardly worth having back except as a means to eliminate him forever.

‘They tell me folk often wondered why my cousin showed such avid interest in you, a simple soldier.’ Bel glanced at the man by his side, and was unable to keep irritation from his expression.
‘I guess now we know,’ Thedd continued, nodding at Bel’s hair and chuckling. ‘A recent improvement, I’m told? I hope that when I am Throne we will grow to enjoy each other’s confidence, just as you and Naphur did.’
‘Sounds easy enough,’ said Bel. ‘But the last words Naphur and I shared were far from kind.’
Thedd’s smile became a little forced. ‘You are right to be upset,’ he said. ‘I am tactless, forgive me – this is not the right occasion. We shall speak later.’
‘Come, Bel,’ said Fahren, mercifully appearing. ‘We have things to discuss.’
As Fahren, Bel and Jaya made their way out of the Inviolable, Gerent Brahl caught up to them. His physique did not suggest a man who was easily puffed, thought Bel, so the rosy colour in his cheeks had to be the result of something else.
‘High Mage, Blade Bel,’ said the gerent. ‘We must speak immediately.’
‘I had hoped –’ began Fahren, but Brahl cut him off.
‘I’m sorry, Fahren, I must insist. Perhaps you will be so good as to accompany me to the barracks?’
Fahren sighed. ‘Very well.’
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They sat around a table in the meeting room. Jaya, surprisingly, had suggested she would make herself busy elsewhere. Bel had to remind himself that perhaps she did not want to be embroiled in all the fuss that seemed to accompany him wherever he went.
In the absence of a sanctified Throne, the gerent and High Mage were the two most powerful men in Kainordas – Brahl the military leader, and Fahren commanding the magical forces. Bel wasn’t sure if one technically outranked the other, but it did not seem to matter: the two men spoke as equals.
‘I shall talk plainly,’ said Brahl, seeming to relax a little now that he was in his own space. ‘Thedd was right about one thing – our need for strong leadership. I don’t know when war will come but I suspect,’ he eyed Bel closely, ‘that it will be soon. Total war, all-out war, at the end of which there will finally be a victor.’
‘I see you are a man who believes in the prophecy,’ said Fahren. ‘That is well.’
‘It is hard to ignore,’ said Brahl. ‘We know the shadow possesses a blue-haired man – and miraculously, today, one is delivered to us. I do not understand, High Mage – I thought there was meant to be but one.’
‘I shall explain,’ said Fahren. He proceeded to give the gerent a detailed account of Bel’s birth and the time that followed. Bel listened with interest, enjoying hearing a story in which he was the main character. Brahl frowned throughout but did not interrupt.
‘These are strange tidings,’ he said when Fahren was done. ‘I’m not sure I understand your motives in keeping Bel hidden. Our people have long believed the blue-haired child was lost to the shadow. It would have been good for morale had they known we still could hope. But I suppose it is done, for better or worse, and we must look to the future.’
‘Indeed,’ said Fahren. ‘Now, for what reason have you called us here?’
Brahl shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Thedd,’ he said.
‘What of him?’
‘I do not . . .’ Brahl screwed up his face. ‘I have never been one for subtlety, but these are difficult words to speak openly.’
‘They will not leave the room,’ said Fahren. ‘What is it, Brahl?’
‘We need someone strong to govern us, yet Thedd has no military experience – by Arkus, he’s hardly even been to court! The way he runs Tria is haphazard at best, even down to his own household. I have been there, Fahren, I have seen his servants, circles under the eyes from overlong hours and unrealistic orders. And you remember the trade fiasco with the Zyvanix?’
‘I do.’
‘And the Throne, Arkus rest him, at one stage even considered stripping Thedd of rank – perhaps you did not know I was privy to that. Does that sound like the kind of man to lead us?’
Fahren stared hard at him. ‘You want to change the traditions of a thousand years?’ he asked. ‘You are suggesting . . . treason?’
Brahl scowled. ‘I don’t call it treason to strive to protect our people as best we can. Will they thank me for upholding tradition if it means losing their homes and their lives? I simply don’t think Kainordas can afford such a ruler during these tumultuous times.’
‘The prophecy does not say when there will be war,’ said Fahren.
‘High Mage, they have killed our Throne, the blue-haired man is revealed, and the people clamour for revenge. Now is the time to build our army, while hearts are hot. At the very least it would be prudent. Even if war comes not tomorrow, it will be soon.’
‘Indeed,’ Fahren acceded. ‘Well, let’s say that I happen to agree with you. What is your plan?’
‘Until this morning I was going to suggest . . . well, that you, High Mage, take the crown. There is even precedent for High Mages doing so when a Throne in unexpectedly lost.’
Fahren turned white. ‘Not when there is a clear heir,’ he said.
‘That was before . . . well . . .’ Brahl glanced at Bel. Bel realised what the man was getting at, and mixed feelings fired through him. Imagining what he could achieve with ultimate power was interesting, yet he also knew it would be a shackle. He felt a burning desire to begin his mission to find the Stone, and he didn’t see how he could do that and also rule Kainordas. Bel had always had a love-hate relationship with his responsibility – while he enjoyed being special, he did not think he would have chosen to bear such a burden as currently rested upon his shoulders. Maybe that was why he rushed towards his goal – so that he could get it done, out of the way, then get on with the business of basking in the glory. If he was Throne, however, the responsibilities would never end, even after victory.
‘I don’t know you well, Bel,’ said the gerent. ‘Though I’ve heard some tales, especially of how you fought in Drel. Arkus knows I would have taken more interest in you had I guessed . . . at any rate, the people will surely rally to you. I could not imagine a more natural figurehead.’
Bel nodded. ‘And when the time comes, I will gladly lead the charge. However, I was born to fight, not to rule. You have heard Fahren speak of what I must accomplish – I have been charged by Arkus himself to retrieve the Stone of Evenings Mild. Thus, for a time at least, my path leads elsewhere.’
‘I agree,’ said Fahren. ‘A direct order from Arkus should not be ignored.’
‘I see,’ said Brahl. ‘Then I return to my original suggestion. The High Mage has always been revered, seen as powerful and wise. The best part is, I happen to know that’s true.’
Fahren shifted uncomfortably. ‘But to seize the throne – that is a little different from stepping into an interim stewardship, as has been done by High Mages in the past. It cannot be denied that Thedd is the closest blood relative to Naphur.’
‘Your reluctance is exactly why it should be you and not him,’ said Brahl. ‘We simply cannot take the risk of jeopardising everything so Thedd can play out his fantasies.’
‘But how?’
‘Easily enough,’ said Brahl. ‘I command the military, you command the mages . . . what does Thedd command? Some backwater fort in Tria?’
‘We still need a reason,’ cautioned Fahren. ‘We cannot simply say, “Sorry, you are not good enough.”’
Brahl licked his lips. ‘I could arrange for something to . . . befall him.’
Bel had not been expecting such a bold proposition. His admiration of Brahl grew – the man was obviously willing to do what it took.
‘I should not include the blue-haired man, perhaps, in such a discussion,’ added Brahl apologetically.
‘I care not,’ said Bel. ‘If Thedd stands in the way of the greater good –’
‘Unjustly eliminating the man makes things easier in the short term,’ Fahren interrupted, ‘but ultimately would not solve our problem. There are others in line to take over, some as self-interested as he. As the blood lines grow muddier there is room for debate, and civic upheaval could be more damaging right now than Thedd Naphur on the throne.’
They lapsed into silence. Bel got up and went to the window. It was so irritating that they needed to concern themselves with one silly noble when they already faced so much. He felt a rising need to do something and thought again about accepting the crown, but the idea simply did not feel right. It would mean extreme constriction at a time when he needed the freedom to move. And why did he need a crown, when the hair on his head already set him apart from, even above, all others? The people would follow him no matter who sat in some tall seat in the Open Halls.
‘Fahren will be Throne,’ he said, turning away from the window, ‘because I will it to be so.’
They stared at him.
‘Who will argue with me?’ he said. ‘I, the champion of the gods? Do you think any would dare?’
Behind him, through the window, the light seemed to shine a little brighter.
‘Perhaps,’ he continued, ‘when Arkus appeared to Fahren and me, he even told us that Fahren must accept the Throneship should anything befall Naphur – reluctantly, but for the greater good? Can anyone claim otherwise? The blue-haired man needs strong men behind him, and who is stronger than the Grand High Mage?’
There was an awed look in their eyes as they listened, and he knew he was convincing them.
‘Would you defy me?’ he asked. ‘Would you defy the will of Arkus? Do I even need to explain myself to you?’
It was clearly a rehearsal for the case Bel would make before the Sun Court, but it was effective nonetheless.
‘It is no small thing to include the Sun God in a lie,’ said Fahren hesitantly.
Bel drew his sword, and it blazed in the light that streamed through the window.
‘Does it look as if he has a problem with it?’ he said.
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The Sun Court atop the Open Castle was the fullest Fahren had ever seen it. Word had spread that two things of great import would occur here this day: the formal introduction of the blue-haired man and the appointment of the new Throne. The Open Castle was always full of representatives from the various states of Kainordas – Borgordus, Centrus, Dennali, Cindeka and Tria – but it was rare that all of them would be in attendance at the same time. Bodies crowded almost to the very edge, the lack of any wall or rail making some of the jostlers nervous, despite the magic that stopped anyone falling. Even the carpet from the stairwell to the dais, where the golden throne Borgordusmae stood shining, was packed.
Fahren began by introducing Bel to the court, which went smoothly enough. He spoke of how Bel had been kept in hiding until the time had come to show him to the world. There was some dissent over whether hiding Bel for so long had been wise, but Fahren pointed out there was little point in objecting to things that had already come to pass, and that the people should now rejoice upon hearing the good news. He moved on quickly to speak of how Arkus had appeared to Bel and himself, to give them directives, although he was deliberately unclear about when this had happened, whether it had occurred before or after Naphur’s death. He also did not go into specifics about Bel’s mission – the less public knowledge there was of that, the better.
‘And now,’ Fahren said, ‘to the matter of the Throneship.’
Thedd Naphur emerged from the crowd, smiling expectantly. He moved towards High Overseer Varta, who waited by the throne with the Auriel in her hands. It was cruel, in a way, that they had not warned Thedd of their intentions – but better to catch him by surprise lest he organise some defence.
Bel strode between Varta and Thedd, halting the man’s progress. Gerent Brahl also appeared, though next to the blue-haired man little attention was paid to him. There were murmurs of confusion, and people craned their necks to see.
‘My apologies, lord,’ said Bel, not sounding sorry at all. ‘Our orders from Arkus extend also to the Throneship.’
Thedd faltered, then drew himself up haughtily. ‘Whatever do you mean?’
‘He spoke, in his wisdom, of where certain pieces need to be in place to ensure the maximum chance of defeating the shadow. You have a part to play too, oh Trusted Naphur – to rally the troops of your home state of Tria.’
‘That should be easy enough,’ said Thedd. ‘Our soldiers are loyal and strong, and who are they to refuse the man who was once their Trusted, now their Throne?’
‘You misunderstand me,’ said Bel. ‘Arkus charges that the Throneship go to another.’
 ‘What?’ spat Thedd, for a moment all decorum gone. He struggled to suppress his temper. ‘With all due respect, Blade Bel, the Throneship is my birthright.’
‘These are trying times,’ put in Gerent Brahl stoically. ‘Sacrifices must be made. The world is changing, and we must change with it, lest we be defeated. It is sad indeed that the traditions of so many centuries must be abandoned.’
He sounded as if he really meant it, but Thedd was not finished. Some of his friends moved behind him, shooting dark glances around as if they thought themselves more formidable than they actually were.
‘In such trying times,’ said Thedd, appealing to the court in general, ‘we need unity. This is not the time to muddy the waters with desperate plays for power, whether or not they come from the blue-haired man. I mean no offence,’ he turned to Bel, ‘but you are young, and perhaps not well versed in the ways of politics.’
Bel’s amber–gold eyes flashed brilliantly in the blazing sun. ‘Do you dare defy Arkus?’ he asked menacingly. ‘Do you doubt his wisdom? If so then it is you, Thedd Naphur, who works against unity, by condoning the betrayal of our god!’
The court fell silent. Thedd opened his mouth but couldn’t seem to summon any words. He looked to his supporters, who glanced amongst themselves uncertainly. It was a perfect plan, really, thought Fahren. Thedd wasn’t left with a leg to stand on – he could hardly rebuff the blue-haired man, the High Mage, the Gerent of Borgordus and the Sun God they claimed to represent.
‘Well then,’ snarled Thedd, ‘who does Arkus say should be the Throne, if not the rightful heir? You, I suppose?’
‘No,’ said Bel, and Fahren stiffened. He did not look forward to what was coming. It was for the greater good, he told himself, and Arkus had seemed to give his blessing – or had that merely been light shining through a window?
‘The High Mage Fahren,’ said Bel, ‘is powerful and wise. We face terrible magic from my counterpart, and it makes sense that we have one who can match him. That is what Arkus has willed.’
‘But . . . but . . .’ Thedd rallied. ‘Fahren already has responsibility, as the Grand High Mage. He can still fight this counterpart of yours.’
Bel did not budge, but folded his muscular arms across his broad chest, emanating resolve. Looking at him now, Fahren reflected, it was easy to be awed. It was easy to believe.

‘It is,’ said Bel, sounding out each word clearly, ‘what Arkus has willed. And there is a simple enough way to prove so to the disbelieving, which you know well enough, Thedd Naphur – by placing the crown upon Fahren’s head.’
Fahren saw signs of relief in the court, for which he was thankful. No doubt many of the nobles thought that Bel would attempt to seize power and, despite the colour of his hair, he was still a young man they knew little about. Fahren, on the other hand, was a familiar authority, and they had taken plenty of orders from him over the years. There was an acceptance from them that Fahren could feel with his well-tuned empathic senses.
Thedd was forced to retreat with a glower that Fahren suspected would live on in his heart for a long time to come. Bel and Brahl stepped aside, gesturing at Fahren to approach Varta. Trying not to seem hesitant, he forced his feet to take him to her, and knelt. She nodded at him, then raised her voice to speak a prayer to Arkus, which he only heard with half an ear. Above him she held the Auriel, glinting, and he watched it descend with a sense of dread. Then she set it upon his head.
For the slightest moment it hung loosely – if it did not accept him, their lies would be exposed. Despite this, he would have been relieved had it fallen loose and static upon his brow – but instead, with faint nausea, he felt it tighten. The gold ‘rays’ of sun that protruded from it burrowed into his hair, adhering to the contours of his scalp, proving that Arkus accepted him as leader of the light and making it impossible for any to deny. Even him.
Cheers broke out as Fahren approached Borgordusmae, climbing the steps to the seat of power from which his old friend had presided for so long. Naphur would not object, surely – he’d had no love for his cousin and always kept him at arm’s length. Still, as Fahren eased himself onto the throne amidst the crescendo of cheers, his doubts did not abate. Nothing would ever change the fact that he had risen to power through a falsehood.
Small sacrifices, he told himself. For the greater good.
•
Fahren stalked up the stairwell of the Open Tower, two blades closely dogging his heels. Already he found it irksome being shadowed everywhere he went, and realised now why Naphur had always resented it. The gerent had even spoken of adding mages to his guards, citing the ease with which ‘the previous Throne’ had been assassinated by Losara. Ridiculous! Had Brahl forgotten what a powerful mage Fahren was in his own right?
He reached his quarters and shut the door on the guards behind him. A petty gesture, he supposed, but he had never asked for them and was more capable than they would be at fending off an attack. As he glanced around his quarters, Fahren wondered when he would move to the Throne’s rooms in the Open Castle. He could stay here, maybe – as the Throne, he could pretty much do anything he liked. But since he was no longer High Mage, another would shortly be appointed to the role, and it was only fair that they reside in these traditional quarters. Varta was his first choice, although if he promoted her then High Overseer would simply become another role that needed filling. Already he felt resentful of the mantle of rule, felt his freedom disappearing and his responsibilities building.
No wonder Bel had avoided it.
For the moment he simply wanted to rest and collect his thoughts in familiar surrounds, before the feast that evening in celebration of his ascension. He entered his study on the way to the bedroom, and paused as an unexpected sight met his eyes.
A golden bird chirped softly and scratched at the tabletop, a tiny message tied to its leg.
‘Hello, my dear,’ said Fahren. ‘How long have you been waiting?’
The sundart chirped again and hopped towards him. Not one of his, he realised – probably it carried a message of congratulations from someone or other who had not been able to attend the ceremony. He reached out and the sundart allowed itself to be stroked as he unclasped the message from its leg. Uncurling the small roll of parchment, he discovered it was no mere obsequious nicety, nor did the sender even know that he was now Throne. Of course not, he chastised himself. No one had known what Bel, he and Brahl had planned, and there had been little time for news to spread. Woolly thinking in his old age. This was a message to the High Mage from one of his subordinates, and it made for interesting reading indeed.
Fahren went back to the door and opened it. ‘Fetch Bel Corinas,’ he ordered. One of his guards nodded and quickly departed.
Maybe they had their uses after all.
•
From the other side of the court, Jaya watched Bel. He had not extricated himself from the proceedings as swiftly as Fahren had, nor did he seem inclined to. Nobles were lining up to speak with him, keen to curry favour with the man of power – some more zealously than others. Meanwhile she was left alone, apparently forgotten, though she didn’t really mind. She had other things to occupy her – such as nimbly relieving a noble or two of their valuables. It was the perfect hunting ground, actually, for none of these colourful courtiers expected a common thief to be moving amongst them. She supposed she should try to restrain herself, but the risk, she estimated, was minuscule. Everyone was jostling to get closer to Bel so they didn’t notice her brushing by, agile fingers darting in and out of pockets, or quickly untying purse strings from belts. These idiots had so much money, they probably wouldn’t even notice that they’d been robbed.
Soon, Jaya realised she had secreted more booty about herself than was easy to hide, and with some regret she slipped a bundle of coins back into the coat of the man she had taken them from. Wondering what on earth life had come to, she moved nearer to the dais, to get a better view of her odd lover.
It had been a strange thing when he’d told her who he really was. He’d done it after he’d come to fetch her from Kadass jail, where she’d been imprisoned for vandalising the property of the fat noble Assicon Cydus. Throne Naphur had promised Bel that the charges against Jaya would be dismissed, and even in the uproarious aftermath of Baygis’s murder, Bel had gone to the jail to make sure the promise was kept. In truth, the Throne probably had not cared one way or the other by that stage.
The two of them had gone immediately to The Wayward Dog where, in the afterglow of lovemaking, he had told her that he was the blue-haired man. Surprisingly, she’d believed him. The closeness of their connection made it hard to doubt him, for she felt she would easily spot any lie, and the story he told was too wild not to be true. There had been the possibility, of course, that Bel believed what he was telling her simply because he was insane, but then he had taken her to Fahren, who had confirmed the tale. And if any doubt had lingered, visiting the mage Tomeo the previous morning had certainly erased it.
Believing it, however, did not mean she wasn’t also dumbfounded by the news. What were the chances that she would end up sharing the bed of the blue-haired man? For Arkus’s sake, she hadn’t even known there was a blue-haired man in Kainordas. Well, she had thought, what are the chances of anything, really? What are the chances that a particular bird would be singing in a tree at a particular moment on a particular day? Yet if I saw a bird singing in a tree, I would not disbelieve it.

‘What are you smiling about?’ Bel sounded amused. She hadn’t noticed him approach, but now that he was by her side the rest of the court was staring at her – no doubt wondering who she was. She ignored the attention – it too was something she was going to have to get used to, she supposed.
‘Oh nothing, little bird,’ she replied. ‘Nothing that need concern you, anyway. What has torn you away from your sandal-licking new friends?’
Bel grinned. ‘I am sent for by the Throne.’
‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Well, you had better be on your way.’
She realised he was giving her a funny look.
‘What?’
‘Are you coming?’
‘Oh,’ she said, suddenly very happy. ‘Yes, of course.’
As they made their way down the many stairs to the bottom of the Open Castle, Jaya’s happiness at being included suddenly galled her.
‘So,’ she said, half to herself, ‘this is how it will be? I’ll follow you around dutifully?’
‘What?’ He turned, surprised.
‘Well, I seem to have become attached, somehow, to this great fate of yours. Not really the future I had planned out for myself.’
‘I didn’t think you had a future planned out for yourself.’
‘That was the plan,’ she muttered.
Bel frowned. ‘What’s brought this up all of a sudden?’
‘Not sure.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe seeing you up there, in the court . . . it made it all very real.’
‘It is real, Jaya,’ he sighed. ‘Look, I don’t want you to feel trapped by this. By . . . me.’
Jaya fell silent. She had always prided herself on the fact that she depended on nobody, that she could come and go as she pleased . . . but now that her soul had up and decided Bel was the one for her, there was nothing she could do about it. She could always leave him, she supposed – but how the blazes could she ever follow through with such a thing? The idea of being without him was maddeningly unthinkable.
‘Damn man,’ she said. ‘If you were anyone else, I’d lock you in a cupboard and tell you only to come out when I want you.’
He smiled, but she could tell her words troubled him.
‘I’m only doing what I need to do,’ he said. ‘I was never given much choice in the matter.’
‘I know, I know. It’s just . . . well, in my wildest nightmares I never saw myself as the supportive woman behind a man.’
 ‘Supportive woman?’ chuckled Bel. ‘Is that what you are?’
‘A year ago such devotion would have made me retch.’
‘Well, if it does, I’ll be there to hold back your hair,’ said Bel. ‘Jaya . . . the support I need is hardly to have someone staying home baking bread and squeezing out my pups. We’re talking about taking on the world.’
‘Well,’ she said, ‘when you put it like that . . .’
‘Besides,’ said Bel, ‘I don’t think of you as the woman behind me. You’re at my side. And I’m at yours.’
His words were somewhat comforting, although she bit her tongue on pointing out that, even if they were at each other’s side, they were still facing a direction dictated by him. He did not seem to realise how much his decisions affected her. Still, even though she did not enjoy admitting it herself, she loved him more deeply than she had ever loved anything, and so with him she would stand.
‘So,’ she said, ‘we’re in this together, it seems.’
‘Aye,’ he said, and reached over to squeeze her hand.
•
As Bel walked out of the Open Castle, despite the warmth of Jaya’s hand in his, a certain short-lived peace left him. It had been good having something to concentrate on, and installing Fahren as Throne instead of that worm Thedd had been a positive step in the general direction of his enormous goal. However it had been a distraction at best, and now that it was done with, he was back to wondering what he was supposed to do next. He had his mission from Arkus, but still no idea how to go about achieving it. Even if he did manage to find the Stone, that was only one step, beyond which he could not see the next. It all seemed so insurmountable, yet he was impatient to get started. Couldn’t Arkus have given him some clues as to how? Or was it possible that a god could not know everything?
They arrived at the entrance to the Open Tower.
‘You’ve never been in here before, I imagine?’ said Bel.
Jaya gazed up at the towering pinnacle. ‘Not that I recall.’
At the top they were let into Fahren’s quarters by a guard. Inside, they found the old mage sitting at his round table, using a fine quill to write on a tiny piece of parchment, while a sundart pecked happily at a bowl of seed.
‘Ah,’ Fahren said, and his gaze came to rest on Jaya. Bel wondered if he would have to insist that Fahren could speak openly in front of her. It wasn’t as if she wouldn’t find out everything anyway. Apparently Fahren came to the same conclusion, for he gestured at two seats opposite him. ‘Please, sit. Both of you.’
He rolled up the parchment and attached it to the bird’s leg. ‘No rush, my friend,’ he said, stroking the creature lightly. ‘You finish your meal.’ The bird chirped, head down in the seed. ‘Yes, yes,’ said Fahren. ‘I know you’d no intention of doing otherwise.’ He picked at his teeth, as if there was something caught there, then shook his head. ‘Funny thing,’ he said. ‘When you open an empathic connection with animals, you feel some of what they feel. For a moment, I thought I had a seed stuck in my teeth.’
‘Birds don’t have teeth,’ Jaya pointed out.
‘Same general area,’ said Fahren, waving a hand. ‘Now, I’ve had some interesting news from one of my mages. It seems he recently had reason to investigate the sighting of something undead in Cadmir – a small village quite close to Ismore.’
‘Undead?’ said Jaya. ‘I thought we didn’t have any of those in Kainordas.’
‘As a general rule we don’t, and certainly necromancy is strictly forbidden. The abomination was most likely “born” in Fenvarrow. My mage, a man called Gellan, writes that a young girl from Cadmir claims to have seen a skeleton in the woods.’ He leaned over the table towards Bel. ‘She described it as having a burnt appearance.’
Suddenly Bel was sitting up very straight in his seat.
‘When I was a girl,’ said Jaya, ‘I imagined seeing all kinds of things. And certainly I told plenty of lies.’
‘Of course,’ said Fahren. ‘That was why Gellan investigated further. Following the girl’s directions, he found a place in the woods that matched her description. In a cave set in the mountainside, he sensed residual traces of shadow magic. It seems the girl was telling the truth.’
Bel felt excitement rise – did he finally have a direction?
‘Excuse me,’ said Jaya, glancing between the two men, ‘but I feel as if I’m missing something here.’
‘Has Bel told you of Fazel?’ Fahren asked.
‘Yes. Quite a tale, that one.’
‘Indeed,’ said Fahren. ‘It was also the last time the Stone of Evenings Mild was seen. In my dream of that night I saw it flung from the clearing to land amongst trees, yet afterwards it could not be found. The only conclusion I’ve ever been able to draw is that someone must have taken it. Who, then? For a time I feared Battu’s goblins. They probably wouldn’t have realised the Stone’s import, but that wouldn’t stop grabby fingers from opportunistically stealing bits of jewellery. That said, I can’t imagine them stopping to plunder while fleeing for their lives with the babe Losara. So I have always wondered about the only other being present at the time who might have recognised the Stone for what it was.’
‘Fazel,’ said Bel. ‘He didn’t die?’
‘I’d hoped so,’ replied Fahren with a sigh. ‘But the undead are hard to kill, and a mage of Fazel’s power, brought back to life by the most talented necromancer the world has ever known . . . well, I had my doubts. Although I prayed that he’d finally found peace, I also feared that what was left of him . . . came back together.’
‘It has to be him!’ said Bel.
‘The thing is,’ continued Fahren, ‘I don’t even know how it can be Fazel. Always since his resurrection, he has been tied to the Shadowdreamer’s will as a slave who must carry out any order he is given. How is it, then, that after all these years he could be spotted still lurking in Kainordas?’
‘Maybe he did return to Fenvarrow, but came back on some other errand?’
‘I have sources in Fenvarrow,’ said Fahren, shaking his head. ‘There has been no word of Fazel for many years.’
‘Maybe he managed to break whatever spell kept him bound?’ suggested Bel.
‘I cannot imagine how. Though admittedly he’s had longer to think about it than I have, and more reason to do so.’
Bel was not really listening – the skeleton had to be Fazel, he knew it, felt it – and Fazel had taken the Stone. Finally he had an inkling of a clue of what he needed to get started on his mission.
‘Do not let your need for something to be true cloud your judgement,’ warned Fahren. ‘Just because you wish it does not mean it is.’
‘You cannot deny,’ said Bel, ‘that it is the best thing we have to go on.’
‘No, that I cannot deny.’
The sundart took off suddenly into the air and flew away.
‘That is why I’ve told Gellan to expect you,’ said Fahren.
Bel stood. ‘Then we should get going!’
Fahren chuckled. ‘I know that you’re keen,’ he said, ‘but sit a moment longer, if you would. There are other things to discuss.’
‘Like what?’
‘For a start, I have an arm’s-length list of new duties to attend to now that I’m Throne. I cannot come with you.’
‘I know that,’ said Bel. ‘I never thought you would. It’s precisely why I did not want to be Throne.’
Fahren looked a little abashed. ‘Secondly, if you do catch scent of the Stone, there’s no telling how long you’ll be on its trail, or where it may lead. In the meantime, other preparations must be made. Brahl is right, unfortunately – we must build our army. You heard me tell the nobles to start gathering their resources, and they will be given the full support of the treasury. These things take time, and the more time we spend doing it, the stronger we will be. I just hope that by pre-empting war, we do not cause it to start prematurely – although I have a sense of wheels turning.’
‘I suppose having an enormous army can’t hurt,’ said Bel. Imagining it made him feel heady – he remembered the ecstasy of Drel, and knew that soon he would feel like that again. In the heart of battle, he had known what it was like to truly belong.
‘I intend to muster our strength at a central point not overly distant from the border. Kahlay, I think.’
‘Excellent,’ said Bel.
‘I will also want to be able to contact you.’
Fahren produced two intricate golden carvings of birds like the sundart who had just left. He slid one across the table, and Jaya reached for it.
‘Always after the gold,’ chuckled Bel.
Jaya ignored him. ‘What are they?’ she said, testing the weight of the bird in her hand.
Fahren held out the other, and touched the tiny carved scroll around its leg with his finger.
‘Good fortune to you,’ he said, then removed his finger. After a moment, the other bird surprised Jaya by opening its mouth and chirping.
‘Touch the scroll,’ Fahren told her, and she did so.
The bird’s beak dropped open, and there was a slight hiss as steam escaped from its mouth. ‘Good fortune to you,’ came Fahren’s voice from the steam, as clearly as if he’d just said it himself.
Jaya grinned. ‘Handy.’
‘You never told me such a thing existed,’ said Bel.
‘They don’t really,’ said Fahren. ‘These are the only two, created by the High Mage Reikel, and no one has ever been able to work out how he did it. They’ve been in safekeeping until a time of extreme need, and I find this to be just such a time. Take great care of them, for there is no replacing them.’
‘What if I want to tell you something but you aren’t there to touch the scroll?’ said Bel.
‘The message will remain until it’s released,’ said Fahren. ‘The bird will continue to chirp every now and then when it contains a sending – but it can only keep one at a time.’
‘Very well,’ said Bel. ‘What else remains?’
‘Who you will travel with. I wonder if you’d agree to taking a troop with you?’
Bel considered this briefly – a troop at his command might be useful, but it would also make for slower progress.
‘I think not,’ he said. ‘I will want to move freely and quickly.’
‘Yes,’ said Fahren, as if he’d known that would be the answer. ‘However, I have to insist that it’s not just the two of you. Gellan will join you at Cadmir, but until then a man of your looks may need a little extra protection. A further trusted companion or two will not go astray.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Bel.
He could not help but remember Drel Forest, when his dance to victory had failed to save his fellow soldiers.
He glanced at Jaya, whom Fahren had casually included in his companion list. Could he really risk taking her? Then again, could he stand to be without her? Their conversation on the way here, his assurances that they would stand side by side, could all be undone if he did not choose his words carefully.
She arched an eyebrow at him in silent question.
‘Are you sure you want to come with me?’ he said. ‘It might be dangerous.’
‘What do you think I was doing before I met you?’ she replied. ‘Wearing a skirt and having my nails painted?’
‘Of course not,’ said Bel, ‘but this may be more dangerous than sneaking into people’s houses after dark.’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Perhaps there will be danger the likes of which neither of us has faced before. And anyway, what’s your offered alternative? That I wait here for you, dutiful and well behaved, while you head off for Arkus knows how long?’
Contrary creature, thought Bel. Before she was objecting to the notion of following me around; now she won’t hear of anything else.

Fahren waved his hand dismissively. ‘I don’t think there’s any arguing with your lady, Bel,’ he said. ‘You two are bound together whether you like it or not. I’m just grateful that fate did not deliver you some shy, retiring flower, but rather a woman with wits, and weapons for that matter, about her.’
Jaya seemed surprised by Fahren’s words. ‘You know what,’ she said, ‘I think I just grew to like you a little bit more, old mage. And because of that . . .’ She produced a tiny jade carving of a dragon from her sleeve that Bel recognised as belonging to Fahren, and placed it on the table.
‘Most kind, I’m sure,’ said Fahren, though his eyes twinkled. ‘And now we must decide – who else will you take?’
•
Battu stood at the edge of the border, trying to summon the will to cross. Behind him all of Fenvarrow seemed threatening. Any shadow could hold Losara, shadows that should have been his to traverse. There was no one he could turn to, no safe places, and servants – who yesterday would have grovelled at his feet – were now standing ready to stab him in the back. He still could not truly believe that he’d lost his throne.
His stomach rumbled, distracting him for a moment. He hadn’t dared to stop and eat, or to stop at all in fact, and thus had no possessions with him save the robe on his back. From the ruler of Fenvarrow to the owner of a piece of cloth, he thought bitterly. No amount of gorging would fill the emptiness created when his connection to Skygrip had been torn away. An almost unconscious moan escaped his lips. He felt as if someone had pulled the rug from under him, and it had ripped off both his legs.
The brightness on the other side of the border hurt his eyes, but he forced himself to stare out into it. Suddenly sick of delay, he leaped across as a dark tangle of swirling cloak and pale flesh, his bare feet landing in dust on the other side with a squeak that made his guts quiver. Then came the touch of light on his skin, hot and harsh. It was not the first time he had felt it, but the fact that he could not turn back, could never retreat, filled him with dread. He was going to have to get used to it.

He pulled his sleeves down over his hands, then lowered his hood over his face. This robe was going to become his home for a while, and already it was warm under the folds of black cloth. Vaguely he wondered if he might dry up like a snail in its shell.
Standing apart from the shadows made it harder to replenish his power, and he knew that during daylight he was going to have to rely on his stores. It was dangerous here – not only was he still just paces from Fenvarrow, but on this side of the border Kainordans patrolled heavily. Any mage who came close enough would know he was a creature of shadow, and any magic he used would make him even easier to sense. He had ways of keeping his magic contained, but out here in the open, arid plains, he dared not take the risk. For a time at least, he would travel on foot, unaided, saving his power to flee if necessary.
He tried to remember maps, and his travels in shadowform, to decide on a direction. He’d fled so fast through Fenvarrow that he wasn’t quite sure where he’d reached the border – somewhere south-east of Holdwith, perhaps? He spat on the ground and immediately regretted the waste of precious moisture.
‘What other direction is there?’ he snarled aloud, and began to stride north.
Hot particles of dust collected between his toes, and the dry wind blew between his legs, rustling his robes. Get used to this? he wondered. How can I?
Only one thing kept him going. Cast out from his homeland, unloved by his servants, forsaken by his gods, he had nothing left to lose. There was only one thing he wanted now, one thing that kept him moving onward, and he found he cared not how he got it. The word began to echo in his head, a mantra that accompanied every footfall.
Revenge.
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I have sometimes heard it said that a good way of finding oneself is to travel.
Apparently for one such as I, that could be taken quite literally.
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It was not that Losara regretted reinstituting the Shadow Council. He felt it important that his people had a voice, one which Battu had long stifled by keeping the throne room bare and empty. One of the first things Losara had done as Shadowdreamer was invite the councillors to return to court. Strangely enough, Tyrellan had not been opposed to returning the throne room to the old ways; he had in fact encouraged it. He had also suggested that Losara show the court some great display of power, traditional for a new Shadowdreamer, but Losara had not considered it necessary. The purpose of displaying power was to dissuade anybody from challenging it, and toppling Battu should have been display enough. If it was not, and someone did indeed wish to move against him, well, that would be an easy way of weeding out the disloyal.
Now that the court had returned, however, Losara rather oddly found himself sympathising with Battu. It was difficult to concentrate in the midst of the constant chatter and bickering, and he found himself avoiding the throne room most of the time, effectively giving it over to the councillors as a place to settle their smaller scores and oversee the general running of the land. While perhaps he would have enjoyed involving himself in such concerns, he simply did not have the luxury. There was a bigger picture he needed to focus on, one that remained blurry. Thus he found himself wandering about Skygrip as he always had, thinking about what needed to be done.
Tyrellan walked with him now as he inspected the lower parts of the castle. Here, things were still quiet, for the purging had claimed hundreds of lives. Tyrellan and Turry, the gold-spectacled Black Goblin who was the castle administrator, had begun to see to repopulating Skygrip, but it would not happen overnight. Losara had been tempted to let it happen naturally – it seemed silly to fill up the castle again just for the sake of it. Then again, if they did not, the whole bottom section might fall into disrepair, becoming an enclosed wasteland of dusty rooms and empty corridors. That would hardly be fitting for the great Skygrip Castle.
‘. . . the front door?’
Losara realised they had arrived at the entrance chamber. The scent of death still hung faintly in the air, for many soldiers had lost their lives here. If only they’d remained outside until the battle with Battu was over, but how could they have known what Battu intended as his last petty and violent act?
 ‘What was that, Tyrellan?’ he said.
‘I was wondering, my lord, if you intend that Grimra go back to guarding the front door?’
‘I don’t think he’d like that,’ Losara said.
‘His feelings aside,’ said Tyrellan, and Losara knew it cost him to even acknowledge them as a factor, ‘the castle workers are skittish enough without knowing there might be an undead invisible floating down any corridor.’
‘Ah, so you take their feelings into account?’ asked Losara, raising an eyebrow.
Tyrellan scowled. ‘I mention it only as a practical matter. Grimra interferes with productivity when he is allowed to move freely throughout the castle.’
‘Of course,’ said Losara. ‘But it would be cruel to chain him again, now that he remembers what it is like to be free.’
‘My lord, he will always be chained to his amulet, from which he can only travel a certain distance. Does it therefore matter if the area he affects is centred around the front door?’
Losara thought of where the amulet currently lay.
‘I do not mind Lalenda having a friend when I am not with her,’ he concluded. ‘Or a guard.’
Tyrellan gave only the briefest of pauses. ‘As you wish.’
‘But I will speak with him about scaring the workers.’
Tyrellan nodded. ‘Now, we will also need to replace the archers.’
‘Archers?’ queried Losara.
Tyrellan pointed to the ceiling where, above the heads of towering statues, thin openings were cut in the wall. ‘Up there,’ he said. ‘Passages and quarters for archers, to pelt down arrows from their protected vantage should Skygrip’s entrance ever be breached.’
Perhaps he did not really want to be involved in the smaller details, Losara decided. ‘Don’t you think,’ he said, ‘that if the enemy ever made it this far, it would mean we had lost already?’
Tyrellan stared flatly at Losara. ‘No, my lord. Who knows what effort it may have cost them to penetrate this far? And even if they were strong, I for one would fight on.’
Losara heard admonition in the goblin’s tone, and wondered if he had disappointed the First Slave. He is passionate for the cause, he thought. Am not I? Certainly, the dream he’d had about his other destroying Fenvarrow, had given him a greater sense of purpose, but was that the same as Tyrellan’s deep, instinctual conviction?
In that dream he had actually become Bel, and experienced an attack on Skygrip through his eyes. Bel had torn through the corridors of Skygrip, easily dispatching all who stood against him, and yet here Losara was trying to convince Tyrellan not to increase castle security! Stop drifting, he told himself. Be present!

He knew the power of the castle around him was intoxicatingly distracting. It had always been that way, for the shadow that ran up through the walls put him at the edge of dreaming, and now that he was Shadowdreamer it was stronger than ever. Constantly, he was aware of the castle, and of Fenvarrow itself, of its shape and texture and depth, making him even vaguer than usual. He made an effort to centre himself, to rein in those errant parts that eddied invisibly away.
‘Tyrellan, my friend,’ he said, ‘you are right, of course. I leave all security arrangements in your capable hands. Do what you think is best.’
He caught a waft of something under the sickly odour of death, something even more sour and rotten. It seemed to be emanating from one of the tunnels that led down from the entrance chamber into the caves beneath Skygrip.
‘Can you smell that?’ he asked, and the First Slave’s broad nostrils widened. ‘Perhaps a body yet undiscovered?’
The goblin grimaced. ‘No,’ he said, and turned to a group of Greys who were cleaning the chamber. ‘You lot, attend!’ Then, ‘Come with me, my lord. I know exactly what that is.’
He led them down a short passage where they found a circular oak door that fitted into the tunnel like a cork in a bottle. The Greys hauled it open, and a stink issued forth like rags mouldering in bad milk. Tyrellan directed the Greys to enter and set ice lanterns in place. They disappeared inside, and Losara heard stifled murmurs of disgust, accompanied by squelching and a faint whirring noise. A few minutes later the Greys hurried out.
‘All lit up now, masters,’ one said. ‘Though you may wish it wasn’t.’
‘Away with you,’ snapped Tyrellan, and they fled.
As Losara stepped into the low-roofed chamber, the smell grew almost overpowering. In the middle stood two stone vats, from which spilled slimy ropes of bubbled foam. Above the vats was a metal frame from which was hung a pendulous stone carving of an eye. At their feet lay what had caused the squelching – a scattering of bug-eyes, dead, their bodies yellowing and leaking viscous liquid. About the room some of the creatures still lived, whirring about on their insect-like wings.
‘This is where bug-eyes are bred,’ said Tyrellan, kicking carcasses out of the way. One eye hit the wall and burst, sagging as it slid slowly downwards. Losara couldn’t help but feel it looked reproachful.
They moved to the vats and Losara looked in. A mucous-like substance cobwebbed the insides, holding twitching white packages.
‘They are grown in this,’ said Tyrellan. ‘I’m guessing the ones that are alive did not emerge until after the purging. There was a specialised mage who used to work down here . . . ah, yes.’
Losara followed Tyrellan’s gaze and saw an old Arabodedas slumped against the wall, coated in slime, clearly dead. To Losara’s surprise his eyelids slid open and two white, healthy eyes stared back at him. They startled to jiggle, then stalk legs appeared, and the eyes hoisted themselves out of the sockets to stretch their wings.
‘Attempting to find a host,’ said Tyrellan, and swatted at one that tried to land on his face. ‘Don’t worry – they’re easy enough to avoid while you’re awake.’
‘And what is this?’ asked Losara, gesturing at the hanging stone eye.
‘Battu used it when they were hatching,’ said Tyrellan. ‘It was how he imprinted their sight into his own, so that he could see through them when he wished to. Beyond that I don’t understand how it works.’
Losara thought he’d be able to puzzle it out if he was so inclined – it would be something to do with connecting the eyes to Skygrip, and thus to the Shadowdreamer. If that was the case, Battu would no longer be able to see through any of the eyes that he’d sent out during his rule.
‘What will happen to the bug-eyes Battu already has in place?’ Losara wondered aloud.
‘I have received scattered reports, lord, of eyes dropping from people’s heads.’
‘Dying with Battu’s severance from Skygrip?’ said Losara. 
Tyrellan’s butterfly landed on the edge of a vat, and eyes sidled over to inspect it.
‘If my lord wishes,’ said Tyrellan, ‘I can have this place cleaned and made functional again?’
Losara thought about it briefly. The bug-eyes might be useful, but he had always felt a little sickened by them. True, their hosts usually did not realise they had been affected, and could still see perfectly well after the bug replaced their real eye, but still . . . 
‘No,’ he said. ‘I will not be requiring this place. In fact, I would like to you make it . . . discontinued.’
‘Yes, lord,’ said Tyrellan, and Losara thought him pleased.
‘You do not like these creatures either?’
Tyrellan paused. ‘They have caused me some trouble over the years,’ he said. ‘Battu was overly obsessed with their proliferation, and their dispersal into Kainordas was the cause of an unnecessary mission or two.’
‘I see. Well, feel free to dispose of them all.’
‘My lord is sure? They are magical creatures and do not, as far as I know, occur in nature. With the destruction of these ones, the art of creating them may be lost.’
‘Good,’ said Losara.
•
Later that day, Losara sat on the throne, for despite his reluctance, it seemed a thing he should sometimes do. Some of the councillors were now even accompanied by hangers-on. His tolerance had made them bold, and they were now comfortable enough to ignore him entirely when he did not require their attention. A Grey Goblin attendant walked amongst the various groups, enquiring after their needs and removing empty plates and goblets. It was a far cry from the desolation of Battu’s rule.
Tyrellan’s butterfly flew past, the bright flash of colour catching Losara’s eye. Tyrellan himself was over by the long window, speaking to a creaky old Graka. Losara watched as the butterfly landed unnoticed on an Arabodedas’s goblet. It uncurled its proboscis into the liquid, some kind of juice, as if to drink.
The legacy spell mimics the behaviour of the creature it looks like, thought Losara. The butterfly isn’t really drinking.

The Arabodedas tried to brush the butterfly away, and instead scratched his hand on its immovable antennae. He turned with a scowl to find Tyrellan’s gaze upon him, then smoothed his features and set the cup down as if it were something dangerous.
‘A word, lord Shadowdreamer?’ came a familiar croak.
Heron, his tutor, shuffled out of the crowd. She had been old when she’d been returned to Skygrip to raise and teach Losara – now, she was ancient. Losara had not thought about her since toppling Battu – there had been much to attend to, after all – but now that she stood in front of him, he felt bad for neglecting her, and fairly certain of what she wanted.
‘Heron,’ he acknowledged. She tried to bow, but her back gave a little pop and she winced. In a smooth movement, Losara fell to shadow and spilled from the throne, re-forming beside her.
‘Here,’ he said, helping her sit on the dais steps, ‘let us rest your weary bones.’
She sighed with relief as her rump flattened on the stone. ‘Thank you.’
‘I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you,’ he said, sitting next to her.
‘I understand, dear boy. I’m sure there’s been a lot on your mind.’ A moment of companionable silence passed as she caught her breath. ‘It is good,’ she said eventually, ‘to see this place alive again.’
‘I have my issues with it,’ said Losara with a small chuckle. ‘Earlier today, I was cornered by two councillors wanting me to settle their dispute over whose township gets to host an annual pig race.’
‘Ah yes,’ said Heron, ‘an important decision indeed. Still, I never thought I’d see the throne room like this again, long as I lived.’
Losara nodded. ‘And a long time it has been.’
She shot him a sideways glance. ‘My lord has guessed why I come?’
‘You seek to be released. From service and . . . from life?’
She hesitated for only a moment, then sighed. ‘We both know I have nothing left to teach you. That was the purpose for which Battu kept me alive, though I think it also amused him to do so. Losara, I have been old as long as you’ve known me.’
Losara placed a hand on her shoulder. Nothing on it but skin. ‘So what do you need? My permission?’
‘More than that. Battu used the power of the castle to tie me to life. I thought perhaps the spell would fade with his departure, but it seems Skygrip has a better memory than that. Now that you’re connected to it, you may be able to see – look upon me with your finer senses.’
Losara did so, searching for what was hidden. There they were, so thin that he almost missed them – from Heron’s arms, head and legs, threads of shadow ran up to the roof, like the strings of a puppet.
‘I see them.’
‘They hoist me up,’ she said. ‘Keep me on my feet, as it were, feeding me just enough energy to continue living, teetering along the edge of a void. Possibly I could escape them if the limbs they adhere to were scattered widely enough, or burned to nothing. But I think I deserve a more peaceful end.’
‘I agree,’ said Losara. ‘So, I must cut them?’
‘Snip, snip,’ she said, ‘and all my years fall down upon me.’
The butterfly landed on Losara’s knee, seeming to look up at him.
Magic without denomination, he thought, not shadow, not light. Impossible to affect.
The butterfly waved its antennae.
The object created by a legacy spell only appears to be imbued with the attributes of its physical appearance. Hence a butterfly tries to drink from a cup of sugary juice, even though it is not really a butterfly, and cannot really drink.
He leaned against Refectu, and something prodded him in the back. Absently he turned, to see whatever it was slowly erupting out of the stone. A lizard, smooth and sleek, with deep-set eyes and a mouth of tiny fangs. He recognised it as a shadowmander – those strange reptiles that lived along the border, where they could dart out and grab things born of light. The last time he had seen one, it had killed a beetle even though it was no longer hungry.
An idea began to form.
‘Heron,’ he said, ‘I will release you, of course . . . but I wonder if you would attempt to do Tyrellan and me a favour on your way out?’
•
Heron eased her aching body into the armchair, well worn to fit the bent shape of her spine. She was glad they had brought her here, to her small living quarters, to end her life in privacy. What the boy wanted to try did not bother her – whether it worked or not, she would still be dead.
Losara sat opposite, calmly alert, and by him was Tyrellan with the butterfly on his shoulder.
‘I thank you,’ said Losara, ‘for teaching me. And being the closest thing I had to a mother.’
Heron was touched by his sincerity. They had never been quite like that, she thought, not mother and son – she’d been too sad, and he too strange – but he had said the closest thing, and perhaps that was true.
‘It has been an honour,’ she said.
Losara smiled. ‘An honour you never chose for yourself.’
It was a surprise when Tyrellan spoke. ‘You have my respect,’ he said, ‘for a long life led in service to the shadow. And my thanks for what you are about to attempt.’
Such rare words of praise from Tyrellan almost moved her, but she could not entirely forget that it was he who had brought her back to Skygrip after she had supposedly retired. In the years since then they had become allies of sorts, protecting the boy from Battu, and she did not despise him as she once had, but there was not much fondness there either.
‘You are lucky to have Losara as your advocate,’ she told him.
The goblin looked as if he was about to say something else, but instead gave a brief nod.
‘Are you ready?’ said Losara.
She took a deep breath. ‘Yes.’
He looked up to the shadowy threads that kept her alive. She did not know if he cast a spell or simply commanded the castle to stop, but the threads detached and disappeared into the roof, and she felt the support they had given her fade. It did not take long for an unmistakable numbness to wash through her. Her eyes closed, and she died.
Somewhere in the distance, behind the veil of the world, a great darkness called her home. She knew it was Assedrynn’s Well, whence her soul had come as a tiny seed, now grown. As she floated her aches left her, and she knew a moment of pure happiness. Almost, she forgot her promise. The pull of the Well was great, and she was light, lighter than air. But then she saw the room she was leaving, grey as if frozen in time, her frail corpse bent over in the armchair, Losara watching and Tyrellan tense. And she saw the butterfly.
Magic without denomination, Losara had said, can perhaps be affected only by other magic without denomination?
As the butterfly had been cast on Tyrellan, so Heron cast her legacy spell on the butterfly. She could not destroy it, for the purpose of the legacy spell was to create something by which a departing soul would be remembered in the world, but she could build her own legacy upon it. She diverted a tiny part of her life force from that which flowed into the afterlife, feeling an odd tweak as it went. As she left it behind in the world, it was cut off from the Well and became magic that was neither shadow nor light – just like the butterfly.
The pull became too great to ignore. Not pausing to see if her final spell had taken, Heron’s soul departed.
•
Losara could tell that Tyrellan was anxious, though the goblin gave no outward sign beyond staring fixedly at the butterfly. He hoped he would not be proven cruel to give Tyrellan this hope – there was no precedent for what they attempted. In fact the more he thought about it, the more it seemed a wild notion.
‘How long will it take?’ said Tyrellan, a seam of tension in his usual flat tone.
‘I don’t know. Right away, I think – if it works.’
No sooner had he spoken than a slender trace of shadow dropped from the air like a falling ribbon. Losara sensed magic, but as it twirled down to the butterfly, it vanished entirely from his perception. Then, along the butterfly’s wings, grey sparks shimmered. As they spread, eclipsing all colour, the wings curled back to perfectly wrap around the body. Lines ran down the front and back legs, thickening them. The antennae and middle set of legs flattened against the body as it elongated, the head lengthened into a snout, and the skin turned deep scarlet as the sparks faded. The transformation was complete.
‘Well,’ said Losara, somewhat surprised that his idea had worked, but pleased nonetheless, ‘there we go.’
The shadowmander cocked its head at them, its tongue darting in and out. It was larger than the butterfly, for Heron had encased the original spell in her own.
Tyrellan stared at it in amazement, a long-held breath slowly escaping his mouth. ‘Assedrynn be praised.’ Then he looked upon Losara with great reverence. ‘And you, my master . . . my humble thanks to you for this amelioration.’
Losara nodded to him warmly.
The mander, apparently finding them of little interest, sniffed the ground and rippled to a wall. It skirted the room and disappeared under the bed.
‘Hunting?’ said Losara. ‘Like a real shadowmander?’ He paused, almost not daring to have the thought. ‘If it is, it seeks out creatures of the light.’
Tyrellan’s eyes glinted. ‘An invincible light-hating creature? A shame we cannot turn it loose.’ A new hope struck him. ‘Assuming it’s still bound to me.’
He went to the door and passed through into the corridor beyond. Losara waited, watching. A few moments later, the mander emerged and ran out of the room after the goblin. Losara nodded to himself, then turned to look upon Heron one last time. ‘Goodbye, old crone. I’ll have someone see to you shortly. Thank you.’
He left the room and found Tyrellan inspecting his scaly new companion as it crawled across the wall.
‘It follows me still,’ Tyrellan said, ‘but at least it is now a creature befitting the First Slave.’
‘Come,’ said Losara, sweeping past him, suddenly excited. ‘I want to test something.’
The shadowmander trailed behind as they moved through Skygrip. It was far less obvious than the butterfly, for it favoured the dark and would whisk quick and soundless from hiding spot to spot. It also seemed to be able to travel further from Tyrellan than the butterfly had. Due to its increase in size? Losara wondered.
‘Where are we heading, lord?’ said Tyrellan.
‘The aviary. I believe they have a cage or two of birds from Kainordas.’
They came to a portal door and stepped through a thin veil of shadow to emerge higher up in the castle. A tunnel sloped off ahead, and from it they could hear bird calls and the occasional booming of a whelkling. Tyrellan glanced back to make sure the mander had found its way through after them – sure enough, it came skulking behind.
Up the tunnel they went, till they entered a large cavern.
‘Welcome, my lord,’ a voice quavered. It was Vindo, head of the castle aviary, who shot several nervous glances at Tyrellan – during their last encounter, Tyrellan had delivered the Graka a vicious blow, which it seemed had not been forgotten.
‘What can I do for you?’ said Vindo.
‘You have some birds from Kainordas here?’ asked Losara.
Vindo bobbed his head. ‘Yes, lord.’
‘Please fetch them.’
Vindo bowed and backed away between cages. He did not notice the shadowmander, which darted across the floor and slipped into a whelkling’s pen. The whelkling, chained to a pole, gave its wings a flap, but otherwise remained disinterested as the lizard slithered around its enclosure.
Vindo returned, carrying a cage in which two sundarts huddled together. Their golden plumage, which would have shone in the light of Kainordas, was faded and fraying.
‘Are these sufficient?’ he asked, setting down the cage. ‘I have others as well.’
Neither Tyrellan nor Losara paid him any attention, but concentrated instead on the mander. At a forlorn cheep from one of the birds, it left the pen and crept towards the cage. Coming to a halt near Vindo’s leg, it eyed the birds intently.
‘Er . . .’ said Vindo. ‘What are you . . .’ He followed their stares down to his feet and ‘Erk!’ he exclaimed, jumping in fear. The mander burst from between his legs, wriggled into the cage, and leaped to grab one of the birds in its claws. Together they sprawled on the cage floor, a blur of activity . . . and quickly also of bloody feathers. The second bird chirped in terror and beat its wings uselessly against the bars as the mander lifted its dripping head from the first. 
‘How did that get in here?’ said Vindo, moving towards the cage. ‘Apologies, masters!’
‘Halt!’ said Tyrellan, and Vindo cringed.
The mander sprang for the second bird. Losara marvelled at how driven to destroy it was, charged with a ferocity he struggled to understand. He knew he needed to be like the mander, just as vicious and merciless. Yet instead he thought, Poor bird. Like so many dumb beasts affected by this conflict, it never made any conscious decision about what ‘side’ it’s on. Will sundarts live if the Cloud covers all Kainordas? And what if it is blown away, will the birds of Fenvarrow survive?
‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘The mander does not swallow. It cannot, for there is no throat or stomach, only mouth and teeth. Yet that does not stop the legacy spell from behaving like the creature in whose image it was created.’
Tyrellan nodded, but Losara did not think the goblin had followed his train of thought.
‘Additionally,’ Losara said, ‘thanks to Heron building her legacy on top of the first, it is larger and has a further reach than the butterfly.’
‘Yes,’ said Tyrellan, watching the mander spitting out tiny skull chips.
‘So what if,’ said Losara slowly, ‘we could convince more mages to cast their spells on top of it as well?’
Now Tyrellan’s eyes did leave the lizard, to focus wholly on Losara.
‘The shadowmander could be made even bigger?’ he ventured, and ran his tongue thoughtfully over his fangs. ‘But that would require sacrificing many of our mages at a time when we can ill afford it.’
‘Hundreds, I expect,’ said Losara, ‘to reach the size I envisage.’ He glanced down upon the ruined remains of the birds. Did he really intend to put such a murderous idea into effect?
I must, he thought. I must.
‘But, First Slave, it is not our mages I intend to lose in the making.’
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As a wide road stretched out over green hills before
 him, Bel felt a surge of elation. He had left the Halls once before, but not to travel such a distance, and not with such freedom to pursue his goals as he saw fit. Cadmir was many leagues away – who knew what they would experience on the way, or where they would go from there? His blue curls moved freely in the wind as they galloped, and he laughed with delight.
Hiza, at his side, glanced over and grinned. Bel’s peacekeeper partner and childhood friend was an obvious choice for companion. With his posting in Kadass simply to keep Bel company, Hiza had also led a fairly insular existence, and deserved some adventure. Bel suspected that his friend was yet to adjust fully to his newly revealed importance . . . Hiza had been amazed, of course, but there was also a hint of something like hurt, perhaps because Bel had kept such a secret from him all these years. Still, he seemed happy enough this morning, and Bel knew he could count on Hiza as he always had.
They passed a wagonload of farmhands, almost causing the driver to fall out of his seat. The men stared wide-eyed and, as they passed, a couple of them whooped. News of his existence had spread, right from the moment he’d walked out of Tomeo’s house with his blue hair unhidden – but how long until all of Kainordas knew?
‘Bel,’ came a reptilian voice from his other side, and he looked over at M’Meska. The Saurian had been another easy choice for this expedition – despite a rocky start when Bel had first met her, the two had since bonded, and of course it helped that she was an excellent warrior.
‘What is it, my friend?’
‘Always I wondering,’ said the Saurian, ‘how this man does outmatch me with bow and arrow. Such scrawny Varenkai arms he got!’
Bel chuckled. ‘And what conclusion have you drawn?’
‘Champion of the gods,’ she replied, waving a claw at his head. ‘Explains it all about. Now I know why I only a tiny bit not good as you.’
‘A tiny bit?’
‘Yes,’ said M’Meska. ‘Tiny.’
She dropped the reins and held herself to the horse with her powerful legs while pulling the bow from her back. She sent an arrow flying off ahead, where it plunged through an apple hanging from a roadside tree and carried it away.
‘Was that the one you meant to hit?’ said Bel, feigning concern.
‘I only hit what hit I mean to hit!’
‘It’s just that there are lots of apples on that tree – are you sure you weren’t aiming for the one beside it?’
The Saurian growled with indignation and sent another arrow flying. This one hit the apple that hung next to where the first had been. As it was knocked from the tree, she unleashed a third arrow, spearing the apple again before it hit the ground.
‘What excellent shooting!’ said Jaya, riding up beside the Saurian.
‘Yes,’ agreed M’Meska gravely. ‘’Tis.’
‘Bel was lucky indeed to have you in Drel to save him,’ Jaya added, shooting Bel a wink.
‘Yes!’ said M’Meska and pointed a claw at Bel. ‘I save him. Champion of gods, and I save him.’
‘With your shooting that is only a tiny bit not good as mine,’ laughed Bel, and M’Meska grumbled an affirmative.
•
At the end of the first day they camped by the roadside. Jaya set about making a fire, at which she proved adept – Bel guessed that her time spent as a thief on the roads had made sure of that. As the others saw to food preparation, he went to his pack and drew out the magical messenger bird, which gave a chirp. Already?
Moving a short distance away, he touched the scroll on the bird’s leg. Its beak dropped open and steam issued out, more plentifully than when he’d first seen it demonstrated.
‘Hello, Bel,’ came Fahren’s voice.
‘And to you,’ said Bel, though he knew Fahren could not hear him.
‘We’ve had news from Fenvarrow that you should hear,’ continued Fahren. Was his tone hesitant? ‘It seems Losara has supplanted the Shadowdreamer and now rules the south. It is nothing of immediate concern, but I thought you should know. Good luck, dear boy.’
That was all. The steam ceased and Bel slipped the bird into his pocket, troubled. Losara had taken charge? And yet he, when given the choice, had not. What did that mean? Was he now somehow disadvantaged? Why hadn’t he seized power as his other had done, when he’d had the chance . . . did that make him weak? It had seemed much easier to go jaunting off on some mission than to step up to such huge responsibility. Yet he was supposed to be a leader, wasn’t he?
Not jaunting, he thought. Mine is a task of serious consequence. Let Losara play ruler if he likes, it matters not to me.
A hand slipped around his waist and startled him.
‘Whoa there,’ chuckled Jaya. ‘I’m no night haunt.’
‘Sorry, I was just . . . thinking. I didn’t hear you.’
‘I heard a voice,’ she said. ‘Was there a message from Fahren?’
‘Yes. Losara has become Shadowdreamer.’
‘Oh,’ she said, and frowned. He knew she was still a little confused over what exactly Losara was. He didn’t blame her – he was uncertain himself.
‘And this worries you?’
‘It makes me wonder if I am following the right path,’ he said. ‘Should I have taken the Throneship, to face him as an equal?’
‘Equal?’ she said. ‘I thought he was . . . lacking.’
‘Yes,’ said Bel, and then more strongly, ‘Yes. A sliver of shadow that wormed away, of little substance.’
‘Then you’re different from him in many ways,’ said Jaya. ‘He seizes power because he’s a dark, greedy creature. You are not so greedy, and look to the greater good instead of your own aggrandisement, you lofty bastard.’
Bel laughed, and pulled her closer. ‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘That’s what it must be.’ As he stared into her green–gold eyes, he found his worry melting.
She grinned at him. ‘Now, shall we slip away a while?’
‘Why yes,’ said Bel, brightening even more. ‘We should give Hiza and M’Meska some time together – respect their privacy and all that.’
She screwed up her face at the mental image he’d conjured – and together they went into the trees.
•
The days that followed were, in a way, a peaceful time. They travelled at a steady pace, and kept one another good company. They stuck mostly to the roads, and whenever they passed people, Bel received stares, or was greeted with questions and well wishes. Occasionally they were delayed by people intent on having as much to do with the blue-haired man as they possibly could. There were signs of the war to come, of soldiers on the move, or heralds crying out for all to do their duty and join the effort. Sometimes it was simply an absence – an almost-empty barracks or town walls devoid of guards.
Bel felt uneasy to be heading away from it all, not yet able to join the army that gathered because of him. What if something happened, what if fighting started before he could return? It seemed that all knew the prophecy, knew the description of the blue-haired man holding his sword aloft as the last blows fell, and if they didn’t there were plenty of minstrels who did. Bel had a sense that everyone was rushing towards this end as though afraid it would escape them, yet he was not ready. He needed time – already he was impatient with his task and they had barely started. Maybe this was just what fate intended – that he would find the Stone and rejoin the army on the very eve of battle?
When they were able to they stayed in towns, where innkeepers could be counted on to insist that Bel and his friends did not pay for a single thing. There was no further news from Fahren, though one night Bel sent him a message to let him know they neared the Great Rass. They avoided the bustling city of Ismore on the river’s edge, for while Bel did not mind the idolatry of the masses, a city might slow them down too much. Circling wide of Ismore’s walls, they rejoined the road where it left the city, heading down towards the Great Rass. Here the ground was well trodden, and the volume of traffic ensured that much attention was paid to Bel’s passing.
‘So it is true!’ came a call. ‘Our deliverance is at hand!’
‘Praise be to the child of power!’ was another.
‘Why he’s nothing but a boy, fresh to stubble,’ someone else muttered.
To the east towered the great Arkus Heights, looming and spectacular. Their rocky peaks rose dry and red out of vegetated lower reaches, from which also emerged the cascading Rass. Bel marvelled at the river’s width – the trees on the other side as small as pinheads. Ropes were stretched over the foaming, noisy water, along which fishermen pulled sturdy boats and tended to their nets. The stone bridge across ran low to the water, wide and strong. Bel wondered how it had ever been built against such a powerful flow. Magic, maybe.
As they made their way onto the bridge, with the horses’ hooves clopping crisply on the cobblestones, they came across two peacekeepers.
‘Hello, fellow blades,’ Bel greeted the shocked men. ‘How goes the morning?’
‘It goes well, sir,’ stammered one.
The other, an older fellow with a red nose, sounded as if he may have already taken his fair share of drink, though it was only early.
‘By Arkus’s great orange balls! In all my days, I never thought I’d see the prophecy come to life. ’Scuse the cursing, lord.’ He put a hand over his mouth to stifle a hiccup, and glanced around self-consciously as people crowded the bridge to witness the exchange.
Bel leaned forward in his saddle and gave a lazy smile. ‘I’m no lord, friend. I’m just a blade with a chore to do, and I’ve heard cursing worse than that, by piss and fire!’
The sodden blade guffawed briefly, then moved to stand in front of Bel’s horse, blocking his way.
‘But . . .’ he frowned, ‘are you in need of any assistance, sir?’
‘Not us,’ said Bel. ‘We must simply continue on.’
‘But the blue-haired man will save us from the south,’ cried the blade, suddenly seizing the reins of Bel’s horse, making the beast shuffle backwards. ‘He needs the aid of able men!’
‘Excuse him, please,’ said the other blade, who set about half-steering, half-pulling his partner away. ‘He’s had a difficult time of late.’
‘What can we do?’ called the older blade. ‘You need us, sir, you can’t do it alone!’
‘There will be need of anyone willing to fight,’ said Bel, loud enough for all to hear. ‘Our army gathers in Kahlay. Any man or woman who can lift a sword is welcome to join. Spread the word, and together we shall put an end to the darkness of Fenvarrow!’
People cheered, and Bel wondered if he’d just added a few more to the army. His army.
‘Now,’ Bel said, giving Hiza a glance, ‘we must be on our way.’
Hiza nodded. ‘Make way!’ he called, urging his horse ahead. ‘Make way for the blue-haired man!’
As Hiza cleared a path, the others were able to follow more easily. Nodding and waving as they passed, they crossed the bridge into the state of Centrus and set out on a less-populated road eastwards, towards Cadmir.
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Soon they were hugging the wooded foothills of the Arkus Heights, travelling through a lush and marshy land. The road was raised above a mire of ferns and long grasses, cut through with oozing streams that moistened the air. Several leagues on, the woods spilled from the foothills onto the flatter lands, and the road curved to avoid them. A little further, and in fading light, they spied a collection of brown dwellings that had to be Cadmir, standing amongst fields some distance from the wood.
As they cantered up the path to the village, they came to a guardhouse on the outskirts. A watching figure held up a lantern, and they heard a sharp intake of breath. The figure approached, and turned out to be a man of middle age, stout and with a neatly trimmed beard.
‘By Arkus,’ he said. ‘If Gellan hadn’t warned me you’d be coming, I don’t know I’d believe my eyes.’ He paused. ‘Forgive me, Blade Bel – my name is Burfurd, and I’m the head peacekeeper here in Cadmir. Welcome to our humble village.’
‘Greetings,’ said Bel, ‘and thanks.’ He slid from his horse and went to shake Burfurd’s hand. Somewhat stunned, the peacekeeper took it limply.
‘I’m glad to hear we’re expected,’ continued Bel. ‘If you would take us to Gellan?’
‘Of course,’ said Burfurd. Behind Bel, the others got down from their horses to stretch their legs, then took the reins to lead them on. Burfurd stared for a moment at M’Meska, and M’Meska cocked her head at him.
‘Yes?’
‘Apologies,’ said Burfurd, lowering his gaze. ‘My goodness – more than one strange arrival tonight. Please, everyone, follow me.’
Cadmir was a small, ramshackle place, with a smell of wet wood about it. As they made their way along a dirt road, it did not take long for people to emerge from houses.
‘I thought that mage was full of nonsense,’ remarked one shadowy figure on a porch to another. ‘Looks like I may have to buy him that drink after all.’
A dozen houses later, they came to the village square. On the other side lay an inn built like a crate, with windows bright and the sound of merriness within. It seemed this was the place to be once the sun went down in Cadmir. The door banged open and a fat man staggered out onto the porch holding a mug. He leaned on the rail, squinted at the approaching strangers, and gave an unintelligible exclamation.
‘What’s wrong, Derry?’ came a shout from inside. ‘Piss your trousers again?’
‘This way,’ said Burfurd. ‘Gellan is staying at the inn. You can tie your horses up outside – I’ll have them seen to.’
Following him up the steps to the inn door, they passed the glassy-eyed man called Derry who stood clutching his mug tightly to his chest. With his other hand, he reached up to tip a hat that wasn’t there. ‘Er . . . welcome,’ he mumbled awkwardly.
Bel smiled. ‘Thank you.’
‘I think that man was actually blushing,’ whispered Jaya in his ear.
They entered a high-ceilinged room packed with tables full of carousers, with a fire burning heartily in one corner. As the door banged shut behind them, the room fell silent, save for chairs squeaking as some rose slowly from their seats.
‘I’m beginning to regret having that enchantment removed,’ muttered Bel. ‘Maybe I should shave my head.’
‘It would certainly make it simpler to get around,’ agreed Jaya. ‘You could also buy a hat.’ Bel glanced at her, and she shrugged. ‘Well, you could.’
‘The blue-haired man has come,’ announced Burfurd, rather unnecessarily. ‘Let us welcome him to our village!’
‘What are we supposed to do?’ called someone. ‘Bow?’ There was low laughter, though the question sounded semi-serious.
‘No need for that,’ said Bel. ‘Bowing is for lords, ladies and other la-de-das. I am but a Blade with a fate fallen on me. Besides, I wouldn’t want you to spill your drinks! So please, don’t stop your evening’s pleasure on my account.’
‘That me include?’ said M’Meska. ‘Need a drink before can spill one.’
Alarming nearby patrons with her swinging tail, she bobbed towards the bar and an intimidated barmaid. Patting her side, she realised that she’d left her satchel with her horse, and clicked her tongue in annoyance. After a moment’s thought, she turned to the bar in general.
‘Who want be able say they buy a drink for Saurian?’
Patrons glanced at each other in sudden delight, and there was a mad scramble to the bar.
‘A mug of ale for the Saurian!’ shouted the first man to reach it, slamming down coins.
‘Two mugs!’ said another.
‘Bloodfire,’ clarified M’Meska. ‘Ale for children.’
‘And if the blue-haired man wants anything, I’m paying!’
Merriment erupted again.
‘Excuse me,’ came a voice beside Bel. It was a short, lean man wearing brown trousers and a leather vest, with a certain gnarled quality about him.
‘Yes?’ said Bel.
‘If I may say so, it’s a relief to see that you actually exist. I wonder if you’d join me at my table? I’m Gellan.’
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‘You would have passed woods on your way here,’ said Gellan. ‘Further in, they meet the foothills and the mountains proper. It was there, in a cliff face, that I found the cave the little girl spoke of. There were no signs of habitation, but I suppose a burned-up skeleton isn’t going to fix himself tea very often.’ He smiled faintly, a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
Bel found himself liking the man. It was odd to see a mage out of robes, but he supposed trekking through woods required hardier wear.
‘I did find traces of shadow magic, however, seeped into the walls,’ Gellan continued. ‘I don’t know how long whatever it was – let’s call it Fazel for the sake of brevity and hope – lived out there, but maybe for some time. There was also a trail of shadow magic leading away, much fainter and tricky to follow.’
Bel nodded. ‘Fahren mentioned you were an excellent tracker.’
‘Modesty prevents me from agreeing,’ said Gellan, ‘though I would if I could. I followed the trail for a time, up into the mountains, before I lost it. If Fazel wants to hide, the Heights are a perfect place. The lower reaches are heavily wooded, and hardly anyone ventures up to the peaks – not only are they barren, but spiny trolls live there.’
There was an uproar at the bar as M’Meska tipped two glasses of bloodfire simultaneously down her throat, then belched loudly.
‘Gluttonous lizard,’ laughed Jaya.
‘Can you find the trail again?’ asked Hiza, bringing attention back to the table.
‘Do foxes have whiskers?’ said Gellan. ‘If Fazel’s still up there, we’ll find him.’
‘Excellent,’ said Bel. ‘We leave at first light.’
‘And now that that’s settled,’ said Hiza, rising, ‘I for one do not intend to let the Saurian have all the fun.’
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Gellan led the way through prickly woods at the base of the cliff, retracing his own trail from days before. Bel followed closely, with Jaya and Hiza behind him, and M’Meska bringing up the rear, an arrow notched ready in her bow. They hadn’t brought the horses but carried their packs with them, for who knew if they would return to Cadmir. Bel found himself instinctively watching the trees for signs of huggers, even though there were none in these parts. The wood itself was certainly different from Drel Forest – wetter and quieter, for a start.
They didn’t tarry long at the cave, for there was precious little to see. Instead Gellan led them to a steep, mossy slope, from beyond which came the sound of gushing water. Gellan moved lightly upwards, the others clambering after with more difficulty. Eventually they reached the top, suffering only a few slimy scrapes. They found themselves on a rocky ridge overlooking a crevasse through which a river ran some twenty paces below.
‘This is as far as I came the last time,’ Gellan said. ‘The trail faded out a little further along.’
‘So what do we do?’ asked Hiza.
‘I can sense if shadow creatures are near,’ said Gellan, eyes shifting. ‘There is nothing yet . . . but this ridge is the natural path through this part of the mountains. I say we simply continue.’
‘Sounds like a plan, of sorts,’ said Bel. ‘Lead on.’
For the rest of the day they travelled the ridge, climbing higher into the mountains. The ridge became wide enough to support trees and bushes, and the terrain across the gap was the same. They were not so much journeying into the peaks themselves but along a sort of belt part of the way up. Far above the vegetation died out, and the orange tips of the peaks showed through. Here, between the mountains, the sun disappeared long before the day’s end, and twilight seemed to come early. As it grew darker, Gellan stopped.
‘I think it best we camp here,’ he said. ‘Not much light left in the day – could be dangerous to continue.’
It was too damp for a fire, yet the air was warm enough to be comfortable. They ate dinner from their supplies, and M’Meska moaned that they hadn’t thought to bring any bloodfire with them. Bel offered to take first watch and, as the others hunkered down to sleep, Gellan sat beside him.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘something troubles me.’
‘Hmm?’
‘Well,’ said Gellan, ‘what are we actually going to do if we find this creature, and it is indeed Fazel?’
Bel frowned. ‘I’m not sure.’
‘Fahren would be a fool to send you on this mission without a potent mage to back you up, nor has he done so. Nevertheless, it isn’t lightly that I’d choose to face Fazel, even if he’s become nothing more than walking charcoal. Added to which, you don’t want him simply destroyed, but subdued.’
‘Yes, I must question him.’
‘Which,’ said Gellan, ‘is even more difficult. At any rate, if you have some kind of plan, I’d appreciate knowing what it is.’
Bel thought hard about that – did he have a plan? Beside his own brazen confidence?
‘A while back,’ he said, ‘I was in a scrap with many huggers. Something strange happened to me. I began to . . . well, see . . . the pattern of the fight. I could sense the path I needed to tread in order to win.’
‘How astounding,’ said Gellan, seeming genuinely impressed.
‘It has happened once again since, but unfortunately the way to win that fight . . . came at too high a cost.’
‘I see.’
‘I guess,’ said Bel, ‘I’m hoping something like that might happen. But I have not really been tested in a magical battle before.’
‘That’s comforting.’
‘If not, I am not without my native skill,’ said Bel, even though he was a little concerned. In Drel, lost in his meditative bloodlust, he had danced through countless hugger attacks, but spells would be harder to avoid; not all of them could simply be ducked. Also, Iassia had been there, steering huggers away from him and encouraging attacks on his comrades instead. How he hated that bird – he wanted badly to believe that he would have survived Drel without Iassia’s ‘help’, but there was no way to be sure.
‘In that hugger fight,’ he continued, ‘I became very . . . directed. I was not really aware of the soldiers who were with me, and as a result I paid no mind as they were slaughtered. So if you see that happening, I want you to protect the others first, and not worry about me.’
Gellan nodded slowly.
‘Look,’ Bel said, ‘who says Fazel will even attack us? If he’s hiding, he might have broken the Shadowdreamer’s hold on him.’
‘Hmm,’ said Gellan. ‘Possibly.’
‘And there are more of us than there is of him.’
‘So the plan is really to wait and see what happens?’
Bel frowned. ‘I do not see what other plan we could have, without knowing more.’
‘All right, Blade Bel. Let’s just hope this fate of yours can carry us all safely through. Now if you’ll excuse me, I had better try to get some sleep.’
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The next morning everyone woke up damp, but the sun soon warmed them through. Gellan disappeared briefly, returning with bunches of green stalks which he claimed were edible. As Bel chewed on the fibrous stuff, he wandered to the edge of the crevasse. The river gushed past about thirty paces beneath, and across the gap the other side of the ridge grew thick with moss, ferns and creepers. A green-furred rabbit appeared from behind a rock and began nibbling on vegetation.
‘Gold piece for your thoughts?’
This from Jaya, who’d joined him with a stalk dangling from her lips.
‘Just wondering if we’re on the right track,’ said Bel. ‘Or if we’ve come to this strange, remote part of the world for no reason at all.’
‘Always a possibility, I guess,’ said Jaya, shrugging.
‘Mmm. Yes. Now, pay up.’
‘Left my money in my satchel,’ said Jaya, in a tone that implied that was much too far away.
The rabbit stopped its munching and stood up straight on its hind legs, watching them. Suddenly, it bounded away between ferns. An orb of fire hurtled after it to burst across its rump, sending it flaming off course and leaving it black and smouldering. They turned to see Gellan with his hand outstretched.
‘What did you do that for?’ said Jaya.
Gellan lowered his hand. ‘Fazel can commune with animals,’ he said. ‘Best not to take any risks.’
‘You could have left enough to make a meal of,’ said Bel begrudgingly.
‘That one wouldn’t have made good eating,’ said Gellan, and winked. ‘It wasn’t ripe yet.’
‘Anyway,’ groaned Jaya, ‘who needs rabbit when there are watery weeds to chew on?’
‘Come on,’ said Gellan. ‘We should get moving.’
On they went, slowly enough for Gellan to send his senses questing far ahead. Towards midday the rock they travelled over grew hot where it wasn’t covered in moss. All kept a close lookout, but there was no sign of life beyond insects chirping. They stepped around a bend and saw a large boulder blocking the path, leaving only a narrow ledge to skirt around, a couple of handspans wide.
‘Ah,’ said Gellan. ‘This might be tricky.’ He glanced to the opposite ridge – the gap between was some five paces wide. ‘I could float us all to the other side,’ he mused. ‘But such an exerted use of magic would shine like a beacon to any shadow mage nearby. Either that or we take our chances making our way around the boulder.’
He glanced at Bel for an answer. Bel was pleased that he did, for while he did not bandy around many orders, it was good that everyone remembered who the leader of this expedition was.
‘We’ll hug the boulder,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t look like it goes very far.’
‘Aye,’ said Gellan, with a distant look in his eye. ‘We will have to.’
‘What do you mean?’
Gellan moved into the shadow of the boulder, and cocked his head as if listening to something only he could hear. He held a finger to his lips, and the others crept in after him.
‘There’s something on the other side,’ he whispered. ‘Of the shadow.’
Tense looks flitted across the party’s faces.
‘Will he know we’re here?’ said Bel.
‘Doubtful,’ said Gellan. ‘I’ve been holding my magic very closely to me.’ He frowned, concentrating. ‘He’s still some distance away. But it’s lucky I didn’t try to float us.’
‘So,’ said Bel, trying to sound certain, ‘we’ll traverse the ledge as planned.’
Gellan reached out to touch one of the creepers that ran across the boulder’s surface. ‘Quite strong,’ he muttered. ‘Not to be relied on fully, but we should be all right. Try to find handholds in the rock. I’ll go first. Everyone ready?’
The others gave wide-eyed nods, except Bel.
‘Bel?’ said Gellan.
‘I should go first,’ said Bel. A leader would go first, wouldn’t he? That was, in fact, the very definition.
‘If you do,’ said Gellan, ‘you’ll be vulnerable without magical protection. If I go, I can protect everyone who follows in case we are spotted.’
Bel felt this commonsense prickle him but nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said.
‘All right then – let’s go.’
Taking hold of the side of the boulder, Gellan edged out onto the ledge. Like everything here, it was slightly damp, and his fingers curled carefully to find nodes and notches in the rock. A moment later, he disappeared.
‘I’ll go next,’ said Bel. He embraced the boulder and shuffled out onto the narrow slice of rock. Beneath him, the sound of the river seemed to grow in intensity. Coming around the first jut of stone, he saw Gellan two paces ahead, moving steadily and surely. A tingle shot through him, like a milder version of what he felt in a fight – or maybe that was just what everyone felt when they were in danger? He glanced back and saw Hiza following with an anxious expression on his face. Despite the situation, Bel found himself grinning, and Hiza forced a grin in return.
‘Nice day for it,’ Hiza grunted.
‘Aye,’ said Bel.
Gellan reached the other side, where he dropped down behind some bushes then turned to watch over those who followed. Bel heard Hiza’s feet scuffle and looked back again to see his friend with a white face, bits of rock crumbling from his clenched grip. They bounced away into the river, sending up foam flares. Hiza scrabbled for a new grip, and his fingers seized the creeper vine. As it took his weight there was a series of crisp snapping sounds, of rootlets tearing free of the boulder’s surface. Hiza scrabbled swiftly, flinging out a hand to grasp a more stable outcropping of rock.
‘All right?’ whispered Bel.
‘Got it,’ puffed Hiza.
Jaya appeared behind him, working her way around with dextrous grace.
Bel turned to concentrate on his last pace. Gellan was waiting to help him, and ahead the ridge ran sunny and open. Bel felt extremely exposed. If Fazel was watching, he’d have a clear shot at them in this assailable position. Gritting his teeth, he made some fast little sidesteps and finally cleared the boulder, Gellan catching his arm to steady him.
‘Get down,’ breathed Gellan, and they crouched as they waited.
Hiza followed closely, still white but visibly relieved to be on firm ground again. ‘Let’s not go back that way,’ he said.
Jaya moved nimbly off the ledge, not bothering to take Gellan’s offered hand – she hadn’t even broken a sweat. ‘This has nothing on running across tiles three storeys up in the driving rain,’ she whispered in Bel’s ear.
‘Dastardly thief,’ he replied softly, more in acknowledgement than humour, for he was distracted, scanning the ridge ahead.
Last came M’Meska. In a way, the Saurian was better equipped than the rest of them to manoeuvre in such a fashion, for her knees bent backwards and thus did not butt against the boulder as she moved around it. Her claws, however, did not seem to grip the hard surface as readily as hands. Her tail was an extra weight behind her, and as it began to swing more and more wildly, it became apparent that she was having trouble balancing. She gave a grunt and clutched the rock, frozen in place.
‘Come on, M’Meska,’ Hiza whispered. ‘You’re almost there.’
‘Damn rocks and damn wet and damn blue-haired men,’ she spat.
With a start, she realised that the ledge was beginning to give way beneath her. She shifted her feet but still clung to the same place as stones rained down. Her claw slid free and scraped loudly along the rock, and she grabbed at the vine already loosened by Hiza. It gave way with a jerk and then caught again somehow, leaving her leaning out over the drop. Her waving tail made her sway back and forth, pulling on the vine even more. The snap of the creeper had a sound like finality, and its green length turned loose in her grip. M’Meska gave a croak and toppled backwards off the ledge.
Gellan shot out a hand. M’Meska froze in the air, her yellow eyes blank with fear, and Gellan made a further motion as if beckoning her to him. The Saurian floated over, banging her knees on the cliff edge less than gently, and sprawled at their feet. Hiza crouched to put a hand on her.
‘Are you all right?’ he asked.
‘Sssh!’ said Gellan, peering through the bushes. ‘That use of magic will not go unnoticed.’
‘What do you sense?’ said Bel.
Gellan blinked and then said, ‘Get down!’
All were momentarily blinded as light issued out from Gellan, creating a protective ward around them. The next moment, blue energy was breaking against it, melting the bushes that stood outside its perimeter. Gellan grunted, withstanding the assault for all of them. As the bushes dripped away, Bel searched the ridge ahead for signs of their attacker. On the opposite side, across the gap, he caught the movement of someone disappearing around a bend.
‘He flees,’ said Gellan.
‘After him!’ shouted Bel. 
He took off down the ridge, leaving Gellan’s ward and ignoring the call to wait. He rounded the bend and saw, some way ahead on the opposite ridge, a fast-moving figure in a green cloak seeming to glide along between the rocks and plants. Without thinking, Bel hurled his sword so that it spun horizontally, blade flashing in the sun. Over an almost impossible distance, the butt of the blade cracked the figure on the back of the head and sent it forward to the ground.
‘Stay behind me!’ he heard Gellan shout to the others, and felt a whoosh of heated air as a fireball rushed past him.
On the ground the figure rolled, and a blackened skeletal hand shot up. Shadows curled outwards and the fireball slammed into them, fading away quickly against the shadow mage’s defence. As the figure leaped spryly to its feet, both hands came forth issuing twin bolts of energy, one towards Gellan and the other at Bel.
Bel dived behind rocks, where stone splinters blasted the back of his neck. He saw the other attack crash against Gellan’s light, which the mage carried along with him and the others like a wavering bubble. M’Meska flinched, then bounded away from Gellan and his protective glow, leaping on her powerful hind legs across the gap to the other side. She landed with an arrow ready in her bow.
‘Come back!’ shouted Gellan. ‘I can’t protect you from afar!’ He ran with Hiza and Jaya at his heels, blocking bolts that the fast-fleeing figure flung, almost casually, over its shoulder.
Ignoring Gellan’s warning, M’Meska bounded onwards, sending arrows ahead of her. Bel sprang to his feet and followed on his side of the crevasse, just a little ahead of Gellan and the others, feeling naked without his sword. Several of M’Meska’s arrows caught in the figure’s shadow ward as if it was thick tar, then flipped around and flew back towards her.
‘Watch out!’ called Bel. M’Meska made an almighty jump to land behind a tree, as arrows peppered the other side of the trunk. More fireballs issued from Gellan and the figure stumbled under the barrage but managed to stay on its feet.
As Bel ran, he felt his blood begin to truly fire. The sensation was like a lesser form of what he’d experienced in Drel – he did not slip into that same berserk rage, for he wanted to catch Fazel, not kill him, and the pattern that was forming on the edge of his senses seemed to reflect this. It became like a path unfurling in front of him, guiding his steps one after the other, but not taking him over.
M’Meska joined the pursuit again, all alone on the other side of the ridge. At the next bend the figure twisted to face her, knocking aside her arrows easily with a wave, and reached out to seize her in an invisible grip. M’Meska convulsed and shrieked in pain, and Bel heard Gellan curse behind him. The figure flicked its fingers and M’Meska hurtled against the cliff face with a hard smack, rebounded into a crumpled heap, and lay still. Bel roared and increased his pace as the figure disappeared around the next bend.
The sound of running water grew louder, and as Bel reached the bend he saw that on the opposite ridge, water was gushing down the cliff and spattering on the rocks, leaving a fine mist in the air. The figure had stopped, facing him, waiting in the midst of the falling water. When it saw him it began to weave its hands, droplets cascading off. Bel slowed, wary of magic. Quickly the others caught up, Hiza and Jaya with their swords drawn still inside Gellan’s ward. Bel almost snatched the sword from Hiza’s grip, but something stopped him – it did not seem very heroic to take a companion’s only weapon.
‘Stay close,’ urged Gellan, moving beside Bel to ensure that he was mostly back inside the ward. ‘For the love of Arkus, do not run ahead again.’
‘What’s he doing?’ said Jaya.
There was a crackling in the air, and something brushed Bel’s arm where it hung just outside the ward – something cold.
‘Stay within the light,’ warned Gellan.
There was a whiz next to Bel’s ear.
‘He’s freezing the mist,’ said Gellan.
Everywhere, tiny suspended particles of moisture were crystallising to ice. They flew, sharp and tiny, in their thousands. There was a sharp, shooting pain in Bel’s exposed arm like a wasp sting, and he glanced down to see minuscule shards burying in his flesh, where they melted amidst the damage they caused. He drew his arm back into the light.
Heat emanated from Gellan and the ward around them glowed orange, strong enough to make them all sweat. As the ice particles entered the heat they melted, spattering hot skin with cold water. As the figure turned to flee again, the ice storm did not subside.
‘He’s getting away!’ shouted Bel.
‘No!’ called Gellan, but Bel did not listen. As he lurched into the whizzing mist, scores of tiny shards instantly riddled his flesh. He flung a hand before his eyes, and a dozen gashes opened in his palms.
‘Bel, you idiot,’ shouted Jaya, reaching from within the light to grab him. ‘You’ll be cut to ribbons!’
Bloody and bellowing, he allowed himself to be pulled back in. He noticed that Jaya’s hands were now covered in cuts. As for his own hurts, they mattered little.
‘Put an end to the spell, curse you!’ he shouted at Gellan. ‘He’s getting away!’
Gellan grunted in response and his eyebrows furrowed. A shockwave of heat rippled out from him, which Bel felt sharply in his myriad wounds. Flying ice blasted away, and even the rock itself was suddenly dry for a moment.
‘Now stay together,’ snapped Gellan, and took up the charge.
Around the next bend they came to an open stretch, straight and narrow. Ahead, the figure was moving unnaturally fast, making full use of the time it had gained. Fireballs and energy bolts flew back and forth between them, each impact halting the receiver somewhat, so the already wide distance between them did not grow.
‘Faster!’ shouted Bel. He grabbed Hiza’s sword and hurled it, but this time the distance was too great even for him.
Below the river disappeared into the rocks of its source, and the two sides of the ridge joined into one flat area. About a hundred paces on, the land ended abruptly, dropping away into a great valley ringed on all sides by towering peaks. 
The skeletal figure did not halt, but took a great running leap off the edge. 
‘He cannot float fast,’ said Gellan. ‘We may still catch him!’
They came to a skidding stop at the edge: a sheer drop yawned sickeningly before them. Gellan continued sending fireballs at the figure as it drifted away like a puff of dark smoke. Each impact smacked it about in the air but did not stop it slipping further away. Abandoning fireballs, Gellan reached out his hands, gritting his teeth as sweat formed on his brow.
‘What are you doing?’ asked Bel in despair.
‘Trying to drag him back,’ replied the mage. ‘It should be easy, as he’s made himself so light . . . but . . . his power is so strong!’ With a great sigh, he relaxed his hands.
Bel fell to his knees, unable to believe his failure. He still felt a tenuous thread that reached after the departing figure . . . How was he meant to follow? Was he supposed to jump from the cliff? Anger came, anger at his stupid ‘gift’, useless and maybe even dangerous, tempting him to his death.
What kind of gift leads to suicide?
Jaya crouched next to him, frowning at his wounds. She licked her sleeve and wiped his brow, stopping droplets of blood from running into his eyes.
‘A shame,’ she said with a half-smile. ‘You’ve mucked up your pretty face.’
He barely heard her. How am I supposed to follow?
‘No!’ He screamed in frustration, rising to his feet, making Jaya start. ‘Stop, curse you! Come back!’
The figure was a tiny blur now, floating high above the immense valley.
Bel moved even closer to the edge, nudging it with his toes, straining his sight after the figure as if force of will alone could bring it back. 
‘By Arkus,’ said Hiza.
‘Look!’ said Jaya, pointing.
It was hard to tell from this distance, for the dark figure was so far away – but had it turned around? For a moment it seemed to grow not smaller, but larger.
Suddenly all traces of the pattern’s last threads disappeared.
The figure was coming back.

‘Everybody get behind me,’ said Gellan. ‘And this time, if you leave my protection, you’re on your own.’
As the figure drew near, the wind pulled back its cowl to reveal a mottled skull, grinning and charred. It set down on the ground with a click of bony feet, and Gellan raised a warning hand.
‘Hold!’ he said.
The thing made no move other than to turn its eyeless gaze towards Bel. It was unnerving to stare into the empty sockets.
‘Why have you returned?’ said Bel.
‘Because,’ replied Fazel in a dry, cracked voice, ‘you commanded me to.’
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Fahren waited just beyond the walls, a small complement of blades with him. It was a nice day, he thought, the kind of day that may once have seemed peaceful, had it not arrived polluted by undercurrents of concern.
He reached into his shirt and drew out a small vial, inside which a beetle whirred its wings. Well done, he conveyed to it, more in warmth than words, and it stilled in anticipation. He unstoppered the vial and tipped it gently, allowing the beetle to walk to the edge and flit away. A couple of the blades were watching curiously and he gave them a wink, although he was sure they hadn’t the slightest idea what he was doing.
‘Performed a service for me,’ he told them, gesturing after the beetle. ‘Wouldn’t be fair not to let him go.’
The blades nodded uncertainly and Fahren smiled. When you were a mage you were allowed to be strange.
The beetle reached a copse of trees and disappeared. A good little spy, that one had proved. Riding along in its mind, Fahren had flown unnoticed into Thedd Naphur’s chambers more than once, and never had he liked what he’d heard. Thedd still had sympathisers, and though they did not exactly counsel open treason, they skirted its edges rather closely. Had Thedd seemed that way inclined, possibly Fahren would have had to do something drastic. The man, however, did not dare to speak openly the hate that Fahren sensed so clearly in his heart, was not so brash as to reject Arkus, which was effectively what he’d be doing if he questioned the fitting of the Auriel.
Fahren knew he wasn’t free from backlash, even if Thedd tended towards pettier recriminations. As the Trusted of Tria, the man would be responsible for raising significant numbers for the army – thus his resentment of Fahren could express itself in dangerous ways, such as questioning orders or being slow to react to them, or simply not doing his best to find soldiers. It was not an attitude that Fahren could afford to let go unchecked.
Noise sounded from the gate, as Thedd’s entourage made its way out of the Halls. Horses pulled a carriage built for appearance over haste, flanked by blades on horseback. Fahren moved towards them, holding up his hand, and the carriage driver drew the horses to a stop.
‘What’s the delay?’ came Thedd’s voice immediately from inside, and a curtain whisked back to reveal his scowling face, along with two mage companions. When he saw Fahren, he made a half-hearted attempt to change his expression, but the curl of his lips did not well conceal his displeasure.
‘Fahren,’ he acknowledged, pointedly dropping the title.
‘Would you mind stepping out for a moment, Thedd?’ said Fahren.
There was a click of the door unlatching from inside, and a blade slid from his horse to help Thedd alight. Fahren walked off without checking to see if Thedd followed. Thedd did, arriving at Fahren’s side with a deal of colour in his cheeks.
‘I trust you have not come simply to wish me well on my journey home,’ he said.
‘No,’ said Fahren, keeping his tone even. He would have to hide his dislike of the fellow. ‘Though I do wish you well, for although you must consider yourself robbed of your rightful appointment, you still have an important part to play.’
‘Yes, yes,’ said Thedd. ‘I am to organise my soldiers to their deaths in this ridiculous campaign.’
Fahren gave his annoyance a moment to subside. ‘This is not just any campaign,’ he said, ‘and I think you know that. Thedd, I do not wish us to be enemies. Your contribution to the war effort will be vital. And don’t you think your desire to become Throne will only be helped if you are seen as a strong leader, a brave commander?’
Thedd went silent at that, perhaps surprised.
‘You have been slighted,’ said Fahren, ‘that is plain enough. But Thedd, I did not manipulate events to make it so. I did not ask to become Throne. In point of fact, I do not even want to be, but who am I to question Arkus’s will?’
Thedd finally looked him in the eye, an expression of keen interest growing on his face. ‘What are you saying?’
‘The Sun God may have chosen me for this duty,’ said Fahren, ‘but that is all he has chosen me for. I am old, and if I live to see the end of this war, I fancy I may be rather tired. If I feel I have fulfilled the function demanded of me, then I would gladly give up the Auriel. When that time comes, who will be the obvious choice, the right choice, to replace me? Not the blue-haired man, for he has already made it plain that he does not wish the Throneship.’ He injected some enthusiasm into his next words. ‘Think, Thedd, of what you could achieve as Throne in the new world that will need creating! It will be you presiding over a glorious new era – an era in which there is no shadow, in which excellent works can be done, in which there will be peace and prosperity. The conquered south will be yours to do with as you see fit, and with more resources at your disposal than any who have come before, you could usher in a time of unprecedented wealth. History would remember such a Throne as one who led our people into the greatest age they have ever known.’
Thedd bit his lip, a hungry spark in his eyes. ‘You are saying that, should we win the war, you will step aside?’
‘Yes,’ said Fahren. ‘I have no wish to spend my last years bickering with nobles and presiding over every last thing. But you, Thedd – you will still be young, and there is no doubting your passion to rule.’
Passion is a good word to replace greed, he commended himself.
‘Perhaps,’ said Thedd slowly, ‘I have misjudged you, Throne.’
‘But the day is not yet won,’ said Fahren. ‘We shall require everyone’s best effort to secure this future for Kainordas.’
Thedd drew himself up. ‘You will not lack for contributions from Tria. I will make sure of it.’
‘You can set yourself up well,’ said Fahren, ‘as a deciding factor in this war. Leave no one in any doubt of your worthiness to rule.’
‘Yes,’ said Thedd. ‘Yes, wise words.’
Fahren held out his hand. ‘Then let us make this pact, to achieve the end we both want. Let us proceed in friendship and be stronger for it.’
Thedd took the offered hand and put some strength into his shake. ‘I thank you for sharing your plans,’ he said. ‘You will not find your faith in me misplaced.’
‘And now, I beg, make haste, for there is much to be done. Perhaps your mages can add some swiftness to your journey?’
‘I imagine they are up to the challenge.’ Thedd glanced behind him. ‘And perhaps I will replace my carriage with something swifter at the next town.’
Fahren nodded. ‘An excellent idea.’
‘Very well,’ said Thedd. ‘Then I will away . . . unless there is anything more?’
‘That is enough for now,’ said Fahren. ‘You have plenty of your own plans to make, I’m sure.’
‘Yes,’ said Thedd, and bowed. ‘Thank you, Throne. I will send word when I have arrived home.’ He turned and strode back to his entourage a happier man. ‘Come on, everyone! We have some leagues to chew!’
He swung up into his carriage without any help, and Fahren nodded and smiled to him as they drove away.
Silly man, he thought sadly. Does he not realise how crucial such a time of rebuilding would be, what responsibility it would demand? The world is not a playground, and a selfish Throne will ill serve it. To have laboured so long to achieve such an end only to give it over to the likes of Thedd would be like leaving well-earned valuables in the protection of a thief.

Still, angering Thedd in such a future, when Fahren’s promises turned out to be lies, was a small price to pay if it helped them get there.
Glumly, Fahren made his way back to his guards. One way or another, he feared the glint of gold on his forehead would be with him forever.
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Even though Gellan kept his ward shining brightly, Fazel raised no defence in return.
‘Explain yourself, abomination,’ said Gellan.
Somehow Fazel made his look to Gellan withering. ‘No need for name-calling,’ he said. Then he gestured at Bel.
‘Keep your hands down,’ said Gellan, ‘if you know what’s good for you.’ A spurt of flame appeared at his fingers.
Fazel lowered his hand. ‘As you wish. But I’ve no immediate intention of attacking you further.’
‘Why?’ said Bel.
Fazel’s empty eyes moved to Bel. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Just look at you, all grown up strong. How time flies.’ He gave a humourless gibber, then cocked his head slightly. ‘It seems you share something of the connection.’
‘What do you mean?’ said Bel impatiently. ‘Be clear!’
Fazel stiffened. ‘As you command. You may know that I am a slave to whomever’s soul is bound to Skygrip Castle. I’ve had no tidings for a while, but could it be that Battu is toppled from power?’
‘Indeed,’ said Bel. ‘My counterpart now rules Fenvarrow.’
‘That would explain it. Tell me, if you crack your sword in half, do you have two swords, or the broken pieces of one?’
‘A broken sword,’ said Bel slowly.
‘You and Losara, broken as you may be, are pieces of the same soul. A soul that is now bound to Skygrip Castle. Thus when you shouted at me to stop, I was compelled to obey.’
Bel shifted his feet uneasily. A part of him was connected to Skygrip through his other? 
‘Well,’ said Gellan, suddenly jolly, ‘this is a stroke of luck! Or fate, perhaps.’
‘I’m going to check on M’Meska,’ announced Hiza, in a tone that seemed to chide everyone else for failing to think of it.
‘Yes!’ said Gellan. ‘She may need healing. Come, all, let us head back. Bel, if you wouldn’t mind asking Fazel to join us?’
‘What?’ said Bel. ‘Oh.’ He wiped blood from his eyes. ‘Yes.’
Bel was about to command Fazel to heel like a dog, when he remembered that the undead mage had once been a great man of the light, and had not chosen willingly to serve Fenvarrow.
‘Fazel,’ he said, ‘would you please accompany us?’
Fazel nodded.
•
M’Meska sat on a rock, scowling as only a lizard could, as Gellan wafted his hands over various bumps and bruises. Bel suspected her grouchiness was more about missing the fight than actual pain. Nevertheless, Gellan did not want her moving again that day.
While Hiza busied himself setting up camp, Bel and Jaya waited for Gellan to look at their wounds. Bel found it hard to take his eyes off Fazel, who had been standing motionless in the same place since they’d arrived. While Bel hadn’t exactly expected him to kick up his heels, the effect was somewhat eerie.
‘Is that bothering you?’ he murmured to Jaya.
‘What?’
‘Fazel standing there, just . . . staring at us.’
‘Oh,’ said Jaya, and considered the undead mage. ‘No, not really.’
‘Maybe he’s waiting for an order,’ wondered Bel and raised his voice. ‘Fazel – can you help Hiza gather firewood?’
Fazel nodded. The mage seemed, strangely, almost pleased with the task, although it was hard to tell for sure. He stalked over to Hiza, who was collecting branches beneath trees. He looked perturbed to be joined by such a companion in his menial endeavours.
‘Does he disturb you?’ Jaya said quietly. ‘I know a worried warrior when I see one.’
Bel shook his head. ‘What disturbs me is this . . . connection . . . I apparently share with Losara. I keep imagining a thin strand of myself running away over a great distance, all the way to Skygrip.’ He frowned. ‘A shadowy strand it is too. As if the worm left a trail when it crawled away.’
‘Well,’ said Jaya, ‘whatever it is, it’s fortunate for us, else we wouldn’t have Fazel. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, but . . . it was enough when I realised that Losara’s life is tied to my own. And now this.’ He turned to her. ‘Not seeing some slick of shadows under my skin, I hope?’
‘Would it matter?’ she said, sounding more contemplative than reassuring.
‘All right,’ called Gellan, waving them over, ‘let’s smooth out that riddled skin of yours.’
As evening set in, they gathered around the fire. Fazel sat at the edge against the darkness, his black skull gleaming in the flickering light.
‘I take it you don’t eat?’ said Hiza, tearing a leg of rabbit from the spit.
‘No.’
‘Now,’ said Bel, ‘you must tell us – how is it that you come to be here? Do you know where the Stone of Evenings Mild is?’
‘I do,’ said Fazel.
‘Do you have it with you?’
‘No.’
‘Where is it, then?’
‘In a dragon’s lair.’
Bel almost choked on his food. ‘What?’
‘Perhaps we’re getting ahead of ourselves,’ said Gellan. ‘Should we not simply ask Fazel what happened to him after the fight in Whisperwood?’
Bel pulled the bone from his mouth and tossed it away. ‘Good suggestion,’ he said. ‘Fazel?’
‘As you wish,’ said Fazel. He sketched at the ground with a bony finger, choosing where to begin.
•
Well did he remember the horror he’d felt at being pulled back together in the dust. Despite his being little more than ash and bones, the enchantment tying him to ‘life’, for want of a better word, had held strong. Oh no, he remembered thinking, over and over. Oh no, oh no, an eddy of troubled awareness swirling around burnt remains.
‘I came back not long after the fight ended,’ he said. ‘Arisen from the ashes as the thing you see before you. I do not think that anyone, even me, expected such resilience. Battu certainly didn’t, and must have believed me dead ever after, otherwise he would have willed my return.’
Stupid indeed of Battu, Fazel thought. Just because the bug-eye that had connected his sight to Fazel’s had been destroyed, Battu had assumed that the mage too had perished. Fazel, for his part, had never ceased worrying that a Battu-shaped shadow was going to billow out of the rocks and compel him ‘home’.
‘As it was,’ he continued, ‘I still had my orders from Battu, to find and retrieve the blue-haired boy. They were orders that had become nigh on impossible to fulfill, for the boy had been split in two and taken to opposite ends of the earth. One part, gone to the shadow, was accounted for, but the other was away in the Open Halls. Without a clear way forward, I was able to think, shall we say . . . sideways about my task.
‘I could not return to Fenvarrow, for I had neither succeeded nor failed. I did not journey towards the Halls, for I’d be captured within minutes of crossing the wards, and how would that serve my aim? Besides all that, I was supposed to retrieve the blue-haired boy, not boys, which confused the matter even further. The only thing I could imagine in the world that would make it possible to put the two boys back together, and thus complete my orders, was –’
‘The Stone of Evenings Mild,’ said Bel.
‘Yes. I had an idea that’s what the pendant I saw around your neck might be, and certainly I knew it was responsible for whatever had happened to you. Thus I hunted for it and found it quickly enough where it had fallen amongst the trees. Immediately I felt the wood . . . well, worrying at me is the best way I can put it. There are souls in that place, not gone to either Well, and another presence too, which did not like me taking the Stone. They were too depleted from the battle to concern me overmuch, but nonetheless it became my priority to protect the Stone from them . . . and indeed protect it from any who may covet it for purposes not in line with my mission – even Battu.’
That had been a good bit of sideways thinking, he’d always thought.
‘I left Whisperwood via the Nyul’ya river, which kept me safe for many leagues. By walking below the surface, I was able to avoid detection, and for a long time I strode slowly on, day and night, against the current. I might have been years down there, yet I was still in line with my task. I reached the Great Rass and the going became even more ponderous, for the river flows so strongly. All that time submerged gave me ample opportunity to think, and think sideways, about what I must do and where I should go.
‘I remembered a mission I’d had years ago. Battu was ever obsessed with sending out bug-eyes to increase his network of unknowing spies. He was bored, I suspect, and in need of purpose, for he was not allowed to attack Kainordas . . . he never told me why, but I caught a flicker of it once in a stray thought of his. At any rate, bereft of greater designs, Battu concentrated on seeing as much of Kainordas as he could though his bug-eyes.
‘Somehow he heard that a dragon, called Shebazaruka, had made her lair in the far eastern foothills of the Arkus Heights and was heavy with child. A rare thing indeed, for there are few dragons in the world since the breaking, and they do not often stray from their territory to meet others and mate.
‘Battu started thinking – a dragon would fly high and see much of the land. Imagine if he could get a bug-eye into one! There was no way the parasite could take hold in a fully grown dragon, but if he could get one into a baby, perhaps it would grow with its host.’
‘By Arkus,’ murmured Gellan. ‘What an appalling idea.’
‘I agree,’ said Fazel. ‘At any rate, Battu ordered the First Slave Tyrellan and I to journey into Kainordas and find Shebazaruka. We travelled up the eastern coast, accompanied by enough Arabodedas to carry a crate of bug-eyes and a golden statue, which was part of Battu’s cunning plan. I kept us heavily disguised, of course, and we went by rough, untravelled ways whenever we could.
‘Tyrellan wasn’t happy – although he’d never speak openly against Battu, he knew there was a madness to our mission. It was so overly grandiose, and with what reward? A view of treetops for Battu in some remote part of the world? For myself, I was glad to be back in my own lands, on a mission that brought no direct harm to those I still consider to be my people.
‘Weeks later we drew close to Shebazaruka’s lair. We left the carriers and the statue, and took the bug-eyes into the woods that run along the foothills. Soon we came upon an area that had been burnt clear, around a large cave mouth in the mountainside. We left the crate of eyes in the woods and went out from the trees, calling to the dragon. Well, she came, and was none too happy, either, to see strangers so close with her newborn in the cave. She would most certainly have attacked us, but Tyrellan shouted out that we’d brought a gift of gold, and that curbed her fury. Greedy things dragons are: to them treasure means more than the safety of a child.
‘Why, she wanted to know, did we bring her gold? We said it was in offering, like the days of old. We told her it was back along our trail, and she asked why we hadn’t brought it to her. We said we’d had to scour the mountain for many days to find her, and meanwhile left the heavy statue under guard to hasten our search. At the word heavy, the glint of desire in her eye became a lantern, blinding her to all else.’ Fazel sighed. ‘How can great creatures be so shallow? You’d think a thing so long lived would grow wise.’
‘So what happened next?’ said Bel.
‘Shebazaruka demanded that we take her to the treasure. We offered to get it and bring it to her, but now she would not let us out of her sight. This was, of course, exactly what we wanted, to lure her away from her child so the bug-eyes could do their work.
‘She sniffed the air and declared that no one else was around – that was her only concession to assuring her offspring’s safety. She would not stoop to letting us ride on her back, and so we all walked together, a strange sight indeed. As we departed the area, I sent a spell sneaking into the trees to unclasp the lid of the crate and set the bug-eyes free. There were many of them, and we had little doubt that one would find the dragon child.
‘Meanwhile the three of us travelled in a wide circle around the woods. We eventually found the place where the Arabodedas waited with the statue and presented it to Shebazaruka. She was most pleased, crowing and cackling over her new prize. She did not thank us, but gripped the statue in her claws and took flight, knocking us to the ground with her wind. I almost did not pity her for the trick we had pulled so easily.
‘When we returned to Skygrip we found Battu cheerful, for a bug-eye was indeed working perfectly in the child, and the mother did not suspect a thing. Not long after, however, the eye failed. Battu was angry, but I think by then he had grown to realise that there wasn’t much to be gained from spying on mountainside and wood. It did not take long for him to forget it altogether.
‘And so, as I plodded along against the swirling currents of the Rass, my rib cage now home to a companion eel or two, I decided it was time to bestow another gift upon Shebazaruka. Even if Battu later found me, and forced me to tell him where I had hidden the Stone, it would not be an easy thing for him, or anyone, to retrieve it. A dragon’s lair is about as safe a place as any in which to store precious things. I would even be protecting it from my future self, in case I received new orders.
‘So, as the Rass thundered up into the Heights, I said goodbye to my eels and finally crawled out somewhere not so far from here. To eastern Dennali I went, once again looking for Shebazaruka’s lair. I was not sure whether to present the Stone to her as a gift, as before, for it was not as shiny as a gold statue and perhaps would not pique her interest. My other thought was to try to sneak it into her cave without her knowing. As it turns out, neither of those plans was ever necessary.
‘I was about a day from the lair, moving along a ridge, when a dragon descended upon me. I had not meant to be seen, but dragons are excellent at spotting trespassers in their territory. I was not concerned – either I would give Shebazaruka the Stone, or she would destroy me, and I would be gladdened either way.’
‘Unless,’ said Gellan, ‘you simply came back again.’
‘Yes,’ said Fazel begrudgingly. ‘But I would hope that a dragon’s fire, which has no equal in the world, would be enough to burn the unlife from me.
‘As it turns out, the dragon who found me was not Shebazaruka, but her son. I wasn’t expecting to see him, for dragons are solitary creatures and he should have been long gone from the place where he was reared. As he landed before me he almost fell, and it was with great regret that I saw what had befallen him. The bug-eye was still in his head, though now I understood why Battu could no longer see through it. The parasite was malformed, grown enormous, disproportionate to the size of its host.
‘The dragon spoke to me strangely, demanding to know what I was doing there, then asked me a string of other questions which made little sense. I came to understand that he was mad – most likely the eye was to blame. If it existed inside his skull as largely as it bulged from his eye socket, then surely it was pressing against his brain. Perhaps that was why he’d never left the lair.’
Fazel fell silent as he remembered how he had empathised with the dragon’s plight. Long had he carried a bug-eye for Battu, before it had been sizzled away in Whisperwood, and well did he know what it was like to have one’s existence inexorably altered by a Shadowdreamer. Perhaps, he hoped, the eye in the dragon’s head would be dead now that Battu had been toppled – but given its initial failure, there was probably no connection between it and Battu any more in any case.
‘Seeing little choice,’ he continued, ‘I offered him the Stone. At first he hardly glanced at it, although with his eyes rolling around independent of each other, I suppose it was hard to know where he glanced. He thought I insulted him by offering him a dull rock, but I held it up so that he could see the way shadows and light move across its surface, see the dark shine of the black gold. I told him the fate of the world may rest upon this very object – for a dragon, the fact that others covet something is reason enough to desire it for themselves. As soon as I told him the Stone was wanted by both Throne and Shadowdreamer, he was eager to take it into his possession. He asked me to tell him stories about it so that he could pass them on to his mother, impress her with the enormity of the gift. That was the last time I saw it, held in his claws as he took off into the sky.’
The undead mage sighed – a habit he had never managed to shake, despite the lack of breath inside him. ‘I had managed, it seemed, to place myself in an even greater state of limbo. I still could not go to Fenvarrow or the Halls, although the Stone was now secure in case there ever was a way for me to complete my task. In the meantime I took up waiting, hiding in the woods and foothills. Without a way to accomplish my orders, I was freer than I had been in a long time. But now . . . you have found me.’ He could not keep the resentment from his voice. ‘And though it is within your power to free me, I suspect I must journey to the lair once again.’
With his tale ended, he watched them pondering his words. Perhaps, he dared to hope, his deliverance did lie with these folk. At least he could now follow the orders of one on the side of right; at least he would no longer be made to commit travesties in the name of Fenvarrow. And maybe one day, if the light prevailed, he would be free to die.
‘It seems we must seek dragons,’ said Bel. Glancing about the faces in the firelight, Fazel did not think their looks of trepidation misplaced.
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Losara lay in bed with Lalenda snuggled against him, 
 snoozing softly. He let his consciousness dissolve into the shadows that ran through the castle walls, and soon enough he was drifting through the Shadowdream. In previous nights it had been Fenvarrow he had dreamed of, little scenes of daily life – Grey Goblins working in fields, a boat of Arabodedas fishermen working rough seas as they trawled their nets, Graka children chasing one another around snowy peaks. These visions had made for relaxing nights, and he was grateful to have had no long important nightmares like the one in which Bel had caused the Cloud to rain away.
Tonight, however, he was not so fortunate.
He floated high above orange peaks towering out of woods far below. Beneath him was an immense valley through which a river ran, twinkling in the sun. Someone was floating beside him, and with surprise he took in the flapping collection of bones and rags. Together they moved towards the edge of a plateau where his other stood waiting. With Bel were his lover, his friend Hiza, and a mage Losara did not recognise.
The dream blurred and now he was amongst them, listening as the undead thing spoke. It was Fazel, Losara realised, to whom no one had given a thought in years . . . How could it be that he was here, still alive – and speaking to his other? It felt odd to learn that Bel somehow commanded Fazel through Losara’s own connection to Skygrip . . . in fact it was strangely comforting to know they shared this something, when they seemed to share so little.
Then it was night, and Fazel was telling a story. As Losara listened, it sent a spate of mixed reactions through him. Although he had once or twice wondered about the Stone of Evenings Mild, there hadn’t seemed much point looking for it; the thing had already done its damage. The fact that his other now searched for it – and wanted to use it to put them back together – was astounding. He knew that Bel did not think much of him, had been taught to believe that Losara was nothing . . . and he wasn’t sure himself whether that was untrue. So often he felt unnervingly detached from all around him, so often he thought about what he lacked. Bel loved to fight, to kill, whereas Losara did not. Bel was directed in his focus, while Losara meandered thoughtfully, considering many options. Bel was openly passionate about his woman, which Losara measured against his own quiet fondness for Lalenda. If they were put back together, would Losara fade into Bel as Bel seemed to think he would, his subtler attributes overpowered, filling in gaps but not becoming? And yet perhaps subtlety was not the same thing as weakness . . . 
The talk turned to dragons, and it seemed that Bel was going to journey to find the one who now possessed the Stone. Losara took in this news with concern. Dragons had a fearsome reputation, and even his mighty other might fail against one. If Bel died, so would Losara – so effectively Bel’s plan risked them both. What would happen then: a return to the old balance, the old stalemate? The people of Fenvarrow deserved better.
He pulled back from the dream into consciousness. Lalenda still slumbered on his chest, so he dissolved into shadow gradually, letting her slip down gently into the pillows. Then he sped through the corridors of Skygrip to the library where he spread wide, moving through books until he found the word he was looking for.
Dragon.
He condensed wholly into the book, becoming a fine film that bled across the pages, absorbing the words. The descriptions he found did nothing to quell his worries. Unyielding before both weapons and magic, with scales as hard as iron. Fiery breath, unlike any normal flame, which could melt metal to liquid. Added to which they were neither friendly nor reasonable, and they never willingly parted with treasure.
Could Bel defeat such a creature? he wondered. Twice, in dreams, he had experienced what Bel felt during a fight, and knew something odd happened to his counterpart in such circumstances. Bel would lose himself in the heat of battle, and see patterns to be negotiated through his opponents. But is this ability, if it can be called that, reliable? Does it create victory, or simply point the way? What if there are circumstances in which it is simply impossible to succeed? How can a mortal man hope to bring down such a creature as a dragon? Two even, if mother and son still share the same lair.
Perhaps Losara could face them himself? Then he could remove the risk to his other, and also secure the Stone.
North he sped, streaking so fast that the world blurred around him. In moments he was across the border, into the moonlit night of Kainordas. He travelled up the Dragon’s Sorrow river, then across Dennali, until he joined the Arkus Heights well east of where his other would be. Along foothills he raced, spreading wide so as not to miss his target. He quickly discovered the entry to a cave that matched Fazel’s description. Stopping only briefly to gather himself together, he streamed inside.
The cave sloped downwards, widening to a huge cavern about a hundred paces in. Around the walls were pits of glowing coals, rippling with bands of light that seemed almost alive. Heated by dragon flame, no doubt, which was slow to dwindle. Scattered about the earthen floor were coins and precious objects, many half-buried – not quite the glimmering, well-maintained hoard that Losara had expected. As for the dragon herself, she was far more impressive.
Shebazaruka lay in the middle of the cavern, on top of a mound of earth, asleep. Some fifty paces from snout to tail, she was a green as deep as forest night-time. Spikes ran along her limbs, down her back and out along the ridge of her folded bat-like wings. Her neck was long and muscular, ending in a heavy head like a cross between horse and lizard.
Losara knew a moment of awe. Did he really intend to kill such an ancient and impressive creature?
He had to try.
Stepping quietly from the shadows into realness, he held out his hands, collecting power at his fingertips, intending to create the most potent energy bolt of his life. The dragon’s eyes flicked open, glowing green, and her head swung off the ground.
‘Magic?’ she hissed.
Blazing fire burst from her throat, lighting up the cavern and making her treasure gleam and flash. Losara, who hadn’t even expected to be detected, released the energy bolt and disintegrated into shadow. The bolt hit the dragon’s neck, knocking her aim off centre for a moment, but leaving her otherwise unharmed. Losara circled the cavern, hoping that in shadowform she would not sense him . . . but the almighty roar of flames came after him. He felt the heat brush his being, felt part of himself instantly melt away, and remembered with a kind of dull horror what he’d read about the magic of dragon’s fire. It seemed he was not immune to it even in non-corporeal form.
From somewhere further off in the tunnels came a second roar, reverberating off walls and making dust fall – the son was here too, and coming! Between the two of them, they could corner him with fire and end him there and then.
In a flash he fled the cave, another and he was home. Materialising back into his room, and surprised to find himself shaking, Losara chastised himself for his rash moves. To read that a creature was difficult to kill, resistant to magic and with magical fire – and then to speed off and try to confront it anyway, almost casually, without proper planning or strategy? Had I been foggy, so fresh out of the dream, he wondered . . . like a form of sleep-walking?
He forced himself to inspect his body, wondering if he would find something gone, like the finger he had lost to Battu. He could not discover anything obvious, but his back felt tender and sore – perhaps skin was missing? It was difficult to tell just by looking in the mirror, for the damage was not like that done to a mortal body, with no marks of trauma around it – but yes, the top layer of skin from his back had gone. It seemed that injuries sustained in shadowform were somehow attributed to parts of his real body, though exactly how he wasn’t sure. What if, one day, he lost something of his heart or mind?
You must remember, he reproached himself, that powerful as you may be, invincible you are not!
‘What’s wrong?’ came Lalenda’s sleepy voice. She was sitting up in bed, her bedraggled hair falling over her face. The sight of her calmed him somewhat.
‘Nothing, my pixie. I’ll come back to bed soon.’
‘Fading away in the night . . .’ she grumbled, finishing face down in the pillow.
‘I have something to do.’
He did indeed . . . but what? He could not allow Bel to run off and get singed to a crisp by dragons, yet he could not fight them himself either. Then an idea came – who better to withstand the dragon’s magical fire than another magic-resistant creature?
Time to fight fire with . . . mud.

Again Losara dissolved, but this time he went in search of Tyrellan. He found the Black Goblin sitting in his quarters, sharpening a dagger and staring at the shadowmander.
‘Tyrellan,’ he said, stepping from the shadows.
Tyrellan rose smoothly, slipping the blade into his belt.
‘Yes, my lord?’
‘Years ago you went to find a dragon in Dennali, called Shebazaruka.’
‘I did.’
‘Can you mark it on a map?’
‘I already have,’ said Tyrellan. He went to his cupboards and revealed a shelf of neatly stacked scrolls. ‘Here,’ he said, pulling out a map of Dennali. ‘It’s the very one we took on that ill-fated mission.’
‘Thank you,’ said Losara.
‘Anything I should know?’
‘Not sure yet,’ said Losara. He went to the window and left the room, taking the map with him. He could not turn it to shadow – in fact the only things he ever took with him in shadowform were his clothes. Why he was able to bring those he wasn’t quite sure, except that maybe they were, more or less, a part of him. At any rate, he did not travel as quickly as usual, for fear the paper would rip from his ethereal grip or shred to pieces in the wind. Going so slowly, it took nearly an hour to reach Swampwild.
There he found the funeral mire where Lalenda’s mother was buried. He stepped out onto a hillock surrounded by willow and gravebloom. Going down to the deep mud that encircled it, he called out, ‘Eldew! It is I, Losara, here to invoke your promise to serve!’
Nothing happened. Losara tried a few more times, then wondered if he was simply shouting at nothing. He sat down on the hillock to wait. Around him the bog was quiet, save for frogs and the occasional bubble breaking. Perhaps the Mireform had forsaken him?
Bubbles soon burst in quick succession and Eldew rose glistening from the mud. He was even larger than most Mireforms, his abdomen and head like one boulder upon another, his wide mouth rich with rows of glinting silver fangs. The lumpy growths of moss protruding from his skin were a healthy green, and his knife-like claws so long they looked almost cumbersome. He flowed to the bog’s edge and pulled his bandy legs free with a slurp. Losara rose, and despite the fact he was higher on the slope, they met eye to beady white eye. In the bog, other shapes moved beneath the surface – it seemed Eldew had not come alone.
‘I answer your call, Losara Shadowhand,’ said Eldew, his voice deep and resonant, like bubbles breaking underwater.
‘I have a task for you,’ said Losara. ‘One of great importance.’
‘The Mireform shall serve.’
‘It requires journeying into Kainordas.’
Eldew’s tendrils whipped about. ‘Hmmm, hum,’ he said. ‘That can be a difficult place for us. So dry.’
‘It would be Dennali,’ said Losara. ‘A wet land, full of swamp and wood and water.’
‘Yes,’ said Eldew. ‘The east is not so restrictive. What would you have done?’
‘How fast can you travel?’
‘Not so fast as the Shadowhand . . . but fast nonetheless.’
‘Then I need you to get, as fast as you can, to here,’ said Losara, holding out the map. Eldew took it delicately in his long claws and held it up for inspection.
‘Quite a ways,’ he said. ‘What do we find there?’
‘Dragons,’ said Losara, ‘that I want you to kill.’
Eldew’s tongue slopped out and made a little unconscious jabbing motion with the spiked end. He slurped it back in.
‘Dragons,’ he repeated.
‘Does that trouble you?’
‘No,’ said Eldew. ‘How many?’
‘Two.’
‘Then we shall be six,’ said Eldew and raised his voice. ‘Tarka, Eddow, Gremin, Thrasker, Ectid, attend!’
From the mud rose five more shapes, turning themselves into Mireforms. As Eldew rolled the map up carefully, a small recess opened in his side. He slid the map into it and it slopped closed.
‘Two more things,’ said Losara. ‘First, if you come across my counterpart, another man with blue hair, he must not be harmed.’
Eldew gurgled.
‘Secondly, in the dragon’s hoard you will find a special stone, which flashes with light and creeps with shadow. This you must retrieve.’
‘We understand,’ said Eldew. ‘Is there anything else you bid? You will not easily find us once we move, for magic rolls right off our backs.’
‘Nothing but that you must be swift. You must try to beat my counterpart to the dragon’s lair, and he is closer to it now than we are here.’
‘Then we shall not tarry. The fastest way through the bog is underneath it. We will take our leave, saviour child.’
‘Take it,’ said Losara.
Together the Mireforms lost their shapes, melting back into the mud. Losara wondered in what form they’d emerge on the other side.
With a shrug that ended in him collapsing to shadow, he sped back to Skygrip and, in the dim light of morning, found his Lalenda sleeping once more. Re-forming slowly between her arm and the pillows, he slipped into her embrace without waking her.
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Sitting on Refectu, Losara was thankful for the silence. As he had discovered, not only could he fill the throne room on a whim, he could also have it emptied. Only Tyrellan waited with him now, silently watching his new companion, thinking his own unknown thoughts.
Despite the orders he was about to give, Losara’s mind was elsewhere – back with his other, and the Stone. The morning had brought him doubts that snatching it away was the best course of action. He needed time to think – no, more than that: he needed more information to think about. An idea began to form in his mind, one he hoped was not too reckless.
‘Roma has arrived, my lord,’ came Turry’s announcement from the opposite end of the throne room.
Losara nodded and a moment later Roma strode through the archway. He was as impressive a figure as Losara remembered from that day they had fought each other in the duelling chamber – stony-faced and sleek, his black hair pulled tight into a ponytail streaked with red dye, an open-chested robe swishing around his feet. As he arrived at the throne, the shadowmander ran up Tyrellan’s leg to perch on his shoulder for a better view of the mage. Roma was clearly astonished by the creature.
‘An improvement on your last familiar, First Slave,’ he said.
Tyrellan pulled back his top lip to reveal a gleaming fang. ‘Thank you.’
Roma turned to Losara and bowed low. ‘I am sent for, lord. I come.’
For some reason Losara felt sure he could trust this man. Although Roma had once coveted the seat in which Losara now reclined, that singular feud had been ended decisively. There was no way Roma would risk returning to the pain Losara had engulfed him in, pain through which Losara had forged himself a loyal servant before plunging him into the cold water of mercy. Thus tempered, Roma was now unwavering in his support.
‘It is good to see you,’ said Losara. ‘I thank you for your patience in waiting to serve me. I promise that you will never again have to earn your coin performing idle tricks for passers-by.’
‘It was not the most . . . illustrious profession for a mage such as I,’ acknowledged Roma.
‘I agree,’ said Losara. ‘That is why I’ve called you here. I want you to help Tyrellan oversee the gathering of our army. Our target will be Holdwith, where many Kainordan mages train. Tyrellan will explain to you why we have need of them alive . . . at least for a while.’
Internally he was troubled by what he intended. He had only killed a person once before, and the Throne’s look of disbelief still came back sometimes to haunt him. Yet he had also seen much killing . . . seen how Bel would lay waste to all Fenvarrow if he could, leaving the parts he could not stick with his sword dry and dying beneath a sweltering sun. Did the fact that Losara only sought to defend his land against such devastation excuse his actions?
What choice do I have? he thought.
‘For that reason,’ he went on, ‘we shall need the numbers for a decisive victory. Roma, I am making you Magus Supreme.’
It was a position that Battu had, if not done away with, at least never filled – the head of all magic in Fenvarrow, bar the Shadowdreamer himself.
Roma bowed again, even lower than the first time. ‘You honour me, master. I will not disappoint you.’
‘It will be your task to ready our mages,’ said Losara. ‘The Kainordans have many, and we must seek to match their numbers. For our student mages, whether in schools or with single tutors, their learning must be accelerated, and concentrated in the arts of war.’
‘It will be done.’
‘Tyrellan will see to the regular army. Marshall all at Fort Logale, and perhaps the enemy will think we intend to attack the more obvious target of the Shining Mines. And now . . .’
One last time he turned the idea over in his head. Was he sure? No, but how could one be sure of anything? And, with army-building delegated and set in motion, there was nothing further he could do to expedite proceedings. It would take weeks to accomplish the assignments he had given these two, if not more, during which he would essentially be at a loose end. Making up his mind once and for all, he spoke.
‘I will be gone for a time, on my own task. Perhaps a couple of weeks, perhaps longer. I may be able to return at times, but I cannot be sure of that. I am putting a good deal of trust in you both to carry out my orders while I’m away.’
Unspoken questions appeared on their faces, but neither asked where he was going. That was well with him, for he wasn’t quite sure if his idea even made sense.
‘What of general governance?’ said Tyrellan.
‘You would be my first choice, Tyrellan, if your priorities did not lie elsewhere. Let the Shadow Council oversee the day-to-day for a time . . . you can always overrule them if you deem it necessary.’
‘Very well. What of protection? You should not go alone on this mysterious excursion.’
‘Ah Tyrellan,’ said Losara, ‘do not fear. I will not strictly be alone. For a start, I’ll have your old friend Fazel to keep me company.’ He rose, ignoring Tyrellan’s surprise. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me, there is someone else I must inform of my decision.’
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He tried to gather her into his arms but she backed away, staring into his void-like eyes. ‘Why must you do this?’ she asked again.
He sighed. ‘I have told you why.’
‘But why can’t you come back? You can whisk back and forth in an instant.’
‘Once I am there, I must remain for a time. Travelling back and forth would be too risky. Lalenda, be not afraid – no harm will befall me.’
‘It is not the external threats that scare me so much,’ she said. ‘It is the end you seek.’
‘I am yet to decide what end I seek.’
‘Even the possibility, the fact that you consider it, is enough to frighten.’
He now regretted saying too much. He could have left it at telling her he wanted to discover more about Bel, his so-called enemy, and that he was also worried Bel might get himself killed. She’d understood that, for he had told her about his dream, so she knew that if Bel perished, so did he. He’d then told her he had initiated a plan to create a weapon for Fenvarrow, to assure her that he was focused on victory. All of that would have been enough, but instead he had gone on to tell her the whole truth, for wasn’t that what lovers did? But now, he realised, he could have easily achieved what he wanted without upsetting her in the process. She now knew of his uncertainty over whether or not he should prevent Bel from getting the Stone, and the reason why.
‘And what about me?’ she said. ‘Have you considered what might happen to me if you pursue such a course? Bel has a lover too, you say.’
The question caught him by surprise, for in truth he had not thought about it. Unwillingly he remembered Jaya, of the slightly odd pull he had felt when he’d seen her in the dream. Still, it was not enough to negate his affection for the trembling little bundle in front of him.
‘You are mine,’ he said. Was there something to add to that? He couldn’t find the words. He could not say that he was hers, for he had a responsibility that came before all else. ‘I promise,’ he added, somewhat lamely.
He shouldn’t have shared his plan. It wasn’t even a plan yet, more an idea to be considered, a distant potential only. Again he tried to hold her, and though she did not move away this time, she remained stiff in his embrace.
‘Lalenda,’ he said, ‘I fight for us.’
She looked up into his eyes then, her expression softening. ‘Really?’
‘Of course. I fight for everyone in Fenvarrow.’
Her look told him that had been the wrong thing to say, though he was not sure why.
‘Then,’ she said, ‘I cannot believe you would wager the fate of all Fenvarrow on such a precarious notion.’
‘I do not yet know if I will,’ he said. ‘That is precisely why I must . . .’
But she strained against him, and he released her with a sigh.
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Gellan sat watch as the others slumbered. It wasn’t strictly necessary, he supposed, when they had an undead mage with them who did not require sleep . . . but in truth, no one exactly trusted Fazel yet. Gellan, for his part, did not doubt that Fazel’s intentions were good, but the intentions of a slave created by the enemy were a moot point. He wondered what would happen if Fazel received new instructions from the Shadowdreamer – would they override the control Bel was able to exert? Or would there be some kind of stand-off?
Fazel sat next to him, arranging his cloak over his black legs. Vaguely Gellan wondered why he bothered to cover himself – it wasn’t as if he’d feel the cold, if there had even been any. Perhaps he’d fallen into the habit of hiding his looks, or felt ashamed of what he had become.
He decided to voice his concerns – if anyone had answers, it would be Fazel.
‘I was wondering what might happen if the Shadowdreamer became aware of your existence.’
‘Ah,’ said Fazel. ‘I have been wondering that myself.’
‘Do you think Bel’s orders would hold?’
Fazel sighed. ‘I doubt it. While Bel may have some connection to Skygrip through Losara, there is no doubting that Losara is the source. All my willingness to serve the light will amount to nothing if he finds me, I imagine.’
‘Mm,’ said Gellan. ‘Quite a worry. It is not as if Bel’s movements are of no interest to the Shadowdreamer. There’s no telling when his attention may be drawn to us.’
Fazel nodded. ‘You are right, of course. Travelling with me comes with great risk. As in fact does keeping me alive at all.’
Gellan knew what the mage was suggesting. ‘You desire to cease?’ he asked.
‘Would you not?’ said Fazel. ‘I have suffered well beyond my time in this prison of bones. I cannot eat or sleep, or enjoy any earthly pleasure. All I have are memories – memories of terrible deeds dealt to my people by my own hands. Not even this current reprieve affords me peace of mind, for any day I could be forced to turn again to the darkness.’ He chuckled humourlessly. ‘You tell me if that sounds like any kind of retirement.’
‘It does not,’ said Gellan. ‘You have my sympathies, old mage. And if you wish to put the case to Bel that we are safer without you, I will be your advocate.’
‘The sooner the better.’
‘Is there a way?’ said Gellan. ‘A sure way, after which you will not rise unwillingly from the ashes?’
‘I have lived a long time with the enchantment that animates me,’ said Fazel. ‘I fancy I could break it myself, were I given such a directive.’
‘I see.’ Gellan frowned. ‘There is one thing that gives me doubt as to the wisdom of losing you.’
‘And that is?’ said Fazel, sounding very tired.
‘The Stone of Evenings Mild requires mages of both light and shadow to work.’
‘Yes,’ agreed Fazel dully.
‘And Bel seeks to make it work – something I would have judged impossible a week ago. Where could we hope to find a shadow mage willing to help us? And yet here you are. If we do away with you, what chance of success do we have?’
‘I don’t know what chance of success you have anyway,’ said Fazel. ‘As we’ve just discussed, if it came to conflicting orders between Bel and Losara, I am sure I’d be compelled to follow Losara. Do you really think he’s going to stand there slack-jawed as I aid in the casting of magic against him? Or will he, perhaps, say “Stop that”?’
Gellan nodded gravely. ‘You are right, and we will put it all to Bel tomorrow. Now,’ he rose smoothly to his feet, ‘if you’ll excuse me, I must attend to a certain pressure.’
‘Even that I miss,’ he heard Fazel mutter as he went into the trees.
It was a serene place, this part of the world. It had been several days since they’d found their way down from the mountains, and now they travelled eastwards along the foothills. There was a path, of sorts – overgrown and sometimes invisible, sometimes marked only by the absence of trees. Moisture seemed omnipresent as streams gushed and sent up spray, dew dripped from ferns, and a spot of rain was never far away. It was pleasant enough, however, humid and still, and they did not see much evidence of settlement. Tomorrow, or the next day, they might come across a village, or spy a woodsman’s hut nestled somewhere off the path . . . but then again, maybe not.
A short distance from the camp, Gellan found some likely looking bushes and untied his trousers. As he relieved himself, he considered the dilemma with Fazel. The undead mage couldn’t stay, surely . . . having him with them was like walking around with a sword pointed at their backs. Yet how in Arkus’s name were they supposed to work the Stone without him?
Then he sensed something that brought his mind snapping back to his current surrounds. Had he felt . . . ? And then he was sure.
Somewhere in the night, something of the shadow lurked.
Instinctively he put up a defensive ward around him, and for a moment felt ridiculously exposed as he shoved his well-lit manhood back into his trousers. Off in the darkness the thing moved, as if it sensed him sensing it. There, in the lee of a towering oak, it was hiding . . . but what was it? Shadow magic obscured his own magical sight, but from the gap in his perceptions he could make out its outline. Something small . . . and making itself smaller? What manner of creature could do that?
Then it was coursing towards him through the trees, and he flung up his hands in readiness, his light growing brighter as he magnified his defence . . . but the shadow thing, a speck now, cut right through and flew towards him.
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Bel sat bolt upright on his bedroll, sword already in hand.
‘Mmf?’ came a sleepy objection from Jaya at his side.
‘Did you hear that?’
He was certain that somewhere, off in the night, someone had just cried out. There was a rustle nearby as M’Meska clambered to her feet, drawing her bow.
‘I hears,’ she said.
Over by the fire, Fazel was staring into the dark.
‘Fazel,’ said Bel, ‘is something amiss? Where’s Gellan?’
‘He . . . went off to relieve himself,’ said Fazel. ‘I . . .’ He trailed off, as if listening to something no one else could hear.
‘Fazel,’ said Bel impatiently, ‘what has happened?’
Fazel did not reply. Bel scowled and turned away. Damn mages.
Jaya was awake now, and Hiza too, grim-faced enough to indicate that he had expected trouble all along.
‘Come on,’ said Bel, and strode past the fire into the trees.
He tried to remember the cry, half-heard in sleep: only the last note had crossed over into waking. There had been alarm in it, that was certain.
‘Gellan!’ he called, and quickly the others took up the cry. M’Meska went bounding away into the brush, not at all silently. ‘Stay close,’ Bel told Jaya, whose eyes scanned the night, her sword at the ready. Hiza had brought a brand from the fire to light their way. It was a sensible thing to do. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Shadows danced away from the flame, scattering in strange shapes through the trees.
‘Fazel?’ said Bel over his shoulder.
‘I’m with you.’
‘Can you sense anything of what just happened?’
The mage remained oddly quiet, and just as Bel was about to demand an answer, a group of bushes before him quivered.
‘Gellan?’ said Bel. ‘Show yourself!’
From out of the bushes Gellan staggered, twisting free of their thorny clutches. He looked dishevelled, as if he had fallen. A moment later M’Meska landed by his side and, ‘Found him,’ she informed them proudly.
‘What happened?’ asked Hiza. ‘Have we cause for concern?’
Gellan blinked, as if seeing him for the first time. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Hiza.’
‘Yes?’ said Hiza.
‘I am sorry,’ said Gellan, ‘to have woken you all. Everything is all right. I took a bit of a tumble in the dark, is all.’ He glanced past them at Fazel, and for a moment the two of them were silently intense.
‘Are you two communicating?’ Bel demanded. ‘Speak aloud, damn you!’
‘Forgiveness please,’ said Gellan, shaking his head. ‘I am overtired, perhaps. I should have concentrated on where I was putting my feet.’ He paused for a moment, seeming to collect his thoughts. ‘Let us return to the camp. We have another long day in front of us.’
There was something strange about his manner, and Bel could not help but feel he wasn’t telling them everything. Still, that was the way of mages, was it not? He was well used to Fahren and his mysterious airs, it was no surprise to find that Gellan was cut from the same cloth.
‘All right then,’ he growled. ‘Everyone back to camp – we should still be able to salvage some rest from this night. And Gellan?’
‘Yes?’
‘Watch where you’re going.’
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It always took a while for the morning light to arrive, with the mountains towering between them and sunrise. In the dimness of the day’s beginning, Bel walked alongside M’Meska, listening to her talk about her homeland in the Furoara Sands. Someday, thought Bel, he would like to try riding a dune claw himself.
‘Rabbit,’ said M’Meska and suddenly leaped away. He did not begrudge her sudden departure, for it was the Saurian and her arrows that kept them well fed.
Ahead Jaya walked with Hiza, chatting easily. He was glad that those two got along, and smiled as she giggled at something and punched Hiza’s arm. Hiza gave a look of mock affront and rubbed the ‘bruise’. The interaction reminded Bel of the way he and Hiza had been until recently. Although everything was perfectly amicable between them, they were no longer the simple, easy friends of days gone by. In fact, ever since finding out who Bel really was, Hiza had treated him almost like a different person, as if Bel himself had changed and not just the world’s view of him.
At least Jaya was in good humour. As she laughed at something Hiza said out of earshot, he found himself chuckling along with her.
‘Must be nice,’ came Gellan’s voice, ‘to share the road with your lady.’ The mage had caught him smiling to himself, and he found he didn’t mind.
‘It is,’ he said. ‘And you, do you have someone also?’
‘Oh,’ for a moment Gellan looked uncertain, ‘. . . yes. Back home. But I would not risk bringing her on such a dangerous excursion.’
Bel pondered whether there was a subtle slight intended in the mage’s words.
‘Well,’ he responded gruffly, ‘I’m afraid I don’t have much say in the matter. I’d like to see anyone try telling Jaya what she can and can’t do.’
‘I meant no offence,’ clarified Gellan. ‘I simply meant that mine is . . . well, different from yours. More fragile, I suppose, though she’d no doubt protest otherwise.’
‘I see.’
‘She is very beautiful, though, your Jaya. You must love her deeply.’
‘I do,’ said Bel. He wondered why Gellan was questioning him about this, but then again, why not . . . they had plenty of time to kill on this journey, and had already exhausted a number of topics.
‘Certainly exotic,’ continued Gellan. ‘Has a touch of Sprite about her, if I’m not mistaken. But then again so do you. Made for each other, you could say.’
‘You could,’ said Bel, remembering his father’s words about the soul kiss of the Sprites. Where was his father anyway? He shook his head. Later.

Jaya glanced around as if she knew they were talking about her, and stuck her tongue out at Bel.
‘You could indeed.’
Gellan fell into thoughtful reflection, then glanced behind at Fazel bringing up the rear.
‘Come on Fazel, stop dawdling,’ he called, and instantly the mage quickened his step.
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Later that day the path grew firmer, and they began to pass dwellings amongst the trees. Coming around a thick grove, they found themselves at the top of a hill looking down upon cleared land, with smoking chimneys in the distance. A wooden sign by the roadside, chipped and faded, read ‘Talforn’.
‘Well,’ said Bel, ‘perhaps we’ll sleep in beds tonight.’
‘After a few mugs of ale,’ said Hiza with a wink.
‘Ale?’ said M’Meska. ‘Weak as cat water.’
‘If they have an inn out here in the middle of nowhere,’ added Jaya gloomily. ‘Personally I’ll be happy if they’ve invented chairs.’
‘Don’t trample on my dreams,’ groaned Hiza.
‘Will you join us, Fazel?’ said Bel. ‘Have you some illusion you can cast to disguise yourself?’
‘I don’t think that wise,’ said Gellan. ‘If there are any mages about, they will sense his presence . . . and that may cause the villagers unease.’
Fazel gave a stiff nod. ‘I will circle wide, and meet you on the other side tomorrow.’
‘Very well,’ said Bel. ‘Now, let us go and see if we can discover that cat . . . I mean ale.’
Down the path they went onto flatter land. In fields hats bobbed up and down as their owners tended to crops, though they remained firmly up as the strange procession appeared on the otherwise quiet road.
Talforn didn’t seem to have a clear beginning or end – at a point the buildings simply began to stand closer together. The villagers looked mainly to be farmers, strong and weatherbeaten. The stares Bel received did not quite hold the amazement he had attracted in other places; they contained a more frank and appraising curiosity. He wondered if these fringe dwellers had heard that the blue-haired man had made himself known . . . or even knew who he was.
‘Ho, strangers,’ called a burly, bronzed fellow who had been digging in his yard. ‘How do you fare?’
From out of the house behind him appeared a buxom woman cradling a toddler.
‘Well enough,’ answered Bel. ‘Maybe a bug or two caught between our teeth, but nothing we can’t swallow. Is there a Citizen Prime here?’
‘No Prime,’ said the man. ‘Though if the village needed a voice, it might be mine.’ He rested on his shovel. ‘I’m Barnus. And, if you don’t mind me sayin’, you don’t look like the kind of folk we normally get through here.’ He frowned at Bel’s hair. ‘That the fashion in the cities these days?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Your hair. Dyed blue as the sky. A strange look, some would think . . . but each to their own, I s’pose.’
‘You not know child of power legend?’ M’Meska asked incredulously.
‘Well, of course!’ said the man. ‘We’re not totally grown wild. But . . . well . . .’ He stared hard at Bel. ‘You don’t mean . . . ? No, surely not.’
‘I’m afraid so,’ said Jaya. ‘Annoying though it is, this is the blue-haired man.’
‘Well, I never!’ exclaimed the woman, speaking for the first time. ‘Imagine that, here in Talforn!’
‘I don’t have to imagine it, woman,’ said Barnus. ‘He’s standin’ right there. Well,’ he went on, a little more carefully now, ‘is there anything we can be doin’ for you?’
‘Is there an inn?’
‘’Course there is,’ said the man, somewhat offended. ‘I’ll take you there myself.’
‘Before you do,’ said Gellan, ‘can you tell me if there are any mages here?’
Barnus nodded briskly. ‘We got Miss Felda, though I ain’t seen her for a couple of days now. She often goes off into the woods lookin’ for herbs – one of those types, all potions and whatnot.’
‘I see,’ said Gellan, and his eyes took on a distant look.
‘What are you doing?’ said Bel.
‘Just warning Fazel,’ replied Gellan quietly, ‘to be on the lookout. Don’t want him getting caught unawares, now, do we?’
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‘And then,’ Hiza said, ‘it began to look as if Bel and I had gotten ourselves into a rather sticky situation.’
Sitting at a table in the small, quiet inn, the group nonetheless made the most of a night indoors. Jugs of ale didn’t survive long, while Bel and Hiza gave in to the time-honoured pastime of drinkers everywhere: recounting shared memories. Hiza had just told the story of how, when he and Bel had been boys, they’d poured honey into Corlas’s bottle of leather polish.
‘Not for you,’ put in Bel tipsily. ‘You fled like a rabbit with wolves on his trail. Or tail. Trail.’
‘Both,’ suggested M’Meska.
‘Can you blame me?’ laughed Hiza. ‘When Corlas realised what it was he’d just rubbed onto his armour, his face flamed up redder than a beetroot.’
‘Aye,’ said Bel, ‘and my buttocks were the same colour not long after!’
It was good to see Hiza less serious around him – maybe his friend was finally remembering that Bel was the same person he’d always been. Of the others, only Gellan was not laughing at the relived antics. Instead the mage wore a quizzical expression.
‘What is it, Gellan?’ said Jaya, then drained the last of her mug. ‘Has the immense wit of my fellow and his comrade passed you by?’
Gellan gave a slight chortle, but it sounded rather forced. ‘It just seems a very strange thing to do,’ he said. ‘You put honey in Corlas’s bottle of polish?’
‘Um, yes,’ said Hiza, his hand hovering as he waited for Jaya to finish pouring out the latest jug. ‘That was in fact the point of the whole story.’
‘I see,’ said Gellan. ‘And it was your intention that he unknowingly ruin his armour?’
‘Not ruin,’ said Bel. ‘Gellan, have you quaffed too much ale? Your mind doesn’t seem to be whirring too quickly.’
Gellan glanced at the full mug in front of him, then pulled it towards him. ‘I’m sure that’s why,’ he said, taking a sip. ‘I guess I just don’t understand why irritating someone is funny.’
‘It’s called mischief,’ said Jaya, rolling her eyes.
‘Speaking of your father,’ said Gellan to Bel, ‘has there been any news on that count?’
Bel frowned, his merry mood turning rapidly grimmer. Why did Gellan have to go and ask him about that now? It was difficult for him to think about his father when the task he’d been born for lay ahead, eclipsing all else. Also, it was troubling that Corlas had not come forward after word had gone out about his pardon, and Bel could not help but feel somewhat abandoned. Unless something bad had happened to him, but that was a dark thought indeed and always quickly shooed away. Corlas was more than able to watch out for himself, Bel knew that. Perhaps he was simply hiding somewhere, unaware that he had been forgiven?
‘No further news,’ he said, trying not to let his annoyance sound in his voice. ‘Fahren’s soldiers continue to search for him.’
‘Ah,’ said Gellan, and then, somewhat distantly, ‘poor unfortunate chap.’
Bel sought to change the subject. ‘What of Fazel?’ he asked quietly. ‘Can you sense him out there?’
Gellan concentrated for a moment, then nodded. ‘Yes. He is away up the hillside, far enough from the village to cause no concern.’
‘I still say we can’t trust him,’ said Hiza darkly.
‘Still say?’ said Jaya. ‘You haven’t said a word about it.’
‘Well, how could I?’ said Hiza, slurring slightly. ‘It’s not like he’s been out of earshot since we got him.’
‘He has to obey my commands,’ said Bel. ‘That makes him harmless enough.’
‘Bel’s right,’ said Gellan. ‘Not to mention that we will need a mage of shadow to operate the Stone, should we ever find it.’
‘Yes,’ said Hiza, ‘but what if the Shadowdreamer comes along and gives that skeleton another command . . . such as murdering everyone while they sleep?’
‘If the Shadowdreamer knew that Fazel was alive,’ said Gellan, ‘he would have come for him by now. Losara is not all-powerful, Hiza. He does not know everything, try as he might.’
Odd comment, thought Bel . . . but the ale beckoned, Jaya gave his thigh a squeeze under the table, and he wondered about it little more.
•
Fazel waited in the shadow of a tree as the mage drew closer.
Damn Arkus’s eyes, he silently cursed. Why couldn’t she stay away from town a little longer? Why did she have to be coming back this night?
As she approached, moving lightly through the undergrowth, he took a measure of her. It was not possible to be certain, but she didn’t seem overly strong. For a start, she had not yet sensed him, even though he stood quite close.
Probably just a simple village mage, he thought. Used to an easy life, not on the lookout for lurking monsters.

She would sense him any moment, though, he knew . . . and even if he let her pass, there was another in town tonight whom she could not be allowed to sense. Unfortunately, his orders were clear.
Stepping forward, he reached out with his power. She was caught wholly off guard and too late began to fling up a flimsy defence. He squeezed his fingers, compacting the flesh of her throat, crushing it instantly, snuffing her out like a candle. She fell silently to the forest floor. Fazel gestured at the earth beneath her body, rending it open to swallow her up, then closed it again, leaving no trace.
Maybe by some miracle, the mage’s loved ones would discover her body and be able to farewell her properly. Maybe they would not spend the coming days, weeks, years, searching for her, wondering if she was dead or still alive somewhere.
Fazel turned away, knowing it was a foolish hope.
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Fahren waited in the Throne’s private meeting chamber, a high-roofed room with marble walls covered liberally with paintings. Behind the long marble table at which he sat was a velvet throne on a raised platform. He chose not to elevate himself on that seat for this particular encounter – Syanti Saurians were a proud people, probably the most reclusive and self-governing of all the Kainordan races, and Fahren didn’t want them to think he placed himself higher than them, even physically. He was not exactly nervous about meeting High Priest P’Terra, the leader of the Syanti, but not exactly at ease about it either. Syanti were not famed for their even temper, and he’d have to be careful if he were to enlist their aid.
‘The Syanti delegation has arrived, my lord,’ announced the messenger at the entry doors. Fahren nodded.
The messenger pulled back the doors to reveal three Syanti. Like their Ryoshi cousins they had reptilian features, but they were more snake-like than lizard. These three moved forward fluidly on tails that whisked against the stone floor, their torsos rocking slightly from side to side. Each had long, thin arms with long, thin fingers, the main deviation from their serpentine appearance. Their scales were a mix of grey, green and the odd bit of gold, more so on the middle one, whom Fahren guessed to be P’Terra. The High Priest wore a ceremonial dagger strapped across his chest, and ruby-studded bands on his wrists and neck. His companions looked to be warriors – one had a scabbard that Fahren knew would contain an impossibly thin sword, almost reed-like but razor-sharp and strengthened by magic. The other had a metal-studded whip, looped and glinting, at his side. Both wore bands of iron affixed in various places, but unlike the priest’s, theirs were unadorned.
Fahren rose.
‘Greetings and welcome,’ he said.
‘Great Throne,’ said P’Terra, a forked tongue darting in and out of his mouth. ‘Thanks be to you for this summoning. These my personal guard are, T’Teksa and D’Rana.’
The two warriors dipped their heads.
‘Excellent to receive you all,’ said Fahren. ‘Will you . . . um . . .’ He suddenly realised he wasn’t sure if the Saurians liked chairs.
‘Would you like to sit?’ he said hesitantly.
P’Terra glanced at the chairs with his yellow slit eyes. ‘Not for Syanti built,’ he said.
‘Of course,’ said Fahren, moving quickly around the table so it did not stand between them. ‘My apologies.’ He chided himself for the oversight – he knew, if he’d thought about his last visit to their desert city, that Syantis liked to coil in large cushions while taking their ease. Since he’d taken on the thousand duties of being Throne this was the kind of detail that escaped him.
P’Terra gave a slight hiss, which Fahren interpreted as a chortle.
‘Mind not,’ he said. ‘Things more important.’
‘Indeed,’ said Fahren. ‘I trust you had a pleasant journey?’
‘Syanti not like desert to leave,’ said P’Terra, ‘but did not come for pleasance.’
‘Well, perhaps we should speak on the matters that bring you here. I trust you know by now that the blue-haired man has been revealed?’
P’Terra put a hand to his chest. ‘Praise to Arkus, the guiding light, for this to be delivered.’
Fahren wasn’t entirely sure that Arkus was responsible for Bel and Losara, but he decided not to muddy the waters with a discourse on the forces of fate. Syanti were devout followers of the Sun God, and if they wanted to believe that Bel had been sent by him, it would only strengthen their resolve.
‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘Then you will know that with his coming, war is also foretold. War that will end the conflict between us and the shadow.’
‘Heathens,’ agreed P’Terra. ‘To renounce Arkus bad enough is. To stand against him, seek to end him, must be punished. Arkus the one god is, giver of light, bringer of heat.’
Fahren nodded. ‘I am gathering our army at Kahlay. I do not know when battle will begin, but I am hoping we can count on the noble Syanti to aid us in this last, holy fight.’
‘Yes,’ said P’Terra. ‘For years many we have waited. Ready are my people, yearn the land to cleanse of shadow, purify with metal and blood magic, send their souls back to Assedrynn the betrayer.’
Fahren shifted his feet uncomfortably. The Syanti priests practised a particular form of light magic that often involved sacrifice, and though it produced powerful results, it was not something he strictly agreed with. Still, this was not the time to be squeamish.
‘I am glad,’ he said.
‘Already we prepare,’ continued P’Terra. ‘Will send word this day for to be coming at last, to join others at Kahlay.’
Fahren was relieved, though he supposed he needn’t have worried. History showed that the Syanti were always eager for any opportunity to beat back the shadow. Perhaps he had been concerned they would not accept him as the new figurehead of the light – but the Auriel rested on his brow, and the power play that had brought it to him would not concern the Syanti, for they cared little about Varenkai politics. It was time, he decided, to stop being so diffident about the Throneship. For better or worse it was his and not to be questioned, even by him.
‘I shall see to it you have everything you need,’ he said. ‘Will you reside here as my guests until your people arrive?’
‘Honour,’ said P’Terra, which Fahren took as agreement. ‘One request?’ continued the High Priest.
‘Anything you need,’ said Fahren, against his better judgement.
‘We our goats all used up on the way here,’ said P’Terra. ‘Can you give us one? We must pray for our success.’
Fahren paused only for a moment, trying not to picture what the Syanti wanted a goat for. They had been given extravagant quarters near the top of the Open Castle, and he had a brief mental image of blood creeping across a marble floor, soaking into an ancient rug.
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I shall see that you are sent a goat.’
A life here or there, he thought. A small price to pay.

•
Losara awoke not with a start, but suddenly. It was to be expected, for he found that while he was away from Skygrip’s saturation of shadows, in which he could drift between sleep and consciousness at will, here sleep was a far less controllable experience.
A ray of sun that crept in between the room’s curtains found his arm, warming it uncomfortably, and he withdrew it under the covers.
‘Don’t disappear back in there,’ came the voice of the room’s other occupant. He glanced over to see Hiza, fully dressed, gathering things into his pack. ‘Time to be off again shortly.’
Losara was pleased with how easy it had proved to maintain the illusion even while sleeping. Obviously, to Hiza he still appeared to be Gellan.
After a quick breakfast the group left Talforn. Losara was thankful that the brightness of Kainordas did not sting his eyes – as he suspected it would have before they’d been turned to shadow. He even dared to lead the group, taking them to Fazel about a league out of town. Fazel reported that he’d spent an uneventful night alone in the woods, and without much delay they journeyed onwards.
So, Losara sent to Fazel, what really happened?
I felt a brief exchange.

A mage was heading towards the village.
Ah. And you . . . killed her?
Yes.
I’m sorry to have placed you in such a position. It is unfortunate she did not stay away longer.

There was a pause. Losara sensed that Fazel had not been expecting an apology, and was perhaps confused by it.
I do not desire the killing of innocents, said Losara. But I will do what is necessary to further my purpose. I could not afford to have that mage sense me, or see through my disguise.

There is no need to explain yourself to me, master, said Fazel bitterly.
No, said Losara, but why not? It is not as if you can do anything with the information. He frowned – that had not come out exactly the way he’d intended. I am not insensitive to your situation, he added.
Yet you will not grant me peace, though it is within your power.
Maybe one day. I’m afraid I still have use for you.

What use? You do not need me to lead you to the dragon’s lair, surely.

No, that I can find myself.

Then why? Not to operate the Stone . . . do you desire to be swallowed away?
Losara thought about not answering, but he knew Fazel could not use or repeat anything he told him. And, Losara felt, perhaps it would be nice to have a confidant whom he could trust absolutely, even if it was against their will.
If I decide I fear that outcome, he answered, I will steal the Stone away and ensure that Bel never uses it. But before I make such a choice, I want to understand more about him. I need to get a sense of who he is . . . and of what I lack. Perhaps it is unnecessary, for I have been Bel before, more than once, in dreams . . . but there are finer strokes to him I must take into consideration. He trailed off, realising he’d been rambling.
I’m not sure I entirely understand, said Fazel.
Nor I, said Losara, which was true. But I promise you – one day, when all this is over, I will release you.

Only if you survive it, said Fazel.
Well then, said Losara, you’re lucky I have you to watch my back.

They fell to silence as they trudged along. Losara reflected on what he had learned since he’d ‘joined’ the group. The thing that troubled him most was, absurdly, that story of the honey in Corlas’s leather polish. Try as he might, he could not think why it might amuse someone to do such a thing. It was crass, childish, reliant on the misfortune of another . . . how was that worthwhile? Was this another thing he lacked, this sense of playfulness, of mischief as Jaya called it . . . of doing something for the sake of it, a harmless sort of harm? He could not work it out, and whenever he tried, blankness took over. Was this more proof that he would be ‘swallowed up’, as Fazel had put it? Another reason to steal the Stone away and make sure Bel never had the chance to use it?
Perhaps, he thought . . . but there was a while to go on the road ahead, and plenty of time for more stories.
•
Day after day they moved along in the shadow of the mountains. Often it seemed they were deep in the wilderness, but every now and then another settlement like Talforn would appear, reminding them that they were not cut off from the world, merely skirting its edges.
As time passed Bel found himself growing restless. At first he had found this journey enjoyable, despite the danger that lay ahead. It had been good to have a direction, and be out in the world with Jaya. It was also nice to be his own man, nay, a leader in fact, away from Fahren’s nagging and procrastination. With nothing to do but trudge along, though, he began to feel bored.
‘I tell you this,’ he said one day to Gellan as they walked along a ridge overlooking a sea of treetops, ‘I would not mind some adventure in this adventure.’
Gellan gave him a strange look, which Bel was growing used to. The mage had in fact turned out to be a good deal odder than initial impressions had suggested . . . yet Fahren trusted the man, so Bel did also. Gellan might ask probing questions from time to time, but he had a directness about him that put Bel at ease. Sometimes he said things that, although Bel had not thought of them, seemed obvious when stated, as if the man was filling in a gap in Bel’s own thought process.
‘You mean you’d actively seek conflict?’ Gellan asked.
‘Well,’ said Bel, ‘when you put it like that . . .’ He tried to sound out what he was feeling, but as he delved beneath his restlessness, all became muddy very quickly. Nothing was clear save the hot spark of desire on the surface, and his mind kept jumping back to the sword in his belt; his hand kept yearning for a reason to swing it.
‘There is little doubt,’ said Gellan, ‘that bloodshed lies ahead. Is that not enough?’
Enough, thought Bel, trying to wrap his head around the word. For some reason, at that moment, it lost all meaning. Enough, enough. Enough.

‘I have to wonder,’ said Gellan after a while, ‘if you’ve given any thought to what you’ll do after you get the Stone. It won’t be a simple thing, to trap Losara long enough to work its magic on him. On you both.’
Bel frowned. ‘One step at a time. I’m sure that Fahren has been giving the problem some thought.’
‘Ah yes, Fahren,’ said Gellan. ‘He must be a useful one to have at your service.’
‘I’d hardly put it like that,’ chuckled Bel. ‘The man is Throne of Kainordas – not exactly at anyone’s service.’
‘Ah, then you take your direction from him?’
‘No,’ said Bel. ‘I mean . . . well, we respect each other. We work towards the same goal. He does not give me orders. I’m the blue-haired man.’
‘Ah yes, I forgot, it is Arkus’s orders that you follow. Seeing as we have nothing but time, perhaps you could tell me . . . what was it like to speak to a god?’
‘It makes you feel small.’
‘Oh. Does it?’
The question did not seem entirely for Bel. He hardly noticed, however, as he thought back to his meeting with Arkus. There was no harm in telling Gellan about it, he supposed, and anything was worth taking his mind off his growing impatience. Shrugging, he described everything he could remember about the encounter. Gellan was silent throughout, though he seemed intensely interested.
When Bel finished, Gellan remained thoughtful. They passed a particularly tall tree growing from the forest below, its upper branches level with the ridge. A fat possum emerged from a hole in the trunk, and Bel wondered if M’Meska had already hunted for dinner. A slight tingle rose in his blood – not a full rush, for there was no danger, only the promise of violence if he wanted it. Such an uncomplicated act, he thought – draw his sword, fling it, and the possum would fall. Then up ahead he saw rabbits swinging from M’Meska’s pack, a whole brace that she’d caught earlier that day – they had no need for more. Besides, even if they’d had no food at all, and he had killed the possum, what would that have accomplished? Both meal and weapon would have fallen to the forest floor, some distance below, with no telling if they could be easily recovered. He relaxed his hand, which he hadn’t even realised had gone to grip the hilt of his sword, and noticed Gellan staring at him.
‘You wanted to kill that possum, didn’t you?’ said the mage.
‘I forgot we had dinner already caught,’ he replied darkly.
The day grew long and they soon came to a stop. As the others went about setting up for the night, Bel wandered away to the edge of the ridge. Below, the treetops were eerily orange as the diminishing light of sunset reached them.
‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’
Gellan again, arriving soundlessly by his side.
‘I suppose so,’ said Bel, irritated by the mage’s continual presence. ‘They’re just trees.’
Gellan nodded. ‘Trees, yes. But look at the way the light makes all the tops shine in shifting bands, like waves.’
‘What of it?’ Bel could not see the point of these observations. ‘I’ve never been to the damn sea.’
‘I just mean there is a life behind things, sometimes. Even I . . .’ he glanced sideways at Bel, ‘who have seen many in my travels . . . am impressed by a sunset such as this.’
The blankness that nudged at Bel was quickly overtaken by anger. Gellan seemed to be pushing on him, as if trying to expose a seam in his character, a limitation of his broken soul . . . but no, that was just the weaver Iassia’s lies still eating at him. These thoughts were not worthy of consideration. There was nothing wrong with him, and Gellan was just blamelessly making conversation; Bel wished he wouldn’t.
‘I see only trees,’ he said, trying to sound jovial, ‘and a sunset like the one that will happen tomorrow, and yesterday, and the day after that. So no, this does not astound me especially. But I am only a simple warrior, not a great poet like you, Gellan.’ In those last words an edge of harshness crept into his voice. He let it hang there, trying to make up his mind whether to try to dispel it or not, then turned and stalked away.
Gellan thoughtfully watched him go.
•
Losara moved up the mountainside in shadowform, knowing he took a risk in slipping away. He’d instructed Fazel to maintain an illusion of Gellan sleeping peacefully while he was gone . . . but if someone tried to touch the mage, or wake him, they would find no substance to him. He could always claim it was a mage trick, he supposed – making himself insubstantial while he slept, for his own protection. Would they believe such wild and unbelievable lies? Bel seemed to trust him so far, even when he’d risked saying things that, to his mind, should have given him away immediately. But Bel wasn’t like Losara, which was in fact the whole point. His other had a kind of tunnel vision to him, always focused on the mission.
He cleared the lower vegetated regions and discovered a path of red–orange rock that would have been treacherous to traverse in physical form. It led up to a plateau, where he discovered what he sought. Littered around cave mouths were bones, of birds and mountain goats and who knew what else. A rock fireplace still smouldered, around which lay the silhouettes of spiny trolls. They were simple creatures, hostile to all, but rarely a problem because they lived up so high. Humanoid in stature, they had protruding jaws with upward-curving tusks, knobbed brown skin and dank red hair. Their torsos were small in comparison with their heads, their backs rife with mean-looking spines, and their limbs long and lithe. They wore a semblance of clothing – loincloths, loosely sewn furs and cloth remnants that had no doubt begun their lives as something else. Did he really intend to incite these creatures to their deaths?
I must learn more, Losara told himself, and stepped out onto the plateau.
Quickly he wove around himself an illusion of Bel, then stooped to pick up a spear from the ground. There was a grunting by the fire as his presence was noticed, and trolls began to rise. Giving a shout of what he hoped sounded like anger, he threw the spear at one of them. It flew wide and went clattering to the ground – certainly he did not share his other’s excellent aim, Losara reflected wryly.
The trolls growled and advanced, some crawling on all fours. There was a scraping as other spears were lifted from the ground. Losara raised his hand to point away down at the land far beneath, where the tiny light of their campfire could be seen.
‘We come for you,’ he told the trolls. ‘To kill you and steal from you.’ He then made it appear as if Bel went sprinting back down the mountain, as he simultaneously melted back into shadow. The trolls sprang to the edge to find Bel gone, but now they saw the light, and they whispered to each other. They began to spring down the mountain, toad-like as they pounced from tree to rock. Losara was impressed with their speed.
He overtook them back down the mountain and reached the camp, where he slipped back inside the illusion of Gellan. As he took it over from Fazel, he made it fit the contours of his real body and opened his eyes with a gasp.
‘What is it?’ said Bel, sitting up on his bedroll.
‘Something approaches.’
‘What do you mean?’ demanded Bel. ‘What have you sensed?’
Before Gellan could answer there was a crashing in the bushes, and Hiza, who had been on watch, burst into view.
‘Trolls!’ he called.
‘Get down!’ shouted Bel, and Hiza dropped to his knees as a spear flew over his head. Trolls sprang from the darkness and landed amongst them. 
Without thinking, Bel stepped into the pattern of the fight. He moved forward, slashing a second hurled spear from the air with his sword, then whirled low to slice out the thrower’s legs. Another troll came at him, spear held like a lance. Bel stepped smoothly sideways, hooked the troll under the arm as it rushed past, swung it around and hurled it yowling off the ridge. For a moment it seemed as if time stood still, as the hapless troll hung suspended over the sheer drop, its face a mix of rage and terror. Bel’s blood soared to boiling point.
He heard Jaya shout and twisted to see her fending off two of the creatures. They were taking turns to swipe at her with spears, while they bounced backwards out of reach of her sword. He tried to go to her but his feet did not want to obey, as the dance with death tried to lead him towards trolls closer to him. Although he greatly desired to charge them down, a part of him was able to resist, and he forced his way out of the flow to stagger towards her. Immediately a troll crashed against him, and he landed hard on his back. The next moment the creature was atop him, gnashing at his face with its tusks. He brought his hand up with enough strength to break the tusks back into its mouth, and rolled it off him to spring to his feet. Again the pattern pulled him away from Jaya and again he ignored it to go towards her.
Just before he reached her, M’Meska landed close by and plugged an arrow into one of the trolls’ backs. The second one gasped as Jaya managed to land her sword in its belly.
 ‘Stay in my wake,’ he told her, pulling her roughly to him. It was difficult to form words through the fug of frenzy. ‘I can protect you better when you’re close.’
‘I don’t need your protection,’ she muttered back. ‘Though I will guard your back if that’s what you mean.’
Then he moved onwards, his sword ready to meet any blow, or cut and rend, or stab and slice. Sometimes the pattern offered up different paths, and he chose the way that best protected his friends, though his awareness of that choice grew dim as ecstasy filled him. How good it felt, his senses awash with screams and the taste of fear, the smell of sweat, and above it all the pounding of his own heart.
And then, as suddenly as it had started, it was over. Though he cast his gaze back and forth, eager to find another enemy to skewer, all the trolls lay dead. Hiza whooped, giving Bel a clap on the shoulder. Bel was annoyed with him for interrupting this moment, knocking him prematurely back to himself. The bloodlust, not yet truly sated, sought another way out . . . and he opened his mouth to roar triumph.
•
Losara watched Bel with great curiosity. For his own part, he had not done much throughout the fight, mainly kept an eye on everyone to make sure they were safe. He’d nudged a spear off course once or twice, and tripped several trolls in his ethereal grip when they had looked like landing blows, but apart from that, he’d held back from getting involved. His desire had been to watch Bel in action, and it would not have been served by blasting all opponents instantly to smithereens. He’d also had to be careful about what spells he’d used, avoiding anything that would obviously appear as shadow magic to the naked eye.
Now he considered Bel, standing over the bodies of the fallen, his feverish eyes rolling in search of more death.
He is not happy the fight is over.

Losara remembered the dreams in which he had experienced fights in Drel Forest through Bel’s eyes. Although the feelings they had evoked were gone, intellectually he remembered the need for blood, the joy of the dance, the way it had filled him with a sense of perfect belonging and purpose.
It must be hard to return from such a place, he thought.
The look on Bel’s face did not contradict him.
•
Sleep was evasive for the rest of the night. Gellan and Fazel levitated the bodies away, off the ridge into the forest, but the camp still stank of death. Bel lay with open eyes, experiencing the same melancholy that had come on him after Drel. Back then he had told himself that what he felt was guilt over failing to protect the other members of his troop. That was why he’d gone back to the keepers . . . it wasn’t because he lacked the courage to face the fact that he enjoyed killing so much. No, not at all.
He tried to remember the words of his father after he had returned to Kadass. Corlas had spoken of fighting Battu at the Shining Mines, of how the bloodlust could be a good thing, how it could help a man survive and win – not quite the same as Bel’s growing desire for any excuse to unleash violence. 
Also Bel did not think Corlas experienced it in the same way he did, for his father had never mentioned any patterns or paths tugging at him.
Tonight he had managed to keep a part of himself anchored, and had had the presence of mind to protect Jaya – which he would continue to do whether it annoyed her or not. But the frenzy had taken him over so fast, he didn’t trust himself to be able to exert control every time.
He hugged her tightly, and she grunted.
‘Promise me something,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘Whenever we get into a fight, you come and stay close to me. The way I get, I don’t know if I’ll always think to protect you.’
He did not know if she fully appreciated what happened to him in a fight. He had tried to explain it to her one night at The Wayward Dog, but had gained the impression she thought he was exaggerating. He had let it go at the time as he’d been unsure himself, having only experienced the phenomenon a couple of times. After tonight, however, he was growing more certain that this special ability of his was here to stay.
‘I can look after myself,’ she retorted. ‘I survived long before you came along. I do not need any man to be my chaperone through life.’
‘But Jaya,’ he said, irritated himself now, ‘I am the fighter. In the moments I spend treading the pattern of a fight, nothing can touch me. And if you’re behind me, I’m hoping nothing will reach you either.’
‘Like I said,’ she answered, ‘I’m happy to watch your back.’
‘If that’s the way you want to put it. It matters little to me as long as you do it.’
‘Don’t make it sound like an order, or I won’t.’
‘Arkus, Jaya, I’m only concerned for your safety because I love you. Why are you being like this?’
‘Never mind. Just go to sleep, Bel.’ And she rolled away.
Even as the camp grew quiet, Bel could not sleep. He had flown so high that the return to earth was difficult. Not only that, but some sense of the pattern seemed to remain, faintly, an unspooled thread leading off the ridge and down into the forest. It was not insistent, for there was no immediate danger, and it was fading. Soon he would not be able to follow it.
Let it go, he thought, but his yearning was strong. Carefully he rose, and stole over to the edge of the ridge. It was not far down to the forest from here, some ten paces or so, and the slope was gradual enough to climb. He glanced back to make sure no one was watching. Fazel would be out there somewhere, but Bel did not care right now what Fazel thought. He lowered himself over the edge and clambered down to the forest.
At the bottom he found the ground splattered with trolls, where Gellan and Fazel had dumped the carcasses. He made his way into the trees, past a staring corpse wearing a twisted snarl. His path was clearer now that he trod it, and some way through the trees ahead he caught a glimpse of movement. As he drew closer he saw it was a troll still alive – must be that one I hurled off the cliff – and limping slowly away from the camp, bruised and broken. 
The troll heard him, looked around, and yelped in fear. It tried to run, grunting as it put pressure on a bad leg, its gangly arms flailing as it grasped at branches to steady itself. The result was pathetic and uncoordinated, and it did not take Bel long to catch up with the creature. It turned to see him right upon it and its legs gave way in fear. It fell and didn’t get up, lying before him, cringing.
‘Please,’ it said in a thick voice. ‘I go away. Not come back.’
‘That’s right,’ said Bel, and stabbed it through the eye.
The pattern’s last remnant fell away.
The moment was not enough to return him to his prior state; it was more like a crumb of sweetness when he wanted a whole cake. Feeling the emptiness all the more, Bel trudged back to camp.
A watching shadow slipped along after him.
•
Some distance to the south-east, six strange figures bounded across the moon. They moved almost in their natural shape, though they were thinner and had no tendrils. Much of their muddy selves had been diverted into lengthening their legs, giving them wide, distance-crunching strides.
Eldew was pleased with how fast they had travelled. It had been, in fact, a pleasant journey. Settlements in Dennali, though numerous, were mainly small and easy to avoid. The land had proved moist, full of streams and lakes and fields of wet grass after rain. By night they moved in this form, by day they slithered along like snakes, low to the ground and harder to spot. When they’d happened to stumble across people, Eldew had allowed his companions to have a little fun, and sometimes they had even slipped a little out of their way to do so . . . but never had they tarried long.
‘Hold!’ he said, and the other Mireforms came to a halt. He reached to his side, where the end of the rolled-up map protruded, and pulled it out of himself. Shaking it free of mud, he examined it briefly, then turned to consider the silhouettes of the great mountains in the distance.
‘That way,’ he said, pointing with a knife-like claw.
The Mireforms took off again.
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Lalenda walked through skeletal trees, bare and dead for a long time now. There wasn’t even leaf litter on the hard, barren ground. Broken trunks lay askew at various angles, some piled atop others to create brittle hills of collapsed wood. Others stood densely, grasping one another with spidery, claw-like branches. Dry lichen coated many surfaces, sending up musty grey clouds when disturbed. Grey upon grey upon grey.
She heard a twig snap, and turned. From amongst branches stared a pair of grey eyes, dry themselves, dry as the wretched face they inhabited. 
Grimra swirled protectively in front of her, hissing.
She awoke.
‘Be all right, flutterbug?’ came Grimra’s voice, ghosting over the bed towards her. ‘Startling in her sleep she be?’
‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully.
‘Dreaming?’
‘Yes. You were there too.’
‘Aha. Explains why Lalenda be frightened then. Grimra be very, very scary, ho ho!’
Lalenda smiled at him – or at least, where she thought he might be.
It had been some time since any prophecy had come to her. She’d taken to wondering if her usefulness in that regard had ended. Perhaps the major prophecy she’d been born to have had been predicting for Battu where and when the blue-haired boy would be born. If that were the case, she would not have minded. Prophecy was not controllable and hadn’t exactly made her life happy. Except that without it, she wouldn’t have Losara.
Perhaps she was lucky to be a prophet after all.
‘Duskwood,’ she murmured.
‘What’s this?’ said Grimra. ‘Why speak this name?’
‘I had a vision of us in Duskwood.’
Grimra gave a low growl. ‘Nothing good be there. No rabbits to chase, no birds to snaffle. Only resting for those without rest.’
Lalenda swung her legs out of bed. Through an opening high in Losara’s chambers she could see the light of early morning. She reached for the water jug and splashed her face, careless of the drops she got on the bedding.
For all its proximity to the castle, she did not know much about Duskwood. It ran out from the mountain on which Skygrip was shaped, from the bottom of the sheer cliff on the southwards side. It was rumoured to be a place for the undead, and that thing in her vision had most certainly been undead. But Losara had told her that Battu had been charged by the Dark Gods to clean the land of such creatures, sending their souls back to the Great Well. Battu had done a half-hearted job, and left spirit creatures called the Trapped intact along the border. Was it possible he had been lax with others as well? With Battu, anything was possible.
Still, what she knew of the place did not answer the important question – why would she go there?
Maybe because a prophecy said she would.
That, in her experience, was not the way prophecy worked. Visions showed things that would come to pass; they did not cause things to come to pass. If no strange reason arose to make her go to such a place, her prophecy would be proven false. If she did go, however, the prophecy would be true, but it would also be the cause of itself coming true. A circle, a paradox, or maybe evidence that the forces of fate were intervening in the natural flow of events?
Lalenda was surprised to discover that she actually found the idea of visiting the wood appealing. Her recent experience of life outside the castle made the walls seem even more claustrophobic than before, made her dissatisfied with reading books day in and out, waiting for Losara to return. Was it so implausible that, given the taste she had recently developed for exploration, she would wake up one morning wanting to see something new, and remember there was a place just behind the castle that she had never seen and knew little about? Was it so improbable that her confinement would drive her to take a short outing just to pass the time?
Idly, she picked up a book from her stack, one she had not delved into yet, and flipped it open. Last Home of the Ebons read the title. The story detailed the demise of the Ebon Elves who, like the Sprites, had not long survived the breaking of the Great Well. Unlike the Sprites, however, there were no traces of Ebons left. They had never interbred with other races, considering them unclean, and so had died out completely. It was with some surprise that she realised the book was about how the last Ebons had made their home in Duskwood, back when the trees were still alive.
It had been the top book in the pile. Perhaps, she thought, if not for the prophecy, I would have awoken and started reading, as I often do on these lazy mornings. Perhaps her curiosity would have been piqued, inspiring her to go and poke around the nearby place that she had just visited in her mind’s eye.
Should she go?
‘Breakfast time?’ asked Grimra hopefully.
‘Certainly,’ said Lalenda. It would give her a chance to mull things over.
The castle was emptier than usual, not only because of the purging, but also because Tyrellan and Roma had taken with them most of the guards and sundry others. As she walked the quiet corridors to the kitchens accompanied by Grimra, Lalenda wondered whom she could ask for permission to leave the castle . . . and realised that she didn’t really answer to anyone any more. A joy came upon her like tiny stars exploding in her heart.
She decided to go. If Losara could take off on a whim to creep around Kainordas, why should she be restricted by mere force of habit?
She arrived at the castle kitchens, where Greys used to putting out food for an entire castle were, maybe for the first time in their lives, taking their ease on the job, sitting around chatting in front of the iceplace. Saray noticed her enter and nodded to her as he rose. She took her usual place at a bench while he fixed her a breakfast of soft bread and cheese, and a haunch of meat for Grimra.
‘There we go, mistress,’ he said, sliding a plate in front of her. He put down the meat more gingerly.
‘Thank you,’ she replied, as Grimra began to worry noisily at his food.
Was it significant, then, this prophecy? Had it come to her for a reason? Hard to say, for sometimes she dreamed things of little consequence. Not every prophecy had to be ground-shaking. Still, she wondered about it, for it seemed odd that fate would pre-emptively reinforce a notion that she may have had anyway.
Well, she thought, chewing absently, I’ll go. What does it matter where the idea came from?
‘Grimra?’
The ghost somehow managed to sound as though he had his insubstantial mouth full. ‘Yes?’
‘I’m taking a little trip down to Duskwood.’
Grimra moaned, and a strip of half-eaten meat fell to the floor. ‘Why, flutterbug?’
‘Because,’ she said, and paused for a moment, ‘I’m bored.’
Grimra sighed. ‘You be dreaming of a place, now you wants to go there.’
‘Something like that.’
He swirled around her. ‘Not a nice place. Not safe.’
‘But you will come?’
‘Grimra promises to protect flutterbug,’ the ghost said resignedly.
•
One way to reach the wood was to leave via the front door and circle around to the back of the castle . . . another was to go up to the aviary and simply drop down, a fall of over a league. This seemed by far the more exciting route, and so it was that Lalenda found herself standing at the edge of the gaping cavern mouth high in the castle.
Looking down into the great shadow in the lee of Skygrip where the reaches of Duskwood lay, the reality of what she was about to do began to sink in. She felt ill-prepared, for she had nothing with her save a little bread, in case they were gone a while, but what else did she need? She had no use for weapons, for she was better with her retractable claws than with any sword or dagger – and besides, Grimra was with her.
‘Flutterbug is sure she wants to do this?’ he asked.
‘No,’ said Lalenda, and stepped off the edge.
She spread her wings to slow her fall, but found the winds worryingly strong. Feeling herself being pulled about, she changed her mind and dived, an exhilarating freefall, cutting through the currents breaking against the castle like a stone sinking in a choppy sea. Usually there would be Graka patrols circling, but on this occasion she did not see any. How bare had Tyrellan stripped the land of its defences?
The wind rushed in her ears and, despite his misgivings about their destination, Grimra hooted as he followed her downwards. Floors of the castle whipped by in a blur, and Lalenda lifted her wings a little to guide herself out over the wood. As they passed the base the wind eased, and she was able to take more control of her plummet. Soon she could make out individual trees beneath her, and started searching for a good place to land. She spied a path zigzagging haphazardly and took aim at it. Landing more heavily that she’d intended, she sent up a cloud of dust that stung her eyes and made her sneeze.
Around her the wood was as she remembered from her vision – dry, dusty and dead. From somewhere off the path, she heard movement. That thing she had seen? Or something else?
‘See?’ said Grimra. ‘Me be telling you it ain’t pretty.’
There came a low, bone-tingling moan. From out of the trees swooped a spectral creature with trailing edges, like a torn cloak wrapped round the torso of a man, so faded that it was hard to make out the details beyond its void-like mouth stretched into an ‘O’. It reached for Lalenda with ghostly fingers, and sharp tips shot out of her own, though the creature had no flesh for her to slash. Grimra gusted in front of her, and the thing was caught up in a whirlwind of flashing claws and gnashing fangs. It was shredded to pieces under the onslaught, wisps of it floating away until all was gone.
Slowly Lalenda’s claws retracted. ‘What was that?’ she whispered, her heart beating furiously.
‘Wraith,’ said Grimra. ‘Freeze you with its touch if it can, thinks it be sating its hunger that way. Mage once, body with magic, now magic without body.’
‘And is it . . . gone?’
‘Yes. Cannot be harmed by mortal weapon, but Grimra be no mortal.’
Not for the first time Lalenda wondered what Grimra had been in his earthly life, but it was not a subject easily broached with him. In fact, the only time she’d tried, it had made him angry.
‘Grimra be staying on top of Lalenda,’ came his voice right in her ear. For a moment his fangs appeared again, this time before her eyes, as if he was on the verge of swallowing her and she was looking out from his maw. He had covered her like a protective cloud, and she felt better for it.
‘What next?’ he asked.
‘Not sure,’ she said. ‘Let us walk.’
Moving as one, they set off into Duskwood. Frequently there were other sounds from off the path, but only once or twice did Lalenda catch sight of distant figures in the shadows. They spotted another wraith coasting along just above the trees, but Grimra made noise at it. It trailed them for a while but eventually drifted out of sight.
Then the moment from her vision came upon her. A ghoul stirred in the dust as she passed by, and rose to its feet. It was a desiccated thing, its remaining skin like leather, traces of old rags embedded here and there. Its grey eyes were dull and blank, and while Grimra hissed at it, the ghoul simply stood watching.
She dared to take a step towards it. ‘Can you understand me?’
It turned its head slightly, but gave no further indication.
‘Asleep in the dust too long,’ said Grimra.
The ghoul made a low rattling sound in its throat and turned to shuffle off.
Again Lalenda wondered if there was a reason for her coming here? If there was, she hadn’t the slightest notion what it could be.
Ahead the path sloped downwards, and the trees on either side grew thicker, crisscrossing each other to form a dark tunnel. She paused on the cusp, hesitant to enter such a foreboding place.
‘Something is near,’ murmured Grimra.
Before she could ask what he meant, further down the path sticks exploded outwards under a flash of metal. Quickly Lalenda dived behind a rock, her wings tense, ready to fly. There came the sound of wood breaking, footfalls, a thudding . . . then silence. She thought, after a few moments, that she could hear a slight creaking.
‘Who is down there, Grimra?’ she whispered.
‘Big ’un,’ he said.
She edged her gaze around the rock.
Standing on the path, next to a gap it had apparently rent in the tunnel of trees, was a hulking figure. It was bent over, leaning heavily on a huge square-ended sword. It wore heavy armour that may once have been lustrous but was now dull and rusted. A spiked helm on its head tipped to the side, almost precarious. From under the armour trailed rotten rags, forming a kind of skirt around its thick legs, which were like tree trunks of twisted tendons. It shifted its weight on the sword, swung its head around to face her with eye sockets hollow and deep. Lalenda gasped and drew back behind the stone.
‘Trespasser,’ came its sepulchral voice.
‘Grimra?’ she whispered.
‘I be here,’ came the ghost’s voice. ‘But . . . me cannot be fighting that one, flutterbug. Should be leaving.’
She summoned her courage. The thing, male by the sound of it, did not seem like a fast mover. Slowly she rose out of hiding to face him. He simply stood regarding her.
‘Who are you,’ she said, trying to sound confident, ‘to call me trespasser?’
The thing stirred, his bones creaking. ‘Who are you, to ask?’
‘I hail from Skygrip,’ she said. ‘Close to the Shadowdreamer I am, and free to go wherever I choose. Nowhere, in the entirety of Fenvarrow, am I trespasser.’
The enormous ghoul tilted his head towards the castle, high in the distance behind her, tattered braids swinging from underneath his helm.
‘Times change,’ he muttered, seemingly to himself. Then, more loudly, ‘But nothing changes down here. I admire your courage, pixie, but you would be wise to leave this place. The living are not welcome here.’
‘Who are you?’ Lalenda repeated.
The undead grasped his sword with both hands in an effort to hoist himself up tall. He could not seem to unbend his back, however, and there was a distinct cracking as he tried. Eventually he gave up and slumped back to his bent posture.
‘Nobody,’ he said. ‘Though I carried the name Molluvial once.’
That sounded familiar, and she remembered seeing it in one of her books. Could it be the same . . . ?
‘Who was Shadowdreamer when you were alive?’ she said.
Molluvial tapped his bony fingers on the sword. ‘Telnuwind.’
She crept carefully towards him, into the tunnel, trying for a better look. As the trees enclosed her on either side, Grimra swirled past, growling.
‘Shush, Grimra,’ she said.
She came to stand a few paces from the ghoul, who remained motionless.
‘Molluvial was a great warrior,’ she said. ‘Tall and strong, spoken of in legends.’
‘I do not know of legend,’ he said. ‘Nor do I well remember my mortal years. Flashes and splashes only.’
‘But how did you become like this?’
A groan rattled from Molluvial’s throat. ‘Raised from my grave by Assidax.’
Lalenda was shocked. She did not know much of necromancy, but it was wrong to raise those who had long been put to rest, and Telnuwind had been several Shadowdreamers before Assidax.
‘She wanted me to serve in her war against the light,’ said Molluvial. ‘An experiment perhaps, pushing her own boundaries in her younger days. She found my grave, cast her spell. My soul was departed, had already broken down and dispersed in the Great Well.’ His tone grew angry. ‘Well I remember that pain, drawn from the collective in dribs and drabs, back into this wasted body. Some of my soul had already gone back into the world, beyond her grasping. Of the rest, bits and pieces, all that was left. I did not return whole.’
‘Violation,’ hissed Grimra.
‘Yes,’ said Molluvial, apparently unsurprised by Grimra’s presence. ‘She strove too hard, too meanly, did not think of others, only cared for her ambition.’
‘But,’ said Lalenda, ‘how did you come to be here?’
‘When the wars failed, Assidax did not put her hordes to sleep. Tried to control them, keep them, but no. She was powerful, but not so powerful as that. Many left, wandered, lost. Her last try, she set magic in Duskwood that would draw us, call to us – the illusion of belonging. She thought that if she could not control us constantly, at least she would know where to find us if ever she needed us, though she did not march again. Her magic killed the wood, keeps it dry to slow our rot, and to this day some still find their way here, though arrivals have slowed – who knows, years or decades now without one, I have lost care of time.’
Lalenda tried to make sense of what she was hearing. More importantly, why would Battu, with his orders from the gods, have let this place stand? Did he not know of it, despite it being right under his nose? Did he like having unwilling guardians to his rear? Or had he simply despised the order enough to ignore it?
‘Why do you remain?’ she asked.
‘Where else to go?’ said Molluvial. ‘Here, at least, I am amongst fellows. Though many have lost the power of speech, or even thought, it is still preferable to . . . to . . .’ He could not seem to sum up the idea.
‘How many of you are here?’ she said.
Molluvial went silent for a time, then nodded, and dust rained from his neck. ‘Curious creature, aren’t you? Yet I do not know what you are to me. Enemy has no meaning, for there is nothing that can be done to worsen my existence. Prey, not, for I do not eat, nor gain pleasure as I once did from killing. Friend, no, for no heart beats, and no confidences are left to betray.’ He tapped his bony fingers again on the sword. ‘I care not,’ he decided. ‘If you would see us, you may follow.’
He turned to the gap in the tree tunnel and hobbled towards it, using his sword for support. Lalenda followed at some distance, while Grimra muttered worriedly. As Molluvial led them through the wood, every now and then he would grasp a tree to steady himself or hack at something in his way. The speed and strength of his blows was impressive enough to make her think she had been too bold when she’d stood so near to him.
After a while they came to an outcropping of rock that looked down upon a wooded bowl in the land. Populating it were many figures, skeletons and ghouls and things in between. Some moved, others were like statues crusted with dust. Above them wraiths wafted.
She had the sense that Grimra was hovering over her again, covering her from any attack. A wraith issued up before her and he snarled.
‘Back, you,’ said Molluvial, waving an ashen hand, and the wraith receded.
‘They obey you?’ asked Lalenda.
‘Not the right word,’ said Molluvial, though he added nothing more.
How many undead were here, she wondered? Maybe a hundred, maybe more. And there were others elsewhere too, spread throughout the wood.
‘Why do they gather like this?’
‘I do not know,’ said Molluvial. ‘Perhaps there is some spark of comfort in commonality, when all else is gone.’
Suddenly Lalenda knew what she must do, knew the reason why her prophecy had been important.
‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘I am a friend after all?’
Molluvial creaked his eyeless gaze towards her.
‘With one last confidence to betray?’
He stared at her for a long time, finally nodding slowly.
‘Come, Grimra,’ she said. ‘Let us depart.’
She beat her wings, lifting from the ground and sending up dust in her wake. Grimra swirled beneath her, buoying her up. As she rose, the ancient warrior watched her go, the mighty in a cage, and she felt great sadness. Tears pricked the back of her eyes, but she blinked them away. If she had not cried upon learning of her mother’s death, there was nothing left to cry about, ever again.
Well, she thought, perhaps it will not win us the war, but there is good to be done in mercy here.

•
The way up was not as easy as down, though she wasn’t trying to get back to the aviary, just the top of the sheer black cliff. Grimra gave her a bit of extra lift, but the almost-vertical ascent was still slow going.
‘What be we doing now?’ asked the ghost.
‘Let’s just get to the top,’ she puffed. ‘When I have breath again, I will tell you.’
Soon she crested the cliff and made the last flutter over the wall that ran around Skygrip. She landed on the other side with a sigh of relief and slumped down for a moment of rest. Two goblin guards noticed her arrival and came striding towards her. She met their gazes steadily from under her tousled black mane, not bothering to rise.
‘Mistress Lalenda,’ said one, ‘are you all right?’
‘Fine, thank you,’ she said, still panting.
The older guard seemed a bit coarser. ‘By whose leave are you outside the castle?’ he demanded.
‘By my own,’ she replied. ‘Only Battu sought to keep me confined – though if you continue to uphold his orders, perhaps you are still loyal to him, something my lord Losara should know about?’
The goblin glared. ‘I am loyal to the Shadowdreamer.’
‘Well then,’ she said, ‘you’d better cease your impertinent questions.’
After a moment’s deliberation the goblin made an effort to remove his scowl, and gave a curt nod. ‘Forgiveness, my lady,’ he said.
Grimra’s grinning skull materialised above her head, and both the goblins took a step back.
‘Do these be irking you, flutterbug?’ asked the ghost. ‘Want me to vent their spleens?’
‘No, Grimra,’ she snapped, finding her irritation now directed at him. She had been handling the situation well enough.
‘If we may take our leave, mistress?’ said the first goblin hurriedly.
‘Wait,’ she commanded, and they drew up short in their eagerness to retreat.
‘Yes, my lady?’
‘I have heard it said that when Battu attacked the Shining Mines he used fire.’
The subject made the goblins instantly more uncomfortable than they already were. Fire was ever something feared by the shadow, so hot and horrible it was. It had uses, of course – some kinds of cooking, weapon-making and warfare – but it was rarely seen in general use.
‘Yes,’ said the older goblin, who perhaps had even been part of that campaign. ‘There were catapults, which hurled balls of tar that had been set alight.’
‘I see. And do we still have any of those catapults, or materials?’
‘There is a catapult or two, but no tar, to my knowledge.’
Lalenda frowned. ‘Very well. Off you go, then.’
The goblins bowed thankfully and departed, and Grimra circled close.
‘What does flutterbug want with such stuff?’
‘Fire,’ she said, ‘is the best way to destroy the undead.’
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Fire was something outside her experience, so she set off for the only place she knew of where someone obviously knew how to make it – the castle kitchen. Upon seeing her enter, Saray headed towards a cupboard, perhaps thinking she wanted more to eat.
‘Saray,’ she said, ‘never mind about that.’
He paused, a quizzical expression on his face. ‘What can I do for you then, mistress?’
‘Show me how you make fire.’
He seemed uncertain. ‘It is . . . a dangerous thing, miss. Maybe, if you wanted something heated, I could –’
‘No,’ she said. ‘Show me.’
He drew himself up. ‘Very well.’
He gestured that she approach the fireplace, and she went over to kneel next to him.
‘This,’ he said, ‘is our way. There are others, of course, but I don’t know them.’
Next to the fireplace was a shelf cut into the rock, full of pieces of wood. Saray reached in and drew out a bundle of twigs and leaves, and a tin.
‘Tinder,’ he said. ‘Now, to speed things along, sometimes we’ll dip it in this.’ He prised open the tin, dipped the bundle into the liquid inside, then laid it in the fireplace.
‘What is that?’
‘Fish oil, though any oil will do, really. Get back to work!’ he snapped at some of the other Greys who had crowded around to watch. Sheepishly, they moved off.
‘Now,’ he continued, reaching for more objects, ‘what we have here is called a flint, which you can use with a knife or any blade . . . hit the knife on the flint, and you jump out a spark. Just so.’
He proceeded to whack the flint with a knife over the tinder. After a couple of tries a spark fell, and as it hit the oiled tinder, a flame jumped up instantly. Saray reached into the shelf and withdrew some larger sticks, which he placed upon the flames. Soon they too were smoking.
‘You need to keep feeding in bigger and bigger pieces of wood,’ he explained. ‘Soon enough you will get hot coals, and –’
‘How much of that oil do you have?’ asked Lalenda.
‘Um . . . well, just this, in here, but in storage, well . . . I’m not sure, several barrels?’
‘Show me,’ she said.
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Grimra seemed to be struggling, and she was glad she hadn’t tried to make him lug more than one barrel. Although he could manifest a physical grip to some degree, it was all claws and fangs, and she worried that he would burst the barrel before she was ready. Rents had already appeared in several places, and drops of oil were raining down before them as they dropped once more towards Duskwood.
‘Flutterbug is sure this not hurt poor Grimra?’ he asked for the tenth time.
‘We will get you well clear before we set it off,’ she assured him, smiling at the first nerves she’d ever seen in the ghost.
As they drew nearer, she searched the wood for a likely spot. She wanted somewhere near the bowl, but not the bowl itself, for she did not fancy having to dive through all those wraiths. Close enough, she saw a flat area where the trees had mostly collapsed, and pointed. ‘There.’
As Grimra moved away she found herself a ledge on the cliff to land on. She watched the barrel moving over the wood to the place she had indicated . . . then it suddenly dropped as Grimra let go. It plummeted to hit a pile of wood and burst open nicely. She bent and began to unpack things from a small satchel – a torch wrapped with rags, which she proceeded to soak in the oil tin she’d taken from the kitchens, a flint and a knife.
‘Me be doing what crazed flutterbug wants,’ came Grimra’s reproachful voice from beside her.
‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Now head a little further up, but be ready to come and give me a lift if I need one. I don’t know how flames affect ghosts, but best not take the chance.’
‘Yes,’ agreed Grimra firmly.
She lit the torch, uncomfortable holding such a thing in her hand, with the warm wafts it sent against her skin. Everything in her cried out to fling it away, but she tightened her grip and took off from the ledge. Gliding down to where the barrel had split, she hurled the torch into its open rib cage.
Flames leaped up with alarmingly immediate ferocity. As they spread, a ghoul she hadn’t seen camouflaged in the wood pile stood up, burning, strangely silent as it was engulfed.
Quickly she wheeled upwards, flapping for all she was worth, as beneath her smoke began to rise. Whatever magic Assidax had used to keep the wood dry was having the opposite effect of protection.
When she was some hundred paces up, Lalenda stopped to hover and check her handiwork. A wraith glided in, and flames jumped to run along its length. Maybe no mortal weapon would harm such a creature, but fire seemed to be something else entirely. The wraith twisted as if caught in the caress of some strange lover, and melted away.
‘Let us be gone, pixie,’ came Grimra’s voice.
‘Just a moment,’ she said.
The fire was creeping towards the bowl. From out of the thicker tree line, a monstrous sword flashed into view, orange in the approaching heat. Molluvial hauled himself out to stare at the fire, then looked up at her. There was something conveyed in that gaze, she felt sure, though it was hard to tell what. He did not flee, nor did he rush towards the flames. Perhaps he could not seek out his own end, or perhaps he knew it would find him no matter what.
Smoke began to make her cough, and she knew it was becoming dangerous to tarry. She would need all the breath she could muster for her second journey up to Skygrip today.
‘Help me, Grimra,’ she said, and he whirled about her.
Up they went, away from the glowing red snakes that ran in all directions beneath them, fattening and joining each other. The black smoke that billowed up would soon be seen for many leagues around.
Her deeds this day would not go unnoticed. Duskwood burned and, after a long wait, the souls trapped there were finally returning to the Great Well of Assedrynn. An unfamiliar sense of accomplishment fuelled her as she beat her wings, a self-worth not derived from her value as a prophet. No longer was she simply a mouthpiece who told others about great feats to be done – now she could do them herself. She had redressed a great wrong, succeeding where Battu had failed, all on her own, and it felt good.
Caretaker, she thought, and laughed as she climbed.
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A faded sign hung above a fork in the road. One way
 continued following the curve of the mountains and read ‘Valdurn’, and the other went south-east and said ‘Crystalweb’. Losara considered them, trying to recall Tyrellan’s map of Dennali.
‘Which way?’ Bel asked.
Tell him to go right, Losara sent.
That is not the way.

It is a longer way, is all. I, unlike my counterpart, am in no rush.

Fazel pointed down the right-hand path. ‘This way.’
As they continued onto grassy plains, in the distance ahead the path ran into a group of trees. There was something odd about the way they twinkled in the sunlight.
‘Those have to be crystal trees!’ said Hiza excitedly.
Bel nudged Jaya. ‘I never knew he was such a flora enthusiast.’
Losara observed that she did not seem to receive his humour well and wondered, not for the first time today, why she seemed somewhat cold with him. He found it interesting that, while they loved each other, there was still this capacity for ill feeling. Then again, had he not himself argued with Lalenda before journeying to join Bel’s group? Was she still angry with him?
They drew closer to what was, indeed, an entire wood made up of crystal trees. It was the leaves that sparkled, each one razor-thin and transparent as glass. As they caught the sun, they sent patterns of light dancing down onto the pure white bark of the trunks, rippling the wood with all the colours of the spectrum. The path through was raised higher than the ground, above a network of smooth white roots which were peppered by deposits of papery bark and shining crystal shards.
‘Is it safe in there?’ asked Hiza.
‘As long as the wind doesn’t blow,’ said Fazel.
‘Come on,’ said Bel. ‘I see no shards on the path – there must be some kind of enchantment that keeps it clear.’ He sent a questioning glance at Losara, who in turn sensed, to his surprise, that Bel was right.
‘Some kind of displacement spell,’ Losara said. ‘When the shards fall, they are steered away from the path.’
Bel led the way in, and soon they were surrounded by the strange trees. Leaves dropped now and then to spin overhead, slow and easy. They never landed on the path, but frequently the travellers heard a brief shattering as a leaf hit ground or branch.
Losara let his senses quest and was worried to discover that they were surrounded by tiny, magical beings of light. He could not see what they were exactly, for they made bright blotches in his perception. He glanced about, trying to locate one with true sight alone. A powdery white moth took off from a tree trunk against which it had appeared perfectly camouflaged, but that wasn’t what he searched for.
‘Look,’ said M’Meska, extending a claw. By the side of the path, between two trees, hung a spider web. It shone crystal, as spider webs do . . . the difference being, Losara realised, that it was crystal. When the web’s owner appeared, Losara had the answer to what he’d been sensing.
Although the creature, about the size of a fist, had the appearance of a large spider, it was entirely transparent. It paused, seeming to watch them with a face full of gleaming eyes, then clicked its mandibles and walked onto its web with a tic tic tic.
‘Fahren never told me of such a creature,’ said Bel.
‘Perhaps he did not foresee the need,’ said Fazel. ‘The crystal spiders live only here.’
‘They’re actually made from crystal?’ said Jaya, watching the spider with avid interest.
‘Yes,’ said Fazel. ‘Living crystal.’ Even his usual dry tone seemed to possess a touch of wonder.
Could it be, Losara sent him, that despite your years, there are still things in the world you have not yet seen?
It seems there are, said Fazel.
‘I wonder,’ said Jaya, easing forward, ‘how much one of those is worth.’
‘Jaya,’ chuckled Bel. ‘You are not going to fill your pack with crawling insects, even if they are made of crystal.’
‘Just imagine what a noble might pay to possess such an exotic thing!’
‘They would not survive outside the wood, miss,’ said Fazel, his even tone returned. ‘They are magic, and the magic that animates them is here.’
‘Bah,’ said Jaya. 
One of the white moths fluttered overhead, swerving and circling. It hit the web with a soft impact and stuck, beating its powdery wings haplessly. The spider lowered itself on a fine crystal thread to sink fangs into its prize. They could see the blood travelling up inside them to fill its transparent belly.
Hiza shivered. ‘Tell me those things can’t come onto the path?’
‘I see no webs overhanging,’ said Fazel. ‘It is a safe assumption.’
As they travelled on, they saw more spiders in the trees around them, scurrying along branches or hanging from webs. It began to rain, a light sun shower. Droplets hit the webs and fractured into mist, sending up more tiny focal points for the sun’s rays to shine through. Rainbows of different sizes danced over every surface. Losara found the multifaceted display of lights a little unsettling, but knew he was witnessing something extraordinary.
‘My goodness,’ Jaya said, with uncharacteristic awe.
‘What?’ said Bel.
‘Well . . . don’t you think it’s beautiful?’
Bel glanced around. ‘I guess,’ he said. ‘It certainly is . . . interesting.’
‘Interesting?’ said Jaya in disbelief.
Losara heard in Bel a tone he was sure he recognised in himself. It came when he did not know how he felt about something. He decided to wonder openly.
‘Does this not,’ he said, ‘give you all the more resolve to fight for our cause?’ He tried to inject enthusiasm into his tone, drawing on his memories of how his pilgrimage had made him appreciate his own land.
‘What do you mean?’ said Bel.
‘Well,’ said Losara, ‘only that to witness such a spectacle . . . it must fuel your desire to protect it, must give you strength.’
Bel stared around, frowning. After a time his expression went blank, and he seemed to forget what they had even been talking about. Jaya, who had been listening to the exchange with an arched brow, shook her head and turned away.
‘Thought you were supposed to be part Sprite,’ she muttered.
Not even that roused Bel from his stupor.
‘It is something special, to be sure,’ said Hiza, filling in the uncomfortable silence. ‘As long as those spiders stay where they are, of course.’
‘I wonder,’ said Losara, ‘what would happen to this place if the light failed.’ He recalled his dream of his own land crumbling under the onslaught of the enemy. ‘The spiders would surely not survive, for they rely on light magic to live.’
He watched his other closely for a reaction, yet still none came. His own reaction was what Bel must be missing – appreciation of the splendour on display. For even though these were enemy lands, Losara knew the world would be poorer without them.
‘Perhaps the trees would live,’ Losara went on. ‘Perhaps not all would be lost if the world fell to the shadow.’
Did he hope that was the case?
‘No,’ said Fazel flatly. ‘Crystal is made for light to shine through. In shadow it is nothing but rock. If the shadow triumphs, the wood will be one of the many things that fail. The trees will die along with everything else.’
With sadness Losara accepted his words, knowing them to be true. If he ever won this war, the cost would be very great indeed.
‘No point to such conjecture,’ said Bel.
‘Why is that?’ asked Losara with genuine interest.
‘Because,’ Bel stared from Losara to Fazel and back, ‘the shadow is never going to triumph. Now, stop dawdling, everyone, and hurry up – I want to be through this place before nightfall.’
•
Jaya watched Bel stalk ahead, their footsteps out of sync. Let him go – she wasn’t going to allow him to spoil this moment for her.
 ‘Really quite extraordinary,’ came a voice beside her. Without realising it, she had fallen into step with Gellan, who was gazing off at their strange surrounds. She had grown to quite like the mage – she hadn’t been sure if she would at first, for he’d seemed quite cocky and, being cocky herself, that sometimes created friction. But somewhere along the way all cockiness seemed to have gone from him, and though she found him a bit strange, he possessed a calmness that made him easy to talk to. 
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Not usual of me to be sentimental, but I have to agree.’
‘A shame not all of us are able to appreciate it,’ said Gellan.
A moment of defensiveness passed by quickly, for Jaya had to admit the mage was right. She was a little sorry that Bel had not, for whatever reason, been awed by this place, as everyone else was.
‘I expect he’s simply focused on the task ahead,’ she said. ‘It sits heavily on his shoulders.’
‘I can imagine,’ said Gellan. ‘But it would be good to know he goes forth to conquer for a reason . . . not just because he’s been told to.’
‘What do you mean?’ This time a note of defence did show in her voice. Her own issues with Bel – the resentment that came with his pig-headed belief that she needed protecting, and that she had to follow his lead when she was not used to following anyone – did not mean she would stand idly by while others criticised him.
‘Well,’ said Gellan, ‘simply that he seems to have been . . . steered, is all. Fahren brought him up to believe the shadow is the enemy, then orders from Arkus reaffirmed it and set him on this journey. It would be nice to know he did these things because he believed them, not just because that’s the way he’s been taught, if you follow?’
Jaya was not sure what the mage was getting at, but his points were making her uncomfortable.
‘And what are any of us,’ she said, ‘if not the products of our upbringing, and the people around us?’
Gellan sighed. ‘I only meant that seeing something beautiful, which you are charged to protect, should be affecting. I meant no offence – Bel is doing an excellent job.’ He paused. ‘And what about you?’
‘What about me?’ she said, still unsettled.
‘Do you help Bel because you believe in his ultimate purpose, or because you love him?’
‘I don’t see that there needs to be an “or”,’ said Jaya.
‘Quite so,’ agreed Gellan. ‘But, if you don’t mind me saying . . . I expect that sometimes Sprite blood, such as you and Bel have, can blur things.’
‘In what way?’
‘Well,’ said Gellan, ‘you were born in Kainordas, raised a Kainordan, taught to worship Arkus . . . and yet the Sprites were people of both light and shadow. I imagine your blood remembers, somewhere, that you are not truly aligned in this war.’
Jaya frowned. It was true that she’d always been restless, as if there was no real place for her in the world – until she’d met Bel and he had become her place. That did not mean she was totally devoid of all allegiance.
‘It is not as if you exactly fit in,’ added the mage. ‘A thief without regard for the laws of the land – is that loyalty? Or is that a Sprite finding her own way through a world that is not exactly hers?’
‘I am only part Sprite,’ she said. ‘You discount the larger part of me too easily.’
‘Ask yourself,’ said Gellan, ‘would you have come on this journey if not for Bel?’
‘Of course not, but what does that matter? Neither would Hiza, who comes because Bel is his friend, or M’Meska, who respects him as a warrior. Do you not think that the blue-haired man should be able to inspire people to follow him?’
Gellan seemed taken aback by the answer. ‘So,’ he muttered, almost to himself, ‘it is the man you follow, not the cause?’
Annoyance at these strange questions finally overcame her. She did not like the way they made her go deep inside herself, nor the insinuation that being a thief made her an enemy of her own people. She felt judged, and while she did not really give two beans about what others thought of her, it was getting about time to put Gellan in his place.
‘I’m not sure exactly what you are suggesting,’ she said. ‘That because I’m a Sprite I can’t be trusted? That I cannot decide for myself where my sympathies lie? Or that I should ally myself with a people long dead, spend my life fighting for a lost cause?’
‘No, no . . . please, I meant no offence. It is my nature to question things, I was merely doing it aloud.’
‘Well, maybe you should be more careful about whose values you oh-so-casually deconstruct. Anyone would think you were an Overseer trying to gain admissions from a Fenvarrow spy. Yes, I am a citizen of Kainordas, and just because I have lived an unconventional life doesn’t mean I want to see it fall.’
Gellan nodded.
‘No,’ he said. ‘What sane person would?’
•
By mid-afternoon they had left Crystalweb behind, for which Bel was glad. Flat plains lay ahead, and off to the north the mountains still loomed, their bases hugged by natural wood. He shot Jaya a smile, which he felt he owed her, though she seemed lost in thought. Things may not be easy between them, but at least he would always find her beautiful, even if he did not, could not, see the same in strange crystal trees.
He fell into step with Fazel who was, as ever, bringing up the rear.
‘How much further?’ he said.
‘We’re close,’ said the mage. ‘Sometime tomorrow we should reach Valdurn, and from there it is only a day or so.’
‘Wait,’ said Bel, ‘did you say Valdurn?’
‘Yes.’
‘That was the other destination written on the road sign, back before Crystalweb.’
‘It was,’ said Fazel. ‘Master,’ he added.
‘So why did we not simply follow that road?’
Anger flared as Bel wondered if they had gone through Crystalweb unnecessarily. Given the choice, he would have avoided a place that caused such disruption within the group.
‘Both ways lead to Valdurn,’ said Fazel. ‘The one through Crystalweb is shorter.’
‘Shorter than the actual road to Valdurn?’
‘It is an old road,’ sighed Fazel. ‘It wends and winds past places that used to be settlements and are no longer.’
Bel stared hard at Fazel but, as usual, the blackened skull gave little away. He knew the mage could not lie to him, so he nodded curtly. ‘I see. However, the next time we are presented with a choice like that, I invite you to be more open about it.’
‘As you wish,’ said Fazel.
•
Away in the night, the lights of Valdurn twinkled. It looked a prosperous little village, simple and neatly constructed. It lay nestled against a great wood, which expanded behind it in all directions, and somewhere through that lay the dragon’s lair.
‘We go in?’ gurgled Thrasker, his beady pearl eyes fixed on the village.
Ectid clinked her claws together. ‘Yes, yes,’ she whispered eagerly. Tarka and Eddow also took up the clinking, filling the air with a deadly staccato.
‘Silence,’ said Eldew, and they froze. ‘Have you forgotten that I am the biggest? I shall decide the way.’
The Mireforms gurgled and lowered their claws.
‘The village is easily avoided,’ put in Gremin, the most level-headed of the group.
‘But it would not delay us long,’ said Ectid immediately.
‘Eldew,’ said Tarka. ‘I have rested so long in the swamp, half-asleep in the mud . . . but now I am out in the world, awake! Are you not awake also?’
Eldew considered Tarka’s words. He supposed there was no harm in allowing a brief stop. And, in truth, a part of him wanted what the others wanted. It was base perhaps, but there was no denying one’s own nature. Enemies were enemies.
‘To Valdurn,’ he said.
•
Losara lay on his bedroll, gazing up at the stars. The difficulty with which he found sleep away from the castle was made no easier by thinking constantly, thinking in circles, about his choices.
Was there any point to him possessing the Stone? Maybe it could reunite him with Bel, but it was also capable of much, much more. Being able to combine light and shadow to a single purpose . . . that was the kind of power that could win wars. Paradoxical perhaps, to wish for a way to unite such powers as a means to snuff out one of them forever. And how could he use it? He had no mage of the light loyal to his cause, nor the remotest prospect of finding one.
On the other hand, how did Bel hope to use it? His other seemed to realise that Fazel could not be directed against him, unless Losara allowed it – and why would Bel ever think that Losara would allow it?
Who, then? How did the light hope to find a shadow mage willing to turn against his own people?
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Battu almost reeled from the onslaught of déjà vu. He’d thought maybe he could avoid this moment, yet here it was, smiling at him and saying hello. Here, in the final steps.
In the weeks he’d spent travelling through Kainordas, he’d had similar moments, but never as exact. He had moved mostly at night, when the power he burned speeding his steps was more easily replenished. It had been difficult to avoid settlements entirely, and more than once he’d been detected by mages of light. They had hunted him, as they would hunt any shadow presence in their land, but they’d had no idea of precisely who they faced. Luckily for them, Battu had sought to dodge rather than fight, and none had come close to him.
Occasionally, when he had sensed no mages present, he had hidden under illusions and dared to enter villages, to fill his belly with proper food and sleep in a proper bed once more. The gold with which he paid for such pleasures had not been hard to come by, and there was a farmhouse or two worse off in his wake. Most of the time, however, he had slipped through the night then slept the day away, hidden amongst trees or under rocks, anywhere that protected him from the scorching sun. When he’d had to travel by day, sweat came heavily, moistening his robe and making it chafe, trapping a layer of heat next to his skin. He had tried wearing boots, but the way his feet boiled inside them had proved too much to bear. Thus he went barefoot, with nothing but his robe and a bag of stolen coins.
His intentions galled him, but there seemed to be no other option. He did not want to simply disappear, to find some remote part of the wilderness and hide out for the rest of his days. Untied from Skygrip, he could not even amuse himself by accessing the sight of his bug-eyes any more. Nor could he return to Fenvarrow, where Losara would surely find him. Revenge was all he wanted, revenge against Losara, and the Dark Gods who had tricked him into raising his usurper, despite the years he’d given them serving as Caretaker. He owed them all nothing but hatred. As his sight narrowed to his single aim, the indignities he endured fed his resolve. It had grown less and less important that those with whom he now shared a common goal were the ancient enemies of his land.
My land? he thought. What land? I have no land.
Except perhaps for the piece of land upon which he currently trod. He had been here so many times, in dreams, had seemingly been so damn fated to arrive here that it felt like fitting a key into the door of the universe. Perhaps this was his land, if only for an instant. This was where he belonged; this was where he was meant to be.
Battu walked across fields of grass, the sun shining upon his back, crushing white flowers under his feet.
He was surprised to feel relief. Now that this painfully familiar moment was done with, surely he would not dream it any more. He was free of it, free to make his own fortune again, not just be driven inevitably to this point. He raised his cowl against the rays on his neck.
At the top of the hill ahead, ward stones stood shining in greeting. He had walked all night to get here, and it was quite deliberate that he approached in the day, when he was weakest. He wanted to show them he had nothing to hide.
He crested the hill, barely pausing before crossing the invisible barrier between the wards. There was a resistance to his passage, which would have stopped many lesser shadow creatures, but which he pushed through easily enough. He sensed a pulse of magic from the wards, knew that somewhere alarms were ringing. Not long now.
He approached a gateway in the towering walls surrounding the Open Halls. Guards shouted as they spied him and drew their swords. Battu slowed, in no particular rush. Deeply, very deeply inside him, he actually enjoyed the drama.
It did not take long for lightfists to appear, red robes whipping around their feet as they overtook the soldiers. They spread out before him, defensive light springing up around them, difficult to see in the day with his true eyes, but blazing in his magical perception. He halted, stood waiting with hands by his sides.
‘Bind him!’ shouted one of them, and together the lightfists channelled. A cage of light appeared around him. He prodded at it with his power, testing its strength. Nothing he couldn’t handle, if he wished to.
‘Who are you?’ demanded one of the lightfists. ‘Unveil yourself!’
Battu stepped up close to the bars. ‘I haven’t come to fight,’ he said. ‘I merely wish to speak with Fahren.’
‘The Throne is no doubt on his way,’ said the lightfist. ‘Your passing through the barrier was not exactly subtle.’ 
So, Fahren was Throne now? That might make things easier.
‘I had no need for subtlety,’ he said, shrugging.
Fahren strode through the gates, a further brace of guards at his back. Battu had never seen the man in the flesh, though often enough in dreams. Fahren no longer wore the blue–gold robes of High Mage, and seemed a little odd in trousers and a white silk shirt. Around his forehead was the Auriel, his long blond hair tied back to reveal it. He came forward, closer than any of his mages had dared, to peer at Battu.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ he said, guardedly curious. ‘Who are you, shadow creature, to wander through our wards so bold?’
Battu raised a hand to his cowl, and Fahren’s own sprung up in warning. Battu drew the cloth back, grinning at Fahren as he squinted through the piercing light. Fahren stared incomprehensibly at him for a moment, then his eyes widened in recognition.
‘You?’ he said. ‘No! Must be some trick.’
He waved a hand at Battu, who felt immense power touch him, sweep over him, searching out enchantments or illusions. An uncomfortable sensation it was, but he planted his feet firmly and allowed it to continue. Finally Fahren dropped his hand.
‘By Arkus, it is you.’
Fahren moved even closer, until they were but a hand span apart, separated only by the glowing bars that contained him.
‘Why have you come here?’
‘High Mage,’ said Battu, ‘or Throne, rather . . . we share a common foe, I think.’
Fahren nodded. ‘I had word that you were cast out of Skygrip.’
‘I was betrayed,’ said Battu, ‘by my own people. By my own gods. Well.’ His grin became a snarl. ‘Eye for an eye, and hopefully several. That is why, my Throne . . . I offer you allegiance.’
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‘Lord Fahren?’
He glanced at the messenger who had appeared by his side. ‘Not now,’ he said, and returned his gaze to the room before him.
They were in the Academy of the Sun, the Open Halls’ school for mages, which Fahren had decided was the best place to keep Battu. Not only was there a holding room built for such a purpose, but here he was also surrounded by mages, hopefully deterring any thoughts of escape. Battu stood on a raised platform, from which bars of light ran from floor to ceiling. Unlike the temporary cage constructed by the lightfists outside, he would be hard pressed to get out of this one.
Varta paced back and forth before the bars. She was the High Mage now, appointed so by Fahren, though he was yet to find anybody to replace her as High Overseer. That was a role she had risen to for her tenacious ability to seek out the truth, and for that reason he had asked her here to question the fallen dark lord.
‘Why,’ Battu was saying, ‘would I risk the journey here, and throw myself on your mercy, were I not telling the truth?’ He sounded measured, as if willing to endure her questions forever. As Fahren sought for the man’s feelings, he sensed something of Battu’s determination to make them trust him.
Could it really be true? He had been agonising over who would help him wield the Stone if Bel actually managed to find it. He knew it could not be Fazel, for as soon as the Shadowdreamer learned of that unfortunate’s enduring presence, he would instantly be turned back to the service of darkness. As soon as Bel had the Stone, Fahren would convince him to order Fazel put to rest.
So they needed someone else, and for the life of him Fahren had not been able to imagine who. Yet here was Battu offering himself, apparently uncaring of his old loyalties. Was it too good to be true . . . or was it prophecy trying to live? Did Battu hold the key to their success?
He tried not to let his desire to believe Battu cloud his judgement. The former dark lord had long been an enemy of Kainordas, most recently responsible for the death of Baygis. Could such travesty be forgiven, or even tolerated?
‘You would have us believe,’ Varta said, ‘that you would help us to attack he who may be the prophesied saviour of your people?’
‘High Mage,’ said Battu, ‘I am not a wise man, nor even-tempered. If you would save your time, do not go searching for reason. One thing I do not lack when it comes to this matter, however, is focus.’
He spoke like a man in control, completely at odds with his appearance. His black robe was mud-stained and torn, freckled with bits of leaf and twig. His pale arms were scratched and dirty, his face etched with an expression of anger. Only his voice remained calm, the tone even.
‘I’m sorry, my Throne, but . . .’
‘Ssh!’ Fahren snapped at the persistent messenger. ‘Leave us.’
‘Gerent Brahl would like to see you as soon as possible,’ the messenger said quickly, then fled. Irritated, Fahren supposed the man could now claim he’d delivered his message. What did Brahl want?
His gaze returned to Battu. How would it even be possible to come to this point? he wondered. One of his gifts, he liked to think, was empathy, so he tried to imagine what it would be like to have his own underlings turn against him, cast him down, throw him out . . . to know that Arkus did not care for all his years of service, and that if he stayed in Kainordas, he would be hunted by his own people. Did he see himself siding with the enemy? It was difficult, because he knew his own people would never commit such heinous betrayal, but . . . if they did . . . well, certainly he would be angry! But to knock on the door of Skygrip Castle? To say, ‘Here I am, come to offer my services’?
‘My understanding,’ Battu said to Varta, ‘is that you are skilled at the reading of minds, true? Of course it is natural for one such as I to have a few defences in place, but what about this . . . what about I allow you in, unfettered. Normally any mage would baulk at such a breaching, but I’ve little I care to hide right now if it gets in the way of my revenge.’ He grinned. ‘I want you to know that I do not spin lies, that I have no hidden agenda.’
Fahren was impressed, but not necessarily convinced, by the offer. Battu must know that had they wished it, several mages working together could eventually retrieve anything they wanted from his mind. On the other hand, he offered freely to place himself in about the most vulnerable position it was possible for a mage to be in. And on the third hand, he thought, entering an enemy’s mind is not without danger itself.

‘Do not forget where you are,’ he told Battu. ‘Should you try anything to harm Varta, you will not talk your way out of the consequences.’
‘Of course,’ said Battu. Swishing his robe around his feet, he lowered himself to sit cross-legged on the floor. ‘I open my mind willingly.’
Fahren nodded at Varta to proceed. She turned to the cage and concentrated on Battu. Her eyes went blank as she probed forth, cautiously at first. From a distance Fahren observed the mental connection grow between the two mages, on the lookout for any trick. For a full minute Varta delved, though Fahren knew that to her and Battu it would seem much longer. She shivered at one stage, but Fahren did not sense any attack – more likely there were simply things in Battu’s mind to which she did not enjoy being privy. Then the contact between them faded, she blinked, and stood staring at the caged man.
‘You see?’ he said.
Varta moved over to Fahren, who raised a questioning eyebrow at her.
‘He speaks the truth,’ she said quietly. ‘His mind is centred on this one thing, to the exclusion of all others, even of what he understands as commonsense. He knows he will be punished in the afterlife, yet he does not care – his rage is too great to be resisted. He wants Losara to pay for stealing his throne, he wants the Dark Gods to pay for . . .’ She frowned. ‘It is complicated. Apparently they never allowed him to take full flight as Shadowdreamer, instead restricting him in various ways. He feels they tricked him into raising the man who would supplant him.’
‘I see,’ said Fahren. ‘Still, no guarantees. Even if he currently thinks himself willing to betray his own people, that doesn’t mean he can’t change his mind. What we believe today we may not believe tomorrow, as he has indeed proved by being here.’
‘He is . . . directed in a way I deem unshakeable,’ said Varta. ‘Singularly obsessed, I would put it, like a shark on the hunt.’
‘Yet he does not know what we intend. He thinks we seek to destroy Losara . . . not to absorb him into Bel.’
‘A process for which we may very well need him.’
‘Indeed, but will he see that as defeating his enemy, or granting him new life in a different form?’ Sometimes Fahren couldn’t be sure himself.
‘Losara will be gone and the Dark Gods thwarted. Perhaps that will be enough?’
‘Perhaps,’ said Fahren.
The messenger slipped back into the room, looking miserable. ‘I apologise, my Throne, but the gerent has sent me back – he is very insistent that you join him.’
Fahren crossed his arms and drummed an elbow with his fingers.
‘I’m coming,’ he said. Truth be told, he could use some time to ponder. In the meantime, if he did want Battu on his side, perhaps a small gesture of faith would not be misplaced.
‘I must think on your offer,’ he told Battu. ‘In the meantime, you will not go wanting. Varta, make sure the lord Battu is brought a bed, water and food.’
‘Thank you, Throne,’ said Battu, through teeth he seemed to be trying unsuccessfully to unclench.
‘I will return,’ said Fahren, and followed the messenger out of the room.
•
Tyrellan stood on a simple stage before the gathered crowd – young men and women mostly, and a few pixies. It wasn’t a large village, whatever this place was – somewhere on the road to Fort Logale – but it all would count in the end.
‘The glory of the shadow,’ he said to them, ‘has long been castrated by the lights in the north. Arkus was intolerant of our people even before the breaking. Where Assedrynn was accepting of who we were, and our way of life, Arkus sought to control us, to shape us, to change us. And now that the world stands divided, he seeks to finish us. He wants nothing more than to stamp us out, to see our homes fall to ruin, our people excised from the world. Will you stand for this?’
‘No!’ cried the rabble as one. Tyrellan nodded, pleased with their enthusiasm.
‘We have tried, in the past, to free ourselves of this menace,’ he continued. ‘We have failed. But this time, my comrades, this time we have the blue-haired man on our side.’
Cheers. Good.
‘The Shadowdreamer Losara is blessed by the shadow, blessed by the gods, a champion of the dark. His power is without comparison, his conviction unwavering, and he desires his people to finally be free. Will you not join his cause?’
More cheers. Mob mentality, easy enough to channel while the mob existed.
‘I feel sorry,’ he went on, ‘for those too cowardly to march with lord Losara. These ones do not care if our land is lost, and might as well stick their friends and family with light-cursed swords themselves. Ours will not be their victory, for they have disavowed themselves of us. But we – we who march – will know grandeur. We will be the ones responsible for the dawning of a new era. Many of us will perish, but perish gladly, with honour – and what is one life, when in victory we live on forever? And if you are still unwilling to risk that sacrifice, I ask you this: would you rather die once only to be reborn from the Great Well again into a land of peace and prosperity, or would you hold onto your last few precious moments in this lifetime at the price of oblivion for all eternity? For that is what awaits us all if Arkus is able to crack our Great Well!’
Horror, consternation, anger, concern.
‘You will fight?’
‘YES!’
‘Then, as we march onwards to Fort Logale, march with us! Those without swords will be given swords! Those without armour will be given armour! But no one can give you what you must earn for yourselves . . .’ He lowered his gaze, meeting as many sets of eyes as he could. ‘Pride.’
A moment passed, then uproar. Excellent. It was better that these folk came willingly. He nodded to them, then stepped down from the stage to where another goblin, Commander Turen, stood waiting.
‘Have your soldiers sweep the town,’ said Tyrellan. ‘We’ll recruit them more easily while their hackles are raised.’
‘Yes, my lord,’ said Turen, then paused uncertainly.
‘What is it?’
‘If I may ask, I wonder why the First Slave concerns himself with these speeches? There are plenty of criers gone throughout the land to do the very same job.’
‘Their use does not void me of mine,’ said Tyrellan. ‘I will do all I can to ensure our supremacy. It will strengthen the resolve of the people to see their leaders speaking strong words.’
‘I do not doubt it, sir. And yet conscripters dog our heels, as they accompany the other criers, to ensure no able-bodied scraps are left behind.’
‘Yes,’ said Tyrellan. ‘Of course, while there are plenty who will feel passionate in a crowd, away from that fervour they may decide not to join us after all. Those, then, are fodder for the conscripters. But willingness is best. Most of these folk have never seen battle, and certainly not on the scale that will no doubt soon occur. Thankfully, the same goes for Kainordas, but we must use any edge we can. The compliant fight better than the forced. And now,’ he turned his gaze directly on Turen, ‘enough spoon-feeding you basic wisdom, lest I force the spoon down your gullet and make you choke on it.’
Turen bowed stoically and departed without another word.
Tyrellan watched as soldiers moved around speaking to groups of villagers, beginning to lead them off to where the army lay just out of town. His forces grew by the day, and reports from elsewhere stated that many more were on the way.
Personally he did not care for conscription – not because it violated the rights of the individual or any such nonsense. The people of Fenvarrow were united against this threat whether they wished it or not, and with their collective neck on the line, there was no place for an individual’s concerns. No, what annoyed him was the fact that conscription was even necessary at all. Didn’t these fools realise there was simply no other option than to fight? By pretending he was allowing them to join of their own volition, he was babying them, providing them with an illusion that should never have entered their tiny little minds – that they had a choice.
Idiots, everywhere.

As he moved away, the shadowmander appeared from where it had been hiding under the stage. He still hated having such a thing attached to him, even if it was less horrible than a butterfly. Relief at the transformation had made him calmer, but still the creature was a blight on his existence. Scowling, he almost kicked dust at it, but knew it would not care. The act would be futile, and a waste of his energy. The Dark Gods had told Losara there was only one way to be rid of it – by reuniting it with the soul whence it came. Tyrellan bared his fangs. What hope of raising Elessa from the dead? About as much as of being kissed on the arse by Arkus.
Well, there was Losara’s scheme, at least. Perhaps the mander would do some good in the end. And as he had said to those gathered simpletons, sacrifices must be made. The rights of the individual were void, and Tyrellan was one of those rare leaders whose rules applied also to himself.
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‘No game here.’ M’Meska scowled around at the open fields they travelled through. ‘Nowhere for them think they can hide from M’Meska.’
‘Don’t worry, my friend,’ said Bel. ‘Look there, you see those woods?’ He pointed to a dark smudge on the horizon.
‘Yes?’
‘Fazel says there’s a village there. We’ll eat properly tonight.’
‘What about lunch?’
‘Lunch,’ said Bel, ‘will have to be bread and apples.’
‘Bah,’ said M’Meska.
Over the course of the day they moved towards the wood, which spread out from the base of the mountains in a great circle. By afternoon they began to make out individual trees, and the buildings of Valdurn.
‘You see, M’Meska?’ said Bel. ‘You’ll get roast rabbits tonight after all.’
‘Not rabbits,’ said M’Meska. ‘Too many rabbits already. I want beef.’
‘I doubt you’ll have much luck with that,’ said Fazel. ‘Folk living this close to a dragon know better than to keep cows wandering nearby. Or anything of real value, for that matter. It’s likely they live off what the woods afford them.’
‘Rabbits!’ growled M’Meska.
Bel thought he heard a muffled chirp from his pack. A message from Fahren?
‘Hold up,’ he said, then surreptitiously glanced around at the group. Did he still feel the need to move out of earshot when listening to a message? His eyes fell on Fazel and decided it was prudent. He nodded to Jaya, and the pair of them moved away. Some distance from the group, he retrieved the bird from his pack and touched his finger to its scroll. Steam hissed from its mouth.
‘I pray you are safe,’ came Fahren’s voice. ‘Here at the Halls we’ve had a rather interesting morning. The once Shadowdreamer lord Battu has arrived here and surrendered to us.’
Bel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, and Jaya frowned.
‘He has declared himself an enemy of Fenvarrow,’ continued Fahren, ‘for harms done to him by Losara and the Dark Gods. I am still uncertain about how far we can trust him, but questioning indicates he’s telling the truth. It may be that he is just what we need, in which case we do not have to fear losing Fazel to the Shadowdreamer.
 ‘In addition, word has arrived that shadow forces are marshalling at Fort Logale, their closest major settlement to our border, some fifty leagues south of the Mines. Our own efforts continue at Kahlay, and Gerent Brahl is now on his way to oversee preparations. We think Losara may intend to strike first at the Shining Mines, which, as I’m sure you remember from your lessons, is due north across the border from Logale. However, Losara would hardly underestimate the likelihood of us noticing an enormous force amassing near the border, so he may be seeking to misdirect our attentions. Nonetheless the threat cannot be ignored, and reinforcements are being sent to the Mines. It could be that war is coming sooner than we wished it, so I urge you to hurry.’
‘We do not dawdle,’ muttered Bel.
‘I am eager to hear of your progress,’ came the last words, and the flow of steam ceased.
Bel stared off across the fields, his mind ticking over this new information.
‘It’s all really beginning,’ he said. ‘Yet here I am stuck at the edge of the world.’ 
‘You have your reasons,’ said Jaya.
‘Why are they in such a rush to start this war without me?’
Jaya laughed humourlessly. ‘I do enjoy your arrogant side, my love.’
He shot a glare at her.
‘It’s only preparations,’ she added hastily. ‘Fahren would be foolish to stand idle while Losara collects his troops.’
‘As long as they remember they can’t win without me. It’s my war. Don’t they know the prophecy? How do they expect victory if I’m not there?’
Jaya shrugged. ‘War doesn’t last for a day,’ she said.
Bel nodded. ‘At least we have Battu. It must be that he will help us. He is a delivery from fate.’ He looked back to where the others waited. ‘Stop listening in,’ he muttered, and from a distance Gellan glanced at them in surprise, then quickly turned away.
‘Knew it,’ Bel said. ‘Damn mages.’
•
As they neared the village, a lazy breeze stole towards them, flattening many heads of grass in a rolling wave. Riding on it was the stench of death.
‘Smell that?’ said Bel.
‘Strong,’ said M’Meska, her nostrils flaring. ‘Not one person only.’
‘Weapons out. Be wary.’

The road ran into the village between a line of wooden huts. Now they saw that some of the huts had been smashed, as if by a cyclone, while others stood completely unharmed.
‘By Arkus,’ breathed Hiza.
A headless body sprawled chest down in the middle of the road, a coagulated pool around the stump of the neck thick with flies.
‘And there,’ said Jaya, pointing, her complexion paler than Bel had ever seen it.
Protruding from the smashed-in wall of a hut was a ragged pair of legs.
Bel gave Jaya’s arm a squeeze, but she shivered and moved away. He always assumed she was going to be all right, but perhaps he was wrong to do so. Not everyone could shrug off ruin as easily as it turned out he could. Not everyone, he knew, would have a private part of themselves wishing they had been here to experience whatever had gone on.
To stop it happening, he told himself. To preserve these people from whatever befell them. Not just because my blood would have sung.
‘And there,’ said Hiza.
‘And all around,’ said Gellan. ‘Many, many dead.’
‘Stay close to me,’ said Bel, leading them forward through the carnage. ‘Eyes open.’
From somewhere towards the village centre came a wooden knocking sound. They heard something drop, followed by a curse. Somewhere else, the sound of sobbing.
Leaving the road, they stepped out onto a grassy area between huts. Bel trod on something and looked down to discover a severed hand. ‘Watch your step,’ he said. As they passed other bodies and body parts, crows hopped away, squawking.
They came to the village square, which wasn’t much more than an earthy area on which no huts were built. There a man laboured with planks of wood, taken from destroyed homes, dropping them into a large pile. As the group approached he spun with a cry, then his knees gave out and he fell. He was a stout and portly woodsman of about fifty, his face streaked with tear-tracked mud.
‘Are . . . are you them?’ he gibbered. ‘Have you come back?’
‘Are we who?’ said Bel.
‘I . . . I . . .’ The man glanced at the pile of wood, then gave a hysterical giggle. ‘Too many to bury, you see. Was going to burn them instead.’ His eyes widened as they fixed on Fazel. ‘What?’ he shrieked. ‘What is that?’
He scrambled to his feet and fled. Bel gave Gellan a look, and Gellan held out a hand. The man halted with a yelp, frozen to the spot, facing away.
‘Fazel,’ said Bel, ‘perhaps you can do something to make your appearance more friendly? You know, less . . . dead?’
Fazel gave a wave. Instantly, his charred face was replaced by that of an old man, with thin brown hair, double-pointed beard and piercing grey eyes.
‘Quite an improvement,’ said Jaya. ‘We should have asked you to do that ages ago.’
Bel approached the terrified villager. ‘Please, sir, we mean you no harm. I will have my mage withdraw his hold on you.’ He gestured at Gellan, who lowered his hand. Suddenly released, the man stumbled a few more steps in the direction he’d been heading.
‘Sir!’ said Bel commandingly.
The man stopped and slowly turned, though it was plain it took all his courage to do so.
‘I thought I saw the spectre of death amongst you,’ he said, and tittered. ‘No change there. He’s everywhere in Valdurn this day.’ He stared hard into Bel’s eyes. ‘You ain’t them? You sure? You ain’t . . . Oh, oh,’ he began to moan. ‘If it be true, thank Arkus! Thank Arkus!’ He reached to grasp Bel’s hand. ‘The blue-haired man! Could it be? Come to deliver us in our time of need?’
Bel struggled not to lose his patience, for the fellow was obviously highly traumatised.
Hiza stepped in to take the man by the shoulders. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘you are safe now, but you must tell us – what has happened here?’
The man’s eyes failed to focus, instead seeing the horrors of his recent past.
‘Was it the dragons?’ said Hiza.
‘Dragons?’ said the man, confused. ‘No, they don’t bother with us.’ He shivered. ‘I don’t know what they were. Monsters.’
‘I have a peep around,’ said M’Meska.
‘Be careful,’ said Bel.
‘I’m not sensing anything nearby,’ said Gellan. ‘Apart from a few more people hiding in huts.’
‘M’Meska trusts her eyes,’ the Saurian informed him, and went slinking off with her bow notched.
‘What kind of monsters?’ said Hiza.
‘They looked like men,’ said the man. ‘At first. Warriors, mercenaries maybe. Then they changed into huge things, muddy, with claws and horrible, horrible tongues.’ Tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘They called us the enemy, they . . . they . . . slaughtered . . .’ He broke down.
Bel turned to Gellan. ‘Sounds like Mireforms,’ he said.
The look on Gellan’s face was hard to read.
•
He sometimes underestimated Bel, Losara realised. Why shouldn’t his counterpart know what Mireforms were and recognise them from this brief description? After all, Bel had been educated by the Grand High Mage of Kainordas.
It wasn’t that which dominated his thoughts, however. This devastation had not been included in his instructions! Anger flared, ran through him briefly and was gone, replaced by annoyance and then grim acceptance. He hadn’t not instructed the Mireforms to do this, and these villagers had technically been enemies, he supposed, though he bore them no personal animosity. They were enemies who’d posed no threat, so why, why had the Mireforms busied themselves with such violence? Tonight he would risk stealing away, he decided, and find Eldew. After that, there would be no more unnecessary bloodshed.
‘Where did the monsters go?’ he asked the man.
‘They . . . left.’
‘In which direction?’ said Bel forcefully.
Losara considered his other curiously – did Bel possess no sympathy? Certainly Losara felt it, as well as guilt over what he had inadvertently caused here. Was that weakness? Why should he care if tiny peons from the opposing side were torn asunder?
‘Into the forest,’ sobbed the man.
So, thought Losara, at least the Mireforms will reach the cave first. There was still no way he wanted Bel facing dragons, patterns or no. 
M’Meska returned, bringing with her two more villagers. A little girl clutched a bloodied rag doll tightly to her chest with one hand and held onto a plump young woman with the other. That made three of the five survivors Losara could sense.
‘Found these,’ said M’Meska.
‘What are you doing, Seb?’ said the woman dazedly to the man.
‘I was . . . we have to do something about the bodies. Help me build a pyre?’
‘We should burn this whole place,’ the woman said dully.
‘Kera! You don’t mean that. This is our home.’
‘Home?’ She looked around. ‘What home? Who are you people?’ she demanded suddenly, as if seeing the others for the first time.
As Hiza dealt with explanations, Bel approached Losara with a dark look on his face. ‘What do you think it means?’ he said.
‘Pardon?’
‘Snap out of it, man. What do you think it means that we discover such powerful agents of the shadow this far north at
the very same time we happen to be passing through?’
‘Oh!’ said Losara. Lying had never been a strength of his, but he needed something convincing. ‘I . . . well . . .’
Blessedly not waiting for him to finish, Bel looked off towards the woods. ‘After me, no doubt . . . sent by my other. Do they mean to ambush us in the woods? If so, why advertise their presence first? Are they so arrogant they think it easy to best the blue-haired man, and care not if I know they await me?’
‘And,’ said Losara, ‘are you so assured as to think Mireforms represent no threat to you?’
‘Of course not! Do not twist my words.’
‘You put much faith in these patterns of yours. Sometimes too much, I fear.’
‘Would you have us turn back?’ said Bel. ‘Give up?’
For a moment Losara wondered if he could convince Bel to do just that, but doubted Bel was asking the question seriously.
‘No,’ he said.
‘I realise you are worried,’ said Bel, ‘by opponents who are resistant to magic. And I worry,’ he glanced at Jaya, who had stooped down to talk to the little girl, ‘about how well I can protect you all when I’m lost in the dance. I should never have brought her,’ he added to himself. ‘She would not stay behind, but I should have been stronger.’
‘Maybe,’ said Losara, thinking of his own little Lalenda, tucked away safe in Skygrip.
 ‘There is something else I find troubling,’ said Bel. ‘And I’m going to have to ask you to trust me on this, and not ask the reason why.’
‘All right,’ said Losara.
‘The Shadowdreamer does not want to kill me.’
Clumsy, Bel, thought Losara, staring at him long and hard. Any half-decent mage, given that information, may be able to guess the reason why. It made him uncomfortable enough that Fahren probably knew it, from witnessing his exchange with Bel after the murder of the Throne.
‘I’d be very careful,’ he said, ‘who you share that with.’
‘Of course,’ said Bel. ‘I do not tell you lightly. But you understand my confusion – why would Losara send these creatures after us, if not to destroy me?’ His eyes blazed with realisation. ‘They want the Stone!’
Again Losara was impressed by his counterpart. Straight away he wondered why. Was he surprised because he thought of himself as intelligent, and therefore how could Bel also be intelligent? Perhaps there were different kinds of intelligence – cunning, logic, wisdom, instinct?
‘We must leave at once,’ Bel decided. He turned to the others. ‘Everyone,’ he announced, ‘we need to move fast. Grab your things and let’s get going.’
‘But Bel,’ said Hiza, ‘we can’t just leave these people. At the very least we have to help them build the pyre. Why don’t we stop here for the night?’
‘I wish we could,’ said Bel, failing to make himself sound genuine, ‘but those Mireforms are after the Stone. If we delay, we may never catch up with them.’
Hiza saw the determination in Bel’s eyes, as did they all. There would be no arguing.
Losara was struck by an idea. ‘Bel,’ he said. ‘Remember what you said just now about being lost in the dance?’
‘What of it?’
‘Why don’t we leave some of our group here? Jaya and Hiza could stay and help these poor folk. That might also put them out of harm’s way,’ he added more quietly.
Bel thought about it for a moment. ‘No,’ he said. ‘What if the Mireforms come back?’
That statement sent Seb gibbering all the more, and Kera clutched the little girl tightly.
Hiza shot Bel a look of annoyance. ‘Nice choice of words, hero.’
Bel looked surprised at that, and Losara thought it must be rare that his friend spoke out against him.
‘I am sure the monsters will not return,’ said Losara, though whether he was trying to convince Bel or calm the villagers, he wasn’t sure.
‘How can you know that?’ said Bel.
Because I will tell them not to.
‘Because once they have a prize as important as the Stone, they will flee. Mireforms are not stupid. They won’t do anything that impedes their progress.’ Or so I thought, he added to himself.
‘Well then, if we have to chase them, there’s no guarantee we’ll be coming back this way to pick anyone up. So everybody must go.’
And lo, I am not served by a lie, thought Losara.
•
Jaya was overwhelmingly relieved by Bel’s adamant refusal to stay and help – or to leave her and Hiza as had been suggested. Why had she been lumped into that? Was it assumed that just because she was a woman, she was the one who would be the most caring? Rot to that, she thought.
Looking at the traumatised girl, she knew that the right thing to do was help these people as Hiza wanted, but in truth she would be glad to be away from here. Other people’s problems were not hers – that was the way it had always been, that was the way it would stay.
She had to admit that this place disturbed her. The others seemed to be taking it in stride, the carnage and bodies and ripe funk of death. While she considered herself to be made of stern stuff, and had seen the effects of violence before, the scene here was something outside her experience. It reminded her a little of watching cattle being butchered for the Zyvanix wasps, back when she’d been a farm girl growing up in Cindeka. It was so overt and colourful – whatever the monsters had been, it was plain they’d really enjoyed themselves. For the first time on this journey, she began to feel as if maybe she was in over her head.
She was also unnerved by the part of her that whispered how easy it would be to ransack the houses for anything of value. No one would even care, and maybe that was the problem. It wouldn’t be stealing, it would be looting, exploiting a bad situation. The idea did not sit well, and the usual glint of potential gold in her mind’s eye seemed for once dull and unattractive.
And the little girl, with her tear-stained cheeks and fearful eyes, made some forgotten instinct reach for attention.
She isn’t mine. She isn’t my responsibility.

Jaya glanced at Bel. Would it be different if she had children of her own? If she ever decided she wanted them, that was, and she wasn’t sure she did. She shook her head to rid it of such unhelpful thoughts. That decision was a long way off, and there was plenty standing in the way between now and then.
For a start, a wood full of vicious monsters.
•
For a while it was easy to follow the Mireforms’ trail through the trees, as they had broken branches and trampled undergrowth with reckless abandon. Then, abruptly, all signs of passage disappeared.
‘Must have changed form,’ muttered Bel. ‘Curse them.’
‘Well,’ said Fazel, ‘they were headed towards the lair, so I suggest we keep going in the same direction.’
‘Lead the way,’ said Bel. ‘And not at your regular pace either.’
Fazel nodded and moved ahead, his hollow bones springing lightly over roots and rocks. Losara wondered briefly if he should order Fazel to send them off course, but what did it matter, when they would not catch up to the Mireforms anyway? Bel pushed on fiercely, but they had entered the woods too late in the day, and it wasn’t long before they laboured in growing darkness.
‘Fazel,’ called Bel, ‘can you put up a light spell?’
‘No,’ said Fazel. ‘No mage of the shadow can cast a light spell.’
Losara heard the words and knew he was in trouble. Fazel had chosen them deliberately too, he was sure.
‘Gellan,’ called Bel. ‘We need light!’
‘We should rest,’ said Losara. ‘We will make faster progress in daylight.’
‘No time for resting,’ said Bel. ‘They have almost a day’s lead on us. Light, now!’
I do not know what you hope to achieve by exposing me, Losara sent to Fazel. You should not irk the only one who can set you free.
There’s no way to hold you to such promises, master, came the reply. And I do not, in the face of them, forget where my true loyalty lies.

‘Light, Gellan!’ bellowed Bel, slashing at an overhanging branch.
‘As you wish,’ said Losara, and held out his hands. Hiza, Jaya, Bel and M’Meska all fell suddenly limp, unconscious on their feet. He caught them in his power and steadied them, letting them crumple gently to the ground.
‘See what you drive me to?’ he said to Fazel. He let his power pool around him, clearing the ground of roots and debris, even uprooting a tree to fling it away over the treetops. He smoothed over the soil the eruption had left, the end result being the sort of clearing where they might have chosen to camp. Then he arranged the group as if they had gone to sleep there.
‘A sleep spell?’ asked Fazel. ‘Don’t you think they’ll find it odd that none of them remembers lying down? That the last thing they recall is Bel yelling at you?’
‘You cannot possibly have forgotten the title I hold,’ said Losara with a touch of derision. ‘Do you not think me capable of putting the same dream into their heads?’
He spread the fingers on the hand with four, and shadow threads spun forth – one for each of the sleepers. As the threads connected with their slumbering minds, he closed his eyes and channelled the same vision to them all.
‘There,’ he said, and the threads fell away. ‘When they awake, they will remember Gellan lighting their way long into the night and, after making some excellent progress, even my tenacious counterpart decides he can not go on any longer. So they find a half-decent place to lie down for the couple of hours before dawn . . . and here is where they’ll rise.’
‘I see,’ said Fazel.
‘As for you,’ said Losara, ‘never do anything to expose me again. How was it that you managed to think sideways around the directive to keep my identity secret?’
‘I did not think sideways,’ said Fazel levelly. ‘Nor did I steer Bel to any request he would not have come to by himself. I was simply answering his question. After all, you ordered me to act as if he still has a hold over me. Besides, it is not as if the compulsion to obey him is completely removed. You overpower it, but it is still there, and when it does not directly conflict with your orders, it seeps through.’
Losara realised that perhaps he was being unreasonable, and sighed.
‘Watch over them while I am gone,’ he said. ‘If they wake, tell them that Gellan is scouting ahead.’
With that he dissolved and sped away amongst the trees, trying to sense anything of the shadow. He could not, of course – the very reason he had sent the Mireforms on this mission stopped him from being able to locate them with magic. Instead he relied on sight alone, zigzagging back and forth through the trees, searching for any sign. What form did they travel in, to slip through the woods without leaving a trail? He paused, gathering himself together where he heard bushes rustling . . . but it was only a deer. On he went, until the trees cleared, and he looked up a charred mountainside to the cavernous mouth of the dragon’s lair. Had they already reached it? Carefully, he stole towards the opening and slipped inside. Tiny he made himself, fearful of the dragon’s fire, but forcing himself onwards nonetheless. Shebazaruka was still here, asleep on her mound as he had seen her before, and quickly he retreated. If the Mireforms had not reached her yet, where were they? Back into the trees he went, back and forth, and back to the cavern, and then amongst the trees again . . . until the sky began to lighten, and he knew he had already tarried too long.
He returned to the camp, frustrated. Bel and Jaya were already awake and speaking with Fazel, and M’Meska was sitting up yawning enormously. He came back together behind a tree, settled the illusion spell over himself, and stepped into view.
‘Ah,’ said Bel, ‘there you are. Find anything?’
‘Nothing,’ said Losara truthfully.
‘Strange,’ said Jaya. ‘I feel better rested than I have in days, from only a couple of hours sleep.’
‘Maybe you’re excited.’ Bel smiled, seeming in a strangely good mood. ‘After all, we are on the trail of murderous monsters on the way to a dragon’s lair.’
‘Sound pretty exciting,’ agreed M’Meska. ‘What for breakfast?’
‘We’ll eat on the run,’ said Bel, and nudged Hiza with his foot. Hiza protested so quickly it was hard to believe he had actually been asleep. ‘Come on Hiza, get up – time to move again.’
•
In the woods looking onto the dragon’s lair, a squat and leafless tree stump opened beady white eyes.
‘How much longer?’ it said.
‘Quiet, Ectid,’ replied a tree-shaped Eldew. ‘You know the plan. We wait for one of them to leave, however long it takes. Mighty we may be, but dragons are not to be underestimated.’
 ‘Look there,’ whispered another tree next to him. ‘It takes no time at all.’
From the mouth of the cavern a dragon emerged. It took off, somewhat shakily.
‘It’s going!’ said Ectid eagerly. ‘It’s gone! Only one in the cave!’
‘Very well,’ said Eldew. ‘Let us go visiting.’
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Bel stood at the forest’s edge, considering his next move. Ahead the midday sun shone unhindered upon a rise of ruined earth, streaked with the ash of long-dead trees. Further up, in the side of a cliff, the cave mouth breathed foreboding. It seemed unreal that they were finally here . . . and still Bel had no real plan, beyond reliance on his skills, quick thinking, and a hope that patterns would appear. Surely they would. Just the thought of felling such a foe made little zings shoot through him, turning his body alive with anticipation. He almost wanted to break from the group, tear off up the hill and charge into the lair . . . but he brought himself under control. As much as he liked to believe he could single-handedly best a dragon, Jaya would never forgive him if he got himself burned to a cinder.
‘So,’ said Gellan quietly, ‘what is your plan?’
It wasn’t the first time the mage had asked, and now that they were actually here Bel found the question even more irritating. How was he supposed to know what to do?
‘The plan,’ he said, ‘is that fate made me a warrior then led me here. I assume, therefore, there may be some fighting. That’s the plan.’ He turned to Fazel, who crouched by his side. ‘What do you sense?’
The mage stared blankly up the hill, then shook his skull.
‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘But that does not mean there is nothing.’
‘Maybe,’ said Jaya, ‘I should go and have a look.’
Bel shot her a startled look. ‘What?’
‘Surely you’ve not forgotten my occupation, dear,’ she said. ‘If someone is going to enter a cave undetected, and make off with a pretty piece of jewellery, it’s going to be me.’
‘No,’ said Bel. ‘Not that I doubt your abilities,’ he added quickly, ‘but that cave holds worse than fat merchants sleeping.’
‘Well, you’re not going in there by yourself either,’ she said, as if reading his thoughts.
Bel found he was indeed still considering entering the cave alone. If he were to fight a dragon, he needed to focus on obeying his instincts, and that meant not having anyone else to concern him. Yet what was the point of surrounding himself with companions if he did not intend to make use of them? Gellan and Fazel at least should go with him, and M’Meska’s bow might come in handy. That would mean leaving Hiza and Jaya here, which would make them vulnerable if Mireforms were still in the area.
‘Monsters all around,’ he muttered, and cast his eyes about the group. One by one they took his meaning, and nodded. ‘We go together,’ he said.
Cautiously they left the trees and made their way up the hill. The cave mouth seemed like an eye before which they were totally exposed. Anything could be watching from the darkness.
‘Look,’ said Fazel, a bony finger pointing at the ground. There were footprints in the ash, large and clawed – a number of sets side by side heading into the cave.
‘Mireforms,’ growled Bel. ‘So, they beat us here, of course. But what fate did they meet?’
He considered the cave mouth with even greater uncertainty. If the Mireforms had been successful, that meant the Stone was no longer inside. But what if the dragon had found them and killed them? Or what if they hid in the dark? Could a conflict still be in progress between dragon and Mireform, deep inside the earth? Despite the adrenaline shooting through him, there was still no sense of any path to follow.
‘Stop,’ he commanded suddenly, halfway up the rise. ‘Spread out.’
‘What are you going to do?’ said Jaya.
‘Let us not enter tunnels that could fill with fire at any moment,’ said Bel. ‘Or dodge claws in the dark. We’re better off here, in the open. If something is inside, it can come to us.’
He turned to the cave and shocked everyone by shouting.
‘Dragon!’ he called. ‘Show yourself!’
‘Rash,’ Gellan murmured.
‘Spread out!’ he repeated. ‘We are less of a target when we stand apart!’
They obeyed him, fearfully, knuckles white on weapons or held ready to cast spells. He moved in front of them, hoping to make himself the dragon’s focus if it emerged.
‘Dragon! The blue-haired man awaits you!’
There was no answer from the cave, no sound at all except Bel’s words echoing off cliffs.
‘Some respect may not go astray,’ said Hiza.
‘You’re welcome to try,’ Bel replied.
Looking dubious, Hiza raised his voice. ‘Oh mighty dragon, we come seeking an audience . . . to beg a favour in the war against the shadow! Will you hear our plea?’
More moments of silence passed.
‘Dragons don’t care about the war,’ said Fazel. ‘And they never give up something from their hoard willingly.’
‘Perhaps they’re not home?’ said Jaya. ‘Someone should scout.’
Bel reached a decision. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But not you. Fazel will go. He has dealt with dragons before and, as a bonus, does not mind if he gets incinerated.’
He glanced at Fazel, and the undead mage gave a nod.
‘If you see the Stone,’ said Bel, ‘and think you can get it without alerting the dragon, do so. Otherwise, report back to us.’
Swiftly the mage slipped up to the cave mouth, where he disappeared into the dark.
Minutes passed like hours. Bel felt uncomfortable, uncertain whether this was the right course. It did not seem very heroic to wait while another member of the party put himself in danger, yet commonsense told him to be patient. He glanced at the tree line to make sure no Mireforms were sneaking up on them.
‘You had better see this,’ came Fazel’s voice, startling him. He squinted at the cave and realised the mage stood in front of it, black on black and difficult to make out.
‘What have you found?’ he called back, but Fazel had disappeared again.
Cursing, Bel stalked up the hill, the others following him closely. Outside the cave he paused, until he was able to see a little way inside.
A wide tunnel sloped downwards.
‘Light our way,’ he instructed Gellan.
‘I dare not,’ said Gellan quickly. ‘Dragons can sense magic. If one lurks in there, it would be like a beacon.’
‘Less of a beacon than an undead mage?’ said Bel.
‘No. The casting of magic is a different thing from something that simply is magical.’
‘Yet Fazel calls us in,’ said Bel. ‘He wouldn’t do that if there was danger.’
‘Blade Bel,’ sighed Gellan. ‘Has it not occurred to you that since the Shadowdreamer has sent his Mireforms here, he probably knows of our purpose? Therefore he might also know that we travel with Fazel, and could turn him against us at any time?’
Bel frowned . . . such a thing had not occurred to him. Stupid!
‘It astounds me that you have waited till now to voice these concerns,’ he snapped at the mage. ‘You really should have, on the off-chance that the rest of us have failed to have parallel thoughts.’
‘I simply mean we should proceed with caution,’ said Gellan. ‘A little light filters in from outside, see? Our eyes will adjust. Let us not rely on magic just yet.’
Bel grunted and moved into the cave. An acrid tang met his nostrils, sulfurous and growing stronger as they worked downwards. M’Meska scraped a clawed foot along the ground, knocking pebbles loose to roll ahead of them into the dark.
‘Careful!’ said Bel. ‘Quiet.’
‘Not built for sneaking,’ complained the Saurian.
Bel glanced around for Jaya but could not see her. Was that a comfort or not? She was extremely stealthy when she needed to be, but was she moving with the group, or had she gone off ahead as she’d wanted? Certainly he wouldn’t put it past her.
He stayed on the left wall, one hand feeling his way and the other ready with his sword. As the light that leaked through the cave mouth behind grew dimmer, an eerie red glow appeared ahead. Soon it was bright enough that they could make out their footing, and Bel noticed Jaya alongside him on the opposite wall. So she had not ignored him after all. Unusual, when she had an idea in her head . . . maybe she was not feeling as cocky now that they were actually here.
As the tunnel opened out into a cavern, Fazel appeared at its entrance and beckoned to them.
‘Come,’ he said. ‘It is safe.’
With Gellan’s doubts lingering in his head, Bel edged to join the mage, keeping his sword in hand. If Fazel took note of this new distrust, there was no sign of it in his black sockets.
A waft of warm air came up over the lip of the tunnel, bringing with it a stink like burning oil, and Bel gagged.
‘What’s that?’ he choked.
‘Dragon’s blood,’ said Fazel, and gestured into the cavern.
Pits of glowing coals around the walls made the air shimmer with heat. In the centre, lit up like some macabre exhibit, was the mutilated carcass of Shebazaruka. Long rents in her sides oozed scarlet, and flaps of scaled hide hung over gaping holes where chunks of flesh had been torn away down to the bone. Her head lay at the end of a scored and twisted neck, her lower jaw dangling freely from an impossibly thin shred. The earthy floor was stained with blood, hardened in the heat. Glistening blobs of flesh were strewn across her central mound.
‘Mud monsters get here first,’ said M’Meska, seeming unaffected by the stench.
‘Aye,’ said Bel darkly, his hand over his mouth. All his keen anticipation of this moment disappeared, unfulfilled, and a great hollow yawned in its wake. Even his breath seemed to desert him. He felt beaten. What should have been glorious battle was instead bloody murder, for it looked as if the dragon had been caught unawares, asleep and dead before she knew it. There was no sense of a fight, and from the way her blood and flesh lay like a shockwave around her, he could tell she had not moved from the mound during the attack. ‘Cowards,’ muttered Bel.
The others glanced at him.
‘To slay such a creature in her sleep. The underhanded tactics of the shadow.’
Gellan nodded slowly. ‘It is unfortunate indeed that the dragon had to die.’
‘Unfortunate?’ spat Bel. ‘This from the man who gives me lectures on the nature of beauty? He is moved by trees but not by this?’ He swept a hand around the cavern.
‘We thank mud monsters should,’ said M’Meska. She bobbed towards the body, crunching across a layer of dried blood. ‘Big lizard hard to kill.’
‘No cause to thank them,’ said Bel. Through the fug of his disappointment he realised that there was a more important failure looming at him. ‘They will have made off with the Stone.’
‘We should look, at least,’ said Jaya, her sleeve across her mouth. Bel noticed her considering the gold and other valuable objects that lay here and there in the earth.
‘I suppose we should. Go to it.’
As the others moved away, and Hiza and Jaya went to join him. Bel held back, trying to make up his mind whether he could stand to go also, to poke with his sword through bloody earth in search of the damnable Stone. He kept going blank as he considered it, the all-too-familiar feeling of something inside him missing, something his other might feel about the situation that he therefore did not. It was not right that his sword was reduced to such prodding when it thirsted to be sheathed in flesh.
‘We should not forget,’ said Gellan anxiously by his side, ‘that there is another dragon also . . . if the son has not moved on, he might be back at any time.’
A flicker of hope rose in Bel . . . perhaps he still might dance a mighty dance this day. Then his eyes fell on Jaya, who grinned sheepishly as she retrieved a golden necklace from the dirt – not the Stone – and he forced himself to remember that while they tarried here, they were all in danger.
‘Well then,’ he said to Gellan, ‘you had better hurry up and help the others make a thorough search.’
Gellan glanced at him oddly, then moved away into the cavern. As if in a daze, Bel followed. Jaya was now standing by a gold statue of a strange man with a scarred face, about a pace tall, as if thinking about how to carry it. Nearby, Fazel stooped to grasp the protruding handle of something buried, and pulled it free. It was a ceramic water jug, painted with intricate figures.
‘What’s that?’ Bel asked in annoyance.
‘Something magic,’ said Fazel. ‘Hence I was drawn to it. But it’s not what we search for.’
‘What’s magic about it?’
‘I think a simple protection spell, to stop it breaking.’
‘Let’s see,’ said Bel, and took the jug. He hurled it at the wall where, instead of breaking, it bounced off unharmed.
Bel scowled.
•
Eldew, who stood like rock against the cliff a short distance from the cave mouth, let his beady eyes pop out onto the surface.
‘They’ve gone in,’ said Tarka.
‘Do we follow?’ said Ectid.
‘No,’ said Eldew. ‘They might find what we could not.’
He was troubled. Although they had ploughed through the dirt for at least an hour – the most they could stand in that terrible heat after slaughtering Shebazaruka – they’d found nothing matching the Stone’s description. All he could think to do was hope that Bel’s group would have better luck locating it. Then, once they emerged, the Mireforms could take it away from them – while of course being careful not to harm the blue-haired man in the process.
There was also the matter of the second dragon, whom they had seen leave the cave that morning. The Shadowdreamer had ordered it killed also, but they had no way of knowing where it had gone or how long it would be away. If it showed up while Bel was in the cave, they would have to intercept it, but if not . . . well, that was the question. What to do next? He would need to confront Bel to find out whether or not the Stone had been found, but he did not want to do it outside the cave in case the other dragon returned. It would be too difficult to control a battle on two fronts against such opponents.
He did not like to divide his force, but perhaps he had to. The younger Mireforms, only a few centuries old, were a little too full of themselves right now, glutted on the killing of Shebazaruka . . . even though she had been asleep, and dead too quickly to raise any resistance. What they viewed as victory Eldew did not. He regretted the ease of the killing somewhat, for it had made the young ones think their task too easy, and that if the second dragon turned up, angry and awake, it would be just as simple to dispatch.
Two to go, four to stay, he decided reluctantly.
‘Ectid, Gremin,’ he said, choosing the youngest and eldest. ‘You will set a trail from the cave mouth, in our natural form. Head east, along the earth where your footprints will be clearly seen. Travel for an hour at most.’
‘Why?’ said Ectid, clearly not wanting to be sent away.
‘Because if the blue-haired man follows you, I will know he hasn’t found the Stone and thus suspects we have it.’
‘What if he does not follow?’ said Gremin.
‘Then neither will we. Like as not he will lead his group back to the village at the forest’s edge. If we have not joined you by nightfall, journey to meet us there.’
Ectid gurgled and Gremin rose, shedding his rock form as long limbs and claws unfurled.
•
Losara let his senses expand widely throughout the cavern. He wasn’t sure what the Stone would feel like, or if he would even know it at all. Maybe the Mireforms had found it already, maybe they hadn’t. He wasn’t sure yet what he preferred.
He glanced at Bel, who was wandering around the dragon’s corpse, inspecting it with his sword still in his hand.
Robbed of the fight, Losara thought. Disappointed. How strange. He thought of the expression on Bel’s face when he’d reminded him there was still another dragon – it had been something close to hopeful.
Perhaps . . . came Fazel’s thought.
What is it? sent Losara.
Perhaps I’ve found it.

Wait for me to get there.
‘What is that?’ asked Bel, standing by Fazel. Fazel was levitating one of the dragon’s bloody claws off the ground, fresh blood leaking from deep scratches.
Too late I fear, came Fazel’s thought, almost mocking in its lack of emotion.
Dangling from the dragon’s claw was a chain of black gold with a pendant affixed that looked like a small rock.
‘Must have been precious to her,’ said Fazel, ‘for her to sleep with it under her claw. Seems her son must have repeated those stories I told him about its worth. Strange that he even gave it to her – it’s very unlike normal dragon behaviour.’
Bel reached to snatch the chain, and held the Stone up to his fiercely blazing eyes.
‘We found it!’ he said. ‘By Arkus . . .’
Strange patterns moved across the rock’s surface – greys, blues, darkness and light, tinges of yellow. It was a subtle effect, yet otherworldly.
‘The Stone of Evenings Mild!’
From the look on his face, he could scarcely believe it.
The others came running eagerly. Jaya gave a whoop, and threw her arms around Bel. M’Meska landed heavily, having leaped from somewhere, and crooked her head to sniff at the chain.
‘Such a small thing,’ said Hiza, staring in wonder.
All the while Losara stood calmly, considering his next move. He could take the Stone right now, if he wished, and there was little they could do to stop him. It would mean dropping his disguise, but he had probably learned everything he could. He felt this moment keenly. It was as if he stood at a crossroads . . . and yet perhaps he could defer the decision until they were all free and clear.
‘Come,’ he said. ‘We can celebrate later, in less perilous confines. The other dragon could return at any time, and who knows where the Mireforms lurk, if they have failed to achieve their purpose.’
He wondered if they had killed the other dragon too, if Bel was now safe . . . but without being able to find them to ask, he could not be sure.
‘Yes,’ said Hiza, who, unlike Bel, had the sense to be edgy down here. ‘Let us make haste!’
‘Just one more minute,’ said Jaya, stopping to scoop gold coins from the ground.
‘Come on, you,’ said Bel, playfully grabbing her ear as if she was a recalcitrant child. She grinned up at him cheekily: either his excitement was contagious or she was gleeful after running amok through a treasure trove. ‘Listen to that, you’re already clinking when you move. I saw you eyeing off that statue too – did you really think you could lug such a weight all the way home?’
Jaya shrugged. ‘A solid chunk of pure gold is worth considering. Even if it’s carved to look like some ugly old man.’
Losara had recognised the statue as a bust of Raker, the Shadowdreamer Battu had overthrown. No wonder he did not mind removing it from the castle.

Jaya came to her feet, managing to keep hold of some of the coins while others slipped from her fingers. ‘You can’t blame me,’ she said. ‘It’s not every day I get set loose in a dragon’s hoard.’
Laughing, the two of them led the way back to the passage. Hiza followed quickly and, as M’Meska went, she also snatched a handful of coins from the ground, shooting Losara a look that dared him to object.
‘You think just because I not a thief,’ she said, ‘I not can spend such pretties in tavern?’
‘You’ve earned it,’ said Losara, forcing a smile.
As they walked, a welcome breeze of fresh air came down the tunnel, shearing the edge off the powerful stench of the lair. Soon they were outside in the sun.
‘What now?’ said Hiza.
‘We make for Kahlay,’ said Bel. ‘Back the way we came.’
‘Look.’ M’Meska bent to touch the ground. From the cave’s entrance ran footprints, off past a group of large rocks and heading east. ‘Mireform go that way.’
‘Good,’ said Bel, glancing briefly at the tracks. ‘Let them crawl back to Fenvarrow empty-handed. We’ve got what we came for.’
He held the Stone aloft in the light.
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The return through the woods was largely uneventful. It seemed to Bel as if somehow they made better progress than when they’d actually been rushing. Maybe in their haste they had got off track – but that didn’t make sense, for they followed their own trail back. Maybe anxiety had made the time seem to pass more slowly, and elation at their success had the opposite effect. Anyway, it hardly mattered – he had the Stone!
Darkness set in about an hour after they passed the clearing they’d slept in the night before. As they set about making camp, Bel could not help but have distrustful thoughts over those tracks they’d seen leading away from the cave. Would the Mireforms really give up so easily? Or had his other given them orders not to engage him? That made more sense, for he knew Losara did not, could not, wish him dead.
As he thought of the Shadowdreamer, he remembered Gellan’s words at the cave mouth about Fazel. He watched the green-robed figure sitting glumly, skeletal elbows resting on his knees, bony chin on his hands. Gellan had been right, of course – if Losara had known they headed to the dragon’s lair, surely he would know who it was that guided them.
‘Fazel,’ he said, and the skull gaze turned to him.
‘Yes?’
‘Show me again your old face – your true face. Please.’
The mage paused quizzically, then passed a hand over himself. The skull rippled away, replaced by the bearded old man with grey eyes.
‘Why do you not wear this face more often?’ asked Bel.
The mage prodded at the ground with a stick. ‘It saddens me,’ was all he said.
He should release Fazel, Bel knew. Not only was it the prudent thing to do, it was also the right thing. But they were not free of the dragon’s territory yet, and there was also the possibility that the Mireforms would come back. Although the beasts were resistant to magic, that did not void a mage’s power against them. Directly targeted spells would do no good, but there were always indirect methods – such as bringing trees crashing down, or opening up pits in the ground.
‘Perhaps,’ Bel said, ‘I shall make you a promise, Fazel – that once we get a little further away, I will free you from your service once and for all.’
Fazel looked at him a long time then, but for all his reaction he may as well have still been a skeleton.
•
Gellan offered to sit first watch.
‘I’m not sure you are the wisest choice,’ said Bel. ‘If the Mireforms come after us, you will not sense them.’
‘Neither will you,’ countered the mage, ‘but my eyes work just as well as yours.’
Bel did not argue too hard, for he was tired, and soon was lying on a bedroll with Jaya snuggled up close against him. As he was just about to doze off, a sound in the distance made him sit bolt upright.
It was soft at the start, a low and mournful howl that seemed to strain with great pressure behind it. The pressure released, and the howl erupted into full-bodied despair, on and on in one wavering note, until the trees around them shook. It rose and fell, ululating between rage and sorrow, echoing throughout the wood.
‘I think the son may have found his mother,’ said Fazel.
The sound ceased abruptly and they waited for a long while, listening . . . but there was nothing more.
‘Better try to get some sleep,’ said Fazel, almost good-humouredly. 
As Bel lay back with his eyes wide open, somehow the canopy of branches above them did not seem adequate cover from the starry sky.
•
Daybreak brought with it a feeling of being more tired than when he’d lain down. Bel guessed that he’d managed an hour’s sleep at most, and the ground seemed harder and more uncomfortable than ever before. He rose to find M’Meska tucking into a raw rabbit.
‘Want eat?’ she said, proffering a half-chewed corpse. ‘No fire, don’t want risk for to be seen.’
‘No, thank you,’ said Bel.
Soon they were on their way once more. As dawn turned into the blaze of day, they found themselves at the forest’s edge. Beyond lay Valdurn . . . and the scent of meat cooking and the sight of smoke rising. Bel’s stomach growled before he had the terrible thought that what he smelt could be the funeral pyre.
‘Very quiet,’ said M’Meska.
‘Let us move carefully,’ warned Bel.
They stepped out amongst the huts, but this time there were no bodies to be seen. The man they’d met must have done the grisly work of clearing them all away. Bel wondered if he was still here, or what miserable shape they would find him in.
‘Seb?’ called Hiza. ‘Kera?’
‘Shhh!’ said Bel.
‘We should never have left them,’ said Hiza.
‘What choice did we have?’ said Bel defensively.
He led them around a slashed-up hut, coming in sight of the village square. A great black pyre smouldered there, in which could be seen bones not yet reduced to ash. A short distance from it, a group of figures hunched around a smaller fire, roasting meat.
‘Survivors?’ whispered Jaya.
‘I don’t think so,’ said Bel. ‘Survivors would not fill their bellies so close to the remains of their still-smoking friends.’
One of the figures glanced up, got to his feet. They were men, six of them, wearing leather armour and carrying swords and shields; they were battle-scarred and grizzled. They looked like a band of mercenaries.
‘Ho there,’ called the one standing. ‘We didn’t realise anyone was left alive here!’
Behind him the others all but ignored the newcomers.
‘Bel . . .’ said Gellan warningly.
‘I know,’ said Bel. ‘Everyone stay close.’
He moved to stand on the other side of the square, then came to a halt with his hand on his sword hilt.
‘I appreciate your wariness,’ said the man, ‘but you have nothing to fear.’
‘How did you come here?’ asked Bel.
‘From the south,’ replied the man. ‘We heard this village was beset by monsters, and thought to offer our services. As you can see,’ he gestured around, ‘we arrived too late.’
‘There were people still here two days ago,’ said Hiza.
‘Must have moved on,’ shrugged the man. ‘Wouldn’t you? Nothing left to stay for. By Arkus,’ he laughed, ‘who could do such a thing? I’ve seen monster attacks before, but nothing like this. Maybe it was the dragon?’
Behind him the other warriors started to rise. As they did, the spit roast became visible. Perched above the flames was a man’s arm, some of its hair still frizzling in the heat.
‘I trust you are enjoying this little charade?’ said Bel, drawing his sword.
The man cocked his head quizzically, then glanced at the fire and the smoking appendage. His gaze returned with a smile on his face. The other warriors began to fan out beside him.
‘Waste not, want not,’ he said, and held out his hand. ‘Now, give us the Stone, and you and your friends can walk away unharmed.’
A path sprang up before Bel thick and fast, pulling at him like a powerful current.
‘Please,’ he managed to mutter to the others, ‘protect each other. Don’t . . . worry about me.’
Frenzy blazed through him and before he knew it, he was speeding towards the warriors with his blade held high. For a moment they stood, startled, not expecting such a sudden attack. As Bel’s sword sliced down upon one of their arms, fierce joy zinged through him. The arm fell away, mud spurting from the wound, and the warrior roared, his mouth elongating to widen his head. Another warrior drew his sword, and as he did his arm changed, sword hilt becoming an extension of ropy limb, blade fanning out into a brace of knife-like claws. Bel surrendered wholly to the fight, whirling amongst them as they began to change. Leather bubbled and became muddy skin, arms and legs extended, tendrils burst free. One of them, still mostly a man-shape, opened its mouth and shot out a needle-tipped tongue at Bel’s chest.
‘No!’ gurgled the leader, half-transformed, and snipped the tongue from the air with the tips of its claws. ‘He must not be harmed!’
Bel sensed their confusion as pathways spread out amongst them – there were now many ways in which he could travel to take advantage of their hesitation. He feinted then rolled, hacked out a pair of bandy legs, and a Mireform went down roaring. It kicked its stumps and new legs grew, thinner than before.
‘Restrain him!’ bellowed the leader, all vestiges of humanity melting away.
Claws closed over his arm. He did not feel the pain as he twisted free of a grip that cut him but had no real purchase as long as he was willing to suffer the consequences.
‘Get the others!’ the leader yelled.
Bel spun and saw Hiza and Jaya standing with swords drawn as the leader advanced on them, and M’Meska leaping up onto the roof of a hut, loosing arrows. Does no good, he thought dimly. Got to cut, not pierce. Then the path swept him along and, without even looking, he rolled away from a tendril that sought to entangle him. The sword followed him around and the tendril went flying.
‘Fazel!’ he screamed. ‘Gellan!’
He caught a brief glimpse of Gellan standing with his hands out, looking lost, as if unsure what spell to cast.
‘Do something!’
‘What is wrong, little light mage?’ laughed a Mireform, looming over Gellan. ‘Could it be we have no orders not to kill you?’
Gellan waved a hand and the earth split beneath the Mireform, which suddenly found itself falling. The mage flicked his wrist and the hole closed up, swallowing the creature. Immediately, a clawed hand burst up through the ground like some abnormal bloom. Seconds later, the Mireform was pulling itself up, dirt showering from its back.
‘Think you can bury what is already earth?’ it roared.
•
Stop this, Losara tried again. The thought slid off the Mireform, failing to penetrate its magically resistant hide.
They can’t hear you, came Fazel’s thought. You will have to reveal yourself to call them off.

The undead mage gestured at a hut, ripping wood free and sending pieces spinning towards the Mireform, beating it backwards, delaying it, but doing no real harm.
•
A tendril wrapped around Hiza’s leg, yanked violently and sent him to the ground. Jaya found herself facing the Mireform leader alone. She swiped at it but the grinning thing rocked backwards, easily avoiding her blade, while at the same time its tongue shot out towards her. Her reflexes kicked in and she somersaulted backwards, landing amongst the huts. Suddenly she could not see any of the others.
The Mireform gurgled with laughter and tottered forward. Fear came upon her, a kind of fear she had never known. She turned to run, and her legs almost got away from her. She found herself crashing through the door of a hut and sprawling on a rug. There she lay dazed for a moment, her eye a finger’s breadth from a colourful flower woven into the fabric. For a moment the banal little picture was the only thing she could concentrate on, a pretty motif amidst the ruin.
‘Think you can hide in there?’ came a mocking burble.
She rolled off her stomach and elbowed herself backwards along the floor as the Mireform lurched outside the door. It gripped the doorframe and pulled, tearing away half of the hut.
‘Plenty others had that idea when we were here before,’ it said. ‘Suppose it helped them?’
Clicking its claws, it ambled inside.
•
Bel swung hard at a grinning head, sending it sloughing away from the shoulders. Mud bubbled at the neck as the head re-formed. He sliced again, this time at the arms. The head appeared just in time to yowl as the arms fell away, and he lopped it off for a second time. As the arms grew back it was off with the legs, then a mighty heave to cut the torso cut in half. Mud splattered his eyes as he relentlessly butchered the thing where it stood, denying it the chance to regain shape. Soon the Mireform was nothing but a puddle at his feet, from which a small worm-shape slithered away into the grass. Bel flung his sword, cutting it in two, and there was a sound like steam shooting from a kettle as it withered.
One down.

He pulled his sword from the ground, and for a moment stood disoriented. The remaining Mireforms had shambled off in pursuit of the others, leaving him alone before the smouldering pyre with nothing to attack.
Further off he saw M’Meska bound from a roof, saw a tendril shoot up and seize her leg, bringing her down somewhere out of view amongst the huts. Where were Jaya and the rest?
He heard her cry out in fear or pain, or both, and the sound was like an arrow through his heart. The bloodlust was not enough to dull his terror, and he raced towards her voice, cursing. He burst into a space between a group of dwellings just as Gellan and Fazel ran in from a different direction. A roar came from within a shaking hut, then the sides splintered as the entire structure fell away. The Mireform leader was revealed, stooping over something, obscuring his view of it. Then the creature lifted Jaya bodily into the air, its tendrils whipping to encircle her, pinning her to its chest as it spun to face them with both arms free. Dazedly she struggled, but more tendrils appeared from the Mireform’s abdomen, restraining her like a fly in a spider’s web. It grinned as it waved claws in front of her face, grinding them together harshly.
‘Look, Bel,’ it said. ‘I wear your woman like a tabard.’
Another Mireform appeared behind it, dragging the thrashing M’Meska by her tail. Then another, with Hiza slung across its back, and the fourth and fifth as well.
‘Don’t hurt her!’ shouted Bel, more anger in his voice than plea.
‘See what happens,’ the leader said, ‘when you deny us? Now the girl dies, and your friends will follow if you will not give the Stone.’
It opened its wide mouth even wider, borrowing substance from the rest of its body to create a cavernous abyss of fangs that closed down upon Jaya.
‘Idiot,’ said Bel.
The Mireform’s eyes rolled to focus on Bel. ‘What?’
‘You’re going to start with her, the one I hold dearest . . . and then work your way back through the others, when you’ll have already done the worst of the harm? That’s like cutting out a man’s heart and then tickling his toes. You have the order all wrong.’
The Mireform managed to look uncertain for a moment, and Bel wondered if his argument, made in near-hysteria, had actually worked.
‘Good try,’ the creature said, and once again its maw descended.
‘Stop,’ said Gellan.
‘Stop?’ one of the others chuckled wetly. ‘No, little mage. We think not.’
Gellan sighed. ‘I guess I can’t let this go on any longer.’
•
Losara dropped his disguise. The mage Gellan, whose real body lay buried many weeks behind them, disappeared. Everyone but Fazel stared at him in shock. Eldew paused on the brink of decapitating Jaya, his spittle dripping on her as his massive open mouth took on an expression of surprise.
‘Lord Shadowdreamer!’
‘I am disappointed in you, Eldew,’ said Losara. ‘This,’ he waved around at the village, ‘was not part of your orders.’
‘We did not deviate from the course you gave us,’ said Eldew. ‘Why not dispatch enemies of Fenvarrow if we find them in our way?’
‘Peasants,’ said Losara. ‘Farmers. We had no cause to fear them.’
‘But they could be made to pick up swords, pitchforks, stand against us in the coming battles.’
‘We killed the dragon,’ added Ectid, almost whining.
‘True,’ said Losara. ‘In that you did well.’
He turned to his counterpart, and was taken aback by the cold, livid hatred he saw in Bel’s eyes.
•
He’s here, thought Bel. He’s been with us for . . . since when? Was he Gellan from the start?
‘How long?’ he said, his voice tense.
‘Remember when you awoke to Gellan’s cry in the night?’ said Losara.
Bel glowered darkly in answer. So there had been a real Gellan, but that man had not been with them for some time. Murdered on the trail, back near the beginning. They had only known him for a few days.
‘But . . .’ he said. ‘You cast a light spell, in the wood . . .’ It seemed a strange thing to focus on, and even as he said the words, he wished he could take them back. He had been tricked many times in these last days, that was plain enough, and the details seemed less important than the act itself. His greatest enemy had been in their midst for weeks, and he had not realised.
Fazel, came a thought. Yes – Fazel had been under Losara’s command for most of this time. Now springing into his mind came Fazel’s explanation of why they had journeyed towards Valdurn the long way, through Crystalweb. All lies, all artifice. Tactics of the shadow.
‘Let Jaya go,’ he said. ‘Let them all go.’
Losara smiled wanly at him, then nodded at the Mireforms. ‘Do as he says.’
‘But Shadowdreamer –’ began Eldew.
‘You have sworn to serve me,’ said Losara, ‘so do what I command.’
Uncertainly, reluctantly, the tendrils that held Jaya to Eldew wound away, receding into him. Unrestrained, she collapsed from his chest to the ground, shaking. Bel came forward to grab her by the shoulders, and dragged her away from the hulking monster. The Mireforms holding M’Meska and Hiza seemed equally unsure, but Eldew gurgled at them and they obeyed. Hiza half-crawled, half-stumbled away, while M’Meska sprang snarling to her feet, with apparently little injured but her pride.
Bel realised he was holding Jaya more tightly than was comfortable for her and forced himself to ease his grip. He was disgusted with himself for having let her come so close to harm. He tried to wipe some of the slime off her face, but his hand was too unsteady. What was he shaking with? Rage? Losara may have saved Jaya, but he had also been the one who put her in danger.
Bel stood, bristling to do something, ready to lash out. He noticed M’Meska raising a bow towards his counterpart and shook his head at her, though it galled him. Confused, she lowered her weapon.
Losara, for the moment, seemed to be ignoring him.
‘Off you go,’ he was telling the Mireforms. ‘Back to Fenvarrow, please.’
‘Lord Shadowhand,’ said Eldew, ‘do you not wish us to complete our task? We can take the Stone!’
‘I don’t need your help for that,’ said Losara.
Bel felt his hand creep into his pocket and close around the chain and the Stone.
‘I thank you for certain facets of your expedition,’ Losara continued, ‘though I should have been clearer about your parameters. It was a mistake to use agents I could not find when I needed to. Thus I declare, on your way home, kill no innocents.’
‘What are innocents?’ said Eldew, his tone sounding as though he was genuinely asking. Losara thought about the question but seemed to struggle finding an answer.
‘Anyone who isn’t a soldier,’ he sighed. ‘Or a mage.’
Eldew nodded. ‘And the other dragon?’
‘Behind us now,’ said Losara. ‘Besides, I do not think Bel will accept you as allies should it arrive. Would you, my friend?’
Bel stared at the Mireforms, itching to attack – but he still had his companions to think of.
‘Get out of my sight before I chop you all to pieces,’ he said. ‘And,’ he added to Losara, ‘we are not friends.’
Losara sighed again. ‘I suppose not. Something other than that, perhaps. Mireforms – depart.’
The Mireforms loped away, dispirited, disappearing amongst the huts. As Eldew turned to leave he paused. ‘You are lucky to be obeyed by the Mireform, Shadowhand,’ he said, not facing Losara. ‘There are none before you we would tolerate speaking to us as you have.’
‘Why do you then?’ shouted Bel suddenly, looking for any outlet for his fury.
Eldew chuckled. ‘Have you not seen his eyes, boy?’
The Mireform moved on.
Maybe one day we will meet again, thought Bel. Certainly, at that moment, he hoped so. He wanted to make them pay, but now was not the time. Instead he returned his gaze to Losara, who was considering him curiously.
‘Why?’ Bel spat. ‘Why did you come with us?’
‘To learn,’ said Losara calmly.
‘Why did you save her? You knew they wouldn’t harm me.’
‘I do not wish you ill, Bel,’ Losara said. ‘I do not enjoy causing suffering. Besides,’ and again that fleeting smile crossed his face, ‘if, one day, one of us does indeed become the other, I would not rob him of his great love. I would have to live with that misery too, should you succeed. But,’ he finished, the smile gone, ‘you will not. Now give me the Stone.’
‘Never,’ Bel said, but inside he felt sick. What hope did he have, path or no, against a shadow mage of Losara’s power? He would lose the Stone, and all hope of ever defeating his counterpart.
•
Losara reached out a hand towards Bel, readying his power to grasp the Stone. Now was the time, he supposed, for a rather definitive choice. He stood at destiny’s crossroads – if he took the Stone, he was almost certain he would never be able to use it himself, for no mage of the light would aid his cause. Bel and he would forever stand apart, but what of it? He was doing well on his own, he felt, as a leader, as a lover, as a man. There were the gaps, of course, but he was used to those, for they had been with him as long as he could remember. The fact that parts of him were missing had become a part of him.

Making up his mind, he channelled power towards Bel. Bel stood waiting, hand in his pocket, where Losara knew he was clasping the Stone. Losara tried to seize it and pull it to him. Bel tensed, his face a mask of frustration and scorn.
Nothing happened.
Losara blinked, surprised. Doubling his output, he sent forth even more grasping force, but as he targeted the Stone it was as if his power was pouring down a hole.
‘You do realise the futility of what you’re attempting?’ said Fazel.
Losara glanced at him.
‘This was how it happened in Whisperwood,’ the mage continued. ‘The Stone absorbed our spells, taking them into itself to combine them to a single purpose.’ He snickered. ‘It’s doing that now, consuming your power, my lord, but without a light mage adding anything to the mix, there is nothing for it to expel.’
Losara frowned – could it be true? Did Bel possess an object that negated his magic?
He brought up his other hand to target Bel himself, to see if he could at least make his counterpart move towards him . . . but the Stone caught up that spell as well, sucked it in, and Bel did not budge.
•
Bel looked between Losara and Fazel, taking in the undead mage’s words . . . and broke into a smile.
‘What’s this?’ he said. ‘Of course!’
He drew the pendant out slowly, savouring the consternation on Losara’s face.
‘This is swallowing up your magic, isn’t it? You can’t cast spells against me, can you?’
A wild joy flared in his heart.
‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘there are still things that neither of us has thought of. Something comforting in that, don’t you think?’ He laughed harshly. ‘Seems fair, doesn’t it, shadow worm? I mean, there you are zipping all over the place, going wherever you choose in the blink of an eye, murdering Thrones and being home for breakfast . . . while I have to tramp my every step slowly across the land . . . it was all seeming a little unbalanced, wasn’t it? But now,’ he held the Stone out in triumph, dangling it mockingly, ‘I have this.’
Losara dropped his hands, at a loss.
‘You arrogant bastard,’ said Bel. ‘Can’t believe it, can you? Used to things going your way, eh?’ He took a step forward. ‘Want to call back your mud monsters? I will most happily disappoint them also.’
He drew his sword and gave it a swing.
Losara held up a hand again, but this time it was directed towards Jaya, who still slumped, dazed, on the ground.
‘The Stone protects only you,’ he said. ‘Give it to me or Jaya will suffer the consequences.’
‘Consequences?’ Bel almost shouted, startling Losara. ‘What are you talking about, you fool? Do you think I have the memory of an insect? I just saw you save her, and heard your explanation why.’
‘That was before . . .’ began Losara uncertainly.
‘Before you thought you might actually have to live with the pain of losing her? Didn’t much like my chances of success, eh? Ha! Your threats grow more meaningless with every word you speak.’
Losara moved his hand towards Hiza, blue ribbons of energy playing through his fingers. ‘Hiza, then, we could afford to lose.’
‘How right you are!’ said Bel. ‘Sacrifices must be made if the light is to be victorious. I am sure Hiza would give up his life if it meant averting disaster for all his people. Wouldn’t you, Hiza?’
He twisted around to look at his friend and found Hiza regarding him strangely. Slowly, Hiza nodded.
‘I would.’
I will apologise for my callousness later, my friend, Bel thought.
‘Of course he would,’ he said aloud. ‘Hiza is but one man. You think I’d hand this over,’ he swung the pendant almost in Losara’s face, ‘because of one man?’
Losara simply stared at him.
Bel scowled. ‘No? Not going to blast him away for no reason? You are weak, Losara. Look at you, saving your enemies, befriending them for your own amusement –’
‘Not for amusement,’ protested Losara.
‘Only to lose the very thing you came for!’ Bel pointed the sword at him. ‘Look at you – you can’t do anything to me, can you? What’s to stop me . . .’ And he made a stabbing motion.
‘You know you cannot do that,’ said Losara quietly.
‘Oh yes,’ said Bel. ‘But what about your hand? You look like you’ve lost a finger.’
Losara’s eyebrows creased. ‘What of it?’
Bel drew his sword up against himself, ran the tips of his fingers along the blade. He admired the sparkle at the very top, where the sun was catching.
‘I didn’t feel anything when you lost it,’ he said.
And he drove the sword through Losara’s shoulder.
•
Losara stumbled backwards with a cry, caught completely off guard. The sword slid free, leaving behind a rent in his pale flesh. Shadows curled from severed veins.
‘Look at you,’ snarled Bel. ‘To think I ever doubted which of us was the lesser, when you are not even real enough to bleed.’
Losara stared at him, clutching his throbbing shoulder. He was astounded that Bel would do something so petty and spiteful, without purpose other than to inflict pain for the sake of it. He slumped, letting his wounded side fall to shadow, then drew it back to himself. Outwardly he appeared healed, though the wound still ached, tender inside.
‘Ha,’ said Bel. ‘Not even substantial enough to injure. Arkus, you can’t even wear a human wound gracefully for more than a moment.’
‘You have an interesting way of looking at things,’ winced Losara.
He decided there was nothing to gain from remaining. It was time to depart.
‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Keep the Stone, for the moment. You will never be able to use it.’
‘We have Battu,’ said Bel.
‘You have one piece of an enormous puzzle,’ said Losara. ‘So forgive me if I offer no congratulations just yet. Fazel?’
‘Yes,’ said Fazel.
‘Head at once to join the army.’
‘I don’t suppose,’ Bel said to the undead mage, ‘there’s any point me ordering you to stay?’
Fazel shook his head. ‘I wish you could. In my mind, where I am still able to be myself, I will pray for your victory. Yet what hope of that, when the light’s fate rests on the shoulders of such dolts? You were fooled so long, so easily – a man’s entire demeanour changes, yet you suspect nothing. You are so focused on your aims, Blade Bel, you would not see a cart coming to run you down from the side.’
Bel looked stung by Fazel’s bitter tone, from which Losara took small comfort. It could even be that in the undead mage’s words was some good advice.
‘I said at once, Fazel.’
Fazel bowed his head, then turned and sped away, green cloak flaring from his shoulders.
‘You should free him,’ said Bel, despite the mage’s insults. ‘You would, had you any compassion.’
‘Compassion,’ said Losara, raising an eyebrow. ‘A strange quality for one who enjoys his killing so much to advocate. As for now, I’ll take my leave. It has been good to travel with you all, though likely you’ll not say the same of me. Stay safe.’ He eyed Bel. ‘And you especially. Farewell, for now.’
And he fell to darkness.
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There was a stream not far from the village, and Jaya felt incredible relief at collapsing in it fully clothed. It was shallow but fresh, and there was nothing she wanted more than to be rid of the slime and mud that slicked her skin. Perhaps memory of the gaping mouth descending on her would disappear when all traces of its contact were washed away. Perhaps.
She was shaken by the experience, deeply shaken, though she tried not to let it show. Somehow she did not seem to be able to laugh it off in her usual fashion. Bel, who was washing himself nearby, watched her with concern, and she tried to force a smile.
‘Here,’ he said, wading closer, ‘let me help you.’
He set about washing her arms with a cloth, wiping away the smears. He was tender in his touch, but his eyes held guilt.
‘I’m sorry I left you,’ he said. ‘Try as I might, once I am dancing with death . . . well, he leads.’
She felt an echo of what she might have said, once, about how it was not his job to protect her. She did not have the heart to say it, though, or maybe she did not really even believe it right now.
‘Thank you,’ she said, touching his face. ‘Thank you for saving me.’
He sighed. ‘I never should have brought you with me.’
‘No, I’m glad that you did,’ she said. Though deep down she meant it, it was hard to inject conviction into her words. In her mind’s eye she saw again the dripping fangs descending, and she shuddered. If she was going to die young, she had always expected it to be in a noose, or by blade, something human . . . not to have her head bitten off by a monster. Never in all her years of hairy moments and near misses, fights and falls, had she been so afraid.
Downstream Jaya saw Hiza and M’Meska also bathing. The Saurian lounged across the stream as if it were the most comfortable of beds, her tail swishing lazily. Hiza sat in silence, staring at bubbles as he scrubbed his arms. He had been scared too, Jaya supposed, though perhaps like her, he tried not to let it show. She knew he had something to prove, fighting alongside this childhood friend of his who had become the stuff of legend – he wanted to show that he too could play a part. Perhaps the after-shocks of his fear would remain hidden, repressed, and become the kind of thing that made him jolt awake in bed, sweating, years from now.
She hoped they would live that long.
Meanwhile Bel, who always seemed capable of shrugging off danger, appeared much more disturbed by the revelation that Gellan had actually been Losara.
‘I should have guessed,’ he said glumly. ‘There were moments, looking back, when I should have suspected . . . well, something.’
‘How could you have known?’ she replied.
How could any of them? Bel was not the only one who had spent long whiles conversing with Losara. She too had shared many things with him, in idleness; they now seemed like conversations that would have been worth holding on to. And yet Losara was a part of Bel, so was it any wonder they had gotten along? It was very confusing.
‘He tricked us all, Bel,’ she said, cupping his cheek in her wet hand. ‘We all thought he was our friend. We all told him things about ourselves, as people do on long journeys together.’
‘Mmm.’ He sounded unconvinced.
‘You liked him,’ continued Jaya. ‘I liked him. Maybe that’s what’s worse. But it was all a lie.’
‘Yes. Lies. Betrayal. Hallmarks of the shadow. But we still won! We got the Stone. And,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘some unexpected benefits from that, indeed.’
‘Yes,’ she said, though she wasn’t quite sure what they had won. A tiny piece of the puzzle, came her thought, echoing Losara’s words. And a long way to go yet.

‘But he spared us,’ she added, almost to herself. ‘He spared me.’
A shadow passed across the sun.
•
Bel felt wind on the back of his neck, making the droplets of water there cold. The ground shook as something heavy landed upstream, and Hiza gasped. Bel turned slowly, almost knowing what it was he would see. There, some thirty paces away, straddling the stream, was the other dragon.
‘If it’s not one thing . . .’ he muttered to himself.
The dragon was as large as his mother, but much more terrifying – after all, he was alive. Covered with green scales, his long neck wobbled shakily as he considered them first with one eye, then the other – which was huge. Bloodshot veins crisscrossed it like a complex system of roots, and it bulged horribly, fit to burst from its socket. The creature blinked, a scaly lid sliding down over the malformed eye more slowly than over the other, stretching but not fully covering it before retreating. Maybe that was where I am destined to strike, thought Bel, through the eye into the brain, bypassing the creature’s armoured skin.
Hiza and M’Meska, who were closer to the beast, began to back away. The dragon inhaled, wide nostrils flaring, discernibly drawing the air around them towards him.
‘Behind me,’ said Bel. He rose to his feet; this was made more difficult by Jaya clinging to him, but he managed to bring her up also.
‘We should make for the trees,’ whispered Hiza. The woods, into which the stream ran, were only a few paces away. 
The dragon spoke, his voice cracked and strangely high-pitched, as if it were an effort to strangle words out of his throat.
‘These are the ones,’ he said. ‘Yes, yes, left their smell in the cave. What do they say, these? What do they say, how do they say, what what do they say, say?’ He took an ungainly step forward, as if he lacked a sense of balance.
‘Back up,’ muttered Bel. ‘Everyone back up.’
‘What about you?’ whispered Jaya.
‘Go,’ he said, and felt behind him to give her a push towards the trees. She grabbed at him but Hiza took her arm, dragging her away as Bel drew his sword.
‘Tiny pig-sticker,’ hissed the dragon, eyeballing the blade. ‘Good for cutting heads off reeds, good for slicing bread . . . good for swishing ’way the flies, good to make things red. Good, good.’ He chortled, a discordant sound full of many mismatched notes. ‘Good for killing Olakanzar dead? We shall see, we shall see. Shall we see?’
Bel felt the familiar tingling of his blood, but had no sense yet of what move he should make. Something was there, though – he could feel it.
‘We did not kill your mother!’ he called.
It was the wrong thing to say. The dragon’s eyes shone with fury, and it rocked on its heels and roared. As it came forward it opened its mouth, and molten flame spewed forth. Bel stumbled away from the heat and heard Jaya cry out from the trees. He fell into the stream and rolled to look for his companions. They were waiting just inside the wood, watching in terror. There were the steps to be taken. For a moment he lay confused, for they did not lead towards the dragon, but away. Then, bitterly, he understood – he could not hope to win this fight. The path was telling him to flee. 
The dragon cantered forward, gathering momentum, and opened his mouth for a second burst. In a second Bel was on his feet, sloshing through the stream and heading for the trees.
‘Fall back!’ he shouted, and his companions drew away into the woods. He barrelled in after them as unworldly heat dogged his heels, then he broke through branches and sprawled headlong into the undergrowth. Trees behind him blazed alight. Then M’Meska was hauling him to his feet. ‘Further,’ he wheezed.
There came a great rending as the dragon smashed down trunks, thrusting his head in after them. Bel forced himself to push on, winded though he was, and together they fled further into the wood. Fire erupted once more behind them, and instantly the entire edge of the wood was burning.
Some fifty paces from the wood’s edge Bel had to stop, for he had no breath. The others circled him, watching the flashing flames and angry eyes that stared back. Bel could feel his face reddening as he struggled to suck in air.
‘Dragon!’ called Hiza, his voice quavering. ‘Do you hear me?’
‘Olakanzar!’ raged the dragon, shaking the trees and making leaves fall.
‘Olakanzar, then!’ shouted back Hiza. ‘It was not us who tore apart your mother! How could we, small that we are, when your mother was so mighty?’
The head wobbled back and forth, the enormous baleful eye searching for them amongst the growth.
‘They lie?’ the dragon said. ‘Do they lie? Do they lie like the grass lies on the ground, like the meaning of words lies within sound?’
‘It like black one said,’ muttered M’Meska. ‘Dragon insane is.’
‘Yes,’ wheezed Bel. ‘I doubt there is any reasoning with him.’
‘We do not lie!’ called Hiza hopelessly. ‘There were others, Mireforms, monsters from Fenvarrow – they killed your mother! Smell them out and you will have your revenge!’
‘Smell?’ hissed the dragon. ‘Smell nothing but little Varenkai in my cave, her cave, our cave, no longer, no more.’ He gave an odd whimper, and his claw went to his malformed eye as if to scratch it, but halted. He blinked rapidly, still not managing to cover it fully with his lid. ‘Itchy, itchy,’ he whined. ‘The itchy knows you lie, lie, LIE!’
Flames burst through the trees again, too distant to do them any harm. Smoke was beginning to waft through the forest, however, black and choking. Great claws uprooted tree trunks as the dragon forced his bulk further into the wood. His progress was slow but steady.
‘We need to move,’ said Jaya, holding a sleeve to her mouth.
‘Before he sets the whole forest aflame,’ agreed Hiza.
‘Maybe he do that anyway,’ said M’Meska.
They went deeper into the wood. The sounds of the dragon fell away behind them, although there now came the distinct crackling of an inferno.
‘Which way?’ said Hiza.
A whooshing made them all jump. ‘Down!’ shouted Bel. The canopy was instantly dripping with fire as the treetops above them turned to torches, and they heard wing beats as the dragon flew overhead.
‘Lizards should be small,’ rasped M’Meska, getting to her feet. ‘Like me. That lizard too big.’
‘He means to smoke us out,’ said Hiza.
‘Let’s head north,’ said Bel, ‘away from where he found us, away from this patch of forest altogether.’
‘The dragon’s cave is back north,’ said Jaya.
‘We’ll aim west of it,’ said Bel. ‘Where there’s still cover, where the wood thins to a band that runs along the mountains. All right?’
The others nodded, and they began to run. Soon the worst of the smoke was behind them, but an acrid haze permeated everything, making breathing painful. Off to the side somewhere they heard another outpouring of dragon fire, and then minutes later it came from ahead.
‘He’s trying to enclose us!’ said Hiza.
‘Keep going!’ shouted Bel, and they passed beneath fiery treetops with flames edging down the trunks, where the dragon had flown only moments before. ‘Perhaps he will think us trapped in the circle he’s creating!’
There came a snapping as the dragon landed almost atop them, sending branches crashing down, breaking a hole in the canopy. He scrambled clumsily for purchase on the uneven platform of crushed wood beneath him and lowered his head under the canopy.
‘Run, scoundrels!’ he snarled as they veered away. ‘Run, but you won’t find any place to hide, except perhaps inside your own black bones.’ He chortled a strange, almost musical chortle, like a wind chime whipped by a storm.
Bel felt his blood simmering, yet still all paths led away, in any direction save towards the dragon. Sometimes he had wondered what patterns he would see if he faced an opponent he could not best. Guess I have my answer, he thought. Guess I don’t have to like it.

‘In your own souls?’ roared Olakanzar. ‘Can you hide in your souls, inside your own fear? Do you think you can, do you wonder how? I can tell you how if you come back! I will show you how to hide in fire, hide you forever! Hide in the reflection of my tears, wept for my only mother gone!’
They heard him grunting as he struggled free, heard the fire crackle again as his beating wings poured air upon the flames.
Bel thought he was still leading them north, but in their scrambling he’d become disoriented. He chanced a glimpse at the sky flashing past above, trying to find the sun. Yes, they were still heading north, or maybe north-west, as he had planned. Then the dragon covered the sun, and Bel’s eyes returned to the way ahead, as he skirted stumps and leaped over logs.
They heard Olakanzar land again, but this time way off to the side. He had misjudged their location, and there was a long and unearthly howl of rage. Behind them the forest was black with smoke, with a blazing red heart. The other denizens of the wood fled as well, animals bounding past, birds twittering as they flew off in alarm.
‘Faster,’ said Bel, and M’Meska bounded away ahead, making better time than any of them.
They crossed a stream, over which few branches hung, and some distance away the dragon stood, waiting to see if they had entered a clear line of sight. He was facing the wrong direction.
‘He’s lost track of us,’ said Jaya.
‘Keep going,’ was Bel’s only reply. He hoped the stream might stop the fire but doubted it, for the fierceness of the fire was unlike any natural flame. Maybe at least it would buy them some time.
They ran until they could not run any more, then slowed to a walk, breathing hard. Olakanzar’s roar came again, this time from far away. Finally Bel allowed them to stop for a few moments, and Hiza leaned over a log to throw up. It was difficult to tell if the smoke still followed them, or simply clung to their clothes.
‘Water,’ said M’Meska, handing Bel a flask, and he drank deeply before handing it to Jaya.
No, the smoke still followed.
‘The whole wood is ablaze,’ wheezed Hiza.
A lizard of some kind dashed past.
‘Too little,’ said M’Meska, then thrust a claw at herself. ‘Right size.’ And then the claw pointed away behind them. ‘Too big! Too big by much!’
‘Agreed,’ said Bel.
‘We should continue,’ said Hiza, wiping his mouth.
‘Yes,’ said Bel. ‘Maybe he’ll stop chasing us, come nightfall.’
‘The fire won’t,’ said Jaya.
Without another word, they moved on.
•
As Losara sped away amongst the grasses, it felt good to be unconstricted by the maintenance of illusion. Finally he was heading back home to his people, to Lalenda. His wound did not bother him greatly in shadowform, but he knew that when he was flesh again it would need seeing to. The malevolence of Bel was truly remarkable – or maybe it was he who should be taking things more seriously? The two of them were enemies, after all, he supposed. Had he expected Bel to be pleased to see him revealed, to respect his cunning ruse? Was he so naive as to think they could have discussed the situation rationally?
His failure to retrieve the Stone bothered him, as Bel now had a way to stand against any magic thrown at him. As for the intent that had led Bel to hunt for it in the first place, this idea of putting them back together . . . perhaps Losara would be well served by Bel retaining the Stone after all.
An enormous gamble to think so? he wondered. Was the idea he had considered during his travels with Bel, the idea that had upset Lalenda so greatly, strong enough to warrant conviction?
Either way, fate had seen to it that the Stone was out of his hands.
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Balance – that eternal problem between our lands, a force requiring upheaval for there to be a victor. Balance – a concept almost the same as harmony, but perhaps not this time. This was not the balance of a great juggler, keeping many balls flowing through the air, or the balance that exists in a forest, where lives feeding into each other keep the generations turning.

If two men stand facing each other, each with a sword to the other’s breast, ready to plunge yet unwilling to try lest the other do the same . . . is that balance?

Each waits for any advantage . . . a cry that distracts, or a crack of thunder. A readjustment of footing, a bead of sweat rolling into the eye, or a beautiful butterfly flitting past, leading the eye astray at just the wrong moment.
What troublesome things butterflies can be.
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Night was falling, and thousands of blue dots speckled the Stone Fields as ice lanterns were lit. From the black walls of Fort Logale, Tyrellan looked out over the gathered army. They had come from all over Fenvarrow – contingents of pale Arabodedas men, Black Goblins and their subservient Grey cousins, bat-winged Graka, crystal-winged pixies and the tusked and bandy-legged Vorthargs, collecting in numbers without precedent. Production of siege machines in Smalt had been doubled and every day more rolled in, hulking and slow on wheels of iron. Hastily built warehouses outside the walls were brimming with food, and the clinking and clanking of blacksmiths hard at work could be heard day and night. Whelklings continuously flew back and forth, adding to the supplies.
It bothered Tyrellan that assembling so many in one place had left the rest of Fenvarrow sparsely defended. Thankfully word had arrived of the Kainordans concentrating their strength also – at Kahlay, with a smaller contingent at the Shining Mines. It was well that they did not suspect Losara’s true intention of attacking Holdwith. They had no reason to – the mage fortress was a dangerous target and had never been first on any Shadowdreamer’s list before.
‘Most impressive,’ said Roma beside him, and Tyrellan gave a slight nod. He’d come to respect the new Magus Supreme, who had done an admirable job of bringing together Fenvarrow’s magic-wielding population. All levels of mages, from young students to wizened elders, now swelled the amassed ranks. Tyrellan was also pleased to note that there was no trace of ego left about Roma – gone was the cockiness he’d seen in the man who had once thought himself fit to challenge Losara. Roma now strove to do his master’s will unquestioningly, hungrily almost. He had been well chosen.
‘Are there more to come?’ Tyrellan asked.
‘Not many,’ said Roma. ‘The cowards have hidden, the incapacitated have been excused, and the rest are here. A chosen few remain elsewhere, where they may be needed, but if necessary I can summon them also.’
‘No,’ said Tyrellan. ‘It would be imprudent to drain the land of all protection.’
There was a scuttling at his feet as the shadowmander ran past, pausing to sniff here and there. He barely glanced at it, for when he did, he remembered what Losara intended and barely dared to dream it possible. It bothered him greatly that he did not know where Losara was, or what he was doing. Supplies were not endless, and an army of this size required constant maintenance. How long until the Shadowdreamer returned?
‘Have you thought of a plan,’ he asked Roma, ‘to achieve the Dreamer’s ends?’
Roma frowned. ‘It’s unusual to wish to capture so many of the enemy alive. With surprise and numbers I do not foresee great issue, but I hope that Losara has some method in mind.’
‘I do,’ said Losara, stepping out of the shadows.
Tyrellan bowed low, his worries abating most pleasingly.
‘Master,’ he said, and Roma echoed him.
Losara turned to gaze over the army. ‘I wended slowly through,’ he said, ‘on my way here. I am pleased; you have both done well. It is . . . humbling . . . to see the magnitude of this support.’
‘They have the greatest of causes to fight for,’ said Tyrellan. ‘Any who fail to answer the call are no better than betrayers.’
‘Which does not negate the courage of those who are here,’ said Losara.
Tyrellan held his tongue. Losara sometimes had a lofty way of looking at things, a way that he did not always share. There was no great courage in choosing the only option available – the people must fight, and that was that. He did not draw attention to the fact that many here had been conscripted.
‘How was your journey?’ he asked instead. ‘Did you find what you went looking for?’
‘I believe so,’ said Losara vaguely.
‘Is there anything we should be apprised of?’
‘The answers I sought were . . . personal.’ He dared not yet mention his ‘precarious notion’, as Lalenda had called it. While that was foremost in his mind, he also realised that his commanders should know as much as he did about the enemy’s plan.
‘I suppose there is actually much to tell you,’ he sighed. ‘But first I will have your reports.’
He began to drift along the wall, and Tyrellan and Roma fell in step behind him.
‘It will be good for morale for the troops to see you,’ said Roma. ‘Many have asked where their leader is.’
‘And see me they shall,’ said Losara. ‘I am planning no further absences. Tell me, how are our mages?’
‘There are varying degrees of skill amongst their number,’ said Roma. ‘Of the elite, about a thousand.’
‘Excellent. More than enough. There are some six hundred at Holdwith, and many of them are only students.’
‘Yet they have defences,’ said Roma. ‘And we are somewhat disadvantaged by needing to take them alive.’
‘Not all of them. And besides, capture or kill, either way we need to get spells through their defences.’
‘This is your plan then, lord?’ said Roma.
Losara nodded. ‘We will separate our elites from the main force. We can travel more quickly that way, and make good on the surprise it affords us.’
‘You do not intend to take any soldiers?’ said Tyrellan.
‘Not to Holdwith. A small contingent will follow us, but by the time they catch up, the outcome will already be known. The bulk of our army will head towards the Shining Mines and, if we are successful, we will join them there.’
‘But I will go with you?’ said Tyrellan.
‘Oh yes,’ said Losara. ‘You will go . . . and that slithery little friend of yours too.’
•
Lalenda sat in a grand room, high up in Logale. It had initially surprised her that she’d been shown here to stay, by Tyrellan no less, after her unannounced arrival. She still remembered, with a sweet savour, the moment she had decided to leave Skygrip and how there had been no one to thwart her – just as there had been no one to prevent her from burning Duskwood to the ground.
Her adventure in the wood had not kept the castle feeling empty on her return, although for several days she had enjoyed going up to the roof to watch the smoky haze she’d created. Despite this satisfaction, the thought of waiting for Losara in Skygrip, killing the hours with idleness and books, fast became unbearable. Lalenda had spent her life reading, and for some reason it ceased to enthral her as it once had – maybe because it had been an escape, and now other means of escape were available. If Losara was allowed to go shooting off to Kainordas on some journey of self-discovery, she didn’t see why she should have to wait around for him all cooped up. Grimra had accompanied her, of course, and together they had flown to Logale, taking their time along the way, watching others who marched below. Since Logale was where Losara’s supporters were heading, why should not his greatest supporter be there also? 
Guards stopped her at the fort’s gate, and she demanded that they fetch Tyrellan to verify her identity. When the First Slave had arrived, his gaze had been as unknowable as ever, but there had been a certain acceptance in his voice. After all, she was no longer merely Battu’s plaything; now she was his master’s lover, and Tyrellan would not do anything to displease his master. She suspected the goblin privately thought she had not done anything to deserve such elevation, but what was, was.
‘Let her through,’ Tyrellan had said. ‘This is Lalenda, the Shadowdreamer’s woman, who will be shown every courtesy as befits her.’
The Shadowdreamer’s woman. She’d liked the way that sounded. She knew that Losara did not think of her as a possession, but she was his nonetheless and did not mind being labelled as such. Or maybe it was just the word ‘woman’ she liked, because for her whole life she’d been just a girl, until the word had crossed Tyrellan’s lips, spoken so matter-of-factly it was hard to doubt.
Tyrellan had brought her to these beautiful chambers, even evicting a noble to do so. She had not protested at that, for she was tired of her old shyness and had dismissed errant feelings of being undeserving. She was the Shadowdreamer’s woman – and these would be his quarters too when he arrived.
It was no surprise to discover that Tyrellan knew about Duskwood. A column of black smoke reaching into the sky was no common sight in Fenvarrow and had not gone unreported. She hadn’t hidden from anyone that she was the cause of it, or made excuses for an act she saw as serving the Dark Gods. She had told Tyrellan as much when he’d questioned her about it, and there’d been something in this exchange that made her think he did not find her so unworthy after all.
Since then she had come and gone as she wished, flying out over the troops, laughing as she disturbed groups of Graka training in formation. Grimra was with her always, her secret guard. Not too secret, really, for word spread fast that if anyone saw a Mire Pixie with cobalt eyes floating about, chances were a Golgoleth Ghost was not far away.
Still, for all her newfound freedom, there was also an undercurrent of concern – over where Losara had gone and the answers he searched for. She knew more about his motivations than anyone, and they worried her greatly. This idea of his, of letting Bel keep the Stone . . . surely he must see that it would place him in danger?
Tonight she sat by her window, eating dinner at a small silver table, while behind her the large sweep of her quarters lay dimly illuminated by a grand iceplace. Occasionally she threw a bit of delicately spiced meat in the air, and there was a flash of white as Grimra snapped it up.
‘Me doubts flutterbug be seein’ Losara coming,’ the ghost said. ‘Losara not be flying in like us gaddin’ about Fenvarrow, seeing this and that and the other.’
‘I know,’ said Lalenda. ‘It’s a romantic gesture though, is it not? Waiting by the window for a lover to return?’
‘Grimra not be understandin’.’
‘It makes me feel better,’ she said.
‘Ah,’ said Grimra. ‘Well, sit then.’ Teeth flashed. ‘Those little puffy pastries be good, yes?’
‘Yes,’ she said, smiling, and tossed one in the air.
‘Look at you both,’ said Losara warmly. ‘Like old friends.’
Lalenda jumped to her feet when she saw him standing before the bed. Without thinking she ran to him, her wings lifting her up at the last so that she slammed into his chest, sending them both sprawling onto the bed with him pinned beneath. He winced but then laughed, reaching up to run his four-fingered hand through her hair. Grimra circled, hooting in satisfaction.
‘Hello there, flutterbug,’ Losara said. ‘Careful of my shoulder, it’s quite tender.’
‘Why, what have you done?’
‘Stabbed myself,’ he grimaced.
‘What?’
‘Never mind for now. Just let me look at you, little wanderer. I did not realise you’d follow my army here.’
‘Where you go, I go,’ she said, and her eyes dared him to say otherwise. ‘From now on.’
‘Is that so?’
‘It is.’
‘I would have come to you tonight in Skygrip, had you been there.’
‘And you would have returned here in the morning.’
‘Perhaps. I hear that you have done quite a thing, and turned Duskwood to embers.’
‘There were many undead there,’ she said. ‘I remembered my lord’s words about the Dark Gods wishing them returned to the Well.’
‘Where is my retiring flutterbug?’ Losara wondered aloud. ‘Who is this fierce creature wielding fire and destruction?’
‘Gone she be,’ moaned Grimra. ‘Replaced by some winged troublemaker who listens not to me!’
‘Is my lord upset with me?’ Lalenda asked demurely, though a quirk of a smile tweaked the corner of her mouth.
‘No, little hellion. I may have worried for you if I’d known what you attempted, but as it’s gone and done, there seems little point. All that’s left is to be proud of you.’
His words made her heart skip. ‘Grimra?’ she said. ‘Why don’t you swirl off and terrorise the kitchen servants? Maybe they’ll give you a chicken.’
‘Oho!’ hooted Grimra. ‘Maybe they will! And maybe while me be gone, you two sit and natter about the weather?’
‘By Assedrynn, I do not care a jot about the weather,’ she said, and Grimra chuckled as he slipped under the door.
•
Morning came, and Losara awoke to bittersweetness amidst tangled sheets. Thin trails of broken skin along his chest marked where she’d run her claws the night before. It was good to be with Lalenda, in this moment, and he appreciated it for what it was – for he did not look forward to the task ahead.
Perhaps his other would have, for it involved the spilling of much blood.
She rose with him and began to pack herself a small satchel.
‘Truth be told, my love,’ he said to her, ‘I would prefer if you did not accompany me on this venture.’
‘Life does not always deliver what we want,’ she said sagely, as if quoting from one of her books.
He let it go. As he had told her of his journey the night before, she had listened with avid interest, especially to how Jaya accompanied Bel. He had realised too late that he was only strengthening her own determination to do the same with him. And with her concern over his failure to capture the Stone and all that it potentially meant, he did not think he could easily dissuade her.
There would not be much risk to her, he supposed. She could be kept well back from any conflict, he’d make sure of that. And he would not be like Bel, forgetful of those within his protection. Besides, after what he’d learned about Duskwood, he did not like his chances of caging his increasingly bold little pixie.
•
Tyrellan met them for breakfast, after which they walked from the fort together in plain view of the army. Soldiers stirred to attention and bowed, and Losara smiled and waved, stopping to thank them for their support. Lalenda bounced along beside him with her wings spread, taking steps that lifted her from the ground, as if she could not wait to take to the air. He could sense word spreading that the blue-haired man had finally arrived, and today went to battle. Tension filled the air – maybe it was excitement, maybe it was hope.
They came to the place where the mages camped and Roma waited. A thousand stood ready, most of them Arabodedas and Vortharg – the gift was rarer amongst the other races, but when present it was strong.
Losara rose to hover in the air and address them. Before he did, he noticed that each mage’s black cloak had been stitched at the shoulder with a blue thread, depicting the outline of a four-fingered hand.
The insignia, he sent to Roma. Your doing?
It is well they remember whom they serve, sent back Roma.
You flatter me.
No, sent Roma. They are right to be proud. As are you, my lord.
Losara found that he was touched. He thought about mentioning that he actually did still have a hand with the proper number of fingers on it, but decided he didn’t want to ruin the moment. Instead he spoke, his voice amplified by magic.
‘Greetings, my brethren. Today we make for Holdwith. If we add speed to our heels, we should reach it by nightfall and be favoured by darkness in our attack. I know that the Magus Supreme has spoken to you of what we must achieve, so I will say only this: if we are successful, it will be a great step towards ending this war in our favour.’
A cheer went up, and bolts of blue energy crackled into the air.
‘Now,’ said Losara, ‘make haste!’
As one, the mages sped away over the Stone Fields like a great black mist. Although their legs seemed to move at a normal pace, they covered the ground faster than any regular stride. Losara followed, floating above them, dividing his power between Tyrellan and Lalenda to help speed them along. Tyrellan’s eyes gleamed as he raced over the rocks, and if Losara didn’t know better he might have thought the First Slave was enjoying himself. A short distance behind the goblin, the shadowmander followed, bouncing and leaping, keeping up on its own, or perhaps simply dragged along because it had to stay close to its anchor to the world. Flying at his side, Lalenda grinned at Losara as she spread her wings wide, her wild hair whipping about her head, then plunged to sweep over the speeding horde.
‘For ice, water and mud!’ she called. ‘Let sunset eternal fall on Kainordas!’
Eyes rose to her, impassioned shouts came in answer, and Losara thought his mages took heart from the fervent pixie who accompanied them.
Sometime after midday they could see the border in the distance, brightly foreboding on the other side. There was no shadow out there to refuel the mages’ reserves as they spent it on speed, and although Losara did not want to burn their power away, he decided there would be time at nightfall to stop and replenish.
The brightness grew, and a thousand pairs of eyes stung as they hurtled into it, a dark swell breaking on sunny shores. As they moved out across the barren lands, they came across a single Kainordan patrol and engulfed it quickly. A spark of fire was the only resistance from a lightfist with the group, and it was quickly snuffed out.
Slower, Losara sent out to all. We do not wish to reach Holdwith before night.

The group slowed, conserving their power, until evening began to fall. When Holdwith appeared on the horizon they stopped altogether, and Losara ordered an hour of rest. He did not think the light mages would sense them from this distance, but even if they did, there was no time for further aid to reach them. In the meantime he had a preliminary job of his own.
I will return shortly, he sent to Roma, then turned to Lalenda.
‘Wait with the others,’ he said. ‘I have something to do.’
She looked worried by that, but he fell to shadow and circled her feet, then slid up her body to embrace her under her clothes so that she reddened and giggled. Then he was away, towards Holdwith.
As he drew close it seemed he was sensed, for a sentry barked alarm. He remembered, from the last time he’d come here to set a particular whelkling free, that inlaid into the walls of the fort were a series of ward stones like the ones surrounding the Halls. They were not a foolproof defence against shadow magic, but they stood in the way of a swift, decisive victory, providing a certain resistance that his mages would need to overcome. He slipped halfway up a wall and found the first, softly glowing amongst regular bricks of brown stone.
Congealing into reality from the torso up, floating upon a bottom half of shadow, he brought his hand forth and injected the ward with power, shattering it to pieces. Then he fell back to shadow and moved onwards. A fireball from above crashed against the wall where he had been but moments before.
Losara stopped at the next ward stone and again crumbled it with his touch. He sensed light power collecting as more mages gathered on the parapets above. There was a tugging as ethereal grips tried to seize him, but he broke through them easily.
‘It’s attacking the wards!’ came a shout from above. ‘Power to the wards!’
As he materialised at the next stone, it pulsed more brightly than the others, as somehow the light mages enhanced its power. Some interconnected defence system, old and potent, began to fire. It took extra effort to smash this one, and bolts of light crashed down around him.
He decided to press his luck and try for a fourth. He flew past a couple so the pattern of his destruction did not become predictable, and appeared once again. Shouts from the walls confirmed that the light mages had raced to the wrong place. As he sent his power into the ward, it seemed somehow slippery in his grip, despite being completely stationary. Then came a bright spark, and a backlash of light magic rippled from it into him. He toppled backwards, turning to shadow before any of his flesh touched the ground, and pooled, stunned, as bands of light shimmered through him. The feeling was sick-making, and he pulsed his own power through himself, dispelling the light but leaving behind a burning pain.
Cutting his losses, he retreated across the plains to his mages. At least he had broken the ward’s circle along the front they would attack – but had his manoeuvring done more harm than good, by alerting the enemy to the impending attack?
Time will tell.

A great glowing beacon rose in the sky, illuminating the land around the fort and reaching the edges of his force.
‘They know we’re here,’ he announced as he stepped into physicality. ‘But it changes nothing. We advance!’
Mages roared in unison, and together they sped towards the fort.
Stay well behind, Losara sent to Lalenda. Please, my love. Well behind.
I will watch your victory from the hill, she replied. Maybe while I drink a cup of tea.

He glanced about and saw the hill she was talking about, a league or so from the fort. Good, there she should be safe.
‘Deplete their numbers first!’ he called. ‘Some must fall before others may live!’
Roma had trained his mages well. As they came within range of the fort, they broke into groups of four, spacing themselves apart so as not to present too large a target. The groups channelled together to send out spells more powerful than one mage alone could muster, and great blue bolts went shooting towards the fort. Lights erupted along the walls as wards went up, hundreds of luminous blotches, and several bolts landed to blow chips from the parapets. Fireballs came sizzling back in reply, and light bolts, and balls of light that homed in on shadow – a spray of various and deadly brightnesses streaming towards them. Losara’s mages sent up shadow wards around themselves, swallowing up the fire and light. A few fell screaming, their bodies smoking.
‘Stay in your groups!’ Roma bellowed. ‘Send forth conjurings!’
All around, mages began mumbling as they summoned fell wraiths from nothing. Each wraith was under the control of an individual at the centre of each group, and flew up into the air to gust towards the enemy. Many were set alight before reaching their target, quickly burning to nothing, but a few made it through to dive along the walls, bringing screams as they froze lightfists alive with their touch.
Losara found Roma, his hands out and his eyes distant as he saw through his wraith creation. He gritted his teeth then blinked as his true sight returned. ‘Three down before it was destroyed,’ he muttered, then noticed Losara beside him.
‘Again?’ he asked.
‘Again,’ said Losara.
‘More shadow bolts!’ shouted Roma. ‘More conjurings!’
Crackling blue energy lit up another wave of wraiths, who dived and dodged the light spells coming the other way. Several massive shadow bolts blasted the walls and send red-robed bodies flying.
‘To me!’ came a distant shout echoing from within the fort. Losara recognised the voice of Methodrex, the High Overseer of Holdwith, whom he had ‘met’ in his pilgrimage dream. In those visions Methodrex had been instrumental in the downfall of Fenvarrow.
How different reality was turning out to be.
•
Methodrex strode along the walls as fast as his short legs could carry him. His white–gold robe seemed to have chosen this moment to become much too long, tangling itself around his calves as he went.
‘To me!’ he called, trying not to let his voice show how shaken he was. The ease and speed with which their ward stones had been destroyed, breaking what was once a powerful circle of defence, was mind-boggling. No one should have been able to smash such ancient magic as if stepping on snail shells. But times were changing, and he knew who it was that must have come, slipping through the night, to crack armour that had held for centuries.
Groups of lightfists stood along the walls, less organised than he would have hoped. Many were mere apprentices, young and untried. They looked to their teachers for command, but the teachers were stretched thin. Wards were everywhere, but they were being used for personal protection more than for the walls. Impacts shook the parapets with alarming regularity as blue bolts thundered in from the seething mass of shadow mages out on the plain.
A grim spectre plunged at him from the air – a conjured creature only, a shadow of a shadow, he thought grimly, as he wove his hands to summon his own diaphanous counter-creature. A sunwing appeared – a golden-skinned humanoid with large eyes and gossamer wings, one of Arkus’s powerful servants. It pulled a glowing sword against the wraith and they whirled away together, caught up in their insubstantial fight.
Such conjurings, though they looked impressive, were not strong magic in Methodrex’s experience. All one had to do to counter them was imagine a natural enemy and bring it forth, or use attacks that would otherwise kill the real version of the conjured creature. And yet in his next few steps he came across the body of a young lightfist lying on the ground, icy particles crusted on his open eyes, dead from the life-sucking touch of a wraith. His students must be flustered by the varied onslaught of shadow magic, if they were being caught out by such illusionary forces.
‘Conjure sunwings!’ he shouted to those nearby. ‘Remember your training!’
He reached a bridge to the cobblestone tower, the highest point in Holdwith, and made his way across. Glancing about, he saw that his calls had netted him a coterie of mages.
‘To the top,’ he told them, ‘and hurry.’
They passed through a room in which many oddments were stored, and he was relieved to see the object he wanted within easy reach. Seizing the long golden rod, he continued up to the top of the tower, emerging on a high balcony.
‘Wards!’ he commanded, and several mages set about channelling. ‘The rest of you,’ he continued, ‘lend me your strength!’
He held out the rod, which began to glow.
•
Losara watched with interest as radiant sunwings rose from the walls to drive back the wraiths. Strange creatures – he’d never seen them in the world, but he supposed they must exist somewhere, to be re-created here. Maybe in the court of Arkus?
A moment later, from the top of the cobblestone tower, a molten beam shone forth and moved over the plain towards them, cooking the ground that it touched. Bolts shot towards the source of the beam, but a great white ward had sprung up from many lightfists working together. The beam ripped through groups of shadow mages and their defences, rending limbs from scorched bodies. It continued to sweep across their front lines, precise and deadly and directed.
‘Come, Roma,’ Losara said.
He strode towards the beam, placed himself deliberately in its path, and put up a shadow ward around himself. As the beam found him, the pressure on his defence was great.
‘Lend me your might,’ he told Roma, and opened a conduit in himself for his servant to channel through. He felt Roma send power into him and knew that, had the man still wanted to, now would be the perfect opportunity for betrayal. Already inside Losara’s defences, it would be a simple matter for the Magus Supreme to divert energy to explode his heart, rip him apart, or bring about one of a dozen other deaths.
I trust you, thought Losara.
I know whom I serve, came Roma’s thought, and strangely it gave Losara strength just as the borrowed magic did.
I can take more, Losara sent. It could be dangerous for a single mage to channel too much power from others, hence the standard groups of four amongst his force’s ranks – but Losara was no ordinary mage.
‘Aid the Dreamer!’ Roma called, and others nearby obeyed.
With great focus, Losara pressed back upon the beam, creating a shadowy one of his own. Filaments of light splintered away at the focal point where the two beams met. He started making progress, for his opponent was not as strong as he, and he could still handle more aid from his underlings.
Surrender, he sent to Methodrex, and
I promise you will not die this night.

Do you suppose I believe such lies? came the reply, though there was a tinge of desperation to it.
•
The golden rod would have been slippery in his hands, had its heat not steamed away sweat even as it formed. Methodrex gritted his teeth as the pressure from Losara grew, as shadow pushed along the white-hot line that sprang from the rod.
He possesses no such artifact, thought Methodrex, yet still I cannot stand against him.

Suddenly the rod cracked in his hands, piercing his palms with incandescent splinters. The light beam lost all rigidity and fell away, ribbon-like. The eclipsing beam of shadow tore into the tower and quietly exploded into a dark cloud, surrounding the ward, cutting off all view beyond it. Methodrex tried to add to the defence, but his strength was all but depleted. The large combined ward collapsed into individual ones, each quickly constricted by the encroaching darkness. Soon Methodrex could not even make them out as anything more than dim flares in the void.
A snake-like tendril pierced the bubble of his own meagre defence, and it burst instantly. Shadow power collapsed in on him, rippling through him as he went soaring from the balcony to land in the Academy courtyard, his troubles over.
•
Losara lowered his hand, dropping the beam.
‘A great many lights have been put out,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ said Roma.
On the walls defences were still visible, but they were fewer and less collected.
‘The rest we want alive.’
Roma nodded. ‘Prepare your sleep spells!’ he commanded the shadow mages.
Bolts stopped crackling and conjured wraiths were abandoned, halting in the air as if their strings had been cut, to float away as mist. Mages channelled, building their power and waiting for the word. A few fireballs landed amongst them, but at this moment defence was not a priority.
‘Help me once again, my friend,’ said Losara, and Roma poured more power into him. Losara worked his hands, moulding a great spell. Soon it was as strong as he could make it.
‘RELEASE!’ he cried. Along the line, each group of mages sent forth the same casting. A blanketing wave of sleep spells went out to cover the fort, invisibly but wholly. Wards on the walls flickered under the barrage; others pulsed and faded more slowly. Perhaps the light mages remaining could have defended against a few of the spells, but with so many at once . . . soon only the lights of fires remained.
‘Advance!’ called Roma, and hundreds of shadow mages bore down upon the silent fort.
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Bel awoke with a start, yet there was nothing there to spook him. Just tense, he supposed, as their present situation came stealing back into his sleep-deprived mind.
‘Go back to sleep,’ he told Jaya, whom he had woken with his jolting.
‘Do you think I can?’ she moaned, blinking in the morning light that came in spots through the forest roof.
For days they had been on the run, and Bel felt he had entered a strange state whereby he worked hard in order to make no progress at all. Back east the sky was hazy, but the spires of smoke had finally begun to disperse. He could only imagine the skeleton of a wood that lay behind them.
They had joined a thinner stretch of trees that ran along the mountains heading west, where the fire had blessedly not reached. Perhaps they were more at risk here, however, should the dragon find them, for the wood was only a league wide at most. It was wetter, though, full of streams and moisture in the air. Fat ferns and damp undergrowth surely would not burn as readily as dry tinder, even in the dragon’s magical flame, and the canopy was thicker too.
Sometimes a day passed without sight of Olakanzar, but there were never two before he was back, circling overhead, still searching. They had seen him land more than once, smashing his way into the trees somewhere behind them. Bel thought he was tracking them in a more directed fashion than before. Clearly, burning the forest had not worked. There was little comfort in that.
He knew a dragon’s eyesight was perhaps the best of any, so what was to stop Olakanzar from perching somewhere high in the mountains, and simply watching and waiting for them to emerge?
Nothing.
It galled him no end that he could not stand and fight. What was the point of being a great warrior if the only option was to flee? Anyone could do that! He wondered if he was being a coward, if he’d become too reliant on the path, the pattern, the dance, whatever the blazes it was. Before Drel Forest he had not even been aware of the phenomenon, yet he had still won fights, hadn’t he? Yes – mock battles and archery contests, bar-room brawls in which he had never truly been afraid. Perhaps he had to reach a certain threshold to initiate the right reaction? That was worrying in itself – maybe one day he would be killed by something he did not fear until it was too late, something that did not fire his blood until that blood was leaking out of him. He thought of his old Troop Leader Munpo, who had defeated him simply because Bel had underestimated him.
‘Thinking in circles,’ he muttered, ‘accomplishes nothing but making you dizzy.’
He was answered only by soft snores – it seemed that despite herself Jaya had managed to drift back to sleep. He was glad of that, at least. They all needed rest.
Carefully he freed himself from her and moved some distance away, taking his pack with him. He was not surprised that, upon retrieving the magic sundart, it gave him a chirp, for he’d ignored it the past few days. Fahren had said it only held one message at a time, and he wondered when this one had arrived. Last time he had ‘spoken’ to Fahren, they had been on their way to Shebazaruka’s lair.
When he was sure he wouldn’t wake anyone by activating the bird, he did so.
‘Bel,’ came Fahren’s disembodied voice. ‘I am most anxious to hear you are safe. Have you seen the dragons? Please reply with all possible haste lest I imagine you burnt to a crisp somewhere, and all our hopes dashed to pieces.’
That was all. Bel felt a moment of blankness, then and set about replying. He gave a full report of everything that had happened, from discovery of the murdered Shebazaruka to their flight from Olakanzar. He was as brief and factual as he could be, for going over it all did nothing but tire him.
Finally he set the bird down in front of him and waited. He didn’t quite know what he was waiting for . . . for Fahren to reply, for his companions to wake, for the roar of the dragon somewhere? He watched a dewdrop rolling down a nearby frond for what seemed an eternity, trying to appreciate it as Losara would have. His other had spoken of beauty worth fighting for, but Bel grew frustrated as he tried to see it. It was only dew on a leaf, an everyday occurrence, common and unremarkable.
The bird chirped with a reply, and he touched the scroll, glad for the distraction.
‘Well,’ said Fahren, ‘I scarcely know where to begin. The most important thing is that you’re all alive and have the Stone. Well done, though I appreciate that the way you came to it must be troubling. I grieve for Gellan, and I worry that you now travel the wilderness without a mage.
‘As for your lack of sensing the path, as you call it, maybe there is presently no way to beat the dragon, or perhaps the path led you away for a reason. Maybe it is a long path, and you will find your way again as circumstances change. This is not advice to try anything rash, mind. I suggest you carry on as you are, for evasion of this Olakanzar may be the best course. I know you’ll recall from your lessons the strength of dragon eyesight, but by habit they are not nocturnal. Without knowing for sure, I suggest it may be wiser, should you have to venture into the open, to do it by night.
‘And now for some distressing news. I’ve received word that Holdwith has fallen. I admit my own failing in this – I have reinforced virtually every other border settlement except that one, thinking that not even Losara would be bold enough to attack a stronghold of mages. He is more powerful than I dared believe, for the conflict was not even long-lived. I have mobilised our army from Kahlay, but I do not know if Losara will continue north from Holdwith or move along the border. At any rate, we must be ready to reinforce or intercept. I do not intend to attack him in Holdwith, for there he has an advantage, but he will have to move sooner or later to another of our fortifications. The bulk of his soldiers are currently south of the Mines, but who knows if that is merely another feint? I will join the army shortly myself, and now that you have the Stone, you must try to do the same as swiftly as you can.
‘As to its use, I see no other option but to enlist Battu. I do not wish it, but alternatives have not come knocking. Any hope of utilising Fazel was slight in the first place, now impossible.
‘However, I remain optimistic. I cannot tell you how relieved I was to hear that Losara did not manage to take the Stone. The fall of Holdwith is a blow to be sure, but only the first blow in a long series of exchanges. If we can deplete the shadow army during its attacks against us, we may be in a position to trap Losara as we have planned, and put you back together as it should be . . . or, at worst, weaken him to the point where it is we who can march on Fenvarrow. As you know, I was hoping things would not escalate so quickly, but it seems that, for better or worse, events are in motion. Arkus bless you, Bel, and watch over you. Good luck.’
Bel’s mind raced. He could almost feel great forces cascading, far, far away. The thought of combat going on while he sat impotently in the wilderness got right under his skin.
Bel heard a sound nearby, and M’Meska slumped down beside him.
‘How much did you hear?’ he said.
‘Much,’ rasped M’Meska. ‘Though many of words not being my understanding.’
‘I expect you understood enough. War is beginning.’
‘War been going a long time,’ she replied. ‘Battles is beginning.’
‘And here we’re stuck,’ said Bel. ‘Hiding, getting nowhere. Damn Olakanzar! He doesn’t know what his misconceptions have cost us. I need to be with the army – no, they need me! Would that I had the convenience of zooming around like my damned other.’
‘One skip at a time,’ said M’Meska. ‘We have problem, yes, and no reason worrying other problems until solving. Yes?’
‘I suppose,’ said Bel.
‘Yes,’ confirmed M’Meska. ‘One claw in front of other claw. Need escape from too-big lizard. Also need to be going in direction for army. Not going there this way.’ She waved at the forest ahead. ‘Going back to Ismore this way, we came already once.’
‘I know that,’ said Bel.
‘Maybe need to change about. Throne Fahren say, too-big lizard not see so good at night? Maybe a break we need to make?’
Bel smiled, despite his melancholy. ‘Make a break?’ he said.
‘Yes. I scout ahead this morning, hunting for rabbits. No rabbits, almost relief, so sick of fur in my teeth . . . but something else I see. Here we almost north of Crystalweb. Not so far across plains to go, maybe makes a stepping stone. Get away from these stretched-out trees?’
‘This stretch of trees?’ said Bel.
‘Yes, yes. Make a jump, throw lizard off. At night. Maybe he thinking we still go west, off he flies chasing nothing but the rabbits I not catch.’
‘Maybe,’ said Bel. ‘At least we’ll be heading in roughly the right direction.’ The Saurian’s idea was closer to a plan than anything he’d come up with, he thought grimly. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Today we’ll find the point of the forest closest to Crystalweb. Then tonight, we make a dash.’
‘Good, good,’ said M’Meska. ‘Then go for army, put arrows in some heads, then no more shadow and no more war.’
‘One skip at a time,’ Bel told her, and M’Meska rasped a chortle.
The dragon’s baying sounded somewhere close, and both of them jumped to their feet. Quickly they made their way back to camp, where the others were awake, keeping low to the ground. Bel dropped down next to Jaya.
‘Where is he?’ he asked.
‘There,’ she whispered, pointing.
They were some hundred paces back from the tree line, and out upon the grassy plains, pacing back and forth, was Olakanzar. He did not seem to know exactly where they were, but instead addressed the wood in general.
‘I smell you!’ he howled. ‘I know you’re there, like many things . . . I know what taste the cloud tops are, know not to chase a falling star, and I know you’re there, I know you’re there! Many things I do not know, like how to count rain, or live without pain, but I know that you are there, this I know. You hide like the truth behind a mirror, like sparrows from me when I was small, before the itchy, when I was small, and I would chase them, and they would hide. What a fun game!’ Discordant laughter, thick and almost metallic. ‘I played it then, play it again, but no sparrow ever murdered my kin before, so I’ll not tire of this game! I shall play it forever, little sparrows!’
He swept his tail mightily and for a moment Bel wondered how he had ever dared to think he could defeat such a creature – but then Olakanzar staggered sideways with the force of his own weight, until it almost looked as if he would fall. Maybe fate sent me a crippled one to practise on, Bel thought.
As the dragon took off there was a collective sigh of relief.
He did not think they would be so relieved when he explained the plan he and M’Meska had made for that evening.
•
Night fell, and they stared apprehensively from the tree line. About half a league to the south stood Crystalweb, an island in the plains. Above, the sky was cloudy, and a few drops of rain were beginning to fall.
‘Maybe the rain will help?’ said Hiza. ‘It will be even harder for him to see us through it.’
‘Or maybe,’ said Jaya, ‘he will get distracted by trying to count it.’
‘Let us wait,’ said Bel, ‘and see if it gets any heavier.’
Soon the rain was falling hard and fast, while the air grew ever more humid. Bel worried that the grass would be slippery under their pounding feet. On the other hand, perhaps it would wash away their trail, and Olakanzar would not be able to smell his way after them.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘It’s now or never.’
‘Or later,’ said M’Meska matter-of-factly.
‘Now,’ clarified Bel. ‘Is everyone ready?’
Tense stares met his own, but there were dripping nods.
‘Everyone together then. One . . . two . . . three!’
They burst from the trees, moving as fast as they could. Their packs were light, for they had dumped everything but the bare necessities, but as the rain soaked through them they seemed to drag. Under their feet the grass squeaked treacherously – to Bel each squeak sounded as loud as an alarm bell, pinpointing their trajectory across the plain. More than once his foot sank into mud and threatened to send him sprawling, but each time he managed to use his momentum to carry him forward and keep going. Crystalweb loomed, spreading out across their field of vision.
‘We’re going to make it,’ said Hiza between breaths.
As if in answer to his optimism, an all-too-familiar roar came from behind.
‘Pick up your heels!’ shouted Bel, though the others needed little encouragement. He chanced a glance behind.
Olakanzar flew with flames building in his open maw, shining off broken raindrops that bounced from his back, waves of water shimmering away with each beat of his wings. He was catching up fast but not flying levelly . . . he was going to crash into them all.
‘Spread out!’ shouted Bel, and his companions raced off at diagonals around him. As his blood tingled with adrenaline, he felt his senses heightening: now he felt every raindrop that fell upon him, the air sucking through his nostrils. When circumstances change . . . but the path urged him forward, and he dared not turn and take a stand.
This is no special talent, hero, came a treacherous voice from within, to know that one should flee from an insane dragon bent on revenge.

There was a hiss of boiling rain as heat licked Bel’s thighs, and he knew he was just barely cresting the flames that sought to end him. The path veered off and he followed it, as the enormous bulk of the dragon rushed past and landed with a crunch that shook the ground. As Olakanzar thrashed to right himself, Bel dove under the heavy tail that went sweeping overhead.
Just keeping me safe, he thought. Not telling me to kill.

His companions were disappearing into Crystalweb, scant paces ahead of the dragon. Only Jaya stopped and turned, waiting for Bel just inside the trees.
‘Don’t stop!’ he bellowed, driving mud under his fingernails as he pushed to his feet. The sword at his side banged repeatedly against his legs, making him feel out of sync with the universe. He pounded straight past the dragon with feet barely touching the ground and Olakanzar snapped, but the pale trees rushed up to meet him. He blundered in, his speed almost sending him headfirst into the deadly carpet of broken crystal shards. He reached for a branch to slow himself down, and instead ripped it right off the tree. Leaves spun free as he dropped it, and he felt razor-thin shards cut him. To his left and right, his companions were now treading as carefully as they could, trying to balance on the white roots above the sharp detritus. He felt shards sink into his boots, prickling the soles of his feet and soaking the leather with warm blood. He scrambled onto a raised root, driving some of the shards further in, breaking away others. He did not yet feel the pain.
Behind them Olakanzar tried to smash into the trees, but found the thick white trunks sturdier than those of a regular wood. He wedged his body between two of them, trying to ram his way through, and an avalanche of leaves fell upon him. Bel realised that the dragon was, for the moment, stopped in his tracks.
He gathered his companions together. All were bleeding from multiple cuts.
‘Slow,’ he told them. ‘We made it. Catch your breath before we move on.’
At the tree line Olakanzar thrashed as shards spun at him, and his roars turned to a pained wailing. He froze for a moment, and saw them watching him. His rolling red eye shot a look of malice such as Bel had never seen. The dragon breathed a cone of fire at them but they were too far away. They felt the heat of it, though, and liquid glass ran down the trees. Olakanzar swept his fire back and forth at the leaves that came towards him, spattering his body with molten glass. Then, with an almighty push of his front legs, he wrenched himself backwards out of the wood.
‘We should find the path as quickly as we can,’ said Hiza.
The reason was obvious. In the storm, leaves all around were breaking free, a multitude of flashing blades spinning through the air.
They started to move, shaking, bleeding, trying to stay close together so that less of their collective skin was exposed. It was difficult, for while the roots they traversed were wide, they weren’t flat. On either side, rivers ran brimming with protruding shards, and a tumble into those might be as good as death. Threads of blood washed down their legs, staining the bark and diluting in the swirling streams.
‘Hold of me!’ said M’Meska. ‘I dig claws in!’
They were able to take a firm grip on the Saurian as she shuffled along, sinking her claws into the wood with every step, functioning as a kind of anchor for the group. However, since they walked as a clump, any who fell threatened to take them all down.
‘Oh, Arkus,’ moaned Hiza, from the front.
‘What?’ said Bel, from the rear.
‘The magic of the path,’ Hiza said. ‘I think it protects from more than just the leaves.’
In front of them a crystal spider lowered itself, working its mandibles and glinting in the lightning. Hiza swung his sword at it, almost uprooting them all with his follow-through, to send it clattering away. It sprang up from the ground, apparently unharmed, and skittered back towards them over streams and roots. Others began to descend from branches, wavering in the wind on the end of crystal threads. As Bel drew his sword one landed upon his arm, sinking in its fangs. In horrified fascination he watched his own blood travelling up into its belly. Then he yanked it loose, almost losing his balance as he flung it away as far as he could. It curled into a ball and bounced off a tree, flipped back on its feet and headed back towards them, along with others.
‘Of course,’ said Hiza hysterically. ‘Because this wasn’t bad enough in the first place.’
‘Jaya!’ said Bel. Facing so many enemies, he was beginning to feel himself being taken over by the spirit of battle – but he clenched his jaw and tried to ignore the tantalising promise of joy. He needed to get the others to safety, and whatever footsteps would keep him alive if he left the branch to whirl into the wood, he was sure would not do the same for his companions. Instead, as he mentally rooted himself to the group, patterns realigned, and at last it seemed that a balance could be struck.
‘Jaya?’
‘Yes?’
‘You’re a spry and nimble thief. You can run. So run! M’Meska!’
‘Yes?’
‘You can leap, and your scales are thick – so leap! No questions, just do it! Try to keep your eyes covered!’
Those two broke away, Jaya moving faster along the branch than when they’d been grouped, and M’Meska springing from root to root.
‘What about us?’ said Hiza frantically.
‘We have our blades,’ said Bel. ‘Back to back, you lead!’
Together they shuffled along the root, fending off attacks as best they could. Bel leaned slightly on Hiza, depending on his friend to find their footing. He kicked a spider out of midair, then swiped at another that dangled from a branch. Hiza edged forward, eyes darting to follow the gleam of tiny assailants. Bel spotted one above them, gave Hiza a little shove to get them out from directly under, then reached up with his hand to catch the spider as it fell. It sank its fangs into his palm, but he hurled it off into the stream. All around them leaves continued to fall, slicing their skin as they fell.
‘What are you laughing about?’ shouted Hiza.
Bel did not realise he had been laughing.
‘I see it,’ said Hiza. ‘Ahead, the path!’
‘Feel free to pick up your pace,’ grunted Bel, smashing away a spider with a resounding clang. Arkus, how satisfying. More, bring me more before it ends.
‘The others have reached it.’
Arrows began to whistle by, knocking spiders off branches, even smashing leaves from the air. Bel felt giddy – and his blood sung, but the notes were spurting out of him. He shook his head to clear the rain from his eyes, and managed to bat one spider at another, sending them both sprawling, a bundle of legs grasping at nothing. For a dizzying moment, Hiza was gone . . . but then hands caught him and eased him backward. Hiza’s grip was slippery on his bloody skin, half-dropping and half-lowering him to the ground. Around him his tattered companions bled freely from their wounds onto the path through Crystalweb.
‘Beauty indeed,’ said Bel, and collapsed onto his back.
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Teliah wandered happily barefoot down the gentle slope into Erling’s Vale. It was not a vale in the traditional sense, for it was not surrounded by hills, but merely an area of land lower than that around it. Willow trees stood here and there along streams so reedy they were almost hidden, except for the telltale dragonflies hovering about. Underfoot the grass was the softest Teliah had ever known, and ahead lay the round clay huts of the healers’ community in which she had grown up, and where she would find her parents.
How long since she’d come here? Years?
A pair of children ran past, dragging a kite through the still air, only keeping it aloft by their momentum. She remembered doing the same at their age, tearing down the slopes with her little brother, Harren. She had not seen him often since leaving for Holdwith to begin her training as a lightfist. When she’d last returned, a fleeting visit for her eighteenth birthday, he hadn’t been here; he had gone off north somewhere to find his fortune. It had disappointed her not to see him, and she wondered what kind of man he’d grown into. A good one, she was sure – but did he have the same easy laugh, the same bounce in his step? Would he be here this time? Had he returned?
‘Look,’ said the man beside her, and she looked. There in the grass was Harren as she remembered him best, tossing a ball from hand to hand, still a boy! She gasped and flew to him, reaching to hug him . . . but he faded at her fingertips. She came up confused, and turned to her companion.
‘So,’ he said. He touched the back of his hand to her breast, right above her beating heart. Somehow his presence, his touch, made her calm. ‘That’s the one you hold most dear?’
She frowned . . . was it? What of her parents? But no, it had always been bright-eyed little Harren she loved the most. He had been her eternal companion in their imaginary campaigns, laughing as they decided which tree they would climb on any given day. They had been a team, always together, loyal to each other above anyone else.
‘Yes,’ she whispered.
The man nodded.
A wind caressed the back of her neck, and she shivered. It caught the children’s kite and stole it from their grip, twirling it away into the sky. The day grew cold.
‘Look there,’ said the man.
To the south, the horizon darkened. The great boiling mass of the Cloud crept towards them, sending out runners that it quickly caught up with to engulf, even as it sent out more. She wrapped her arms around herself tightly, not understanding what was happening.
‘The Shadowdreamer is coming,’ said the man.
‘But . . . what of . . . our defences?’
‘Fallen,’ said the man.
‘Holdwith?’
‘Fallen.’
A memory tried to rise to the surface, but she found it hard to grasp hold of. Shadow wraiths whirling along parapets? No, no, it could not be.
‘We must flee,’ she said. ‘There will be others who’ll fight on . . . maybe we can band together?’
‘Too late,’ he said. All around, the world faded, until they were standing in a vast, empty void.
‘What is this place?’
‘He comes,’ the man answered. ‘Let us see how you imagine him.’
Out of the darkness strode a figure, dragging a small boy by the wrist. He was tall, powerful, his blue hair wild as a bramble bush, his fingers tipped by broken nails, his eyes slit and snake-like, his face angular and cruel. The boy he pulled along was Harren.
Teliah cried out and tried to run to her brother, but her legs wobbled and she fell to her knees.
‘What’s wrong with me?’ she asked desperately.
‘You are dying,’ said the man mournfully.
He knelt by her, took her arms, and gently showed her wrists. Blood leaked from clean wounds, slowly but surely, ebbing away.
‘How?’ she whispered.
‘Does it matter?’
The Shadowdreamer came to a stop, and despite her cuts she flung up her hands, attempting to cast spells. It was difficult, for she was weak, and did not seem able to force them out. A series of tiny fireballs, small as fireflies, issued from her fingertips and glided slowly towards the dark lord. He chuckled and, with his free hand, batted them away lazily as if they were nothing but bugs. Others that met his black cloak slid down like dollops of honey, igniting the ends of loose threads, which sizzled briefly.
‘I make you an offer, mage,’ said the Dreamer, his voice harsh and grating. He flung Harren in front of him, and the boy looked up to Teliah with sad, scared eyes.
‘Don’t hurt him!’ she cried, then felt the reassuring touch of the man on her shoulder.
‘You have a choice,’ said the Shadowdreamer. ‘Your death, inevitable as it is, could be made useful to me.’
He made a gesture and, from out of the void scampered a lizard-like thing, sleek and scarlet-skinned.
‘Cast your legacy spell upon this creature,’ the Dreamer said, ‘building upon its already-shape. If you do me this favour, your brother will not be harmed – this I promise you.’
Teliah stared at the lizard, which cocked its head at her, a sharp tongue flickering in and out of its mouth.
‘Why?’ she managed. Her vision swam and it was hard to think. Blood continued to pulse from her veins.
‘It is but a fancy that would please me,’ said the Dreamer. ‘Mind you not the why. Simply know that if you do what I ask, your brother’s safety is assured.’
Beside her the man stroked hair back from her face. She turned to look at him, finding comfort in his kind eyes.
‘I don’t think we can trust him,’ she said, and he smiled sadly at her.
‘I will be here still,’ he said. ‘I will make sure the Dreamer holds to his promise.’
Teliah knew he was telling the truth. She didn’t know how, she just did – the way she knew things in dreams sometimes, for no reason.
‘Will you stay with me?’ she asked.
‘Yes. But now you must hurry. The Dreamer’s promise will not bind him if you don’t fulfil your part of the bargain. Time is short.’
With dull despair she felt her grip on life waning. She turned her eyes to little Harren, crouching on the ground between them. He smiled at her reassuringly. Perhaps she could not save herself, but she could still save him.
As her soul lifted from her body, breaking free of mortal confines, she diverted a stream of life-force towards the lizard-thing, wrapping it tightly. Energy sparkled and changed from light to something else, then solidified, scarlet, an extra layer that left the lizard larger.
As she separated completely from her body, the void around them fell away, and she saw where she had really been.
The great hall of Holdwith Academy had been cleared of tables. Rows of slumbering lightfists, her fellow students and teachers, were spread out on either side of her body, stood over by shadow mages keeping them asleep. Her body was slumped against the man, her dream companion, who held her head in his hands. She could see no sign of any wounds on her wrists. He looked up at her departing spirit, the same calmness in his black eyes, and she knew that it was he who had killed her, he who had tricked her. Some distance away, at the far end of the hall on a clear patch of floor, the lizard-thing ran about, snapping at the edge of some invisible perimeter. Near it stood a Black Goblin, his arms crossed and fangs bared.
What did they do here? What did they hope to achieve?
Anger passed through her as she rose, but she could not resist the pull of Arkus’s Well . . . and then the light took her, on to whatever came next.
•
Tyrellan watched as, at the other end of the hall, Losara rose from the girl and moved on to the next sleeping mage. It gave him great satisfaction to be here, to witness this event, to be finally striking blows against the enemy. All his years of waiting were beginning to bear fruit.
He would not have thought it possible to believe any more that Losara was blessed, yet he found this belief reinforced despite himself. To be able to convince a departing soul, which no longer had any earthly tie, to do his bidding at exactly the right moment of separation from life was a singular skill indeed. Then again, he was the Shadowdreamer, so what province was more his than the minds of the sleeping? Tyrellan had never really thought about the title before, but now it seemed more appropriate than ever.
Not every attempt to cajole a sleeping mage to help them had resulted in success, of course, but Losara seemed to be getting better at it, and there were plenty to spare. Really, they had only just begun.
He watched the shadowmander racing about, impressed with how much it had already grown. It was now some four hand spans long, and each time it grew, so did the distance it could travel from him. It now seemed to meet with resistance about twenty paces away, something like double the distance the butterfly had been able to travel. It did pose a problem, though, for the mander was, as always, bent on destroying anything it could that was born of light. There had already been one messy incident when it had come too close to a sleeping mage. As he watched it now, stalking back and forth, he knew it wanted nothing more than to scurry up to the other end of the hall and wreak carnage amongst those lying there. Commendable, of course – that was the purpose they’d built it for – but as the creature grew and its area of influence expanded, Tyrellan needed to move further and further away. Would there come a point when they were too far away for the Dreamer to target the mander with a legacy?
Reinforcements had arrived from their main army, and it galled him that he could not move freely around Holdwith to oversee them. Word had arrived that the Throne was moving his own enormous army towards them, and though it came slowly, progress here was also slow. As the mander grew larger, Tyrellan knew that each legacy ‘building block’ would become less noticeable. Losara seemed to be finding some kind of pace to his work, but it was still only about two mages an hour.
Roma was present in the fort, and had set about making it ready to defend if needed. It was good to have another capable commander present, yet Tyrellan could not help but wonder at the way events were turning. He was being shaped into a tool, a mooring for the shadowmander. If it grew as large as Losara envisaged, there was no way he would ever be able to live his life as he once had. Forever tied to an enormous and indestructible beast, his days of slipping quietly through shadows were over. Would he even be able to enter Skygrip again? It had been his home for many years, yet he knew he could no longer walk through its corridors – this creature was now too large to fit inside.
Home, he thought derisively. Nothing but a sentimental state of mind.

It wasn’t any notion of home that bothered him, however. What did he care for home, he who had murdered his family and abandoned their farm to squatters or the elements, without a care for which it turned out to be? It was practicality that he would lose, the freedom to come and go as he pleased; it would mean the loss of all subtlety.
If this enterprise results in victory, any forbearance is worthwhile, he told himself.
Another curious shimmering descended on the mander, solidifying into its ‘flesh’ and making it grow again – less discernibly this time, as expected. It was an instantaneous change, Tyrellan had noted – unlike when that mage bitch Elessa had cast the first legacy on him. The butterfly had taken months to appear, only ‘hatching’ on his birthday. He had originally thought the waiting period was a part of the spell, but now he realised she had done it deliberately, had been mocking him, making him live with a ‘cocoon’ inside him, instead of just casting the butterfly straight off and being done with it. Would she still be laughing, now that her petty revenge was leading to the construction of the greatest weapon the shadow had ever possessed?
Losara stood, and another dead lightfist slid from his lap onto the floor.
•
When Losara came to bed that night, Lalenda could tell that he was troubled. He had about him a faraway look, and she wondered what toll his work was taking on him. She knew he did not like the killing, though why he cared about enemies who would see him dead in an instant if they were able to, she could not fathom. Personally she did not even like the smell of them – she had that very day washed clean the sheets once rested in by Methodrex, and opened the windows to clear the room. She wished she had some Fenvarrow blooms to scatter about. A faint smoky scent still lingered from the fireplace, above which hung a portrait of the High Overseer, who had looked on her with disapproval until she’d flown up and left a slash mark across his eyes.
There was no lovemaking, for Losara did not seem in the mood, so she rested her tousled mop against his chest, listening to the heart that moved shadow around his body in place of blood. He stroked her forehead with those shadowy hands that she loved so much, smoother than smooth.
‘How goes the building?’ she asked.
He sighed. ‘Well, I suppose. Tomorrow we may have to go out into the square, to keep the mander an adequate distance from the sleeping. It wants nothing more than to rend and tear – such a single-minded creature. If it is indeed a creature, or even has a mind.’
‘You don’t think so?’
‘No, it’s not alive. It’s just a spell, unusual though it is.’
‘But it’s built on souls,’ she pointed out. ‘On living essence.’
‘Mmm,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘You are right, flutterbug. I suppose it is not just a spell. Perhaps it is alive, but . . . not in any way that you or I could identify with. It’s only bits and pieces, melded together in one shape.’
‘Where is it now?’
‘With Tyrellan across the fort, away from the sleeping lightfists.’
She had gone down to the great hall for a time today, to watch the process. Losara had not seen her, for he had been in another’s dream: an auburn-haired girl whose head he’d held tenderly in his lap as he slumped over her. She’d experienced a flash of jealousy on seeing that, but then remembered that he was killing the girl, not cradling her.
‘What is it like, in their heads?’ she said.
He fell silent at that, and after a while she thought he may not answer. Then, ‘Troubling,’ he said. ‘I grow to learn what they fear to lose most, then use it against them. It would be the same as if someone threatened you to make me do something I didn’t want to.’
Her heartbeat quickened at his words. Was she really what he feared to lose most?
‘Even to make a strange lizard grow bigger,’ he added. ‘As odd a request as that is.’
‘I don’t need any help to make your strange lizard grow bigger,’ she giggled, and he chuckled as she playfully bit his neck.
‘Savage little,’ he said, squeezing her. ‘But it isn’t just that.’
‘What is it, then?’
‘In the dreams,’ he said, ‘I let them see me as they imagine me.’
‘Oh?’
‘It is . . . well . . . I don’t know. They see me as a menace, in various guises, but always twisted and hateful. Sometimes much older, or wilder, or more violent. Sometimes with claws, or fangs, or towering and wrapped in muscle. Some imagine me as Battu. I guess maybe they’ve seen a picture of him somewhere, and think all Shadowdreamers are the same.’
‘Then they are fools,’ she spat. ‘Always they have hated us, conjured images in their minds that have nothing to do with the way things are.’ She sat up then and stared into his eyes. ‘If they saw you as I do, they would realise how beautiful you are.’
‘I doubt they’d think me beautiful.’
‘Fools then, like I said.’
‘Besides, it’s you who is the beautiful one.’
‘They probably wouldn’t think that either.’
He smiled at her. ‘Fools then, as you said.’
‘But do not let their prejudice affect you, lord,’ she replied. ‘Why should it? You do not suffer from the vanity of your other.’
‘No,’ he said. ‘Perhaps that, then, is the reaction I’m missing.’
‘No need to miss it,’ she said, deliberately twisting his words. ‘You look better without it. There’s nothing like vanity to make a man ugly. He who stares into the mirror reveals the truth behind needing one.’
‘I’ve seen you look in the mirror,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But I’m a girl.’
Grimra came under the door, chortling to himself.
‘Well, who be this?’ said Lalenda. ‘A self-satisfied ghost?’
‘Oho, yes, mightily!’ said Grimra. ‘Flutterbug would not believe it – someone be leaving a heap of dead mages piled up in search of a stomach to enter!’
‘Well,’ said Lalenda, ‘let us hope there’s someone who’ll oblige them.’
‘Too late!’ hooted Grimra. ‘They have been obliged – much, much obliged!’
‘Goodness,’ said Losara. ‘I know I shouldn’t laugh.’
‘Don’t try,’ said Lalenda, and it was good to see the mirth on his face.
•
Long after Lalenda dozed off, Losara lay awake. He had not been entirely honest with her about how troubled he felt by his actions. Yes, it was disturbing to learn how these Kainordans pictured him, but he could hardly take umbrage when it was their very lives he stole. He tried to console himself with the knowledge that they went without pain, at least physically, but there was little solace in that.
Before Holdwith he had killed twice – the Throne Naphur, and Gellan. Can I really claim that? he wondered. I may not have been the dealer, but I am the cause of other deaths. Trolls tricked down from mountainsides, a village mage in the woods, peasants, and a dragon slain by Mireforms . . . 
Today was different, however, from any killing before. Today he had killed many, one after the other, methodically. He did it because he knew he must, because he had seen what would happen if he did not fight – if any single one of his victims was able to wipe out his people, they would do it in a heartbeat. It was not guilt he felt, he decided: he was too justified for that. Was it compassion, then, that trait Bel had accused him of lacking? Or something else?
Bel. What would he feel in Losara’s place? There was a blankness that came over Losara at the moment of each death, when he knew Bel would have experienced something. Having now travelled with his other, he did not have much trouble guessing what.
As he had steeled himself to the task, invading mind after mind, he’d noticed himself becoming faster and more systematic. No need to draw the process out, he told himself, that was all – but a thought nagged at the back of his mind . . . that as he continued to kill out of necessity, he was necessarily getting used to it.
•
Later that night, the Cloud grew. The Shadowdreamer was in Holdwith with people of Fenvarrow, and so it came, a swirling stream of vapour. Once over the fort it filled out into a blurry-edged circle, connected to the main Cloud by a black and grey passage, marking that which now belonged to the shadow.
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Progress was pain. What the tapestry of cuts lacked in depth, it made up for in plenitude. It seemed to Bel that no movement was possible without tweaking at least three of them open. Beside him walked Jaya, patched up as well as he could manage, and Hiza limping, having managed to suffer a high number of crystal leaves and spider bites on one leg.
‘Is it the same leg you hurt chasing after that rat-haired thief in Kadass?’ Bel asked.
‘Yes,’ said Hiza with a grim smile. ‘It seems the world really has it in for this particular limb. Perhaps I should just lop it off and be done with it.’
M’Meska was less injured overall than the rest of them, but where she was the wounds were worse, for leaves had worked in between her scales. She was still clawing out little pieces of glass, giving small hisses as they came loose.
‘I don’t like this,’ said Jaya, her eyes on the skies above.
‘What part?’ said Bel.
‘There’s only one path through Crystalweb,’ she said. ‘Easy enough to spy from above, I’ll warrant.’
No one wanted to return to the wood’s interior, from which they would need to flee if the dragon found them. With the storm over, the leaves were falling less frequently, but spiders still ticked and tacked along their webs.
Damn paths, thought Bel. Be nice if one of them ever turned out to be useful.
While his own personal path had consistently failed to show him a way to kill Olakanzar, it had at least proven that it could lead him to escape. If they were attacked again, maybe he could draw the dragon off, away from the others, keeping them safe as he fled.
‘Maybe big lizard not like Crystalweb,’ said M’Meska. ‘Maybe got glass in scales like do I, not want to come back into here?’
‘Let us hope so,’ said Hiza, though his tone was not exactly sanguine.
Despite his anxiety, Bel did not push them to move any more quickly. Sleepless nights, constant fear and the latest round of damage made for a bone-tired and bedraggled party. Caught between the wood and the sky above, there did not seem to be anywhere that was really safe. He did not know what to hope for once they made it through, for they had not really improved their situation beyond taking a small hop in the right direction.
Crystalweb wasn’t large, and even at their slow pace they were soon within sight of the way out. The afternoon sun shone merrily on exposed fields, bereft of cover for another league or so. As they drew closer, they felt a sinking in their stomachs as they saw a large green body move across the exit and eyes swing to stare in. It seemed the dragon did indeed baulk at the idea of re-entering Crystalweb. But apparently that did not stop him from knowing the way out of it.
‘Ho, ho!’ called Olakanzar. ‘Look what approaches, slow and steady like winter creeping. Little sparrows don’t dare to leave the path? Don’t dare trickle away through the trees, off into the slicey air – already had too much to bear? Only one sun in the sky, only one fat itchy eye, only one path through Crystalweb, why, why? Because that’s what is, and what is, is what? No escape! And if they leave another way, I’ll fly so high that the wood seems but a coin beneath, see all the ways out, see all the ways in, no way to snatch this coin from me!’ He roared, and a jet of liquid fire issued towards them, blackening the white trees.
‘He certainly does like the sound of his own madness,’ said Jaya glumly.
‘Arkus, what must we do to rid ourselves of this peril?’ asked Hiza.
Bel almost ignored his rising blood – what would the message be? To run away again? He was tired of it.
‘Cuts have I,’ continued Olakanzar, almost sounding good-humoured. ‘Plenty from so short a time, so just imagine what’s been done to soft little sparrows lost? Hold your chin up to the wind and shave, just a trim, or a whole head gone? Barber you to death, that wind, if you turn and flee, and Olakanzar can fly free, avenged, revenged . . . mended by the departure of those who have him so offended.’ He gave a great and unexpected racking sob, like an inversion of his high-pitched giggles. ‘Sleep I need! Why must you run, make me hunt you, taunt you, hate you! Just come here and hear your consequence! Surely you must know it just, you must, that your bones combust!’
Another jet of flame, though they were standing almost fifty paces from where it fizzled out.
Something in the dragon’s misery filtered through Bel’s mind.
‘He hasn’t slept,’ he muttered. ‘He doesn’t dare, for then we might evade him.’
How long could a dragon stay awake? He had no idea, but surely it wasn’t indefinitely. A strange excitement rose, and he caught a glimmer of potential steps along the path . . . not away this time, but towards the dragon. He tried to relax into the flow, but it wasn’t strong, and his hand did not instinctively reach for his sword. It was something else this time, something milder. His lips tingled.
Words.
‘We cannot fight him,’ murmured Bel, his eyes distant. ‘But perhaps there is another way.’
‘What are you talking about?’ said Jaya.
‘Stay here,’ said Bel, moving forward. He felt a pressure building in his throat, opened his mouth.
‘Olakanzar!’ he called, and the dragon’s roving eyes snapped to his. ‘You must stop this foolishness!’
‘Foolish?’ said the dragon. ‘Foolish you call me? Foolish you say, foolish?’
‘Aye!’ said Bel. ‘Foolish! Foolish as the moth who flies close to the candle, as the cook who burns himself on a handle!’
‘I don’t know that it’s wise,’ said Hiza quietly, ‘to make him any angrier.’
Bel ignored him.
‘Is it foolish,’ said the dragon, ‘to kill those who killed my only mother?’
‘Listen to me, you great lumbering lout!’ shouted Bel. ‘We did not kill your mother. And while you have chased us little sparrows, the real murderers have long since fled!’
‘I smelled you,’ said Olakanzar. ‘In the cave, and in the wood. I smell your trail, leads to your grave.’
‘Because we were in the cave,’ said Bel. ‘We came for this!’
He reached into his pocket and held up the Stone. The dragon’s malformed eye bulged at the sight of it.
‘But we did not strike out your mother’s life,’ continued Bel. ‘That was done before we arrived. Those who killed her were Mireforms, creatures of mud and earth who leave no smell or trail, save for a trail of laughter as they think on what a fool they made you! They have retreated, out of your reach, back to their master, who laughs at you also, and laughs at us for having such a fool as you in pursuit.’
The dragon’s eyes went from Bel to the Stone.
‘That’s mine,’ he said, strangely moderate. ‘The burned man gave it to me. I gave it to my mother, and now she’s gone, so it’s mine again.’
Bel had come almost to where the trees were blackened by the dragon’s fire.
‘The burned man,’ he said, ‘is who brought us to your cave. This,’ he waved the Stone, ‘was mine first, given to me by my father when I was naught but a babe, then taken by Fazel. Not stolen now from you, but returned to me.’ He put it slowly back into his pocket, out of view. ‘Do you remember being a baby, Olakanzar?’
The dragon’s head tilted, staring at something that wasn’t there.
‘Chasing the sparrows in the trees,’ prompted Bel.
‘Yes . . . flitting between the trees, oh so spry and nimble, before the blurry and the pain, before the world turned glitchy . . . before the . . . before the . . .’
‘Before the itchy,’ said Bel.
Olakanzar gave a clumsy nod, his head wobbling on his long neck.
‘And do you know how you got the itchy?’
‘Mother said we were tricked,’ said Olakanzar. His huge red eye blinked, and shed a single hot tear. Where it hit the ground, it steamed.
‘Aye,’ said Bel. ‘Tricked by the burned man himself, back when he was not yet burned. He was accompanied by another called Tyrellan, First Slave to the Shadowdreamer. They came to your cave, and lured your mother away so they could give you the itchy.’
Patterns flickered subtly in front of him, less exact than usual. He had the direction, but not the details. In a way, he was pleased by that. Some feats he could achieve himself, without aid from ethereal forces.
He moved within range of the dragon’s flame, ignoring the worried whispers of his friends behind.
‘The Shadowdreamer gave you the itchy,’ he continued, ‘and it was also he who sent his minions to kill your mother. Cowards they were, to kill her while she slept. Look at this sword.’
He drew his sword, holding it in front of him, and Olakanzar eyed it warily. Bel forced his feet onwards, until he was standing right in front of the dragon. He knelt, placing the sword on the ground before the great beast.
‘Look how small it is,’ he said. ‘Like a needle to one like you, a pinprick, a pig-sticker. Do you think that such a blade could cause the hurt done to your mother? Could still her heart before she had a chance to scorch us? Could cleave such gashes in her, could spill such volumes of her blood?’
Olakanzar craned forward, sniffing the sword. ‘No smell of her,’ he said.
Bel spread his hands wide. ‘You have been done grave injustices, twice in your life, by Shadowdreamers. Poor, poor Olakanzar!’
‘You say . . .’ The dragon’s bulbous eye began to weep freely, tears hissing to vapour before hitting the ground. ‘You say poor Olakanzar?’
‘I do. No one deserves the harm that’s been done to you.’
‘Yes,’ said Olakanzar. ‘But who deserves what? Who decides?’
‘Perhaps you could decide that the burned man, Tyrellan and the Shadowdreamer deserve not to get away with what they inflicted?’ Bel knew that he was muddying up his Shadowdreamers but didn’t think it was something the dragon would notice.
Olakanzar seemed to consider his words. Tiny flames curled around his teeth.
‘If you allow us to take the Stone,’ said Bel, ‘if you choose to be unlike those who have stolen so much from you . . . then we will take it, and use it against the Shadowdreamer.’
‘Care not for diamond rings or gold,’ said Olakanzar. ‘Care not for stones as well, all told. Gift it was, to the mother, who kept me long past due, when past the point to leave I grew. Lament, oh lament, how can I find the ones upon whose heads to chew? The Shadowdreamer lies in the dark, hidden away, like the notes of a song, like a right inside a wrong, like the life housed in meat, like water in sleet.’
‘No,’ said Bel. ‘He is no longer cloistered in his homeland. He marches forth, and the burned man is with him’ – or will be, he added to himself, aware that he was taking liberties – ‘and Tyrellan.’
‘Where?’ Olakanzar growled. ‘Where shall I find these, them, three, the all of them? Where?’
Bel felt a connection ripple strongly then, running between him and Olakanzar, direct and forceful and triumphant.
‘If you take me,’ he said, ‘I can show you.’
•
‘What the blazes are they talking about?’ said Jaya.
For some time she had not been able to hear what Bel and the dragon were saying. She was worried by him being there, but was trying not to show it. She knew she should accept that an extraordinary man would do extraordinary things, such as suddenly deciding to meander off to chat to a dragon who wanted him dead . . . but it had taken all her self-control not to cry out in dismay as he’d stepped within reach of the flames, let alone directly in front of the dreadful beast. Even though he was apparently getting through to the creature somehow, that did not change the fact that Olakanzar was mad – so what would stop him unexpectedly lashing out, despite any progress Bel was making?
‘Easy now,’ said Hiza tiredly. ‘There’s nothing we can do . . . I think . . . for now. Let us just sit down and try to mend a little faster.’
Jaya could not sit, however, despite her weariness and the aching of the cuts. Damn this man, she thought. Why should I care? If he dies then I will be free again.

Free to be heartbroken, came an answering thought. Free to never love this deeply again.

‘Look,’ said M’Meska.
Bel bent to pick up his sword, and slid it into its scabbard. He turned to walk back towards them, and she made herself wait as he closed the gap, though she could see that he was grinning.
‘Well,’ he said as he arrived, looking very pleased with himself.
‘For Arkus’s sake, spit it out, man,’ she said. ‘What has happened?’
‘It seems,’ he said, ‘that I have organised us a lift. All the way to Holdwith!’
‘What?’
‘On the dragon?’ said Hiza, alarmed.
‘Do not worry, Hiza,’ said Bel, laughing easily. ‘He only wanted to take me, but I convinced him he could manage another. So,’ he nodded at Hiza and M’Meska, ‘I’m afraid we may have to part ways for a time, for my lady and I must away. I hope you two don’t mind being stranded in the wilderness, but at least you will no longer be in danger. You can make for a town, heal up, then join the army when you can.’
Jaya felt a thrill shoot through her, but also an undercurrent of fear. Yet this would surely be a tale to tell, and Bel wasn’t the only one allowed a little vanity.
‘Big lizard agree to this?’ rasped M’Meska. ‘How?’
‘He just needed a little sympathy,’ said Bel. ‘And a certain redirection of his murderous tendencies. He now wants to kill the First Slave, and the burned man – the causes of his malformed eye. I, for one, am perfectly happy for him to do either.’
‘Impressed,’ said M’Meska simply.
‘Yes,’ said Bel. ‘Sometimes I impress even myself.’ He turned to Jaya. ‘Well, my sweet, ready for the ride of your life?’
She nodded, trying to let go of her concerns and become caught up in his mood.
What is wrong with you, girl? she thought. One little tussle with a Mireform and you’re to be reduced to a quaking craven for all time? Let go of that. Forget it. Remember who you are, bold until the end. Ride the dragon!
Easier thought than done.
‘But you two,’ she said to Hiza and M’Meska. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’
‘Oho, yes!’ said M’Meska. ‘Hard enough for me to stay on horse, dragon I not wish for! Will walk from here.’
‘Hiza?’
‘We’ll be fine,’ said Hiza, seeming almost relieved. ‘Something tells me life might get less hectic without any blue-haired warrior types around.’
Bel laughed and clapped him on the back. ‘Thank you both,’ he said, ‘for your help so far. Take care, and we will see you soon. Now, come on you,’ he took Jaya’s hand. ‘I don’t want to keep him waiting lest he change his mind.’
He led her back down the path, and before Jaya knew it she was standing before the dragon. This close he was even more impressive.
‘Hello,’ she said dumbly.
‘Greetings, sparrow,’ said Olakanzar, and gave a chuckle. ‘No, not sparrow any more, perhaps. Lend you my wings, instead.’
‘Thank you,’ she said, trying not to stare too hard at the bloodshot eye. ‘But how are we going to hang on?’
‘Olakanzar,’ said Bel, ‘may we tie ourselves to your spines?’
The dragon lowered his tail. ‘Up you come,’ was his answer.
Jaya followed Bel up the tail, balancing easily on sloping scales, which reminded her a bit of roof tiles. They reached Olakanzar’s back and moved to the flattest part, between the dragon’s shoulders. Bel retrieved rope from his pack and looped it around his waist, then knotted it to the spines around him. Somewhat disbelieving of what was about to happen, Jaya did the same. Soon both of them were secured, perhaps even overly.
‘Well,’ said Bel. ‘Ready to do this?’
‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘Why wouldn’t I be? Ride on dragons all the time, I do. Why, just the other day I rode one to the market to fetch some eggs.’
Bel smiled. ‘Didn’t think you liked eggs.’
‘I don’t,’ said Jaya. ‘I just wanted to get whatever would provide the greatest challenge to carry on a dragon’s back.’
‘Just like you,’ he said. ‘Not happy to take the easy option.’ He winked, then raised his voice. ‘We’re ready, Olakanzar!’
‘Very well,’ bellowed Olakanzar. ‘First time I ever took to wing with a back covered by bits of string – but there’s a first time for everything!’
He brought his wings down hard, and lurched into the air. For a moment fields swung in to the side at entirely the wrong angle . . . but then the dragon levelled out and began to climb. The land fell away, further and further, until they were higher than the Heights, with the Dragon’s Sorrow river ahead glinting silver along the horizon. Bel turned to beam at Jaya and she found herself grinning back. They were away, they were free, and she would be very happy never to return to this part of the world again.
‘Can you reach into my pack?’ Bel shouted above the rushing wind.
‘What do you want?’
‘Can you get me the sundart?’
It was tricky to undo the ties as they jolted about, and she was careful not to let anything spill. Reaching in, she found the magical messenger carving, and leaned forward to slip it under his arm.
‘Thanks!’ he shouted, then touched the scroll. ‘Fahren! You’re never going to believe where we are!’
She laughed and looked down upon the world going past, her heart finally thundering with joy.
•
Fahren put the sundart down and wandered to the edge of his quarters. It was still difficult thinking of them as his quarters, when so much memory of them was tied up with Naphur. Sometimes he still felt like an imposter and longed for his rooms at the top of the Open Tower. He fumbled with a brittleleaf roll, mind not really on the job.
So, Bel was riding towards Holdwith, and his counterpart, on the back of a vengeful dragon. Unusual and worrying, but it had the smell of fate about it, of things being delivered when they were needed most.
Meanwhile there were two enormous armies none too distant from each other. Where and when would they finally clash? Variables everywhere, yet here he remained. There was little more to be done from here, he supposed. Troops were mobilised, and those who had not already joined the army were making their way. Even Thedd had made good on his commitment. The north was emptying, its towns and cities quiet, and those who remained behind waited uneasily for news of an outcome that would signal either celebration or ultimate despair.
He lit the roll with a spurt of flame from his finger. One last thing, before he went to join the final battle.
He needed to make a deal with Battu.
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Tyrellan sat cross-legged and alone on the dusty plains. Some half a league to the north lay the fort, beneath a circle of Cloud fed by a stream high over his head. A gratifying sight indeed.
Well, not alone, he supposed.
It was the fourth day of construction, and the shadowmander’s range had grown larger than expected. If Tyrellan moved any closer to the fort, the mander would get inside and tear apart whatever lightfists were left. Instead he waited from afar, chewing on a piece of bread, watching the broken cobblestone tower. Losara was up there, having sleeping mages brought to him, and sending their legacy spells out over the plain. Very soon, they would be finished.
There were reports in the morning that a contingent of Varenkai troops had arrived about a league to the north. There they had stopped. Tyrellan was certain they did not mean to attack the fort – at least not until the main army caught up. They were here to impede, or keep watch, or something to that effect. Wise, maybe, under other circumstances, though the Throne could not have possibly guessed what it was Losara did here.
Familiar sparks went along the mander, although the increase in its size was now too slight for Tyrellan to register visually. Losara had become adept at whatever he did in the minds of the sleeping, and the legacies had come thick and fast over the past day. Hundreds of mage’s lives had gone into the making, and he wondered if Losara was going to be able to use every last one of them.
It wasn’t long before he had his answer.
Tyrellan, came Losara’s voice in his head. 
Yes, lord?
We have found the limit. The last two spells have failed to reach you.

Very well. What would you have me do?
Stay where you are for now. I shall send word when we have . . . cleaned up. I do not want the mander destroying the fort in search of the remaining lightfists.

As you command.
•
Losara entered the academy hall, where the last lightfists were being kept asleep. He took form next to Roma, who did not flinch at the sudden arrival.
‘Shadowdreamer. I have just sent the next batch up to the tower.’
‘Recall them, please,’ said Losara. ‘We are done.’
Roma nodded and gestured at a mage. Losara sensed a thought travelling between them, and the subordinate headed off.
‘The rest,’ said Losara. ‘They are all here?’
‘Yes, my lord.’
There were some two hundred lightfists remaining under the watch of his mages. He was proud of his underlings – they had carried out his wishes exactly, though it had been taxing on them. Everyone had been taking shifts, but between patrolling the walls and keeping so many lightfists slumbering, rest periods had not lasted long.
The mage whom Roma had sent returned with a couple of others, between them four levitating lightfists.
‘Put them back with the rest,’ Losara said.
He moved into the centre of the hall. He could defer this command to Roma, he supposed, but a part of him felt he must take responsibility for it.
‘My mages,’ he said, and all fell silent. ‘I commend you on our success.’
A chorus sounded – not the rabble-like cheer of soldiers, but a softer, more self-assured murmur of satisfaction. 
‘And now,’ said Losara – so many lives wasted – ‘Now that we no longer need the lightfists, you may snuff them out. Do not visit any unnecessary pain upon them. Proceed.’
Around the room mages raised their hands, and sent forth shadows into the lightfists. Despite Losara’s words there was plenty of convulsing. He hoped the lightfists did not feel anything in their sleep. It seemed his mages were not as skilled as he at creating a soft, gentle departure. Mercifully, it was quickly done.
‘Bury them,’ he said.
Roma nodded and set about shooting orders around the hall. Soon a macabre procession of dead lightfists was floating out of the academy, through the fort, and out of the gate onto the plains. Here, a large burial pit was already filled with tangled limbs and twisted red robes. Into it, the last were dropped. Roma then gestured at a hillock of dirt that had been excavated to make the pit, and it came cascading back in. With the hole filled, he gave a whisk of his fingers, smoothing over the earth, until no trace of the fort’s original inhabitants remained.
A more respectful burial than many will be afforded in the coming days, Losara thought, though it was little comfort. The evidence of his colossal crime, hidden beneath the dirt, was like a tumour on the world.
Out on the plains, the shadowmander stood at the edge of its circle, watching.
Tyrellan, sent Losara. You may return.

•
For a day and a night they rode the dragon, the land below seeming to move slowly at such a distance. Sometimes Bel would spot a landmark – a city, fort or forest remembered from the internal map he carried thanks to Fahren’s lessons – and the dragon would change course to follow his shouted instructions. Apart from those interactions there was little talk with Olakanzar, and Bel and Jaya were left to their own devices, such as they were.
Being roped into a particular position soon produced all kinds of aches on top of the wounds they already sported. With not much else to do, they had set about extending their web between the dragon’s spines so that they could, to a degree, move around. They could stand, though there was little need to do so beyond the exultation it brought, and they’d even managed to sleep a little. Olakanzar seemed to fly more slowly at night, gliding serenely, and it crossed Bel’s mind that maybe he too could sleep on the wing.
On the second day they passed over Kahlay, and Bel craned his neck to inspect. Around the city the land seemed trampled, speckled with abandoned campsites. Further south they spied the army on the march, an impressive force even from such a distance, or maybe because of it. Thousands upon thousands flattened the grass, and Saurians could be seen riding on dune claws, while great swarms of Zyvanix buzzed about. Gerent Brahl would be amongst them, but Fahren was not yet there, as Bel had learned from the sundart. Why did the Throne linger in the Halls?
‘Let us fly low!’ urged Bel. ‘The assembled people of Kainordas should see the might of Olakanzar!’
The dragon roared in answer and dived, a stomach-churning plunge. A hundred paces from the ground, his wings snapped wide and they swooped over the army. A tremendous cry went up at their passing, fearful until Bel stood tall on the dragon’s back, raising his sword, his blue hair frenzied about his head. Then the timbre of the cry changed to amazement. Such a sight would do wonders for morale, Bel hoped.
‘Having fun?’ said Jaya with a wry smile.
‘Got to enjoy the perks,’ said Bel, sitting back down as they continued, rising again. ‘To the south-west!’ he called to the dragon.
A couple of hours later they could see Holdwith on the horizon, a brown blob amidst grey plains, shadowed by an offshoot of the Cloud. Bel scowled when he saw that. His counterpart had made inroads in his absence, had taken full advantage of knowing Bel was not around to stop him. Impatience to beat Losara back ate at him. He had to show the Kainordans that their champion was not ill-named, had not abandoned them to this travesty. Soon, he swore, he would see the Cloud waft back to where it belonged – nay, not just that: all the way to its damned source.
They spotted a vanguard of the Kainordan force about a league north of Holdwith.
‘Descend!’ cried Bel, and Olakanzar banked heavily. They came down some fifty paces from the soldiers. It was a shaky landing that would have flung them far if not for the ropes.
‘Erk,’ complained Jaya as Olakanzar tottered to a standstill. ‘That was rough.’
Bel wasted no time slicing himself free of the ropes, and she went to work as well. Together they tossed the mutilated web off the dragon, then made their way carefully to his lowered tail. Olakanzar’s head came snaking around as they stepped down onto the ground.
‘Many things I see not in the crowd,’ he said, ‘and goblins and burned men and Shadowdreamers are amongst those I do not see.’
‘They are in the fort ahead,’ said Bel. ‘But hold a moment, noble dragon. I must speak with my people, and then we will come to watch you take your revenge.’
A group of soldiers was heading towards them, understandably tentative, led by a lightfist.
‘Blade Bel?’ she called.
‘Indeed!’ replied Bel, spinning about jovially. Behind him Olakanzar craned his head towards the fort, all but ignoring everyone else, and sniffed.
The lightfist was around thirty, with brown hair and a diamond stud in her slightly upturned nose. There was a hard look in her dark eyes that contrasted with the red of her robe. Around her waist was a cinched belt from which ornate hammers hung on either side, swinging as she moved.
‘You know her?’ said Jaya guardedly.
‘No,’ said Bel. ‘I assume she recognises me from . . . well, you know.’
The lightfist raised her hand to draw her soldiers to a halt some paces away.
‘We had no word of your coming,’ she said warily, and glanced beyond them at the dragon. ‘Nor of your mode of transportation. You are lucky we saw you on its back, for I was on the verge of ordering an attack.’
‘And you are lucky that you hesitated,’ said Bel. ‘I did not plan to arrive this way, but fortune or fate favoured us in a time of need. You are in charge of this group?’
‘Yes. My name is Nicha.’
‘How many do you have with you?’
‘Some two hundred riders, and a hundred lightfists.’
‘Excellent. We shall make for the fort together, with Olakanzar. The dragon,’ he answered her unspoken question.
‘What’s wrong with its eye?’ she asked.
‘I would not stare too hard, my friend,’ said Bel.
She broke her gaze. ‘With all due respect, our orders are quite plain. The Throne does not wish us to attack the fort, but simply to observe.’
‘That was before he knew that I’d be here,’ said Bel. ‘With a revenge-hungry dragon.’
‘He poses no threat to us?’ said Nicha.
‘No,’ said Bel, hoping it was true. ‘He is not concerned with us.’
Nicha raised fingers to rub her temples, as if to dispel a headache. ‘I still do not think it wise to march on Holdwith,’ she said. ‘We are not a sizeable force.’
‘There will be no talking the dragon out of it,’ said Bel. ‘At the very least we should go to observe, and be ready. If Olakanzar kills enough of the enemy, we may be in a position to press the advantage.’
‘Besides,’ added Jaya, ‘who are you to defy the orders of the blue-haired man?’
Nicha glanced at her irritably, but whatever anger rose within her was expressed not from her mouth but in her eyes.
‘Very well,’ she said crisply. ‘I will have the soldiers make ready.’
•
Horses were brought for Bel and Jaya. Once all were assembled Bel rode out in front of them, feeling it would be right to say something.
‘My friends!’ he called. ‘We may be few, but we have a mighty ally on our side! Once the flames of Olakanzar cleanse Holdwith of the scum collected there, we shall reclaim that which is rightfully ours. Are you with me?’
The response was not as whole-hearted as he would have liked. The soldiers were skittish, he told himself, because of the presence of the dragon. For his part, Olakanzar remained strangely quiet, still craning his neck towards the fort like a dog straining against an invisible leash, muttering inaudibly. Bel did not think he would wait much longer.
‘Let us ride!’ he called, and wheeled his horse to lead them off. He broke into a gallop and was gratified to hear the sounds of others following. Had he doubted that they would? Of course not.
‘Fly, Olakanzar!’ he bellowed. ‘Fly and take your vengeance!’
The dragon roared, and they felt his might as he took off into the afternoon sky. The sunlight darkened for a moment as he passed overhead.
‘Itchy!’ he howled. ‘Itchy, itchy, itchy no more!’
What would the troops make of that? Bel wondered.
Holdwith was not far across the flats, and the small patch of Cloud above it did little to stop the light flooding in from all sides. Olakanzar circled the fort once, twice . . . and as they drew to a stop out of spell range, he dived.
Like a great green eagle he dropped from the sky, jaws snapping wide to spew forth a tremendous stream of fire across the walls. Cries went up and blue bolts crackled after him, sizzling harmlessly on his thick hide. He turned in a wide arc and strafed the walls once more, his liquid flame slow to die. Flailing bodies fell alight, ash before they hit the ground. Larger bolts began to fly as shadow mages channelled in groups. One smacked into Olakanzar’s side and he curled in the air, dropping some distance before spreading his wings wide to soar shakily onwards. As he flew past the cobblestone tower he gave it an almost idle whack with his tail. The tower, already in a state of disrepair, toppled and crashed inside the fort. It must have hit the inside wall, for towards ground level, brickwork exploded outwards, creating a hole in the side of the fort.
‘A way in!’ said Bel.
Nicha regarded him doubtfully.
‘Everyone inside will be distracted,’ said Bel. ‘It’s the perfect opportunity.’ He turned to the troops. ‘Lads, ladies – follow me!’
Without waiting for a reply he led the charge, flanked by hundreds. No bolts came towards them from the blazing walls, and no cries warned of their approach – though there were cries enough within. Bel felt his bloodlust rising but had no sense of any paths. To blazes with it, he thought. I am my own man, not some mindless cart moving along a preordained route. I can make decisions for myself.

‘Look!’ Nicha called. Bel followed her gaze, and started in surprise.
‘Hold!’ he bellowed, drawing up his horse, and three hundred pairs of hooves came to a stop around him.
From around the side of the fort something large came into view. Some fifteen paces long, it looked like a wingless dragon but smoother, blood-scarlet and with black, slit eyes. The creature moved swiftly, climbing the fort walls with a rippling, dextrous ease, its body making S-shapes like a lizard. Once atop the walls it froze, tense, ready to pounce. As Olakanzar came diving down, preceded by fire, the thing leaped straight through the flames. Olakanzar’s jaws snapped shut, cutting off his fire as he was slammed backwards in the air. The creature barrelled into him, slashing at his belly with cruel claws. Together they spiralled down, Olakanzar’s wings flapping uselessly. Just before they hit the ground the creature twisted free and jumped away to land on its feet. Olakanzar crashed on his side with an almighty thud, one wing crushed beneath his bulk. Slowly he pulled himself onto his feet, trailing a broken and battered wing, bellowing defiance as the creature circled him.
The creature seemed somehow familiar, and Bel sent his mind trawling back through Fahren’s endless fauna lessons. He knew there was nothing natural like this living in Fenvarrow, but . . . and he had it. It looked like a giant shadowmander.
‘How in Arkus’s name did he create that?’ he muttered to himself.
Olakanzar breathed fire once again, hitting the mander full in the face. It did not budge, instead lifting its neck to let the flames wash along it, almost mockingly. Then it hissed loudly, its dark eyes visible through the flames, and slithered forward. Olakanzar tried to shuffle backwards, fearful now of this apparently invulnerable foe. He could not do so quickly enough, though, for his legs were hurt and his wing destroyed. His head swung to find Bel, whose gaze locked with the bulging eye that suddenly seemed so pitiful. Bel lifted the reins of his horse, ready to go to his aid, but felt Jaya’s gentle grasp on his arm.
‘We cannot help him,’ she said.
The shadowmander pounced, its claws hooking into the dragon’s side. It hauled itself into place to seize Olakanzar’s neck in its mouth, and bit down hard. The dragon gave a strangled gasp that turned almost to a hiccup, followed by a last spurt of flame. The shadowmander pulled a claw free to slash at his face, raking the bulbous eye, bursting it to a dripping mess of white and bloody cords that swung from the socket.
‘Itchy!’ gurgled Olakanzar. ‘Itchy no more . . .’
His head crashed to the ground as the blood leaked from his neck, and all thrashing ceased. The shadowmander gave his body one final shake, and slipped free.
Shadow mages began to appear upon the walls.
‘Kainordans!’ the cry went up. Blue bolts started crackling towards them.
‘Protect the blue-haired man!’ shouted Nicha. ‘Retreat!’
Bel saw lightfists raise their hands to conjure a ward around him. As the glow descended upon him, however, it was sucked away, into the Stone hanging around his neck. The mages looked confused and started to try again.
‘Never mind that!’ shouted Bel. 
A soldier screamed as he fell nearby, blue threads playing over him. The shadowmander rounded on Bel’s company, tearing across the ground towards them.
‘Retreat!’ called Bel, turning his horse. He nodded to Jaya, and she galloped away.
The entire group wheeled about, fleeing from magic and the approaching mander. Some of the soldiers flipped around in their saddles to fire arrows at it, but each bounced harmlessly off as if hitting impenetrable stone. The mander pounced again, knocking soldiers sprawling, trampling horses underfoot, snapping and flinging bodies. Bel caught a glimpse of its open mouth – its throat was completely sealed; there was no way it could actually swallow.
Not truly alive, he thought.
Adrenaline was pumping but he still had no sense of any path – the mander did not even seem to register as a target. It was something else, something evil, which stood apart from the world.
Lightfists were flinging up wards wherever they could over the retreating troops, and while these stopped the shadow bolts, they did nothing at all to halt the mander. It ran right into the thick of them, flailing its tail and cracking skulls, breaking the legs of horses, swiping with its claws and shaking shrieking soldiers in its teeth. Bel saw one fallen rider manage to rise briefly by the mander’s side, raise his sword and lunge it at the creature. The blade failed to penetrate and instead slid down its body with such force that the soldier went down after it.
I led them to this downfall. My impatience has cost them their lives.

He shook his head to clear it.
So be it. That is the nature of war.
He saw Nicha pull one of the hammers from her side, wave a hand over it to charge it with light, and fling it at the mander’s open mouth. It whirled in, then ricocheted around inside like a bee in a barrel, with a force that should have shattered the mander’s fangs – but only gave it a moment’s pause. It cocked its head, bit down hard, and when it opened its mouth again the hammer flew out, back to Nicha’s waiting hand. She cursed and slapped her reins down hard.
Bel felt his speed increase somehow, and the horse below him squealed in alarm. Now that they were out of range of shadow spells, the lightfists had dropped the wards to concentrate wholly on escape. Magic aided the horses and they all but flew along the ground. Not every soldier benefited, however, for there were too many for the mages to handle them all.
So, he thought amidst the mayhem, their spells can target my horse, just not me. Interesting.

He saw with relief that Jaya was ahead of him. Others fell behind, succumbing to the threshing whirl of scarlet – and then suddenly the creature stopped. As a few stragglers raced past it, it managed to knock two from their horses. They landed ahead of it and Bel expected to see the mander finish them off – but instead it stalked along some invisible line, gnashing in anger. The fallen struggled to their feet.
‘Fetch those soldiers!’ Bel shouted, reining in his horse. No one else had noticed that the mander had halted, and no one seemed willing to cease the retreat. Cursing, he rode back and jumped down to help the first soldier, a woman with a massive bruise on the side of her head.
‘You’re safe!’ he told her, lifted her up onto his horse and gave it a slap on the rump.
The other soldier had collapsed to his knees with a large rent in his belly. Beyond saving.
A hiss came from nearby, and his head jerked around to find the mander watching him, motionless but for its flickering tongue. He would not have thought that void could contain such hate as showed in its eyes.
‘So,’ he said, ‘what’s the issue, my dear? You cannot pass?’
The mander tensed, then sprang, and crashed into an unseen barrier. As it sprawled Bel approached, careful not to cross the line marked by its scuffed footprints in the dust. It righted itself and stalked forward, until they stood almost eye to eye.
‘What are you?’ he said.
‘Bel!’ came Jaya’s call, and he glanced back to see her on her horse.
‘It cannot pass,’ he told her, waving at it. He drew his sword and, knowing that it would do no good, swung it over the line at the mander’s face. The blow glanced off, leaving neither dent nor mark. The mander made no sign that it had even felt the attempt.
‘Bel, come on, you idiot!’
He backed away, turned, and hoisted himself up behind her. She wheeled the horse around and together they galloped off, leaving the mander stalking back and forth at the edge of its perimeter.
•
Losara stood on the battlements watching the Kainordans flee. Perhaps some would have thought him cowardly for the way he had fallen to shadow when the dragon attacked, and gone deep into the fort, but he remembered all too well the potency of the magic fire. It had been a sensible move – he could not win this war if he was dead.
The stone walls were hot, still smoking, with sticky patches underfoot. Behind him the toppled tower had crushed many buildings when it had fallen to smash through the wall. Thank Assedrynn Lalenda had not been in it at the time.
Bel had proven resourceful once again, he reflected. It was amazing indeed that his other had somehow managed to recruit such a powerful ally to his aid. Had it not been for the shadowmander, things could have gone much worse. And yet the mander also troubled him. Once it had been out on the field, in pursuit, there was nothing he could do to control it. It would have killed Bel if it had reached him in time. The best Losara had been able to manage was to instruct Tyrellan to stay put, so as not to shift the creature’s boundaries. It was with great relief that he’d seen his other get away.
He considered the corpse-littered battlefield as the shadowmander sniffed about, nudging bodies here and there to make sure they were really dead. If he unleashed the beast on an army that his other controlled, it would be like giving himself a death sentence. Well, he thought, I will just have to choose my targets wisely.

By his side Tyrellan stood admiring the view.
‘The mander proves a most excellent addition to your army, my lord,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ said Losara. He noticed black birds in the sky circling above the corpses, and saw one land. The mander tore towards it, startling it, leaping into the air as it took flight too late, and snapped it up.
‘It will not even allow their birds to feed,’ said Tyrellan. ‘Their dead will be left to rot in the elements, a warning to any who dare attack us.’
And how many did we lose? wondered Losara. Roma was off accounting for survivors, but Losara was sure that at least a hundred of their own had been killed. At least.
‘How terrible,’ he said, ‘that we must exchange such violence.’
Tyrellan sent him a sidelong glance, orb eyes glinting. ‘I have to disagree, lord.’
Losara sighed. It was vexatious that he could take no joy in this work.
‘Where do we strike next?’ asked Tyrellan.
Losara let his eyes turn west, steeling his resolve to continue what he’d started. ‘The Shining Mines,’ he said. ‘And then . . . every other place.’
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Hesitantly Fahren opened the door to the room that held Battu, still trapped within the cell. The former dark lord was sitting at a table reading a book as he swallowed small fish piled up in a bowl – raw, by his request. His robe had been cleaned, and he was no longer the bedraggled man who had arrived at the Halls.
‘Ah,’ he said, glancing up, ‘my Throne. I was wondering when I’d see you again.’
It annoyed Fahren when Battu called him that.
Battu waved the book in a friendly gesture to approach, as if inviting Fahren into his quarters. Then he held up the cover to show Fahren.
‘The History of Kainordas,’ he said. ‘Interesting reading. Remarkable how differently things can be remembered by different sides.’
Fahren took a seat before the cage. ‘But we are no longer on different sides.’
‘You are right, of course,’ said Battu, dropping his fork into the bowl in front of him. ‘I have made that plain enough. You, however, are slow to reach the same conclusion.’
‘Do you still wish to see Losara defeated?’
‘Nothing more.’
Fahren considered his next words carefully. ‘What if I told you our plan is not to kill him?’
‘Oh?’ said Battu, a flash of confusion flitting across his face.
‘Do not misunderstand,’ said Fahren. ‘He must be defeated. But Arkus has instructed that Bel and Losara be re-merged into one, using the Stone of Evenings Mild.’
Battu frowned. ‘Which can only be operated by mages of shadow and light working together,’ he said thoughtfully.
‘Yes. Once it is done, Bel will emerge as the dominant personality, with the entity known as Losara absorbed into him. Gone, effectively. Dead, you might say.’
‘You might,’ said Battu, and grinned. ‘I see why this troubles you, Throne. Intriguing. You have not mentioned before how much you need me for this plan to work. Evidently you aren’t sure that I will see it as the revenge I so desire.’
‘An adequate summation,’ said Fahren. He considered saying more, but decided to let Battu do the talking, and leaned back in his chair with a raised eyebrow. Battu stared at him for a moment, then stood and began to pace back and forth along the brightly shining bars.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘we must all make compromises to get what we want. No doubt you see it as an enormous compromise that I, within your power, am even still alive.’
Fahren inclined his head and Battu chuckled.
‘So, it is a compromise for me to help you, and a compromise for you to let me. I suppose I should be happy that, should your plan succeed, there will be no other Shadowdreamer sitting on my throne. And the Dark Gods,’ his expression twisted, ‘will be robbed of their precious champion.’
‘Yet it will not be your throne any more either, Battu,’ said Fahren quietly.
‘What?’
‘You will not be reclaiming any throne,’ Fahren said. ‘Surely that has not escaped you. If our plan works, there will be no more Shadowdreamer, no more Skygrip, no more Fenvarrow. It is victory we seek, not to reinstate you in your rightful place.’
‘Yes, yes, of course I know that,’ snarled Battu. ‘I know it keenly – the fact that I have nothing left to lose is in part what brings me to this point. And consider this, Throne . . . I now have a vested interest in your victory beyond mere personal satisfaction.’
‘And what is that?’ said Fahren dubiously.
‘If the shadow is triumphant,’ replied Battu, ‘then upon my death, my soul will return to the Dark Gods. Of course we could perform the rituals needed to convert my soul to light, but then my magic would be no good to you in using the Stone. So, if I am to avoid an eternity of punishment for my crimes . . .’
‘You must see the Dark Gods defeated,’ said Fahren.
‘Indeed. If they are no more, they will have no hold over the souls grown in any land . . . in the new land.’ He prodded a finger into the glistening fish, then sucked it clean and smacked his lips. ‘Much as it irks me to think I may spend eternity in the light, at least my soul will eventually be reborn and I won’t remember anything of my former life . . . as opposed to suffering for time immemorial.’
‘I see you have thought this through.’
‘I’ve had little else to occupy me.’
Fahren reached a decision. Be it gamble or not, he had little choice. With a flick of his wrist, he lowered the bars of the cage. Battu’s eyes widened, and he gave as close to a genuine smile as Fahren had ever seen on him.
‘Thought you never would,’ he said. ‘And now . . . as is only fair.’
Battu stepped down from the platform to kneel before Fahren.
‘My Throne,’ he said expansively, bowing his head, ‘I am yours to command.’
Fahren felt a shiver go down his spine. ‘Then come with me,’ he said, ‘for a walk. It is stuffy in here.’
•
Together they went through the Open Halls, causing heads to turns and exclamations to be uttered.
‘Do you think this wise?’ Battu said from under his hood, already uncomfortable in the sunlight.
‘If you are to serve with us, the people must grow accustomed to the sight of you,’ replied Fahren smoothly.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Nowhere in particular. I find that walking helps me think.’
‘As you wish,’ muttered Battu. His determination to engender trust was agreeable, but Fahren did not let it go to his head.
‘There is news,’ said Fahren, ‘of which you are not aware. Losara has taken Holdwith.’
‘Oh yes?’ said Battu. Fahren sensed a stray twine of hate curling from Battu’s head, resentment that Losara was free to do the things Battu had never been allowed to achieve. Good. ‘And have you sought reprisal?’
‘I did not,’ said Fahren. ‘And yet there has been one. Bel took matters into his own hands and attacked the fort. He had aid, but not aid enough. It seems Losara has created something formidable – more formidable than I could have foreseen.’
‘What?’
‘An enormous shadowmander, seemingly impervious to both magical and physical force.’
Battu shot him a look of surprise.
‘Do you know of any magic that could create such a creature?’ said Fahren.
‘No.’
‘There were no . . . projects . . . in place when you took your leave of Fenvarrow?’
‘No. Although Losara had just returned from visiting the gods, so who knows what secrets they revealed to him? They also sent him on a pilgrimage around Fenvarrow, though to what purpose, I was not privy.’ Bitterness again.
‘I see.’
Fahren fell silent. He had been hoping, more fervently than he’d let on, that Battu would have some knowledge or clue as to what the creature was, or how it could be defeated. Truth be told, he was at a loss as to what to make of the reports he’d received.
‘I did have a thought, years ago,’ said Battu. ‘The shadowmanders, as you no doubt know, live along the border and instinctively attack anything born of light. I once thought to myself: what a shame it is they do not grow larger.’
‘It seems they do.’
‘It sounds akin to legacy magic,’ said Battu, ‘on some enormous scale.’
‘On an impossible scale,’ agreed Fahren. He had already run through that possibility in his head a dozen times, but it seemed inconceivable.
‘I fear I must journey to the Morningbridge Peaks,’ he went on. ‘If Losara has learned something from his gods, maybe I can learn something from mine.’
‘The Morningbridge Peaks?’ echoed Battu dully.
‘Yes. The last place in the world you would wish to go. And so, to prove your loyalty, you will come with me.’
Battu stopped short, staring in horror from underneath his hood.
‘Now,’ said Fahren, ‘I want to introduce you to your honour guard of lightfists, who will accompany you at all times during your stay here at the Open Halls.’
•
Bel watched Nicha reorganising the surviving troops. She seemed cross with him for placing them in danger, against her advice. They had lost a fair few, but that was the way of battle, wasn’t it? He could not take on the burden of each individual death, or else he’d never be able to move a pace.
He well remembered the aftermath of his first mission, to Drel Forest, when he had fallen into a black mood over failing to save his comrades. What was different? Those soldiers had been his friends, or maybe it had been the influence of that damn weaver . . . or the understanding that while his destiny might protect him, it did not necessarily protect those around him. It had also been the first time he had enjoyed killing, and perhaps he had mistaken the emptiness he felt after rising from that fug as guilt.
He could not afford guilt.
His hand closed around the Stone. It felt right there, hanging around his neck. While it had stopped the magic of the lightfists helping him, that seemed an acceptable trade-off for being immune to all magic. It seemed, in fact, fair. If his counterpart was going to have all this magical power, how could Bel hope to defy him without balancing the odds somehow? Even if the Stone was never used to fulfil the purpose they had retrieved it for, it seemed a most worthwhile thing to possess. He could cut a swathe through the heart of any shadow army, untouched by spells. They would only be able to send swords against him – and swords did not worry him.
Only the shadowmander concerned him. Whether it was magical or not, it did not seem to care for the rules. But then again, he also knew, Losara could not set it upon him.
Immune from your magic, he thought. Immune from your creature. And I have the object that can end your trespassing in the world, take you in where you belong and bury you where your screams can’t be heard. Truly, Losara, you have much to fear in the coming days.

•
Fahren sighed as he lay down to sleep. There was at least one good thing about being the Throne, he supposed – the bed was bigger than any one man had a right to.
The latest development at Holdwith was truly worrying. No army could stand against a creature as impervious as the one Bel’s report described. Perhaps Bel was simply mistaken – after all, his troops had been caught unawares, and there could hardly have been time for the lightfists with him to mount a properly concentrated attack. Besides, as with all magically resistant monsters, there were always other ways to attack . . . and yet Bel had said the mander did not react to physical force either. The creature was something new, something unknown, and they faced enough unknowns already.
To Morningbridge, then, he thought. Tomorrow. And pray that Arkus will speak to me.

Another thought tickled the edge of his mind, treacherously, unwelcome. It had been there ever since that terrible day he’d entered these very quarters to find Losara standing over Naphur’s dead body. When Bel had come to confront his other, Losara had said, ‘The way to defeat me – it would not be to strike yourself down, would it?’
He had never asked Bel about it but could guess what Losara meant. The two blue-haired men shared a soul, so if one fell, it made sense that so would the other. Thus, if it really came down to the bones, if everything went bad, if it turned out there was no other way to stop Losara . . . there would still be that way.
He screwed up his eyes, unwilling to face his own dark thoughts, unable to get comfortable in his huge, plush bed.
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In the clearing before the hut, Corlas worked on training his warriors. The youngest were the most fluid, the most graceful, having been brought up in Whisperwood and never knowing much of their Varenkai roots. They were Sprites now, almost full-blooded, and they wielded Old Magic with ease and abandon. In the older ones, who had lived other lives before coming here, the magic was not as strong. A lifetime of habits were hard to shrug off . . . yet each of them was making progress. As for himself, he was empowered, chosen by Vyasinth to lead her people, and lent something by her – of that he was certain. Despite this, as he strode about barking orders, Corlas felt a glimmer of his former life tugging at him – for he had been a taskmaster once before, charged with teaching young people to fight, not least his boy. But not like this.
‘Nindere, Charla!’ he said.
His young wife grinned as she stepped into place opposite Nindere, who was just as eager to show off his skills. Others gathered to watch the duel.
He raised his hand. ‘On my mark,’ he said. ‘One . . . two . . . three!’
As his hand came down, both Charla and Nindere flung theirs up. Light and darkness flashed around them, melding as they wrestled, each in command of their own threads. Charla stepped sideways as Nindere brought an old log erupting up through the ground, then pushed forward and down under his defences. A series of vines curled upwards to wind around his legs, travel around his waist and along his arms. Despite the determination in his eyes he was quickly entangled, and soon covered from head to toe in snaking vines. Charla began to direct his arms like a puppeteer, making him do a halting, clumsy dance. She laughed and all laughed with her, even Nindere.
‘Rrr,’ he growled from within his living prison. ‘Best of three?’
‘No need to humiliate you further,’ said Charla.
‘Charla wins the bout,’ announced Corlas.
She skipped across the ground, threw her arms around him and hauled herself up to kiss his cheek. She never did listen to his pleas about keeping their affections private, and never could he bring himself to be too angry with her about it.
‘Favouritism,’ said Nindere, and Corlas chuckled.
‘It is not my vines that have you so entwined,’ he said. ‘Charla beat you with no aid from me.’
‘Well, Charla . . . if you wouldn’t mind . . .’
Obligingly she waved her hand. The vines dropped away, Nindere giving an extra shake to be rid of them.
‘So,’ Charla said. ‘Who’s next?’
Corlas.
His head turned slightly at the call.
Charla looked into his distant eyes – these days the grey was flecked with gold.
‘The Lady wants you?’ she said.
‘Yes.’ He refocused on the group. ‘Carry on with your training – but be careful not to hurt each other!’
The Sprites nodded, and Charla reached to tug his bushy green beard.
‘See you tonight,’ she said breathily. ‘Maybe I’ll tangle you in some vines.’
Corlas smiled and departed, heading off through the trees to where he would find Vyasinth. It was an hour’s walk or so, but he did not mind. He loved this wood and the happiness it brought him . . . but he feared the trouble that would soon come, feared the reason why he trained his people. Stopping at a broken frond, he gave a little waggle of his fingers. Green sparkles ran along the tear, and the leaf knitted itself back together.
He found her, as expected, kneeling beside her scrying pool, which was clear and still and untouched by floating leaves. She raised her earthy face as he arrived, her twig hair crackling.
‘My Lady,’ he said, bowing his head.
‘Your brethren will make fierce warriors, Corlas,’ she said.
‘They will.’
‘If they remember there are no smiles in battle,’ she added, a touch of amusement in her voice. She was no less fond of them than he was, and he chuckled.
‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘I do wonder how they will fare when it is real foes they face. They have no true experience of battle.’
‘Perhaps we’ll soon know,’ she replied, her tone turning serious.
‘You have seen something?’
‘Yes. Bel has found the Stone, and your sons have just vied over a fort called . . . Holdwith?’
Corlas felt the last trace of good humour fade from his face.
‘Holdwith,’ he echoed. Strange to think of these places in a land he had once defended.
‘Do we move yet?’ he said. ‘Is it time?’
‘No,’ she said. ‘We must wait a little longer. They are each still far away from here, where our power is strong . . . but, if I’m right, fate will soon conspire to bring them closer to the wood. And when that happens . . .’
‘When that happens,’ said Corlas, staring hard into the pool, ‘we will make things right once more.’
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