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Chapter 1

 

 

 

A trip to town with Father never went quite to plan. Kira leaned against the wall of the cobbler’s shop, suppressing a sigh of frustration as Father opened his book and studied it. He frowned, running his finger along the words until he found the passage he sought. Then he became animated, beckoning his audience of two closer with a quick wave of his hand. Kira didn’t move. Her mind was far from her father’s excitement at his new book. They had errands to run. His friend, Dr Hingel, would pretend enough enthusiasm for the both of them. 

She turned her attention to the scene along the street. The market place looked like an ants’ nest, with busy people meeting, exchanging greetings and hurrying on to find what they needed. A low rumbling sounded in the distance. It grew louder. Kira tilted her head and listened. She moved to take her father’s arm as the rumbling became a frenzied clatter of metal rings and snorting horses. 

People scattered before a cart that hurtled around the corner. It leaned precariously as it rounded the bend. The young man at the reins seemed oblivious to the people on the cobbled road. A basket of apples, knocked from its perch on a barrel, scattered over the ground, causing a young boy to stumble and fall directly in the cart’s path. The horses bore down on him. Unable to watch, Kira hid her head behind her father’s broad back. She screwed her eyes shut. Around her, people screamed. 

Only when the hammering of hooves had died away did she dare to venture forward and peek at the scene. The cart had disappeared. All was silent. People stood like gaping statues. 

Kira forced herself to look at the spot where the boy had been. He wasn’t there. Puzzled, she followed the gaze of others to the opposite side of the street. The boy stood safe in the arms of his mother. Kira shook her head. That was impossible. He couldn’t have survived.

“He flew,” a plump woman beside her whispered. “The lad flew. That gentleman made him fly.”

Kira gasped. The woman pointed at Father, who stood with his right arm held straight, his fingers outstretched. He, too, stared out across the street, his lips set in a grim line, his face as white as the streaks in his beard.

“Father?”

He didn’t look at her, but a tremor ran through his body. He let his arm fall to his side as if it had suddenly become heavy. With the other hand, he slipped the book into his pocket.

Doctor Hingel put a hand on Father’s shoulder. 

“Oh, Ifor, my old friend, what have you done?”

Father looked around him, bleary-eyed. At last his gaze settled on Kira and he took a deep breath. “We have to get home.”

“But we were on our way to the tailor’s. We need to get your coat mended.”

“We must go home.” Father shook his head impatiently as she tried to argue once more. “Please, Kira, just do as I say.”  He lowered his voice as he spoke to Doctor Hingel. “I’ll be in touch, Jan, just as soon as…” 

His friend nodded his understanding. “Go safely, Ifor.”

Kira frowned. Go safely? Their home was only a short distance away. What could he mean? Already, Father had hold of her elbow and was leading her away. She glanced back at Dr Hingel. The concern on his face made her heart skip even faster. He gave a reassuring smile and raised his hand in farewell. There seemed something so final in that wave. 

By the time they reached the cottage, Kira’s breath was ragged from trying to match Father’s hurried pace. As soon as they entered the hallway, he lowered his face close to her’s. “You must pack. Bring only one set of warm clothing and change into something warm, too. Put on your boots. Be as quick as you can.”

Kira swallowed hard. Her father’s face was etched with something she had never seen on it before. Fear. 

“What is it, Father? What’s happening?”

He shook his head and pushed her gently towards her room. “There’s no time to explain. Please, just do as I ask.”

She did as she was told, leaving her basket of shopping in the hallway. Her hands shook, making it hard to work quickly. While she stuffed clothes into her pack, she tried to fathom what was going on. That her father was a wizard had been surprise enough. In all her fifteen years, he had never shown any sign of possessing magic. Why would he keep it secret? It was not a crime to practice magic unless it was used to harm another, so why this sudden need to leave? Foreboding settled like a cold cloak about her shoulders, making her shiver.

When at last Kira made her way back to the hallway, dressed warmly and carrying her pack, she found him already there. He held his own pack and his thick winter coat and wore his travelling clothes. 

“Ready?”

“Please, Father, tell me what’s happening.”

He put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Kira. It’s imperative we leave as quickly as we can.”

“But where are we going? When will we be back?”

“We won’t be returning.”

Kira gasped and her stomach tightened. “But why?” Over his shoulder she caught sight of one of his favourite possessions; a torn fragment of an old Plavoran scroll, framed in oak and hanging over the sideboard. “Father, your things. All your books! You can’t leave them.” 

“I’ve broken the Oath. We have to get away.”

“What oath? I don’t understand.”

He took a deep breath. “The Oath of Brynd.”

Kira stumbled. Her father caught her and held her tight. Of course. It made sense now. The Oath of Brynd, sworn by wizards who had broken the law, barred them from magic and was binding for a lifetime. To break it meant only one thing.

Death in Verebor Prison. 

 

***

 

Kira struggled to keep herself from slumping over her pony’s back as they trotted along the rough track leading out of Timberlee. She was unused to riding for any distance at this speed; every muscle ached. Beside her, Father sat as straight as a beech tree, his jaw set and his eyes fixed on the way ahead. He had kept his horse to a trot for the past hour, giving the reins an impatient shake at regular intervals. Kira’s mount sped instinctively to keep pace. 

They hadn’t spoken any further about Father’s plans. Kira had been afraid to ask any more questions. She didn’t know if she could cope with the answers.

Ahead, the dense foliage of Jumik Forest loomed. The sun was high, but the branches hung low over the track, creating deep shadows. As they trotted under the first elm trees, Kira shuddered. She was used to the forest, having come here often with her father to walk and study nature. Never before though, had it filled her with such dread.

A few miles into the forest, Father reined in his horse to a walk. He still looked haunted, but made an effort to smile.

“Don’t worry, everything will be all right.” His voice sounded hoarse, as if the words stuck in his throat.

Kira stared ahead at the track winding through massive trees and dense undergrowth. “Where are we going?”

“Out of Myrtonia, through the mountains to Trumia.” 

She shivered. “The mountains? The dragons –”

“You’ve nothing to be afraid of.”

“But –”

“The dragons won’t harm us.”

“How can you be so sure?”

 He gave an encouraging smile. “When I was young, I did a small favour for a young dragon. Florda. She’ll know me. I’m sure she’ll protect us if we pass through her territory.”

Kira wished she could feel more assured. Why had he never told her that story before? If only she knew what was happening. Her curiosity overcame her anxiety. “May I ask another question?”

He gave a slow nod, but he looked cautious.

“Why did you have to take the Oath?”

He didn’t answer for some time, keeping his attention on his hands holding the reins. Kira was beginning to think he hadn’t heard her question. Then he rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Eighteen years ago, I killed a man. The Council said it was murder.”

Kira gasped. Surely she’d misheard? But her father nodded. 

“I should have been sent to Verebor then, but because of my good standing, the Council of Wizards allowed me to take the Oath. I’ve managed to keep it all these years. Today I failed. If they send me to Verebor, they’ll take everything. You’ll be left homeless, destitute.” 

“But…” Kira shifted on her saddle. She could have believed anything of her father, but not murder. “Who did you kill? Why?”

His face was grim. “That doesn’t matter. I did it. I was made to swear the Oath and now I’ve broken it, so we’re running from the consequences. That’s all you need to know.” 

The word ‘murder’ ran over and over in Kira’s mind. It didn’t fit the Father she knew.  How could he have hidden it for eighteen years? 

Then she remembered him standing in the street, his arm outstretched, and the little boy safe in his mother’s arms. The Father she knew was no killer. She knew his kindness, his caring, his intellect, his funny, eccentric ways. She knew the man who today had lifted a child out of harm’s way with a twist of his hand, regardless of the repercussions. 

“But you saved a life!” Kira grabbed his arm, anger burning her cheeks. “They can’t send you to Verebor for that.”

Father closed his eyes as if in pain and Kira felt a pang of guilt at her persistence. “The Law won’t consider why I used magic,” he said, gripping the pummel of his saddle so tightly his knuckles turned white. “It will only consider the fact that I did. The Oath was broken.” 

“Maybe they don’t know it was you. The street was crowded. It could have been anyone.”

Father didn’t answer, but sat up straight, surveying the forest around them. He pulled back on the reins and steered his horse off the track and into a grassy clearing. Kira followed him.

“As a wizard, I have a crystal at the Council Palace.” Father said as he jumped from his horse. “The Crystal Reader can tell exactly who has performed magic, where and when. They knew it was me eighteen years ago, they'll know it was me today. The crystal can’t lie.” He threw the reins over the back of the horse. “Come on. We’ll walk from here.”

The forest here edged into the foothills. Mossy oaks rose from the carpet of bracken covering the rocky ground and hazelnut trees hid what lay beyond. Kira could see no path except for the horse track they had been following.

“Wouldn’t it be quicker on horseback?” Despite her aching muscles, she felt safer with the horses.

Father shook his head. “No doubt there are soldiers following us by now. They’ll be expecting us to go over the pass. We can elude them better this way.” 

He lifted his pack from the horse’s side and shrugged it onto his back. Kira did the same with her own pack. The thought of soldiers made her knees weak. Father slapped each horse on the rump and Kira watched with growing terror as they galloped away along the track towards the mountains, their tails streaming behind them like banners.

With a reassuring smile, Father strode off. Kira grasped the straps of her pack and hurried after him. She tried not to think how far they would have to walk or how difficult the journey might be. Father knew the woods, and the mountains were not far away. 

Their walk soon brought them to a stream, which they crossed before zigzagging their way up a rise towards a steep cliff. Granite rocks sat one upon another, like a huge wall, dark and impassable. Father stopped and waited for her to catch her breath. He pointed upwards.

“We have to go up there.”

Kira gulped. Though there were plenty of ledges and handholds, the sheer height of it terrified her. “Father –”

“It’s all right. See, there’s even a path, of sorts. It’s not that hard. Just follow me and do as I do.”

He headed parallel to the cliff, where a huge boulder jutted from the wall of rock. As he had promised, there was a path, more of a staircase, which wove its way up the rocks to the top. Father grasped a rock beside him and pushed himself up onto a flat ledge. He glanced back. Kira managed a smile and followed.

Soon they were high above the forest floor. Kira tried not to look down. When she did, her head spun. The path they followed was narrow. On one side, a sheer rock face rose to the sky. On the other, the ground sloped steeply to the forest floor. Kira’s knees trembled.

Ahead of her, Father passed a narrow crevice in the rocks. Moments later, Kira reached it. She peered into the darkness. A foul smell wafted from the gap and she retreated a little, startled by a rustling noise from within. Suddenly, a bat flapped from the opening with a high-pitched squeal. Its wings caught in her hair for a second. Startled, she took a step back. The stone beneath her foot shifted and she slid backwards. 

With the weight of her pack on her back, there was nothing Kira could do to save herself.  She screamed. As she hit the ground, the air shot from her lungs. Heart thudding, she grasped at everything around her. Nothing held. She slid until the side of her head hit something hard and everything around her darkened.

 

***

 

When she opened her eyes, she found Father crouched beside her. His face moved in and out of focus. Kira blinked, but couldn’t hold the image. She tried to lift her head, but everything about her spun and she was hit by a wave of nausea. She lay back with a groan.

“Kira?” Father’s soft voice seemed to echo from a long way off.

“I’m all right,” she said, trying to sit again.

Father stroked her hair. “Stay still, little one.” 

She tipped her head to the side and forced her eyes to focus. Where was she? She couldn’t remember. Two packs lay beside her. Why were they there?

“Father, what happened? Where are we?” 

“Shhh, child.” Father lifted her head and placed something soft beneath it.  Her temple ached, a dull throb. Gradually things began to focus. Father smiled, but his face was strained. She had seen that fear before, sometime not long ago. What had they been doing? Horses. She remembered riding. The forest. It was dark. They were running. From what? 

“Father, we need to get away…” She sat up. Immediately her stomach heaved and she retched over the rocks beside her. Her brain seemed full of clouds.

She could hear horses. Lots of them. Father shouted for help. No…why was he shouting? They had to get away. Father shouldn’t be shouting. Her head hurt. She pushed at the clouds in her mind. They closed in, stifling her thoughts. 

Why wouldn't the clouds go away?

 



Chapter 2

 

 

 

In Kira’s confusion, she saw red fire. Then the fire grew heads, arms and legs, and horses appeared beneath it. Soldiers, dressed in red livery, each carrying a crossbow, rode towards them. 

Kira struggled in her father’s arms. “No, stop. We have to get away.”

Father’s grip tightened and he lifted her closer to him, striding steadily towards the oncoming patrol. “You need help.”

“Leave me. The soldiers will help me. Run!”

He strode on, head up. 

“Father, please.” Kira clutched at his waistcoat, but by now the soldiers were close. Father stopped and waited for the party to approach. Kira could feel the rise and fall of his chest, the rapid patter of his heart against her arm. The clouds in her mind retreated, but the throbbing in her head increased.

A soldier, his hair almost the same colour as his crimson jacket, dismounted and came towards them. The others lifted their crossbows, aiming them at Father. Kira held him tighter. How could they think him dangerous? 

The man stopped a few feet away.

“Ifor Goran?” When Father nodded, the soldier stuck out his chest. “I’m Captain Rojard and I’m here to arrest you for breaking the Oath of Brynd.”

Father gave a slow nod. “My daughter fell and struck her head. She needs help.”

A cold, revolving splinter of ice grew inside Kira. It needled through the fog that came and went now in billowing clouds, giving her moments of terrifying clarity. Father would die, and it was all her fault. She tried to speak, but her tongue sat like a bag of stones in her mouth.

“She’ll be attended to at the Council Palace.” The captain’s voice was clipped as if his words hit a wall and fell. “Hand her to one of my men to carry. Corporal, be ready to secure him.”

Father hesitated. “Dr Hingel of Timberlee –”

“There are doctors on call at the Palace. Let’s move.”

A bearded sergeant leaned from his horse. “Give her to me. I’ll see she comes to no harm.”

Shaking with anger and fear, Kira struggled again to get down from her father’s arms, but another wave of nausea forced her to lie still. Father lifted her into the arms of the sergeant and the middle-aged soldier held her side-saddle in front of him. She was surprised by the sympathy in his smile.

Chains chinked as the soldiers cuffed Father. Kira tried to twist to see, but the sergeant made soft noises and held her tight. Now that her mind was clearing, she wished for the clouds and confusion once more. Reality was far more painful. 

In response to their leader’s call, the group wheeled their horses about and headed back towards town. Within minutes, Kira fell into an exhausted sleep.

 

***

 

Kira awoke cold, the smell of dampness in her nostrils. For a moment she thought she might be in the forest on a bed of moss. The stone walls around her startled her. She tried to sit up and the pain and spinning in her head brought everything back – the ride, the climb, the fall, the look of hopelessness on her father’s face.

“Father!”

A hand patted her arm. “Hush, lass, he’s safe.” The soldier who had carried her gave a gentle smile through his grey-peppered beard and jerked his head a little. “He’s just up the passageway. He’s fine.”

Kira studied the room; a cell, cold, damp and dark except for the faint glow cast by the sputtering lamp attached to the wall. The door stood open to the murky corridor beyond. The coldness seeped into her heart as the truth broke through, and tears began to flow.

The soldier patted her arm again. “Come on now, lass. That’s not going to help, is it? The doctor’ll be here soon. You’ve a lump like a hen’s egg on the side of your head.”

“He should have left me.” Kira struggled to speak through her sobs. “He should have run.”

“Leave a child to save himself? What sort of father would do that, then?”

“They’ll send him to Verebor.”

The sergeant sat back in his chair. His jacket was open, his collar undone. “That remains to be seen. Right now, all you need worry about is getting better. Just lie back and wait for the doctor.” He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a folded white handkerchief. He handed it to her. “My name’s Tyrman, by the way. What’s yours?”

Kira took a deep breath and the latest wave of fog cleared a little. Before she could answer, a tall, grey-haired woman in a long coat swept into the cell carrying a bag. Tyrman jumped from his seat. Another soldier entered: the captain who had arrested Father. 

The woman’s attention was on Kira. She opened her bag and pulled out a bottle and a bandage.

“Let’s have a look at you, child. I’m Doctor Camlin.”

A surge of hope rose in Kira. The doctor had a kind face. Maybe she could help her. “My father –” She stopped as her movement caused a wave of nausea. 

The doctor stroked her hair, shushing gently. She addressed the captain. “Where is her father?”

The captain seemed surprised at the question. “In a cell. He’s under arrest.”

“Is there some reason he can’t be with his daughter? Is he dangerous?”

“No!” Kira almost sat up, but slumped back as her head throbbed. The doctor patted her shoulder and raised a questioning eyebrow at the captain.

“He’s under strict confinement. Orders of Lord Apharis.”

“What about her mother?”

The captain shrugged.

 “She died when I was ten.” Kira’s voice seemed small.

The doctor tilted Kira’s head a little and gazed into her eyes. Then she held up her hand. It danced in and out of focus.

“How many fingers do you see?”

Kira guessed. “Two?”

The doctor nodded. She took the top from the bottle and tipped it over a ball of wadding. “This may hurt at first,” she said as she dabbed it on Kira’s wound.

Kira gasped as the liquid burned into the graze on her head. It lasted only seconds, before the pain subsided and her temple numbed. The doctor held more wadding to her head, this time without the mixture, and wound around a bandage to hold it in place. 

When she had finished, she sat back on the bed and smiled gently. “You’ll be fine. You just need to rest. Sergeant Tyrman is here I see, so you’re in good hands.”

A red tinge rose above Tyrman’s beard and his eyes twinkled. The doctor stood. Her face became serious as she regarded the captain once more. “I don’t see any reason for the girl to be kept down here. She’s done no wrong, has she?”

“She’s here until we find a place for her.”

“A place?” 

“She has no relatives to care for her. She’ll need to go into care until a servant’s position can be found for her.”

Kira’s stomach twisted. Servant’s position? She had no plans to be a servant. She meant to be a teacher like Father.

The doctor raised her eyebrows. “You’ve judged and sentenced her father already, Captain?”

“I’m only repeating what Lord Apharis told me.”

The doctor turned to Kira. “Do you have any friends who might take care of you, child?” 

Kira tried to think. Having been taught by her father, she had never really made any close friends. Although Father spent a lot of time teaching and aiding others, he had done little socialising over the years since her mother died. His only close friends were Doctor and Mistress Hingel. They had taken care of her for short periods when he had worked away. Could she presume they’d do the same now? She started to shake her head, but Tyrman crouched beside her.

“When your father brought you to us, lass, he mentioned a doctor. Hingman, was it? Maybe he could find somewhere for you?”

Kira bit her lip, touched by his concern, and nodded. “Dr Hingel. He’s Father’s friend. He might help.”

Doctor Camlin lifted her bag and stood up straight. “Jan Hingel? I know him. I’ll send a message to him myself. Don’t worry, child, we’ll soon have you out of this place.”

My name’s not child, it’s Kira, she thought. And I only want to see Father. 

She shut her eyes. When she opened them, the doctor and captain had gone.

Beside her, Tyrman’s chair scraped on the stone floor as he sat back down. “Don’t worry, lass.” He coughed and lowered his voice. “D’you think you’re up to a short walk?”

Kira stared at him. The sergeant held a finger to his lips for a second before pushing himself to his feet and going to the door. He looked up and down the corridor outside, then padded back towards her. 

“It’ll only be a very short visit, mind,” he said as he put an arm behind her to help her to her feet. “I’ll be in big trouble if I’m found going against the orders of Lord Apharis.”

Kira clung to him. The room spun and she felt sick. After a few tentative steps, she became steadier. With the sergeant’s support, she made it out of the cell and a few paces down the corridor to a black, grilled door. Tyrman glanced about him nervously as he poked a key into the lock and turned it. Then he pushed her forward into the room.

Father rose from a seat on the far side of the room and rushed to take her. With a sob of relief, she sank against him. Behind her, the door shut. Tyrman had left. 

 “Are you all right?” Father’s voice trembled.

She gave a quick nod, then shut her eyes in pain and wished she hadn’t. “What’s going to happen?”

 “I wish I knew. I won’t be allowed out of here now until my hearing. Apharis will see to that.”

 “I thought Lord Molark was the High Councillor.”

“He’s away in Trumia. So Lord Apharis is in charge. Kira, we need to…you need…” He swallowed. “Have they said where you’ll go?”

“They’ve gone to see Dr Hingel to ask him if –”

“He’ll take you in. I know he will.” The moment’s relief on his face faded as quickly as it had come. “Kira, this isn’t going to be easy, but you’ll be all right.”

A lump swelled in her throat. “Father, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”

“No!” A fierce light shone in his eyes. “No. None of this is your fault. I was the one who killed a man. I was the one who broke the Oath. I was the one who took the dangerous route to avoid capture. It’s my fault. Don’t ever blame yourself.”

“But –”

Father tensed as the jangling of a key signalled Tyrman’s return. He pulled her close and stroked her face. “Whatever happens, never blame yourself.”

Seconds later, Tyrman appeared in the doorway. “I’m sorry, I can’t afford to let her stay longer. If Lord Apharis finds her here…”

“I’m grateful to you, Sergeant.” With one final hug, Father released Kira into Tyrman’s steadying hands. 

“Wait a moment!” Father fumbled with the cravat he wore, untied it and threw it away. Then he undid the top button of his shirt. Kira gasped in surprise as he reached inside his shirt and pulled out a small, oval, silver locket. He opened the clasp and handed it to her. “Take care of this for me.”

She stared at it. “Was it Mother’s?”

His gaze dropped to the floor. “No. I have no time to explain now. But keep it for me, please?”

She nodded, clutching it tight in her fist as Tyrman led her out into the corridor. She caught one last glimpse of her father’s face as the door shut. Though he tried to smile, the hopelessness remained in the lines of his face. 

They had almost reached the door of her own cell, when a figure appeared at the far end of the corridor. His long robe swished as he strode towards them. Beside her, Tyrman stiffened. Instinct told Kira to hide the locket. She slipped it into her pocket and pulled out the handkerchief Tyrman had lent her.

As he reached them, the man squinted down his long, straight nose at Tyrman and sniffed. “What is she doing out here, Sergeant? I gave strict orders –”

“She wanted fresh air, my lord.” 

Kira marvelled at the confidence with which Tyrman lied. 

The other man seemed unimpressed. “There is a whole courtyard for her to take air in.”

Without hesitation, Tyrman answered. “She’s had a blow to the head, my lord. I thought it best she stay out of bright light.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Return her to her cell now.” Without waiting for a reply, he strode past them. 

At the door of Father’s cell he stopped. He didn’t go in, but peered through the grill. Kira felt ill and this time it had nothing to do with the blow to her head. The man’s face held a satisfied expression that scared her.

“Who was that?” she whispered. 

“That’s Lord Apharis.”

“I don’t like him.”

Tyrman gave a slight nod. “I’m normally part of Lord Molark’s guard and don’t have much to do with Apharis. But while Lord Molark’s away, those of us not needed are stuck here working for this one. Hurry back the High Councillor, is all I can say.”

 

***

 

Dr Hingel and his wife bustled into the cell with an air of concern that warmed Kira. Dr Hingel ignored Tyrman and came straight to her, his hand out to grasp hers.

“I’m so sorry. If I’d known earlier…” He sat down beside her. “They won’t let me see your father. How are you feeling?”

Meanwhile, Mistress Hingel stood behind him, gazing at Kira with an air of sadness that Kira remembered from long ago – when Mother died. The memory made her shudder.

“I’m fine,” she said

“Are you ready to go?” Dr Hingel stood.

She nodded and sat up very slowly. Though she still felt dizzy, the throbbing in her head had subsided and the clouds had cleared. Dr Hingel took her elbow and helped her to stand. 

“Our packs! Where did they go?” Kira looked to Tyrman for an answer.

“They’re in the duty room. You can get yours on the way out.”

“Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

The sergeant gave a sad smile. “All the best, lass. I hope everything works out.”

Leaning on Dr Hingel’s arm for support, Kira tottered from the cell, followed closely by Mistress Hingel, who muttered words of encouragement. As they entered the corridor, Kira glanced over her shoulder at the door of her father’s cell. What was he doing now? When would she see him again?

“Don’t worry, Kira.” Mistress Hingel’s voice was soft. “Everything will be fine, you’ll see.”

Kira had heard that so often today, but Mistress Hingel hadn’t seen the expression on the face of Lord Apharis as he peered into Father’s cell. With him in charge, she could only fear the worst.

 



Chapter 3

 

 

 

Kira hunched between Dr Hingel and his wife, or Jan and Bekky as they had told her to call them, on the hard benches of the Council Court House. Three weeks had passed in an anxious blur since she had last seen Father. It was hard to know if her headaches came from the blow to her head or from the stress of worry. She trembled with anticipation of the start of Father’s trial. The room, already nearly full, buzzed with chatter. 

She cradled Father’s locket in her hand, tracing the ornate design on its face and trying to calm her heart. She’d spent a long time wondering about this locket these past weeks, as well as the two locks of hair interwoven within it, but they remained a mystery. One lock, she recognised as her father’s. The other was black, far too dark to have been her mother’s. She felt soothed though, to have something of Father’s to hold.

Bekky squeezed her arm and gave her an encouraging smile. Kira forced herself to smile back and closed her hand tight around the locket. Bekky and Jan had not wanted her to come, fearing it would upset her too much, but she had insisted. She had to be strong, even though this place filled her with dread. These two people had been so kind to her, allowing her to grieve in her own way, but still a chasm of pain separated her from them and the rest of the world. She had to see Father. She had to know what happened today. Otherwise, she would always wonder, always regret.

Kira studied the crowd in the court. On one side sat their old neighbour, Mistress Treow, in animated discussion with two other ladies. This would keep them in gossip for weeks. Towards the front, her father’s students, present and past, sat in a group, serious and silent. A dark-haired, thoughtful-looking young man sat apart. He had come to her father’s tuition only recently. What was his name? Arel? Arum? 

At the front, the Councillors had settled on their benches, directly under the large crystal of rozica that hung from the ceiling to absorb all magical energy in the vicinity. Kira noticed one nudge his neighbour and make a surreptitious gesture towards her as he whispered something in his colleague’s ear. She lowered her head and stared at the floor, her ears burning.

A bell sounded. Silence fell as two guards in full ceremonial uniform marched through a door at the front, followed by Father, chained hand and foot. Kira fought the urge to run forward. He wore the same clothes as the last time she’d seen him, minus his jacket and waistcoat. His hair was rough, his beard untrimmed.

As he shuffled towards the defendant’s bench, his gaze wandered over the faces until he found Jan’s. He gave a weak smile, but it faded as his eyes moved to Kira. He stopped for a moment to gather himself. A guard, noticing his hesitation, seized him roughly by the arm and flung him down onto the bench. Kira clutched the locket tighter and shut her eyes.

A second door on the other side of the room opened. Feet scraped on the wooden floor as everyone stood. Despite her shaking legs, Kira allowed Bekky to pull her up. She kept hold of her hand as Lord Molark, High Councillor of Myrtonia entered the court, the silver embroidery on his robe matching the silver of his hair. A warm wave of relief washed over Kira. If he was back, perhaps there was hope after all? 

The High Councillor moved to stand behind a huge table at the centre. He appeared tired and pale. Kira shivered as Lord Apharis moved to the chair next to him, his brows lowered. He and Lord Molark seated themselves and the court did the same. Only Father and the two guards remained standing.

Apharis stood and cleared his throat. “First, I’d like to welcome Lord Molark back early from his visit to Trumia. It’s an unexpected pleasure.” His voice, silky smooth, did not match the coldness in his eyes. As Lord Molark nodded his thanks, Apharis glowered at Father, and dread once again gripped Kira’s heart. 

The Deputy High Councillor held up a hand.  “Read the charges if you will, Lord Koric.”

A tall Councillor in the front row stood and unrolled a scroll, with an air of self-importance. He peered down his nose as he read in a whiney voice. “Ifor Goran, your crystal has testified that on the afternoon of Mojidsday, the Fourteenth Day of the Fifth Moon in the year 2907, you performed magic, thus breaking the Oath of Brynd which you swore eighteen years ago. How do you answer?”

Kira peeked around Jan to her father. He stood chin up, his eyes on Lord Molark. “It is as you say.”

A murmur arose around the room, quickly quelled by a fierce glare from Apharis. Lord Molark leaned forward over the table. His brown eyes held a much kinder glint than his deputy’s. “You’re saying that you practised magic against the Oath, Master Goran?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Apharis sneered. “Did you think you were beyond the law, Goran?”

Father regarded him calmly. “I know I’m not, my lord.”

“So you knew the consequences?” Apharis’s face reminded Kira of a gloating child. “You can’t have thought you’d get away with it?”

“I didn’t think at all, my lord. It was a simple reaction to circumstances.” A red tinge came to Father’s cheeks, but his voice remained steady.

Apharis opened his mouth to speak again, but Lord Molark raised his hand to silence him. 

“Explain to us what happened in your own words, Master Goran,” the High Councillor said quietly.

Before Father could speak, Apharis let out a snort of indignation. “With all due respect, High Councillor, it is all in the report. This is not a trial. The law is clear on what the consequences of this man’s actions must be.”

Lord Molark did not look at him. “I know that, Deputy.” He stressed the last word. “But the Council can still make a decision based on mitigating circumstances. Please, go on Master Goran.” He rubbed his stomach as if bothered by sudden indigestion.

Father stumbled through the events of that morning and Kira wished she could speak for him.

“You levitated him out of the way? You couldn’t have helped him without magic?” There was no judgement in the High Councillor’s question. Kira’s spirits lifted. Lord Molark was on her father’s side, there could be no doubt of that. 

“He was too far away. It all happened too fast.”

“So you used magic.” Apharis strolled around the table until he stood directly in front of Father. His cold grey eyes narrowed. “You used magic, thus breaking the Oath. Eighteen years ago, you committed murder. Do you wish to tell the court about that?"

Father took a deep breath before answering. “I’m sure it’s all on record.” 

Apharis gave a humourless laugh. “Yes, of course it is. But for eighteen years you’ve hidden away in Timberlee under the guise of a harmless tutor. Your neighbours, your students, were unaware of your nefarious past. It is only right that we enlighten them, surely?”

Lord Molark rose to his feet. Beads of perspiration lined his brow. He still held a hand to his stomach. “Lord Apharis, please, let us not make a circus of the proceedings. I don’t think –” 

His face paled and contorted in pain as he bent, clutching his stomach with both hands now. “I’m sorry…I suddenly feel very unwell. Perhaps we’d better –” There was a collective gasp as the High Councillor, eyes closed, sank to the floor. 

In seconds, three Councillors in the front row ran to his aid. Jan, too, rose and rushed to the front of the court, flashing his healing medallion at a guard to let him pass. 

A few minutes later, Lord Molark was carried, groaning, from the room. Kira’s hopes went with him. The man had been Father’s only chance. Father showed no emotion, but his gaze remained fixed on Apharis, who stood, arms folded, with an air of triumph. 

As the hubbub died away, Lord Apharis strode back to stand behind the desk, his head high and his shoulders back. “We can only hope Lord Molark’s illness is not serious,” he said. “In the meantime, I see no point in postponing these proceedings. The decision to be made is straightforward and doesn't require the whole Council to be present. Goran, you were found guilty, eighteen years ago, of the murder of Jyrus Krake, a businessman of Lorton. Is that correct?”

Father’s expression remained stony. “Yes, my lord.”

“You committed that murder through the use of magic, namely levitation – lifting the man to such a height that when he fell, he was killed. Correct?”

“He hit his head as he fell, yes. I didn't intend –” 

Apharis slammed his hand onto the desk. "You were found guilty of murder. You let him fall and he died! 

Father didn't falter. “Yes, but if Krake’s manservant could have been found, he would have confirmed that I –”

“Your crystal, Goran, was the only witness needed! It condemned you.”

The courtroom buzzed. Again, Apharis silenced it with a glare. Kira’s eyes burned with tears. She couldn’t imagine Father doing anything that was being described.

“You were sentenced then to Verebor Prison. That sentence was commuted to life under the Oath. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Under the strict proviso that should you practise any form of magic, for any reason, the original sentence would be reinstated.” 

Father nodded, his attention on Lord Molark’s empty chair.

“We have your own admission to the breaking of the Oath, as well as the evidence of your crystal. I see no need for further discussion. The law is clear in this situation.” Apharis addressed the Council. “A vote, ladies and gentlemen. Those in favour of a return to the original sentence?”

Apharis seemed unable to contain his glee as eleven Councillors’ hands went up one by one. He waited, his impatience obvious, as the others sat with their hands in their laps, avoiding his gaze. At last, he nodded. “Very well, we have eleven for and seven against or not choosing to vote. Not a clear two-thirds majority as required.” He suppressed a smile. “The Law states that in the case of no clear majority, the decision becomes the responsibility of the High Councillor or, in his absence, the highest-ranking Councillor. In the absence of Lord Molark, it seems that would make the decision mine.” 

Kira’s trembling became uncontrollable.The colour drained from her father’s face.

 Apharis strode to stand in front of his prisoner. “Ifor Goran, you have been found guilty once more of the murder of Jyrus Krake and the subsequent breaking of the Oath of Brynd. We hereby reinstate the original sentence. You will be taken from this court to the Prison of Verebor where you will remain until your death, however that should come about. I suggest you pray to whatever god you believe in, that your time will be short.”

Her blood roaring in her ears, Kira sprang to her feet. “No. That isn't fair! He used magic for good. He saved that little boy.” 

She bit her lip as Apharis spun to face her. Behind him, Father covered his face with his hands.

Apharis stepped towards her, his eyes glinting. “Miss Goran, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lord.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“Ha! You raised your daughter to defy authority too, Goran? Perhaps she’d like to come forward and address the court?” 

He glared at Kira, his lips curling into a cruel smile as she stood shaking at the thinly veiled threat in his voice. Terror and embarrassment crept in icy needle points from her toes to her scalp. How could she have done something so stupid as to shout at the second most powerful man in Myrtonia?

Father gave the slightest shake of his head. “Forgive her, my lord. She's young. She's distressed. She won't speak out of turn again.”

Apharis contemplated Kira for numbing seconds, his face impassive. Then he narrowed his eyes and turned to go, his robe swirling. Everyone stood as he left, followed by the eighteen other Councillors. The guards seized Father’s arms and dragged him towards the other door. The walls of Kira’s life crumbled around her.

 



Chapter 4

 

 


 

Kira started forward in panic. They couldn’t take him away, not without letting her say goodbye. As she tried to fight her way through the crowd, she felt a tug on her arm. 

“Kira.” Bekky had a firm hold of her elbow. “Wait until Jan returns. We’ll ask to see him then.”

Fighting back tears, Kira caught a last glimpse of her father’s anguished face. She slumped into a seat and took some deep breaths of air. Around her the noise of everyone getting ready to leave hammered against her ears. She covered them and put her head down. Bekky rubbed her shoulders.

As the last stragglers finally left, Kira sat up and wiped her eyes. At the same moment, the Councillor’s door opened and Jan appeared. His face was strained as he raised his eyebrows in enquiry at his wife. She shook her head.

He helped Kira to stand. “Come on, we’ll request to see him.”

He led her back through the court, past a marble fountain, across a lawned courtyard and into the office building. A small man with fuzzy white hair perched on the edge of his wooden seat behind a desk. He regarded them over his spectacles as they entered, laying his quill down with gnarled fingers.

“We wish to see Ifor Goran, the prisoner who was just taken from the court,” Jan said before the man could speak.

“I’m sorry. I have strict orders that he remain in solitary confinement until he is taken to Verebor.”

Jan pulled Kira forward. “But this is his daughter. She hasn’t been able to say goodbye. Surely they wouldn’t deny her that?”

The man shrank back behind the desk. “I’m sorry, sir, but I have my orders.”

“Whose orders?”

“Well, Lord Apharis –”

Jan thumped the desk. “I might have known. Show me the way to Lord Apharis’s chambers.”

The man’s face twisted in horror. “That’s not possible, sir. I can’t –”

Panic swirled in Kira’s mind. She had to see Father. Behind them, a footstep sounded at the doorway.

“What’s the problem, Mort?” 

Lord Molark, looking tired and pale, stood gripping the doorjamb for support. Kira felt a wave of guilt. She hadn’t even thought to ask Jan if the High Councillor had recovered. 

“My Lord, you should be resting.” Jan moved forward, but Molark waved him away.

“I’m fine, thanks to you, Doctor. I needed fresh air. Sergeant Tyrman is here to help me if I need him.” 

 Tyrman peered in. He nodded at Kira with a sad smile. A brief warm glow passed over Kira. At least there was one caring soul in this place.

 Lord Molark’s face softened. “I’m sorry for what has happened, child. It’s a sad fact that some don’t choose to see the discrepancy between the law and justice. You’d like to see your father?”

Kira couldn’t find her voice. She blinked back tears and gave a quick nod.

Molark gestured at Mort. “Take them down. Give them half an hour.” He shook his head as the man made a move to protest. “If Lord Apharis objects, tell him it was on my orders. He can speak to me about it.” 

He addressed Jan. “Please come to my rooms before you leave.” He walked away, unsteady but determined.

On thin, bowed legs, Mort led them down stone steps. The smell of dampness grew stronger as they went. He stopped outside Father’s cell and fumbled with some keys on his belt. At last, he found the one he needed, turned the lock and pushed the door. He stood back and waved them forward.

The room was even darker than Kira remembered, but on a table by the far wall a candle sputtered, casting a dim light. Father rushed forward and pulled Kira into his arms, holding her so tight she found it hard to breathe. She didn’t care.

He kissed the top of her head. “Forgive me?”

“What for?”

“For my arrogance and foolishness.” 

She stared at him in confusion.

“It was foolishness that made me kill Krake. I never intended it, but I could have avoided it.” His voice shook. “And arrogance made me think I could keep the Oath for the rest of my life. You don't deserve this. I should never have let it happen. The day I fell in love with your mother I should have walked away. I should have stayed alone. But then you...”

The back of Kira’s neck tingled. His emotion scared her. “Mother loved you.”

“But I didn't deserve either of you. I...” His voice trailed away and Kira clung to him, unable to force words through the lump in her throat. Father smiled sadly at Jan and Bekky. “Thank you for –”

“There’s no need to thank us, Ifor. You know we’d do anything to help.” Jan’s voice wavered. “If I could take your place…”

“No, this is of my making.” Father pulled Kira closer and rested his head on hers. “No one can do anything.”

The half an hour passed in a haze and far too quickly. As the time ran out, Father’s words began to jumble as if he were trying to cram a lifetime of love and advice into a few minutes. In the final moments, he picked up an envelope from the table and pressed it into Kira’s hand.

“They allowed me one letter. I’ve never been good at expressing my feelings, but I hope this tells you everything you need to know. I’d give anything to take this past month away. But I know you’ll be safe with Jan and Bekky and –”

Mort appeared at the door. “I’m sorry. Your time’s up.” 

Horror surged through Kira. She clung tightly to Father. “I’ll do everything I can. I won’t let them keep you there.” 

Father’s eyes sparked with fear. “No, Kira. You must do nothing! Don’t make an enemy of Apharis. You’ve seen what he’s like.”

“But, Father –”

He hugged her tightly to him. “Go now. I love you.” He let her go and moved to Jan and Bekky. After a swift hug for both of them, he stumbled across the room to face the wall. His shoulders shook and he didn’t turn around again.

Somehow they managed to take Kira from the room. She didn’t know how, for her mind was a blur of her father’s gaunt face and glistening eyes. Everything around her became muted in the horror of what was happening.

 

***

 

High Councillor Molark’s rooms were light and airy and smelled of sweet herbs. The walls were lined with books interspersed with gilt-framed paintings of sombre men in Council robes. Kira perched on her cushioned seat and tried to stay calm. She wanted nothing more than to run out and scream away the pain that threatened to engulf her. Her only hope was that Lord Molark would have some solution to Father’s plight.

On the balcony outside the window, a canary in an ornate wire cage sang in the sunshine. Kira willed it to fall from its perch. How could it sing today? What happiness could there ever be now? 

A hand touched her arm and she suddenly became aware of Jan saying her name. 

“Kira, Lord Molark asked you a question.” 

Kira’s cheeks burned. She glanced at the High Councillor before dropping her gaze to the envelope still clasped in her hand. “I’m sorry, my lord.”

Lord Molark spoke softly. “I understand, child. You’ve been through a great deal. My question was a mere politeness, not important.” He turned to Jan and Bekky. “I wonder if you’d mind if I took Kira for a short walk in the sunshine? I feel it would do us both good.”

“But are you not feeling tired, my lord? A wizard healing can leave you quite exhausted,” Jan said.

“Your powers are admirable, Doctor. Despite the fact I was in so much pain, I feel little more now than a slight ache. Walking will help that, I’m sure.” Lord Molark stood, pushed back his chair and rang a small bell on his desk. A man in a blue coat entered. “Some tea and something to eat, please,” the High Councillor said. 

The man bowed and left and Lord Molark held out his hand. 

“Come, Kira. Walk with me.”

Kira clutched the envelope to her as she stood and waited for Lord Molark to lead the way. He smiled and pointed to a door that led out onto the balcony. “This way.”

The sun was warm, but Kira could not stop her body from shaking. She folded her arms about her as she walked, tucking the envelope against her waist. As they passed the canary, Lord Molark lifted a hand and gave a slight twist of his finger. Immediately the bird stopped trilling and sat in silence on its perch. The High Councillor cast Kira an understanding look, then continued on. He walked slowly and remained silent until they had reached the end of the long balcony. Then he stopped her with a touch of her elbow.

“I brought you out here because there is something I very much wish to tell you, but it is not a matter I want others to hear. I must ask you to keep it to yourself for now.”

Kira took hold of the balcony wall to steady herself and stared at him. She wasn't sure she could take any more today. “What is it, my lord?”

The High Councillor’s face was squarish, with a long straight nose and sharp brown eyes. He regarded her gently. “Do you believe in prophecy, Kira?”

She frowned. She didn’t understand the question. Her mind was a mist of grief. “I don’t know, my lord. I’ve never really thought about it.”

Lord Molark directed her towards a small table and chairs. “Sit down.” As she sat, he continued, “What I’m going to say may sound strange, because it stems from Council business which I can’t discuss with you, but please listen to me and don’t think me a senile old man.”

Kira smiled, embarrassed at his directness. “I won’t, my lord.”

“Good, good.” He clasped his hands on his knees. “First, a question. What outcome did you expect from today’s proceedings?”

She gazed into his eyes, trying to gauge his meaning, but his face showed nothing. “I hoped…” She shrugged.

He nodded. “Yes, of course you did. As did I.” He stopped and nodded again as she stared at him in surprise. “Oh yes, if I could legally have found some way of dismissing the whole Council from that hearing, I would have done it. If I hadn't had to leave...” He leaned forward. “But the truth is, Kira, I think what happened was how it was meant to be.”

Kira couldn’t stifle her cry. “How, my lord? How can it be right for a man, who has done so much good, to be punished in such a way?” 

Lord Molark was silent for a moment. “I can’t tell you why I think it, Kira, but I believe your Father has to go through this for the future happiness of Myrtonia.”

“What?” Kira jumped from her seat, oblivious to any breaches of etiquette she might be making with the High Councillor. Her stomach rolled. “How can you say such a thing? What possible good can his death bring? I can’t believe you –”

Lord Molark leaned forward and took her hand. “Sit down, child. I asked you to listen without judging me.” His voice remained gentle.

With reluctance, Kira sat, her arms tight about her. She looked out across the city. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. The roofs shone in the sunlight.

“I didn’t say anything about his death. I don’t know how the future will unfold, but I do think that all that has happened is part of some plan. Fate, if you will. I have to say, I hope beyond hope he doesn’t die, because I believe the future has a very important place for him. I’m sorry I can’t make myself any clearer.”

Kira blinked the tears from her eyes. “He’s being sent to Verebor, my lord. No one comes out of there alive. I don’t know if you’re just trying to make me feel better, but you can’t. He’ll be gone. There is no future as far as I’m concerned.”

Lord Molark’s eyebrows knitted and he pulled at his bottom lip. “I wasn’t ill today, Kira. I was poisoned. If it hadn’t been for your friend Doctor Hingel’s powers of wizard healing, I wouldn’t be here telling you this. Again, I think that is as it was meant to be.”

“But who would…?” 

“I have a very good idea, but no proof. It’s not important to know that at the moment. I do think though, that I will die by some means, fair or foul, in the not too distant future.”

“My lord!” 

“Don’t let it worry you child. I’m old. It has to happen sometime. It is all part of that same future I was talking about. Now I need you to promise me something.” He leaned forward again, gazing into her eyes.

“What, my lord?”

“Believe the impossible.”

Kira blinked. “What do you mean?”

He smiled and sat back on his seat. “Just what I said, child. Believe the impossible. Now we could both use a cup of tea, I think?”

 He rose with a sad smile and strolled off towards the door, setting the canary back to singing with a deft movement of his hand. 

 



Chapter 5

 

 

 

My Darling Kira,

I can only imagine the anguish you're suffering right now and it's a torment to me that there's nothing I can do to make the pain go away. If you hate me for what I’ve done, I understand. But know this, my sweet child, I love you to the depths of my soul and I always shall.

You know now, that I’m not the man you thought me. I never meant to do wrong and yet I did. I never meant to hurt you and yet I have. Sometimes, in my lowest moments, I regret that I didn't choose death eighteen years ago. Yet your life is a treasure that makes this world richer by its presence. If nothing else, I did that one good thing in staying alive.

I have not been entirely dishonest. Your mother knew everything about me; I kept no secrets from her. You’re probably wondering how I came to be in this situation. The simple answer is that I lost my temper. Why I did that would take too long to explain and leave you with more questions than I could answer. For eighteen years, I have tried to be a good man, a good husband and father. Please, my child, hold onto that part of my life and don’t dwell on my mistakes. 

I beg you, embrace your own life and let me go. Jan and Bekky Hingel will love you as the child they were never able to have. Of that, I’m certain. I’m sure, too, that you will grow to love them. Just give yourself time. Grieve for me, but be strong. Continue your studies and don’t allow your mind to wonder about me or contemplate where I am. I am gone. Make yourself believe that.

I will love you forever,

Father

 

Kira shut her eyes and held her father’s letter close to her chest. She’d read his looping script so many times that she could have recited it, and her tears had dried long ago, replaced by an emptiness that ached. A cold breeze crept about her throat and she shivered a little, opening her eyes once more. She hadn’t noticed how late it was getting. The thought of going ‘home’ though, left her feeling lost. 

She’d run to sit there by the river in the park as soon as they had returned from the courthouse. The day’s proceedings had left her dazed and confused and she wanted to be alone with her misery. The sound of the gently flowing river soothed her. She sighed. Why couldn’t this giant oak she leaned against wrap itself around her and swallow her into its roots? Or the river rise and sweep her away?

Ignoring the rapidly sinking sun, she studied the letter once more in the fading light. Believe the impossible, Lord Molark had said. Did that mean to do as her father advised? For believing him dead would be impossible to her if she didn’t know it to be true. Or did it mean she should believe it possible he might survive? That would mean going against her father’s advice. Her eyes stung. Why did he have to save that child? Why couldn’t he have been facing the other way, or not stopped to talk to Dr Hingel at all? She pulled her knees to herself and buried her face in her skirt.

“Excuse me, Miss Goran?”

She didn’t recognize the voice and looked up in alarm. A few yards away, a tall young man with dark tousled curls stood wringing his velvet cap in his hands. 

He gave an uncertain smile. It was oddly familiar. “I’m sorry, you may not know me. I’m Arun Niall.”

She’d seen him at the courthouse, sitting alone. “You’re one of my father’s –” She swallowed. “You were one of my father’s students.”

He held out a hand as if to shake hers, but let it drop. “It’s rather late to be sitting in the park alone. Can I walk you home?”

Home? Where was that these days?

 “By rights, you shouldn’t even be talking to me, Master Niall. We haven’t formally been introduced.” Her father had made a point of not introducing her to his male students. He’d always said he’d start when she was sixteen. That wouldn’t happen now. She brushed the leaves from her skirt as she stood. 

“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Arun said, “but formal introductions are for those in the correct class of society. My parents died when I was an infant and I was brought up by a shopkeeper and his wife. You…” He shrugged, his cheeks reddening.

Kira stared at him. She hadn’t thought about her new status. “I’m the daughter of a criminal, you mean.”

Behind her, she heard footsteps. Jan strode down the street towards the park, his face stern. He caught sight of Arun and his pace increased.

“I’m not sure Dr Hingel would share your view,” Kira whispered.

To her surprise, Arun made no attempt to get away. Instead, he stood with a confident air, smiling a greeting at Jan as he approached. Jan gave a curt nod in reply.

“Kira,” he said, “we were worried. It’s late and getting cold. Come, let’s get you home.” As he spoke, he steered her towards the cottage. She let him take her, but stole a glance back over her shoulder. Arun gave a quick bow, turned on his heel and strode off down the river, setting his cap back on his head as he went. She hoped she would see him again. There was something about his smile that was strangely comforting, though she could not think what it was.

 

***

 

If Kira had thought she would have time to feel sorry for herself, the thought was quickly dispelled by Jan at breakfast a few days later. As she nibbled on a slice of toast, she became aware of him watching her. 

“How would you like to come on my rounds with me today, Kira? It would get you out of the house and I could use some help.”

Kira dropped her toast onto her plate. “Oh, no, I really don’t think –”

Bekky cut her off. “That’s a wonderful idea. Who knows, you could become a doctor yourself.” She stopped at a warning look from Jan. Doctoring was a profession reserved for the ‘society’ Arun had mentioned. It didn’t include those whose fathers were in Verebor.

“You’ll be very useful to mix my potions and help with dressings.” Kira could see Jan was searching desperately for reasons. “You’re a quick learner. How about it?”

She shrugged and nodded without enthusiasm. She’d slept little last night and would rather crawl away into a hole than venture out, but he appeared so set on his idea, she hadn’t the heart to refuse.

Jan slurped the remains of his coffee and rose from the table. “Can you be ready in fifteen minutes?”

“Yes, I think so.”

Fifteen minutes later she followed him out and climbed up onto the seat of his buggy. She smiled nervously at Bekky as Jan shook the reins and they set off. Soon they were trotting along the streets of Timberlee, the Doctor’s bag rattling on the seat beside her. The sun shone on whitewashed walls and the faint hint of roses hung in the air. 

Their first stop was at a small, rather run-down cottage. The gate hung to one side off its hinges and the trellis by the door held only the tortured sticks of a dead vine. An old woman greeted them at the door. She looked at Kira with interest.

Jan’s voice sounded strained. “Good morning, Mistress Veck, how are you today?”

 “I’m well as can be expected, thank you, Doctor.” Kira could feel Mistress Veck still watching her as she ushered them in front of her down the hall. “Myrc’s in the kitchen. Go through.”

She nodded down the hallway and Jan strode on, Kira following close behind. 

In the dimly lit kitchen, an old man sat on a rickety chair, his heavily bandaged foot resting on another. He surveyed Kira with the same interest as his wife, before nodding a greeting.

Jan put a hand on Kira’s shoulder. “This is my new assistant, Kira. She’s going to help me with potions and dressings and general duties.” 

“We heard you had a ward.” Gaps showed in the old woman’s teeth as she spoke. “Goran’s daughter?”

Kira tensed. How did they know Father?

“Yes, she’s staying with us. And she’ll be helping me on my rounds. Unless you have an objection?” Jan raised his eyebrows.

The old woman gave an emphatic shake of her head. “Goran was a good man. There was no justice in him being sent to that place. You’re welcome, my dear.”

A warm glow passed over Kira, though her mind baulked at the past tense with her father’s name. She heaved Jan’s bag onto the table. For the next half an hour she searched in it for dressings, salves and bandages, taking old ones to the fire and trying her best to join in the general chat that accompanied the dressing of Master Veck’s ulcerated foot. The discovery that she wasn’t squeamish was comforting and after a while she began to relax.

The rest of the morning passed in much the same way, until at last Jan stopped outside the pristine cottage of Mistress Clovel, a mother of three who had been confined to bed for the past few days with a fever. Unlike the others they had visited that morning, the houses in this street had immaculately laid out gardens. The scent of the roses carried on the breeze. Each house was neat and many were freshly painted.

As they entered the hallway, Kira was surprised to see their old neighbour, Mistress Treow, and another old lady sitting in the drawing room, chatting over cups of tea.

Kira put the doctor’s bag on the floor and leaned in through the door. “Good morning, Mistress Treow.”

The old lady glanced up with a pleasant smile, but when she saw Kira her mouth shrank into an expression of distaste. She placed her cup on the tray. 

“I’ll see you later, Lissy. I do hope your daughter is well soon.” Mistress Treow took her bag from a nearby chair and headed for the door, glowering at Jan as she went. 

A moment later she returned. “I hope you will remember, Doctor, if I should call on your help in the future, that it is you alone I wish to see. I have no wish to have your…assistant…in my home.”

Jan stiffened, but managed a smile. “Don’t worry, Mistress Treow, should you call on my help, I will remember exactly what you’ve said.” He gave a short bow. 

The old lady nodded back, frowning slightly, and left.

The metallic taste of blood in Kira’s mouth was the first she realised that she had been biting her lip throughout this scene. Her whole body shook. So this was how it was going to be: shoulders turning away, smiles fading to frowns? Was this old busybody an indication of where she now stood in the society she’d been brought up in? 

As Jan reached out to comfort her she twisted away. “Excuse me, Dr Hingel, but I need to go home.” She scurried from the cottage, head down. 

Home. The Hingels’ home was only a short walk over the bridge, through the park and up the hill. The word ‘home’ though, had conjured other images in her mind and she suddenly had the urge to see her old cottage again. She hadn’t seen it since the day they had tried to escape to Trumia, but she missed it. She turned resolutely to the north and headed up the river.

Over another bridge, she headed west up the main street until she found the road that ran over the hill to what she still considered ‘home’. She halted. A plume of smoke rose in the distance and ahead of her, people ran towards it. As she watched, it grew into a billowing cloud. She raced too, heart thudding, her stomach a flutter of panic. The smoke seemed to be coming from very close to where their cottage stood. 

Closer to the fire, her panic became dismay. The cottage, the only home she’d known for fifteen years, stood ablaze. Flames leapt from windows, smoke billowed from under the eaves. A crowd stood watching, making no effort to fight it. With a sob, Kira leaned against the fence behind her and slid onto the pavement, staring in disbelief.

All their possessions – Father’s books and papers, Kira’s own childhood memories, her mother’s keepsakes – had been locked away in that cottage. The Council had forbidden entrance to anyone. By law, it had all become the property of the government. Kira covered her face with her hands. The pain of the past weeks wrapped itself around her, threatening to take over her mind completely. Her whole life crackled and roared in her ears and stung at her eyes.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting there amongst the pandemonium before she felt a touch. She ignored it. To raise her head would be to become witness to the horror once more.

“Miss Goran.” The voice was soft. This time she recognised it and looked up into the concerned face of Arun Niall.

Kira scrubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hands. Her mind spun as she tried to think of something to say, but her voice seemed to have disappeared into the fire. 

“I didn’t expect you to be here.” Arun took her elbow and lifted her to her feet. “Please, let me take you home.”

Kira pulled away from him. “I want to stay. This is my home. This is…was…” She shouted, “Why did they do this?”

Arun reddened and shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it cleans up loose ends.”

“Loose ends? Is that all we were?” Kira’s anger caught in her throat.

“Please, let me take you back to the doctor’s house. It doesn’t do you any good to watch this.”

“You’re wrong. It does do me good. It shows me, without a doubt, how hateful the Council is. Father always said there needed to be a huge change in Myrtonia. Now I know exactly what he meant. They won’t ever tie up the loose ends of Ifor Goran. Not while I’m still here.”

The young man moved to stand in front of her. He eyed the people around them as if worried they might have heard her words. “Come with me. You’re upset, but this isn’t the place to –”

Kira wasn’t really listening. As she stared at the destruction across the road, the tree at the front of the garden stood in silhouette against the bright flames, its huge branches beckoning. A thought, a faraway memory, edged its way into her mind and made her move forward. Shrugging off Arun’s attempts to stop her, she walked across the road, her gaze on the oak. Others shouted to her, but their voices floated by. 

The heat of the fire stroked her cheeks as she reached the tree. She allowed herself a small smile of triumph. Here was one physical memory they couldn’t take. She would take it first. For years she had climbed this tree, sitting in its branches to wait for Father’s return from his travels or tutoring, swinging from it with wild abandon, making its leaves into dresses for tiny ‘babies’ her mother sewed her, hiding treasures within it. 

There, in a hole in its trunk there should be, yes, one of those treasures. Kira’s fingers shook as she raised the small toy dragon from its hiding place. The boot-button eyes stared at her, as if surprised at being disturbed after so long. Her mother’s stitching had come apart in places, leaving the spines on its back loose, but it could easily be mended. 

Kira blinked away tears as she hugged it to herself, remembering the moment she had hidden it there to scare away real dragons and to keep a watchful eye on her father as he came and went. She thrust it into her pocket, then turned and ran back out of the garden and down the footpath the way she had come.

Only when she reached the parkland by the river, short of breath and with a throat that felt full of sand, did she notice that Arun had followed her. She heard his footsteps and saw him striding to keep up, ten yards behind her. She didn’t acknowledge his presence, but went to lean against a tree. She took the dragon from its hiding place in her skirt and held it against her cheek. 

“What’s his name?” Arun stood beside her, his cheeks red.

Kira inspected the dragon. It had never had a name as far as she could remember. “It’s not a he, it’s a she and her name’s Florda.” She held the dragon by its wings and flew it around her as she used to do. “My father helped a dragon named Florda once.”

Arun tilted his head to one side. “Not that one?”

She gave a slight smile and shook her head, holding the dragon to her cheek once more.

“How did he help it?” Arun asked.

Kira froze as a cold realisation hit her. “I don’t know.” She stared off into the distance. “There’s such a lot I don’t know.”

“Then perhaps it’s time you started asking questions.”

She regarded him standing there, his face serious, his hands on his hips. She couldn’t help smiling. 

He frowned. “What did I say?”

“You sounded just like Father.”

For a moment Arun seemed uncomfortable. Then he, too, smiled. 

Kira stood up straight. “‘Judge a man, not by the possessions he leaves behind, but by the philosophy he has passed on to others.’ “ 

“The words of Pirel, no doubt. Your father was always reciting him. But I was only Master Goran’s student for three months.”

“And already you recognise the words of Pirel.” Pushing the dragon back into her pocket, Kira strode away from the tree. “Thank you for your concern, Master Niall. I’m sure I’ll see you again. I’m going home to ask some questions.”

 

 



Chapter 6

 

 

 

Kira placed the dragon on the table in front of her as she sat down to dinner that night. Jan and Bekky had already listened to her account of what had happened. They had struggled to find the right words as she’d sobbed out her distress. Now it was question time.

Bekky reached out and took her hand. Her eyes glistened. 

Jan hesitated before he spooned a dollop of potato onto his plate and passed the bowl to Bekky. “I forgot to say this afternoon, Kira, about Mistress Treow - don’t let her upset you.”

“Father used to say Mistress Treow’s tongue was sharp, but her mind needed a good run along a strop.” 

The doctor gave a short laugh. “That could be said of a few people I know.” He poured some gravy and began to eat. “Where did you get the dragon?” 

Kira explained about the tree and why the dragon had been there. Now was her chance to ask. “Jan, Father said he once did a small favour for a dragon. Do you know anything about it?”

“A small favour?” Jan’s eyebrows rose. He laid down his fork and chewed thoughtfully on a piece of meat. “Yes, Ifor would call it that. It was when we were teenagers, sixteen or seventeen. Your father loved exploring. He spent days up in the mountains, studying everything from rocks, to flowers, to cloud formations.”

“Wasn’t he afraid of dragons?”

Jan laughed. “He was so intent on discovery, I don’t think the danger ever entered his mind. Then one day, he found a young dragon.”

“Florda.” Kira fingered the toy dragon, her dinner forgotten.

Jan nodded. “She’d hurt her front leg and he tended to it and dressed it for her. They struck up quite a friendship.”

Kira sat up straight. “Could she speak?”

“Oh yes, dragons learned to speak long ago, though few who’ve been close enough to hear a dragon speak have survived long enough to tell. Ifor, being Ifor, asked her lots of questions about dragons and dragon magic. As I said, she was young, so she wasn’t a great expert, but he found out more than most people know.”

A warm flame flickered in Kira. Her father had rarely spoken of himself. To hear this story made him closer and alive. Alive. No, she mustn’t think like that. “So tending her wound saved her?”

Jan had picked up his wine glass. He took a sip, then shook his head. “On one visit, he couldn’t find Florda in the usual place, but he could hear screaming and growling coming from down in the valley. He rushed down there, to find Florda being attacked by the dragon queen, Haka. She was a huge, ferocious beast, and the younger dragon had little chance against her. Your father took out his knife, which was the only weapon he had with him, and rushed at Haka, stabbing her in the breast. Dragons are pretty tough, so the knife did little more than scratch her, but it did get her attention away from Florda, who managed to fly away and hide.”

“Why didn’t he use magic?”

“That would have been against the Treaty of Herios. No man can attack a dragon with magic within dragon territory, except in self-defence, and the same applies to dragons in human territory. 

“So what happened?”

“We found him at the base of the mountain with a huge wound to his chest. How he managed to get there, we never discovered. We presumed Florda carried him to where he would be found. But he was near death. It took the best wizard healer in the land to save him.” Jan frowned. “And that was all he told you? That he’d done her a small favour?”

Kira nodded. Her throat tightened and she struggled to speak. “So what happened to Florda?”

“She’s still up there, as far as I know. But she warned Ifor against visiting the mountains any more, so I think that was the last time he saw her.”

“Why was Haka trying to kill her anyway?”

“I don’t know. There must have been some reason.”

Yes, Kira thought, there was always a reason, but the reason didn’t always make sense. Which brought her to the next question. “Jan, why does Apharis hate Father?” 

Jan paused before he answered. “Apharis is probably the only one who knows the answer to that. He was at school with your father and me, but they were never friends. They’re opposites. Apharis has always wanted a return to the Age of Supremacy. He liked the idea of wizards being in command with slaves to do their bidding. To your father, even the present system wasn’t reformed enough. He wanted education for all, equality for all – both wizard and Netheren. He wanted magic to be used only for the good of all. So it’s power versus love. Opposites.” He stopped, fingering the pattern on the tablecloth, deep in thought. 

Kira hesitated. “But Father killed a man. With magic. I know he told me that he didn’t intend it to happen, but he still did it. He lost his temper and went against everything he believed.”

Jan sucked in his bottom lip and nodded. “Your father wasn’t perfect, Kira.” 

After a moment’s hesitation, he went back to eating. Kira stared at her plate, her blood rising to her cheeks. The food that had been placed in front of her sat cold and unappetising, but she forced herself to start, with an apologetic smile at Bekky. A thousand more questions beat at her mind. For now though, she’d have to be satisfied.

 

***

 

Later that evening as Kira sat trying to concentrate on a book Bekky had lent her, a soft knock sounded at the front door. Jan looked up from his own book. He frowned as he stood to walk to the hallway and Bekky’s mouth turned down. A visitor at this time usually meant someone in need of a doctor. 

A few moments later, Jan returned. He spoke to Kira. “You have a visitor.” 

She stood, placing her book carefully on the table and peered beyond Jan to the person who had followed him in. She took a step backwards. The man’s dark blue uniform with the silver trim above the elbow showed him to have come from the High Councillor’s personal guard. 

He bowed low. “Miss Goran. I bring greetings from Lord Molark, High Councillor of Myrtonia.”

Her heart skipped and her chest tightened. Why should Lord Molark send someone to see her? Something must have happened to Father.

“Lord Molark wished me to deliver this to you with his apologies. It has come to his attention that you witnessed something this afternoon that can only have distressed you. He had expected that Dr Hingel would have been notified, so that you could be more adequately warned of what was to happen.” As he spoke, his blond head bobbed up and down as if confirming to himself that he had remembered the correct words. “Though he knows this will, by no means, make up for the anguish you have suffered, he would like to make you this gift, in the hope that it might bring you some comfort.” 

The guard reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, rectangular package, wrapped in plain brown paper and tied with string. He held it out to Kira. 

Her heart pounding, Kira moved forward and accepted the package with shaking hands. “Please thank Lord Molark,” she managed to whisper.

With another bow and a nod at both Jan and Bekky, the guard backed out of the room. Jan followed him to show him out. Holding the package in both hands, Kira sat down again. She could feel Bekky watching her, but still she sat without moving until Jan returned.

“Well? What is it?” Jan perched on the edge of his seat.

“Jan,” Bekky chided, “let the poor child get over the shock. It’s not every day one gets a gift from the Lord High Councillor.”

Kira smiled a little and pulled the string. Then she flipped the package over and folded back the paper. She could already feel it was a book, but which book? With a gasp she read the title and covered it once more with the paper. Tears sprang to her eyes. She had seen this book only yesterday on Jan’s bookshelf, but hadn’t been able to bring herself to take it down, afraid of the memories it would stir. 

Jan stood and came to her. He lifted the book from the paper and nodded. “Pirel’s ‘The Age of Supremacy’,” he read. He opened the cover. “There’s a letter inside.”

Kira sat up, startled. “I’ll take it to my room, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” Jan handed her the book, smiling. “We’re here if you need to talk later.”

 In her room, Kira sat on the bed staring at the front cover for a long time. The red leather felt smooth and warm under her fingers. Her father had read this: maybe not this copy, but this book. In her mind she saw him sitting with it once more in front of the fire, his legs crossed, his head slightly to one side. Mama was at the other side of the fire, her fingers busy with her sewing. Every so often, she’d glance at him and smile her amusement at his unbreakable concentration. 

Kira lifted the book and held it close to her nose. It smelled like Father’s study - that musty, leathery scent of much-loved books. She hugged it to her for a moment then opened the cover. Inside, in sepia ink, it bore the inscription: “To Miss Kira Goran, With best wishes from Lord Molark, High Councillor.” Beneath it was the stamp of the High Councillor in blue ink. She leafed through the pages, skimming the words. 

Leadership is not about power or effecting change for the sake of it, but about inspiring others to do what they can.


Yes, that sounded like something her father would agree with. 

The letter Jan had spoken of sat in a plain white envelope, tucked inside the back cover. Kira slipped it out and broke the seal. Inside, she found one sheet of folded paper. There was no stamp or letterhead. 

 

My dear Miss Goran, 

I was very sad to be informed that you were a witness to the burning of your family home this afternoon. Though it is a common practice in these circumstances, I can understand the distress it would have caused you and hope you will accept my apologies that you were allowed to witness it. You have had more than enough to bear in recent weeks.

Please accept this book as a token of my regret. I know your father was a great follower of this author’s works and hope that it will make you feel a little closer to him.

I trust you are in good health and that you have all the support you need. 

Yours sincerely,

Lord Rusten Molark

 

Kira folded the letter and slipped it back into the book. She flicked the pages, savouring the scent and feel of it. As she watched the flicking pages, her eye was drawn to a star, sketched in ink, in one of the margins towards the back of the book. She opened it at that page and read the paragraph beside it:

“Without strong leadership, there is little doubt Myrtonia will be returned to the Age of Supremacy by those who crave power. It may already be too late. Clandestine groups practice their black magic across the borders, where their crystals cannot betray them. It is only a matter of time before they are given their chance, unless someone of strength and integrity is found to lead Myrtonia”.

Kira frowned. What a strange thing for the leader of Myrtonia to mark for notice. It seemed like a new book, so Lord Molark must have drawn the star recently. Had he meant her to notice it especially? She laid the book on the cabinet next to her bed and leaned back against her pillow. She was beginning to think there was a lot more to her father being sent to Verebor than she’d been told.

 

 



Chapter 7

 

 

 

Kira replaced the apple she had been about to buy at the market stall and leaned over to look along the lane between the stalls. She was sure she had seen Arun, but a second later he had disappeared. Eager to catch him, she set off in the direction she thought she had seen him. She wove between shoppers, peering over their heads and around their shoulders until she saw him. He was striding towards an alleyway on the far side of the market, his back straight and his arms swinging.

The market was busy. The smell of vegetables mingled with animal dung and cut flowers. Somewhere, Bekky would be finishing up her errands and searching for Kira, but Kira pushed that thought from her mind. She had not seen Arun since the fire at the cottage, but it was a wonderful coincidence that she should see him here when she’d only been thinking about him this morning. She had been doing a lot of thinking lately and had come up with a plan to help Father, but she needed Arun’s help. 

Her heart beat quickly as the idea ran through her mind. Her father's students had revered their tutor, respecting him and what he believed. If she could get enough of them together, maybe there was some way they could help him to escape Verebor. Arun would be the key to finding them.

Almost running, she managed to close the space between them, but just as she thought of shouting out to him, another man appeared from behind a clothier’s tent which blocked an alleyway, and beckoned Arun to follow him. Kira hesitated. The man, dark haired, in need of a shave and clean clothes, did not look the sort of man anyone would want to follow into an alleyway. Yet Arun went, apparently without a care. Intrigued, Kira walked slowly after him. If he was in some sort of trouble, maybe she ought to be there to raise the alarm.

As she rounded the corner of the tent, she slowed to a creep, keeping close to the wall. The two men had not gone far up the alleyway and she could hear Arun talking. His voice was a hoarse whisper. 

“Tomorrow? You’re sure?”

The other man, rough and abrupt, answered him. “It’s time. Do you still want to do it?” 

Kira froze at Arun’s reply. “Of course I still want to do it. You’re sure he’s still alive?”

“Yeah, he’s alive, but you need to go now. He can’t last too much longer in that place. No one lasts long in Verebor.”

Kira’s stomach whirled. They could only be talking about Father. Who else would Arun know in Verebor? Her heart skipped a beat. Arun must have had the same idea as her. She felt the urge to run around the corner and hug him, but resisted. The two were still talking. Suddenly aware that she could easily be caught listening, she tiptoed backwards and entered the tent. She moved to the rear and began inspecting the bolts of cloth on the table there. The two men’s voices came through the canvas, although a little muffled.

“Everything’s as you promised?” Excitement quivered in Arun’s voice. “The map. The rest?” 

“You’ll have it. Your supplies are ready?”

“Yes, everything’s packed.”

“Good.” The man’s voice dropped a little. “You’ve told no one about this?”

“Of course not.” Arun paused for a moment. “You’ll leave the things where you said?”

The man grunted. “They’ll be there. Wear sturdy boots. It’s a long, hard walk.”

“I’m used to walking distances. How long should it take?”

“Given good weather, two, maybe three days. Report to the Council Palace when you return.

“I will.” Feet shuffled on the cobbled street. “I’ll be off at first light tomorrow.”

A voice very close to Kira’s ear made her start. “Excuse me, miss, but can I help you with anything?”

The clothier, a small man with a pinched nose, studied her suspiciously. Kira stroked a bolt of red velvet nearby. She smiled brightly, lifted the bolt and held it towards him. 

“I’d like two yards of this, please,” she said quietly, “and a reel of matching thread if you have it.” As she spoke she surveyed the market just outside the tent. Arun was walking away towards the stalls, while the other man headed in the opposite direction. She turned her gaze to the clothier. “Do you have any gold buttons?”

The clothier beamed. “Yes, miss, I have some lovely buttons, let me show you.”

A few minutes later, Kira left the tent with this new package in her basket and new resolve in her heart. She could still see Arun, his broad shoulders hunched over as he nonchalantly browsed through a book on a nearby stall. Odd, she thought that he should be perusing books whilst planning a trip tomorrow.

As she approached, Arun caught sight of Kira and stopped short. She suppressed a smile as she recognised the book he held as one of Pirel’s. 

“Miss Goran! This is a surprise. I haven’t met you for a while, though I’ve seen you with the doctor’s wife in the distance.” 

For a second, Kira thought she saw a dash of guilt in his tense features, but dismissed it. “Yes, it’s been a few months. Are you still studying?”

Arun quickly dropped the book he had been holding back onto the stall. “Er, no, I’m afraid not. I’ve been fairly busy, planning other things.”

Tell me what you’re planning, Kira begged silently. “Yes, well, I mustn’t stop to talk. Bekky will be looking for me. I’d love to hear your plans. Maybe I’ll see you in the park one day soon?” That sounded forward, but she couldn’t let him go to Verebor without knowing when he might return. Why couldn’t he tell her? If he succeeded in helping Father escape, she would have to make plans, too. Obviously Father couldn’t come back here. 

Arun opened his mouth and shut it again. He wouldn’t meet her eye. “Er, I’m afraid I’m going to be leaving tomorrow.” He hesitated. “A visit home. To Trumia.”

“Oh.” Kira wondered how much longer she could keep up this pretence of innocence. No, why pretend? She took a deep breath. “That’s not what I heard just now.”

Arun took a step backwards. “Heard? When? How?” There was an edge to his voice.

 “I was in the clothier’s tent. I heard you talking.” Kira trembled, wishing she had kept her mouth shut.

With a laugh, Arun shook his head. “You mean with my friend, Gatt? Yes. We were talking about my trip.”

“Why would you need a map to go to Trumia?”

Arun’s face darkened. “Miss Goran, listening into people’s private conversations is extremely –”

“– rude. Yes, I know,” Kira stammered, “but I was worried you may be in trouble. So, why the map? And who’s still alive?” 

The young man’s cheeks flushed and he hesitated before replying. “I’m going a different way to Trumia, to visit an old friend who lives in the mountains.”

On the surface, the answer seemed plausible, but they’d mentioned Verebor. Kira feigned disappointment. “Oh, I’d been hoping…”

Arun regarded her with interest. “Hoping?”

She shrugged. This was not the place to discuss this. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. How long will you be away?

“I’m really not sure. I –” He looked beyond Kira and relief slackened his features. “Ah, Mistress Hingel. Good day.”

Kira spun around. Bekky walked towards them, smiling at them both. “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked Kira as she reached them.

“Sorry?” 

“The ink you were after?” Bekky jerked her head back towards the market.

Kira’s head dropped to her chest. “I forgot all about it.”

“I gathered that. Well, shall we say goodbye to your friend and do it now?” 

With a quick nod, Kira turned to Arun. “Goodbye, Master Niall. I hope you have a good trip.” 

Arun seemed to relax for the first time since he’d come from the alleyway. “Thank you, Miss Goran. Good day to you both, ladies.” He swung around and walked away. Kira’s chest tightened. How could she let him go like that, to walk to Verebor, without a word? What he planned to do, didn’t seem possible alone, but Lord Molark’s words rang in her ears telling her it could be. If the High Councillor was behind Arun's plan, maybe he had given him authority to enter Verebor. 

Bekky gently led her back in the direction of the market. As her feet walked dutifully towards the stalls, Kira’s heart went with the tall young man walking in the other direction and a new plan began to grow in her mind.

 

***

 

That evening, Kira forced down her dinner. Her stomach churned and knotted. The more she’d thought of Arun’s plan, the more she knew that the only solution to not knowing what he intended was to go with him. As she listened to Jan and Bekky’s plans for the next day, her resolve weakened. How could she do it, knowing how it would affect these two? They had promised Father to care for her and keep her safe and they had done that and more. Just as Father had predicted, she’d grown to love them both. But this was something she had to do for her own sanity. She could never wait for Arun to come back, not knowing what was happening.

As soon as dinner was over, she stretched, yawned and rubbed her eyes.

“Tired?” Bekky’s smile of sympathy magnified Kira’s guilt.

“A little. I think I might get an early night.”

Jan peered at her over the book he had just opened. “You’re not coming down with anything, I hope?”

The heat of shame had to show on her face, Kira was sure of it. “No, no, just tired. Goodnight.”

She gave Bekky a quick peck on the cheek and hurried to her room. For a while, she sat at her desk, trying in desperation to write a note that made sense of what she was about to do. The right words refused to flow, sticking in her mind, just out of reach. At last, she sighed and folded what still seemed an inadequate explanation. She didn’t want them to worry, she didn’t want them to try to bring her home, but she knew that they would. 

After propping the note against a vase, she knelt by her bed and pulled her pack from beneath it. It wasn’t big enough, but it was all she had. Her mind wandered back to her father’s instructions of what to bring for their escape over the mountains and she blinked back tears. She selected a warm change of clothes and stuffed them into the bag. Her coat, gloves and boots, she lay ready for the next day, out of sight under the bed. Then she changed into other warm clothes, bundled the clothes she’d been wearing and left them in the corner of the room.

In a drawer she found a piece of leather that had been wrapped around a book Jan had bought her. She placed the book from Lord Molark in the middle of it. The letter from the High Councillor was still inside. She added her father’s letter to it and tied the leather tightly around them all. After placing the package in the bottom of the bag, she added the clothes, some soap, and a towel. 

That done, she took Florda, the toy dragon, from her position on the pillow and placed her on top of the clothes. Maybe it was silly to bring the toy, even the book and letters, but somehow she couldn’t part with them. 

Kira scooped up the bag. It didn’t seem much for three day’s travel, but she didn’t have any more. She slipped it beneath the bed. Then she blew out the candle and climbed under her blankets fully clothed, willing herself to stay awake. If Arun meant to leave before first light, she would have to go out earlier to catch him.

Despite being dressed, she lay shivering through the night, listening to the clock in the drawing room chime away the hours. She didn’t need to fear falling asleep. Her brain whirred through all the possibilities of what might happen, sending sleep far away. 

After four, she rose as silently as she could and put on the boots, coat and gloves. She lifted her bag and crept from the room, wincing as the hinge gave a slight squeak. Nothing stirred. She could hear only the tick of the clock and her own heart beating. She bit her lip as she thought of Jan and Bekky asleep, oblivious to her actions. She could only imagine how they would react in a few hours when they woke and found her empty bed. 

 

 



Chapter 8

 

 

Outside, the air had a cold bite to it. The street-candles had been snuffed, but the moon sat high in the sky, painting a silvery glow over the quiet street. Kira hoisted her pack onto her shoulder. The bread, cheese and apples she had added to it as she passed through the kitchen seemed to weigh far more than they should. Putting her head down, she took a deep breath before setting off as softly as she could over the cobblestones. 

The walk to Mistress Koven’s lodging house, where Arun lived, was not far and she took long strides to keep warm. She arrived at the corner long before the sun was due to come up. Her face felt frozen, but it was the thought that she might have missed him that made her tremble. She snuggled into a nook in a garden wall, where she had a good view of the front of the house, and waited, hoping that she was in time.

The wait seemed endless, but at last, just as the sun’s faint rays rose over the distant mountains, a shadowy figure appeared in the garden of the lodging house. Kira stood cautiously, staying where he couldn’t see her. She couldn’t pretend he’d be pleased to see her and she didn't want to be sent back.

Arun walked through the garden gate before stopping and turning to look up and down the street. Kira cowered back further into her hiding place. Apparently satisfied that he was alone, he hunched his pack further up his back and strode off.

Kira let Arun walk a good distance down the street before she stood to follow him. He was heading west and would not have to go far before he was out of the town and into the forest. As long as she kept sight of him, Kira thought, she would be able to catch up with him there. She kept close to the fences of the cottages, jumping out of sight behind hedges when he glanced back over his shoulder, as he did frequently at first.

The sunrise burnished the ground as they entered the forest, sending long golden fingers through the trees. Arun’s pace made Kira work hard to keep up, but eventually he stopped beside a huge oak at the side of the road. Kira hid behind a tree to watch.

About five feet up the trunk of the oak, the branches split off in all directions. Arun reached up into the junction of these branches and brought out a small canvas bag. He bent to rummage through its contents. Kira couldn’t see what was inside, but Arun nodded his head in satisfaction. He stuffed the small bag into his pack and set off again. Kira crept out and followed.

For a while, she felt sick with panic. Arun’s stride was long and he seemed to be getting further and further ahead of her. In an effort to stay out of sight, she had been walking amongst the trees off to the side of the road, slowing her progress. She moved onto the track. If he saw her now, it didn’t matter. She needed to catch up. Kira walked quickly, almost jogging. Her feet ached and her bag seemed to gain weight with each step. Despite the cold, her back felt damp with perspiration under her coat.

Arun stopped again to retie his bootlace. As if sensing her presence, he glanced behind him, caught sight of her and stood once more, his body stiff. It wasn’t so much displeasure on his face as horror.

“Miss Goran,” he said as she approached. “What are you doing here?” His breath steamed in the cold morning air.

“I want to come with you.”

He hesitated. “To Trumia?”

“Don’t treat me like a fool, Master Niall. You’re headed west and the pass into Trumia is to the east. I know you’re going to Verebor and I want to come, too.”

Arun frowned, avoiding her look. Then he gave an abrupt shake of his head. “No.” He bent and picked up his pack, threw it over his shoulder and started to walk.

Kira trotted after him. “You can’t leave me behind.”

 “Actually, that’s exactly what I mean to do. Go home, Miss Goran.”

“I’m coming with you.” Kira’s heart skipped so hard her shoulders shook. “If you leave me, I’ll follow you. You can’t stop me.”

“It wouldn't be right.”

She frowned. “Right? For me to help my father?”

“No, to go across the mountains with me. You’re a child still and I'm eighteen. Think about it.”

Kira suddenly felt hot. “I’m not a child! I’m fifteen. Anyway, you said we didn't need to be bound by social rules. You wouldn't do anything…” She stopped, too embarrassed to put it into words.

It was Arun's turn to go red. “No, I wouldn't, but still...” His tone softened. “Please, go home.”

“I’m not going home, Master Niall. If you leave me, I'll walk there on my own.”

The young man rubbed his face, then nodded his head at her bag, his dark eyebrows raised. “You'll walk all the way to Verebor on your own, with just that?” He leaned closer. “And you don’t want me to treat you like a fool?”

Kira’s cheeks burned. The muscles of her jaw tensed. “I'll manage.”

Arun’s mouth twisted into a derisive smile. “Will you? So you’ll sleep…where? And you’ll eat…what? You have something to light a fire? A weapon against wild beasts? Water?” He shook his head at her and turned away.

She grabbed his arm, her face burning. “Please! I want to go. I can’t wait here. I want to see Father. I want to help him.” She stopped, cursing the catch in her voice. She didn’t want to appear weak. She had to persuade him she was strong enough to go with him.

For a moment Arun appeared sympathetic. Then he shook his head, gently pushing her hand from his arm. “I have never said I was going to help your father. Now please, go home before you’re missed.” 

A cool breeze blew through the trees. Despite her coat, Kira shivered. She felt cold to the core. “But I know that’s what you’re doing.” Her words seemed like tiny stones falling to the ground. He wasn’t going to take her. He would leave her here and she’d have to go back and wait, not knowing what was happening. No. She couldn’t. She stood up straight. “I’m not going back.”

Arun’s face stiffened. “Suit yourself. But you’re not coming with me.” He strode away, taking even longer steps than before.

Kira stood for a moment. This wasn’t how she’d imagined it. The thought of going back hurt in her throat, but she knew Arun was right about her lack of preparation. How could she have been so childish? The chance to see Father, though, to help him escape, still held her from going back. With a deep breath, she set off to follow.

The young man walked steadfastly on for some time before turning. When he did, and saw her still on the road, his shoulders slumped and he quickened his pace further. He took a piece of paper from his bag as he walked and inspected it. Soon, he headed off into the forest. Puffing already, Kira bit her lip. If she lost him, she had no chance. She kept an eye on the spot where he had disappeared and her spirits lifted a little as she saw him heading down a thin track into a valley.

The sound of running water told her they were coming to a river. Sure enough, as she came around a bend in the path, she saw a wide silver ribbon running along the valley floor. Arun had stopped at the edge. He walked a little way upstream, then leapt across rocks from one side to the other. He didn’t look back as he made his way up the hill on the other bank.

Standing on the first rock from which he had jumped, Kira’s stomach lurched. Arun, with his long legs, had made the crossing appear easy. To her, the rocks appeared way too far apart and the water rushing between them thundered louder than the blood pounding through her head. But the longer she hesitated, the further ahead Arun would get, and this was the only possible crossing that she could see. At least the rock in the middle was wide enough to allow for some loss of balance without falling into the water.

Kira backed up a few paces. Then she ran and leapt as far as she could, flinging her arms ahead of her. She landed on the next rock and fell forward, scraping her knee. With a grunt of determination, she stood and moved to look at the next gap. She swallowed the bile that rose, burning her throat. The next gap was even wider than the first. Tears stung at her eyes. She had to do this.

She waited for a few moments, contemplating her options. Maybe if she threw her pack across first, she would have a better chance of making the jump. She leaned back, holding the handle firmly in her hand. As she swung, she let go and watched with satisfaction as it flew through the air and lobbed onto the sloped bank on the far side. If only she could fly as easily.

Once more, she moved back as far as she could on the rock on which she stood. With a deep breath, she ran and hurled herself into the air. She felt a surge of elation as her feet hit the rocky bank, then let out a cry as they slipped on the wet slope and she slid backwards into the water. In seconds the cold rush of the river swept her away from the rocks and down into the foaming torrent below. She managed to take one gulp of air before the force of the water and the weight of her coat pulled her under, filling her ears with thunder and her mouth with water. 

For a brief instant, Kira resurfaced. She swallowed another mouthful of air and tried in vain to catch hold of a rock as an eddy pulled her under once more. She kicked and fought against the power of the water. It held her tight, swirling her around and thumping her against rocks. Her lungs felt as if a rope had been wrapped about her chest. 

Then a billow of water made her surface again. This time she caught a glimpse of a branch wedged amongst the rocks. She lunged for it. The wet surface was slippery, but she managed to wrap her arms about it. Gasping for air, she clung tight, looking around her. There was no sign of Arun. She shouted, but her voice echoed off the hillside and there was no answer. She didn’t shout again. What was the point? He wasn’t there to hear her. At the speed he was going he was probably already far over the hill.

The tug of the water was powerful. She wouldn’t be able to hold on for long. Already her feet inside her boots felt frozen and her hands were numbing quickly. She’d drown and no one would know where she had gone.

Visions of her father’s face, as she had left him in the cell on that last day, floated through her mind. He’d told her to forget him. What if they told him she’d drowned trying to reach him? She couldn’t do that to him. He’d taught her to swim. She just needed to try harder. 

The branch she clung to ended about six feet from the bank, but the water there roared its way between two rocks. Further downstream though, another branch dipped into the river from an overhanging tree. It was her only chance.

Hand over hand, she moved her way along the branch. At the end, she took a deep breath and lunged towards the bank. As she’d expected, the force of the water grabbed her and pushed her downstream. This time she was able to keep her head above the surface, kicking her legs as hard as her numbed feet would allow. As she neared the overhanging branch, she pushed herself up with as much strength as she could muster and grasped it. It dipped even further with her weight, but did not break. 

Little by little she edged herself along until her feet struck the pebbly bed of the river. Wet and bedraggled, she stumbled up the bank and flopped onto the ground, gasping. 

She had been there only a few moments before the cold became too much to bear. She needed to change into dry clothes and quickly. Teeth chattering, she stood and ran back upstream towards the spot where she had thrown her pack, her boots squelching as she went. Her heart fell as she neared the spot. Though it had landed on the bank as she had hoped, the pack must have overbalanced, for it now lay upside down in a shallow pool at the river's edge.

Kira staggered to it and dragged it from the water. Fingers stiff with cold, she struggled to open the catch, but eventually it popped open. She bit her lip to stop a scream of frustration. Inside, the bread she had brought lay sodden and the dragon and her clothes were thoroughly soaked. Her breath came in short gasps. The book. In panic, she flung the soggy bread out of the bag and dug her hand in until she felt the string-bound leather. It was dry. With a sob of relief, she pulled the package out and laid it on the ground. What now?

For a minute she sat on the ground, allowing herself to wallow in self-pity. She was frozen, she had no change of clothes, little food and Arun was getting further and further away. 

Arun!


She jumped up with a cry and began to shove her things back into her pack, ignoring the wet bread and leaving the book and dragon lying on the top of her clothes. Then she grasped the handles and heaved the pack to her shoulder. She had to catch Arun, or she’d be lost here in the mountains. There was no going back now. Taking a deep breath, she climbed the bank and struggled up the path Arun had taken. 

 



Chapter 9

 

 

 

Half way up the track, Kira jumped as Arun ran over the crest of the hill. His face was pale and his eyes searched the track ahead of him. When he saw Kira, he stopped and his shoulders relaxed. A second later though, he clenched his fists and glared at her as he scanned her up and down. “You tried to cross the river?” His eyes blazed. “Did you want to drown yourself?”

Kira stared at him. Her whole body shook as much from anger now as cold. “Thanks for your concern. You’re a little late to help. Didn’t you hear me shout?”

She stepped back as Arun, lips clamped together, took a step towards her. “I heard you. I thought it was an eagle. Then I thought maybe…” He shook his head. “I can’t believe you tried to cross.”

“I have to help my father.” Her voice quivered. “Anyway, I got across.”

Arun was silent for a moment. Then he lowered his head towards her. “Miss Goran, please try to understand. It’s dangerous out here. Not just the river; the whole journey, before we even reach Verebor.”

Kira looked him in the eye. “My name’s Kira. I don’t care how dangerous it is. My father doesn’t deserve to be in that place and I want to get him out.”

The young man took a long breath and let it out slowly. “The chances of doing that are so small –”

“I don’t care!” Kira’s voice rose, startling a sparrow from a nearby tree. “If they lock me away too, then at least I’ll be nearer to him, at least I’ll know I tried. And if you can go, why can’t I?”

 “I can’t explain.”

If Lord Molark was behind this, Arun would be duty bound to keep it to himself. “You don’t need to explain. Just let me come!” She swayed, her legs threatening to give way at any moment. Arun grabbed her arms to steady her. She clung to him. 

“Please, Master Niall…Arun…let me come?”

He gave a half-hearted smile. “You’re determined, I’ll give you that.” Then his head came up and he scanned the opposite hill. “Someone’s coming.”

Kira peered through the forest on the other side of the river. She could see no one, but she heard the soft neigh of a horse. Panic made her feel sick. “It will be Jan – Dr Hingel. Please, don’t let him find me.”

Arun frowned in confusion. Kira’s heart thumped in her chest. Now was the time Arun could finish this argument for good. All he had to do was let Jan know she was there.

“Go to him,” Arun whispered, taking her elbow and pushing her down the track.

She dug in her heels. “No. If you make me go, I’ll tell him what you’re doing.”

For a moment, his eyes filled with indecision. Then he gave a derisive smile. “How would that help?”

Kira hesitated. She'd have to call his bluff. “I want to go. It's both of us or neither. I’ll tell Jan you made me go, then tried to drown me. You’ll be arrested.”

Immediately, Arun dropped her arm. He studied her face, his eyes like flint. She stared back, her jaw set. At last, he took a deep breath and pointed behind her to a huge, black boulder perched on the hillside. “Hide behind that rock. He won’t be able to cross the river on horseback and I doubt he’ll try to follow you on foot. Not on his own.”

Kira ran towards the rock. It was tall enough to stand behind without being seen, but even so, she crouched low, hugging her bag to herself. Arun moved beside her and peered out around the boulder’s edge.

Moments later, the soft neigh of the horse sounded again on the other side of the river. Its hooves clinked on the rocky bank and stopped. Then Jan’s voice echoed through the forest, so full of fear that Kira felt a knot of painful guilt growing inside her. “Kira! Kira, where are you?”

Kira covered her mouth to stifle the cry that rose in her throat. Tears stung her eyes. She couldn’t give up now, but she hated herself for doing this to Jan and Bekky. This would be her one and only chance though, of getting to Father, and she meant to take it.

Jan walked up and down the river’s edge for what seemed a long, long time. He kept calling her name, but each time it was with less hope in his voice. At last they heard the horse retreating the way it had come, each clop of its hooves a little quieter. They stayed behind the rock until they finally saw the horse, with Jan slumped on its back, disappearing over the hill at a quick trot.

Arun held out a hand to help her up. “Did you tell him where you were going?”

“No, of course not. But he’d easily guess.” 

“He’ll be back and he’ll bring others.” Arun picked up his bag. “We’d better get going.”

Kira wiped her eyes, her heart thudding. Arun had said ‘we’. She was going with him. Suddenly Kira realised that she was still sodden and that her shaking was not just from the upset of Jan’s distress. Though the sun had become quite warm, there was still a chill in the breeze. But she’d dry as she walked. She clambered to her feet without complaint and lifted her bag.

Arun held up his hand. “You can’t go anywhere like that. Do you have a change of clothing?”

She sniffed. “Of course, I have.” Then her face began to burn. She held up the soaked bag. “But…”

Arun let out a snort of contempt. “You’re soaked to the skin and you have no change of clothes and still you insist on coming?”

Kira forced herself to raise her chin in defiance, though she felt like a frightened mouse. “I love him. He doesn’t deserve to die.”

The anger fell from Arun's face, replaced with a look of resignation. He raised his hands and for a moment, Kira thought he was going to take hold of her shoulders, but he let them drop once more with a sigh. He shrugged his pack from his back and rummaged in it. When he pulled his hand out, he held a pair of his own breeches. He held them out to her, shaking them as he spoke. “Here, wear these. They’ll be too long, but you can roll them up.”

Kira took them, her mind in a whirl. 

Arun grunted impatiently. “Come here, I’ll dry what you have on, then you can go over there and change.” 

He took gentle hold of her shoulders and stood her directly in front of him. He waved his hands over her without touching, down her arms and back again. A warm glow ran through Kira. Her shivering subsided and her clothes began to steam. Within minutes she was warm and dry.

She smiled a little. “That must be useful on a rainy day.”

He didn’t return her smile, but pointed to the other side of the rock. “Get changed while I dry your bag.”

She moved away and did as she was told. She had a moment’s panic when she thought her locket had been lost, then remembered slipping it inside her blouse as she left the house. It was still there. The trousers were too long, but with a little rolling she was able to make them fit. She folded her skirt and stuffed it with difficulty into her bag, before putting back on her coat and boots.

Arun only scowled when she returned. He slung his pack over his shoulder and turned to go, but swung back to face her, his expression tense. “Just remember, when you hate me, I didn’t want you to come.”

She gave a diffident nod. He set off up the hill. Kira snatched up her own pack and trotted after him.

For the rest of the day, little was said. Arun walked ahead, with Kira stumbling behind. Determined to make up for lost time, Arun kept up a solid pace and soon Kira rued the sleep she had missed and the breakfast she had forgotten. Even when they stopped to eat, he said little, chewing dry biscuits and gazing at the ground, his brow furrowed. Kira didn’t disturb him, but ate an apple from her bag and said nothing about her tiredness, afraid he might still change his mind and leave her behind to make her own way home. 

She gazed into the distance, over the mountains, wondering where she’d find the strength to reach Verebor. Arun might be right. Maybe she was foolish to insist on going with him, but now that she had made the decision, she couldn’t go back. 

The forest was beginning to thin and from here, she could see into the mountains ahead of them. In the distance, three large birds wheeled and soared, winding between each other as if dancing. She sat up straight, squinting to see them more clearly in the sunlight. A cold shiver ran through her. They weren’t birds.

“Arun!” She pointed at the creatures. “Dragons.”

Arun twisted to look. At once, he stood and pushed his things back into his pack. “Time to go.” 

He didn’t wait to see if she followed, but strode off once more, moving off the path a little to stay beneath the shadow of the trees. Despite her tiredness, Kira ran to catch him.

By the time the sun began to sink, they had made it to the edge of the forest and into the foothills. The dragons had disappeared from view, though Kira still scanned the sky at regular intervals. She noticed Arun do the same. The ground, littered with small rocks that threatened to twist ankles at every step, made travelling even more difficult and Kira lagged further and further behind Arun, her breath ragged. When they came to a small stream, Arun lowered his bag and nodded at a small flat area beneath the shelter of an overhanging rock. “We’ll camp here tonight.”

Stifling a sigh of relief, Kira dropped her bag and flopped onto a boulder. She watched as Arun gathered some sticks and branches from a dead tree nearby. When the fire was ready, he waved his hand. Immediately the sticks burst into flame, warming the cooling air. He pulled a bread roll and some cheese from his bag, cut a hunk off each and threw them onto a metal plate. He held it out to her. 

Kira shook her head. “You only brought food for one. I have something in my bag. I’ll have that.” She undid her bag and pulled out another apple. Hunger bit at her stomach and the apple promised little relief.

Arun pursed his lips and nodded. “Looks delicious.” He held out the plate once more. “Here. You need more than apples to keep you going.”

Biting her lip, Kira took the plate. Arun cut himself some more bread and cheese and held it in his palm. He sat on another rock nearby and began to eat. He had almost finished, when he turned to her. “He’s a lucky man.”

Kira choked a little on the small mouthful of bread she had just bitten off. “Who?”

Arun brushed the crumbs from his hands and put another log onto the fire. “Your father. To have such a loyal daughter.”

She stared at him for a moment. “It’s nothing to do with luck. He’s a good man. He made a mistake.” When Arun made no answer, a lump formed in her throat. “You must think the same, surely, or you wouldn’t be here?”

He stood and strode over to his bag. She could no longer see his face, but he seemed tense. “We’d better work out where you’re going to sleep tonight. It’ll start getting cold soon.”

Kira blinked and nodded. Why had he avoided the question? She pushed herself up from the rock to stand. It didn’t matter. She was too light-headed from tiredness to be bothered trying to think tonight. Tomorrow she’d get him to talk. Right now she just wanted to sleep. 

 

 



Chapter 10

 

 

 

They set off once more at first light the next morning, wending their way up the rough track over the mountains. Arun stalked ahead of Kira, his shoulders bent slightly under the weight of his pack. Apart from the grunted greeting as she emerged from her makeshift bed, he’d said nothing, thrusting some bread at her as if she were a dog. Stumbling along behind him, Kira wondered at the change in him. He had seemed so friendly before. Now his manner was cold. Certainly, he’d given in and let her come, but he seemed determined to ignore her presence as much as possible. Soon her annoyance at his behaviour became too much.

“So, are we going to walk the whole way without speaking?”

“Well, I hadn’t planned on talking to myself,” he said, over his shoulder, “which is, after all, the way it was supposed to be. Me. By myself.”

She scowled. “Most people enjoy company.”

Arun stopped, his face thunderous. “Yes, if I were taking a pleasant stroll, I might enjoy company. But I’m not. I suggest you save your energy for walking. We’ve a long way to go.” 

Kira clenched her teeth to stop a retort. She shifted her bag on her back and stared at the ground. The sun was high in the sky and Kira longed for rest. Her legs ached and her throat burned. Though the track zig-zagged its way upward, it was still steep. Apart from a few spindly trees here and there, there was little shade and she had already had to shed her coat, tying it about her waist. Perspiration dripped from her forehead. She kept her eyes on the rocky ground beneath her feet, willing herself to keep going. She’d not give him the slightest reason to send her back. 

At last, Arun threw his bag down and lowered himself onto a rock. He pulled his water bottle from his belt and removed the lid before offering it to her. Kira took a gulp and held it out to him, relishing the cool feel of the liquid trickling down her throat. 

He waved his hand. “Take a good drink. It’s a hard climb and I don’t want you passing out. I’m not carrying you.”

Biting back a sarcastic comment about his gallantry, Kira drank again, then handed back the bottle and found a rock to sit on. Her feet tingled inside her boots, but she knew better than to take them off. She relaxed a little, allowing herself to appreciate the magnificent view for the first time. The whole of Myrtonia lay before them, fading away into the far blue distance. She scanned the path they had just walked. There was no sign of anyone following them. 

“How far have we come?” she asked at last.

“Not far enough.” Arun passed her a piece of dried meat. “Chew this as we walk. We need to keep going.”

Kira stifled a cry as he rose and shouldered his pack once more. Could he not give her ten minutes? 

As if reading her thoughts, he pointed up ahead. “Once we get to that diamond-shaped rock up there, it should be relatively flat for a while. But we need to get into the next valley before dark. It’ll be too cold up here, and there’ll be nowhere to camp anyway.”

She nodded and took a deep breath, blinking back tears of desperation. She started to walk, trying to ignore the complaints of her muscles and the burning in her chest, but she really didn’t think she’d be able to keep going for long. Her legs no longer felt part of her.

Arun waited. As she came close, he held out his hand and took hers. Then he set off, pulling her gently behind him. Kira swallowed hard and climbed with renewed determination. This was the first sign of the old Arun she’d seen since she followed him. His hand felt warm and safe. Maybe if she kept quiet and didn’t slow him down, his attitude might soften. 

Beyond the diamond rock, the track was indeed flatter, but Arun did not drop her hand and she was grateful. They were following a long, narrow ridge between two crests. On either side the ground fell away to steep scree slopes, sparsely dotted with scrubby trees and alpine flowers. One slip either way, and a person would fall, with little chance of survival.

As her legs relaxed on the flatter ground once more and her breathing became regular, Kira allowed herself to think. What was Arun planning? He’d not answered her question last night, but that didn’t necessarily mean that this trip wasn’t to help Father. If Lord Molark had sent him, his motivation might have nothing to do with his respect for Father. As a student, he would have little money. Maybe he had taken the job in exchange for some kind of payment.

Before they started down into the next valley, Arun stopped for another drink. As they sat, the silence between them was broken only by the cry of an eagle high overhead. The loneliness of that sound, way up here amongst the rocks, was too much for Kira. “Is this the only way to Verebor?” she asked.

Arun shook his head. “There’s a rough road that wagons can use, but it’s impassable at the moment because of flooding. And it’s twice as far.”

“Which way would Father have come?”

“This way. Prisoners are chained and made to walk barefoot between two guards. It’s part of the punishment, I’ve heard.”

Kira bit her lip. She had thought the trip hard, but she imagined there would have been little in the way of food or water or warm fires for a prisoner bound for Verebor. 

“How much farther is it?”

Arun pointed into the distance. On the next mountain, across a wide valley, Kira could just make out a dark form, jutting from behind a ridge. Even at this distance, the place looked sinister, its square towers black against the sky. She shivered, but could not bring herself to look away. Father was there, one mountain away.

“We’ll camp down there for the night,” Arun said, pointing to a small copse of trees far down in the valley below. He stood and stretched. “Come on.”

The walk down the mountain proved no easier on Kira’s legs than the upward slope. Her ankles, already rubbed by her boots, ached terribly and the back of her legs screamed at the effort of trying to keep her balance. The track, strewn with small, flat pieces of shale, threatened to send her skidding downwards at every step. She leaned back as she walked and dug in her heels. This way her movement was steadier, but she was still glad of the occasional large rock to grip as she passed by. Now she knew why Arun had given her the breeches. A skirt would have made this descent almost impossible.

They were about half way down when Arun spun round to her, his eyes wide. “Get down. Get down!” As he shouted, he grabbed her arm and pulled her behind a boulder at the side of the track. He peered up at the sky.

“What is it?” Kira whispered.

Arun pointed upwards.

Kira cowered lower as she followed the direction of Arun’s finger. Three dragons sailed overhead, their pointed tails out straight behind them. They were low down enough for Kira to hear the soft woosh of their leathery wings as they fanned the air. Each of the three had different coloured scales, one orange, one green and one blue. The blue dragon, though smaller, flew a little ahead of the others, its neck stretched out before it. They resembled huge geese flying to their summer grounds. Their silver talons shone in the sunlight. 

The dragons flew off a little way, then circled back and flew overhead again. Kira trembled as she caught the eye of the blue dragon. It tilted its head a little to one side, studying her for a few seconds. She tensed, expecting it to wheel towards her, its claws outstretched. Instead, it turned its attention once more to the way ahead. With growing relief, she watched the three fly off in the direction of Verebor. 

Only when they were dots on the horizon did Arun stand. He held out his hand to help Kira up. “Let’s hurry. I’ll feel a lot safer when I’m in the shelter of those trees.”

Half an hour later, Kira stumbled after Arun into the copse, tense and weary and glad of the canopy overhead. They hadn’t seen the dragons again, but even now that they were in the safety of the wood, Arun seemed wary. As they walked, he gazed about him as if searching. Kira stayed close behind him. 

They were approaching a tall, thick-trunked oak, when a shadow moved and a man stepped out onto the track ahead of them. He didn’t acknowledge Arun, but stared at Kira and stiffened, his eyes narrowing. “What’s she doing here?”

At his voice, Kira recognised the man from the alleyway. He was dressed in black, with a cap covering his hair, but she was sure it was the same man. 

Arun gazed uneasily from Kira to his feet. “She insisted on coming with me.”

“Insisted?” The man’s mouth twisted as if the word tasted sour on his lips. “Who is she?”

Kira made to step forward to tell the man herself. She didn’t like his attitude. But Arun held up his hand to stop her. “Goran’s daughter.”

The man took a step back and laughed; a hollow, humourless sound that reverberated through the trees. Then his face became serious. “We’ve made a bad mistake, haven’t we?”

Arun tensed. “What do you mean?”

“How are you going to do the job, if you can’t even get rid of a girl?” The man shook his head. “And Goran’s daughter, of all people?”

Kira frowned. This conversation made no sense. Why was the man here? She felt a quiver of fear in her stomach. Despite her aching muscles, every instinct told her to run. She scanned around for the best place to hide.

Straightening his shoulders, Arun stepped between her and the man. His voice was low. “I tried to leave her behind. She followed me.”

The man gave a dramatic sigh. “And you could think of no other way of getting rid of her?”

Arun coughed, glancing uneasily at Kira over his shoulder. “I don’t –”

“A slip on the scree slope? An accidental fall onto a rock? You do have a knife, don’t you?”

Kira gasped. Her stomach lurched and her legs wobbled. The slow realisation that she had made a huge mistake, crept like a thousand spiders over her skin. How could she have been so stupid? She moved so that she could see Arun’s face. All colour had drained from it. He refused to look at her.

“How do you think you can do the job, if you can’t even get this right?” The man sneered. Suddenly, he darted forward and grabbed Kira’s arm. He twisted her to face Arun and pulled her against his own chest before she had chance to cry out. His other arm came across her body. She felt something cold against her throat. 

“Never mind, boy,” the man said, his voice mocking. “Nothing lost. Let me show you how it’s done.”

Kira froze, trying in desperation to stop her body shaking. She gazed, wide-eyed at Arun. For a second, she thought she saw fear in his eyes, but then he shrugged and held out a hand. “I can do it. Give me the knife and I’ll show you.”

For a moment, the man hesitated. His grip on Kira slackened a little, but he held the knife steady at her throat.

“Come on.” Arun cocked his head to one side. “You’re right. I should have done it earlier. I’ll do it now, so you know you can trust me.” 

The man grunted. Tightening his grip on Kira’s arm, he held the knife towards Arun.

Kira sobbed. “No, Arun. Please.” Her plea came out as a whisper. She couldn’t move.

Arun took the knife. He moved it to fit comfortably in his right hand. Then he gazed into Kira’s eyes. Stony faced, he took a step towards her. The knife in his hand rose in slow motion towards her throat. Her blood rushed through her head. She felt dizzy. She did not try to control the shaking of her body. It was beyond her. At her back, the man holding her let out a snigger in short staccato breaths through his nose. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Kira caught sight of Arun’s other hand. He edged it outwards from his body, fingers outstretched. He twisted it slightly and formed a fist. As he did, the other man stiffened and dropped Kira’s hands with a swift intake of breath. 

“Move away, Kira,” Arun said softly. He lowered the knife. Kira stared at him. He gave a gentle nod and jerked his head to one side. “Go.”

She ordered her quivering legs to do as they were told, but for a moment they seemed stuck to the ground. At last she stumbled to the side, falling to the leafy earth with a cry. Arun still held his fist in front of him and the knife in his hand. The man stood stiff, fear glinting in his eyes. Kira scrambled to her feet. She ran a few paces before she tripped on a tree root. This time, she curled herself into a ball, covering her head with her hands.

Behind her, she heard a grunt and a soft thud. There was the sound of something being dragged through the leaves. It went further and further into the distance. Then came the sound of breaking twigs and branches. Minutes later, gentle footsteps approached her. They stopped by her head. She didn’t move. She imagined herself burrowing deep into the soft ground beneath her, covering herself with leafy litter, hiding safe within the earth.

She flinched away as a hand came onto her shoulder. “Kira.” 

She tightened her arms over her head and curled her knees up closer to her chin, willing everything around her to go away. She wanted to be back in her bedroom at Bekky’s. No, she wanted to be in her own room, with her mother and father close by if she needed them. She did need them. She needed them more than she’d ever needed them before.

“Kira.” The hand stroked her back. “It’s all right. He can’t hurt you now. And I won’t, I promise.” Arun knelt beside her and took her shoulders. “Come on, stand up.”

She peeked out from under her arm. Arun’s face was white, but he smiled gently when he saw her face. Then she saw the front of his shirt. Red spots of blood, large and small, covered his chest. She buried her head under her arms once more, fighting nausea. 

Arun stood and strode away. Kira didn’t move. A few minutes later he returned. He laid a blanket over her shoulders and sat down beside her. He didn’t speak or touch her again, but Kira could hear his breathing, fast and irregular. 

At last she plucked up the courage to peer out again. He had changed his shirt. She sat up a little and wiped her eyes. “What did you do?”

Arun sat back, hugging his knees. He jerked his head into the forest. “He’s dead, over there.”

Kira didn’t look. She sat back on her feet, hugging the blanket about herself. “You used magic.”

He nodded. “I didn’t kill him with it, though.”

“But they’ll know it was you, just like they did Father.”

Arun shook his head. “I’m Trumian. I haven’t been here long enough for a crystal to grow.”

Relief at being safe gave way to sudden rage as she remembered the conversation of a few minutes ago. “Oh well, that makes it all right, doesn’t it!” She struggled to her feet. “Why are you here? What are you planning to do?”

He snatched angrily at a piece of grass. “I just saved your life, Kira. As I said before, I didn’t want you here.”

She clenched her fists. “Answer the question!”

Arun climbed to his feet. He stood still for a moment, breathing deeply. “All right, I’ll tell you.” He grabbed her arms and looked her in the eye. “I’m here to take up my Right of Revenge.”

The air flew from Kira’s lungs. She pulled away from him and put a hand on the nearest tree to steady herself. She opened and shut her mouth, gasping for breath. He couldn’t mean what he’d just said. Right of Revenge gave him the right to execute someone found guilty of murder. 

Her voice cracked from her throat. “You’re Father’s executioner?”

 

 



Chapter 11

 

 

 

Kira turned away. Her stomach heaved and she stumbled a few steps to relieve it of what little food it contained. Even when it had emptied, she stood retching for a time, sweat pouring from her face. Arun waited nearby, twisting his fingers and shifting his weight from foot to foot. From the corner of her eye she saw him lift a hand to touch her, then let it drop to his side. Good. She didn’t want him near her. At last, her stomach calmed and she straightened. 

Arun handed her the water bottle. “Kira… I –” 

She took a few sips of water, then threw the bottle at him as hard as she could. It hit him on the shoulder and he took a step back, his eyes wide.

“Don’t speak to me,” she said, her teeth clenched. “Don’t say another word.”

Arun put out a hand towards her. “I didn’t want –” 

With a scream, she clenched her fists and ran at him. His chest was hard, but she kept pummelling until her hands ached. She wanted him to feel every hurt she’d endured over the past three months, to feel the pain of what he’d just said. He did nothing to stop her, but stood with his hands by his side taking everything she had to give. At last, energy spent, she let her hands drop to her side and let her tears fall. 

For a moment he stood gazing at her, his mouth set in a tight line. Then he turned away to pick up the water bottle. He slammed the top back on, strode off and started to collect wood from the ground. He threw what he gathered into a pile, so hard that much of it bounced away.

She watched, trying in vain to stop the revolving of her emotions. Why? Right of Revenge was open only to those related to the victims. How was he related to Jyrus Krake? She should kill him. But then what chance would she have of getting into Verebor? She blinked. What was she thinking? She couldn’t kill him. She was a coward. There was no way she could bring herself to do it. She could run, but how would that help Father? Furthermore, there was still the chance of meeting the three dragons they’d seen earlier.

Once the fire was blazing, Arun moved towards her. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to tie you. I don’t want you going for help to stop me or trying to kill me.”

Kira didn’t move. She stared into the distance. She wasn’t going anywhere, but she hadn’t the energy to tell him. “You don't have a rope.”

Arun took her hands and placed her palms together. She didn’t resist. He waved a finger around her wrists. As he did, she felt a tightening around her hands. When she tried to pull them apart, they wouldn't move. Arun's voice was soft. “That will do for now. It’s not hurting?” 

She shook her head. He’d called her a fool at the outset and he’d been right. Now she was trapped in a nightmare. Arun took her elbow and led her towards the fire. She snatched her arm away, but continued to walk towards the warmth of the glowing wood. She sat cross-legged, the blanket about her, staring into the flames.

A moment later, Arun dropped a bag by the fire and sat down beside her. Its dark leather was stained and dusty. Kira hadn’t seen it before and surmised it must have belonged to the man. Arun opened it and brought out a large loaf, a container filled with dried fruit, a piece of cheese wrapped in cloth and a bag of sugared candy. 

He raised an eyebrow at Kira. “Hungry?”

She glared and turned away. A few moments later, he forced a piece of bread into her hands. She threw it into the fire without looking at it. As the smell of the bread toasting wafted up, she could hear Arun munching on his own bread beside her. She brought her knees up and rested her head on them, shifting her cheek to face away from him.

How long she stayed like that, she couldn’t tell. Her misery hung about her like a veil. When she started to take notice of things around her once more, the sky was already dotted with stars and she wished she had on her coat as well as the blanket. Arun still sat beside her, staring into the fire. 

At last, she turned to him. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

He sucked in his bottom lip as he poked at the fire with a stick. “I never said I was here to help your Father. I told you that right at the start.”

“You never said you weren’t.”

His eyes blazed for a moment. “I gave you every chance to go home. I didn’t bring you under false pretences.”

That was the truth, she thought. She had believed what she wanted to believe. It didn’t stop her hating him, though. How could she ever have thought him a friend? She licked a salty tear from her lip. 

“How can you hate him so much? He's a good man. You were his student. Did he ever seem evil to you?”

“People can hide who they are.”

She blinked, considering the irony of what he'd said. “I want to sleep.”

“You should eat something.”

She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

With a sigh, he stood and went to get her bag. He made a pillow from her clothing as he had the night before, then untied her coat from around her waist. He waved his finger about her ankles as he had her wrists and secured them. Then he helped her to lie down and covered her with the blanket and the coat before sitting beside her once more. 

She didn’t think she would sleep, but her aching body and emotional exhaustion soon won, and the darkness closed in.

She awoke some time later to find the fire had died down a little and many more stars dotted the sky. Arun sat close by. At his feet lay her bag. In his hands, he held a piece of paper.

Kira struggled to sit. “That’s mine! You have no right to be reading it.” 

Arun kept his gaze on Father’s letter. “Why did he do it, Kira? He doesn’t say.”

“You shouldn’t be reading it.”

“I need to know.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know why. He never told me. All I know is that I never saw him really lose his temper, not to that extent. So there must have been a good reason.” When Arun stayed silent, she went on, her voice angry. “You killed a man tonight. Did you not have a good reason?”

His face stiffened. He folded the letter and slipped it back inside the book. “Yes, I had a good reason...I was practising.” He dropped the book into her bag. “Now go back to sleep.”

She lay down once more, but this time sleep lingered just out of reach. Tomorrow she would see Father again. Tomorrow he would die. 

 

***

 

The tunnel entrance on the mountain they climbed the next morning, yawned before them like a dragon’s mouth. Kira’s head ached. They had been walking since dawn and had climbed almost to the top of the next mountain. Verebor lay over this ridge, which was still covered in parts by snow, but the sides of the ridge were almost vertical and the tunnel was the only way to get through. 

Kira took a deep breath and swallowed hard as she followed Arun. Her hands remained bound and he had led her by the elbow, stopping every hour or so to give her a drink. She no longer had her bag. Arun had decided to leave it in the copse, but had agreed to allow her to take the book with its letters and the toy dragon. They were safe in her jacket pockets. He had left most of his own things as well, secreting them inside the trunk of a tree.

Since they left the wood, Arun had not spoken at all, but Kira didn’t care. She had nothing to say to him either. She had never hated anyone as much as she did him right now. It was an emotion that sat uneasily within her, gnawing at her. 

As they reached the tunnel, Arun stopped and peered over his shoulder, just as he had many times on their journey. He squinted into the distance and tensed. Kira turned, too, and gasped. Three tiny figures stumbled and slipped their way down the mountain she and Arun had descended yesterday. To be there at this time of day, they must have been camped close to the scree slopes the night before. They must have been desperate, to spend the night on the freezing mountaintop. Kira blinked back tears as her heart thudded. They were too far away to recognise, but it could only be Jan.

She jumped as Arun came up from behind her and took hold of her shoulders. His gaze was on the men in the distance. “You have a choice now,” he said, his voice gentle. “You can wait here for Doctor Hingel to reach you, or you can start walking back. By the time you reach them, I’ll be inside.”

“What?” Kira’s jaw slackened as a mix of emotions washed over her. For a second, she had admired his compassion, but then the hate returned in a strong wave, mixed with fear for her father and regret for Jan’s efforts. She felt herself being tugged in two directions. She couldn’t bring herself to go back. She couldn’t bear to go forward. 

“I don’t want to take you into Verebor, Kira.” Arun lifted her face. “I’m sorry. I have to do what I came to do, but I don’t want you there. I never wanted you there. I like you too much to put you through this.”

“How can you say that?” Her words echoed off the rocks. “How can you like me when you hate my father so much?”

“You can't help your parentage.”

“I am who I am because of him!” Kira’s lip trembled as she glanced from Arun to the men in the distance. “I can’t go back.”

He grabbed her arm. “Kira, I’m here to –”

“I know what you’re here to do!” She wrenched herself from his grip. “But I can’t just walk away without seeing him, knowing what you’re doing.”

“But think about it. What will it achieve? Oh...” He stopped, putting his hand to his head. “You think you can stop me, don’t you?” He sucked in a breath as Kira’s gaze dropped to the ground. “You can’t. I’ve waited months to do this. I have to do it.”

Kira slowly raised her head to gaze at him. She fought to stay calm. “I know you killed that man down there, but you’re not a murderer, Arun.”

He straightened. His eyes flashed, but for a second he appeared uncertain. “This isn’t murder.”

“Yes, it is. You have no idea why my father killed Krake. He says it was an accident and I believe him.” She pointed towards Verebor. “He’s innocent. If you kill him, that will be murder.”

Arun’s voice was soft but firm. “It’s what I’m here to do, Kira. If you choose to go in there with me, you have to be ready for that. There’s not going to be a happy ending. It’s impossible.”

At the last two words, Kira’s head came up and she gave a short nod. We’ll see, she thought. She took a quick glance back at the men following them, then ran past Arun towards the tunnel. “I’m not going back.”

Arun grabbed at her, but missed. Kira entered the tunnel. Running with her hands bound was difficult, but he had to know her determination to continue. Her only hope of helping her father was to be there, though the thought struck her with terror. To go home would be like giving Arun permission. She stopped running as she realised that the tunnel would soon get too dark to see her way. 

Arun caught up. “If you come in to Verebor with me, there’s a good chance you won’t come out,” he said as he came up behind her. Kira ignored him, though her stomach flipped at his words. He held his hand in front of him and stared at it. A softly glowing flame grew from his palm, filling the tunnel with light. “Come on.”

Their feet echoed on the rocky floor, adding to the sound of the dripping water landing in the small pools that rested in the hollows of the rocks. The flame of the torch reflected in the dampness of the walls. Kira hugged her arms as close to her as she could. She felt cold, even though the air in the cave felt warm and heavy.

After ten minutes, a tiny pinprick of light appeared in the distance. As they approached it, Kira’s spirits sank. Beyond it, all she could see was the black, outer stone walls of Verebor, stark and solid as the sides of the tunnel in which she walked. Arun’s pace increased and she struggled to keep up. Her heart fluttered like a leaf in the wind. Why was she doing this? How could she save her father now? 

At the far entrance, Arun stopped with a jolt and leaned the hand holding the light against the cave wall. He held his other hand out to her in warning. “Be careful.”

Kira edged to where he stood and peered out. What she saw resembled a bucket of sand and coal. The ridge of the mountain formed a rim around a treeless valley full of dry grassy hillocks and dark rocks. In the centre, on its own hillock, sat the Prison of Verebor, its monstrous walls built from the same black stone on which it sat. High walls surrounded the building, a square fortress with a massive, turreted tower at its front. Lines of tiny windows did little to break its stark ugliness.

She shuddered. Narrow steps had been carved from the rocks, leading down the ridge wall into the valley, but they were so steep she felt dizzy. There was no sign of a pathway below, but on the other side of the valley she could just make out another set of steps leading upward toward a tiny door in the outer wall. 

Arun came close to her. “This is your last chance.”

She stared at him, her lips tight, and shook her head. 

He let out an impatient breath. “All right, it’s your choice. I’m going to untie you, so you can get down the steps.” But as she raised her hands to him they came apart. Arun frowned and took another step backwards towards the tunnel entrance. The ball of light in his hand faded and died. He inspected his palm. “The magic has stopped working. Ah, well, it makes no difference now. You first.”

Kira hesitated. Would he push her? No, if he was planning that, why would he have saved her from the man in the woods? She did as she was told, biting hard on her lip. She’d gone down a few steps before she realised that it had been he who was afraid she might push him. The thought hadn’t occurred to her, but her mind began to roll through possibilities she knew she could never bring herself to carry out. The steps wound away from the ridge and headed into the valley.

She was so deep in thought that she almost missed the shadow passing over her head. She looked up and grabbed the rock next to her as a blue dragon flew only feet above her, its silver talons outstretched.



Chapter 12

 

 

 

Still clinging to the rock, Kira watched the blue beast fly towards Arun, whose concentration remained on the steps beneath his feet. As it approached him, the dragon pulled back, its huge talons stretched, its long tail flicking back and forth.

Without thinking, Kira screamed a warning 

Arun twisted, then fell backwards, groaning as his back hit the stone steps. He slid forward, out of the dragon’s grasp. It flew on a little, then up, before wheeling around and heading back. Kira’s mind whirled. Why had she called to him? This was the chance she’d been hoping for. 

She flattened herself against the rocks beside her and watched the dragon, but its orange eyes were fixed on Arun, who rolled to cower against the rock wall. It had adjusted its flight. Any moment now, it would scoop him up from behind. In her mind, Kira imagined him flying up into the sky, taken off to a lair somewhere to be torn to pieces by those claws. Her stomach churned.

Arun threw out a hand as if to fend it off with magic. Nothing happened. The beast kept coming. He stared at Kira, his face full of desperation. Suddenly, she saw her father’s face again, that day they had taken him from the court; lost, afraid, hopeless. 

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t let this happen.

In a daze of confused thoughts, she seized a stone the size of her fist from the steps and hurled it at the dragon just as it swooped down. At the same time, she screamed at it as loud as she could. The rock hit the beast’s back with a resounding thwack. The blue wings seemed to halt mid-flap and the creature swirled away with a screech. It kept going, up and over the ridge.

For a moment, Arun lay frozen. He watched it, his mouth open. Then he edged himself up to sit on a step. His face had lost all colour and he rubbed it with his hand before speaking. “You saved my life.”

Kira blinked and turned away. She had saved his life, but she had no idea why; nor could she fathom why the creature had flown away simply because she threw a rock at it.

Arun shook as he came towards her. “Why did you do that?”

She left him and started to walk down the steps once more. She had no answer.

“Kira? Stop.” As she came to a point in the steps where a rock formed a landing, she did stop and faced him. He held his hands out towards her. “Why?” 

Kira swallowed as she fought the urge to yell at him. What she’d just done made no sense. Yet she knew it had come from an instinct deep within her, and where did instincts come from but a person’s upbringing? Father would have done exactly as she had. The same instinct had made him save the child, even when it meant forfeiting his own life. But now she’d forfeited any chance her father had, and she hated herself as much as she hated Arun. She couldn't explain that to him.

She moved to walk again, but he grabbed her wrist. “It won’t stop me. I have to do it.”

Kira recoiled from him, clenching her fists. “Why are you here, Arun? Who was Jyrus Krake?”

Arun stiffened. He sucked in a deep breath of air. “He was my father.”

She shut her eyes and fought to keep her balance as her mind spun. His father? He had said he was an orphan. The fact that he was from Trumia had stopped her from making the possible connection.

She took a deep breath, and then stared at Arun. “But you never knew him. How can you take revenge for someone you never knew?”

His eyes narrowed and he bent his face a little closer to hers. “And I never knew him because…?”

Blood rushed to Kira’s face and she pulled away to walk down the remaining steps. At the bottom, she waited for Arun. Here it was easier to see the path across the rocks than it had been from above. 

They walked together, a cold wall of anger and distrust between them, neither paying much attention to their surroundings. As they passed between upright boulders, two soldiers stepped out armed with crossbows. They wore black uniforms, which blended with the rocks around them. The man in the copse had been wearing the same clothes. Kira turned to Arun. Behind him stood two more soldiers, similarly armed. Arun showed no surprise.

One of the soldiers in front of them stepped forward. “Identify yourselves.” 

“My name is Arun Niall.” He moved closer to Kira as he spoke.

“Niall? Where’s your guide?” The soldier, a sergeant, cocked his head to one side, raising his bow a little.

“He didn’t arrive.”

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. He studied Arun for a moment as if trying to tell if he was lying. 

“Papers?”

Arun reached into his pack and pulled out a piece of folded paper. The sergeant read it and handed it back without a word. Then his attention wandered to Kira. “Who’s she?”

Arun put a hand on Kira’s shoulder. “Her name is Kira Goran.”

There was a gasp from the soldiers and their leader took another step closer. “Goran? What’s she doing here?”

“She wants to see her father.”

The soldiers laughed out loud. 

“Does she, now? She realises the consequences, I suppose? It’s not the place for a child.” 

Kira shivered.

“She knows.” Arun took a step forward, taking hold of Kira’s elbow. “I gave her chance enough to go back. Now, let us pass.”

The sergeant scowled, then stepped aside, sweeping his arm before him. “They’re expecting you. As for the girl, we’ll see what the Director has to say.” 

Arun didn’t answer, but pulled Kira forward towards the steps leading into Verebor.

 

***

 

Half an hour later, shaken and humiliated, Kira walked down a dimly lit corridor with an unkempt soldier. Arun had been taken away as soon as they entered the prison and she had been escorted to the women’s quarter, where a scrawny, toothless female guard searched her thoroughly, making her remove most of her clothes to do it. Kira was at least thankful that the soldier had been sent out, but still, it was not an experience she would wish to repeat. They had allowed her to dress in the same clothes, but it had taken a lot of argument to let her keep her book and dragon. 

“You won’t be needin’ them where you’re goin’, dearie.” The woman guard grinned a gummy smile. 

“But they’ll do no harm.” Where am I going?

The guard inspected the book and squeezed the dragon between her palms. Finally she shrugged and held them out. “Put ’em away, then. But don't let the Director see ’em.”

Hurriedly, Kira stashed them in her pockets and allowed the soldier to lead her up the long, dank corridor. The smell of stale sweat, urine and rotting meat mixed with the dampness of the place. She tried not to breathe it in, but her heart beat twice as fast as it should and she felt breathless and sick. Somewhere in the distance, dogs barked; deep, growling barks that she guessed could only come from big animals.

The cold, stark Director’s room made Kira shudder. It was rectangular, long and narrow, made of the same dark stone as the rest of the building. Torches burned on the walls, throwing eerie shadows onto the ceiling high above. The only furniture, a rough desk and chair, sat in the corner on the far side. On one side of the room, hooks protruded from the wall about five feet from the ground. Stains covered the walls beneath them. Even here, the putrid smell was almost overpowering. 

As the guard pushed her forward, a door in the far corner opened and a tall, thin man entered. He glanced in her direction, but walked to sit at the desk without a word. He lifted a pile of papers and straightened them, then picked up a leather-bound book and opened it, leafing through it until he came to a blank page. Only then did he raise his head. He leaned back in his chair and scanned her up and down.

“So, Goran’s daughter thought she could help him escape. Tell me, my dear, what made you think you could achieve what so many others have died trying to do?”

Kira stared at him in silence. The guard holding her arms shook her, but she ignored him. 

“I am Master Norborn,” the man said, “Director of Verebor and, as such, in charge of your future.” He stood and strode towards her. Standing beside her, he seemed even taller, thin and angular like a stick insect.

“Let me see him, please?” Kira found it hard to get the words out.

Norborn lifted her chin. “You poor child, you don’t think your father will be pleased to see you, do you?”

Kira blinked. She hadn’t really thought about what her father’s reaction would be. She just wanted to find a way out for him. Where was Arun? 

Norborn studied her for a moment. His eyes were muddy brown, set deep into his skull. His lips were thin lines in his pale face and seemed permanently twisted into a smug approximation of a smile. He shouted over his shoulder to another guard. “Bring Goran. Tell him nothing.”

With a snap of his heels, the guard strode through the entrance that Norborn had used. Norborn walked a few steps towards the door and stood legs apart, arms folded. Time cut slowly through the silence until at last, footsteps sounded in the passage. Kira’s heart thudded.

As the door opened, she was glad of the guard still holding her arms. An old man shuffled in, his legs and hands chained, his long grey hair hanging lank and knotted from his lowered head. He wore a threadbare, filthy tunic and breeches that reached to his knees. His arms and feet were bare, his skin bruised and dirty. Kira fought back tears. They must have made a mistake. This couldn’t be Father.

Norborn’s voice was soft. “Goran. I haven’t seen you here for some time. You must have begun to understand the way things work.”

The man didn’t reply, or even show sign he had heard Norborn’s words. Even now that Norborn had named this ghost of a man, Kira couldn’t believe it was her father.

The Director took a step towards the prisoner. “I have a surprise for you, Goran. You have a visitor.” 

At this, the man’s head snapped up to stare at Norborn. Kira clamped her lips shut to stop herself crying out. The gaunt, pale face, hidden beneath a now white beard, was barely recognizable, but those haunted blue eyes could belong to no one but her father. 

Norborn moved sideways and pointed in Kira’s direction. Father followed his gaze and his eyes filled with horror, quickly narrowing to tear-filled despair. He shook his head, mouthing the word ‘no’ over and over. At last his grief broke out in a pitiful wail as he turned back to Norborn. “No. Please. I beg you.”

The Director regarded him down his long thin nose. The smugness of his expression increased. “Are you not pleased to see your own daughter?” 

Father swallowed hard and raised his shaking hands in a pleading gesture. “I thought you’d taken me along every road in hell, Norborn. I thought I could endure anything. But not this. Not my child in this place. Please, do what you like to me, but send her home.” 

Norborn raised his eyebrows. “This isn’t of my making, Goran. She chose to come of her own volition. There’s nothing I can do.”

Father stared at Kira. Biting her lip, she looked away, unable to bear the pain in his eyes, pain she had caused. 

The Director cleared his throat. “She chose to accompany someone who had his own, very different, reasons for coming.” As he said this, he nodded and the guard who had brought Father in, walked to the door behind Kira and opened it. Arun entered. He nodded a confident greeting at Norborn, but seemed unable to face Kira or her father.

The Director moved to his desk and sat down. “Of course, you know Arun?” Father nodded, his brow furrowed and Norborn went on, “But I believe he may have given you a false name when he became your student. You know him as Arun Niall. He is known elsewhere as Arun Krake.”

At this, Father’s jaw slackened and his eyes opened wide. Then a strange look of recognition came to his face, tinged with sadness. He nodded as if confirming something he knew. At last, he addressed Norborn, though his eyes remained on Arun who stood, arms folded, staring at the floor. “So, what’s to happen now?”

The Director seated himself once more behind the desk and picked up a quill. “Your sentence is about to end, Goran.” He scratched some words into the ledger. “Master Krake has invoked his Right to Revenge and has chosen the means by which you will die.

Father gazed at him, his face impassive. 

Norborn seemed a little taken aback at the calm response. He sat up straight in his chair and laid the quill back on the desk, precisely in line with the book. Then he stood and walked over to Arun, holding out his hand. “Let me show him.”

Arun reached to his belt and removed a long silver knife from its sheath. A red jewel set in the handle twinkled in the light from the torches. Norborn strode over to Father, holding the blade of the knife carefully on his palm, with the hilt towards Father. “Jyrus Krake’s own knife. There’s his crest and his initials. Apt, wouldn’t you say?”

Kira struggled to free herself from the hands of the guard. “No, Arun, you can’t. Please!”

Father’s voice broke in, quiet but emphatic. “Let my daughter go home.”

Norborn’s answer, as he gave the knife back to Arun, was equally firm. “No.”

“But she’s only fifteen. She’s still a child!”

“She forfeited her childhood when she walked through the doors of Verebor, Goran.” 

Father contemplated him for a moment. “And you obviously forfeited any sense of decency,” he said through clenched teeth.

In two strides, Norborn stood before him, took his throat in one huge bony hand and pushed him against the wall. “Look where you are, Goran. This place is death; a blackened room. Not a chink of light anywhere. No room for decency, compassion, clemency - it's filled with every vile emotion that encompasses darkness. Your daughter will go with you out there into the compound. Ten minutes later, young Krake will follow. Make the most of your time.” He sneered as he let his hand drop. “If you run fast enough you may have more time together.”

Kira fought to stop the trembling of her body. She took a deep breath and clenched her teeth as she glanced at Arun. He stood with his arms folded. As he caught her eye for just a second, she was sure he gave a slight shake of the head

“She’s done no wrong.” Father’s words croaked as Norborn released him.

“She came to help you escape, Goran. You know the law.”

“You’d let a child go through this?”

Norborn hesitated. “I’ll leave that to young Krake. If he decides to spare her, then she’ll be released.”

Father sank against the wall, overcome by a fit of coughing. It took some minutes for him to recover. His chest rose and fell as he struggled for breath to speak. He brought his head up, stiff and proud. “I won’t play your game, Norborn.”

The Director sniffed and glared down at him. “You don’t have a choice.” He took a step back. “You should count yourself lucky. Some of us don’t get the chance to leave hell early.”

Father frowned.

Norborn took a key from his belt and unlocked the chains at Father’s hands and feet. Then he stood, head cocked to one side. “Not all who are destined to live the rest of their days at Verebor are classed as prisoners, you know. Some of us simply made the mistake of not doing quite what was asked of us.” He took Father’s shoulder and pushed him towards Kira. “Make the most of what time you have.”

 



Chapter 13

 

 

 

Father’s hand felt cold and hard around Kira’s. He used to have soft hands. Now they felt like leather, cracked and dried. His fingernails were chipped and filthy; his wrists bore the scars of tight chains. Though he had no shoes, the stony ground did not seem to bother him. Kira blinked back tears. Father was like a stranger to her. He was leading her to his own execution, yet he seemed so calm and determined that she wondered about his sanity. What had they done to him?

Outside the tower, they had been faced with a path leading to the main wagon gate. To the left, the ground dropped in a sheer cliff ten feet high. Their only choice was to head up the hill to the right. They had walked only three hundred yards from the huge iron door after it clanged shut behind them. Father’s pace had been slow from the start, but now his breath came in short gasps and his feet hardly lifted from the ground as he walked. He remained silent and didn’t look at Kira. Instead he scanned the landscape. At last, he came to a halt.

“We’ll stop here.”

Kira surveyed their surroundings in alarm. She could see no hiding place anywhere. A few tall, thin rocks, none higher than her head, broke the barren earth. What could he be thinking? She squeezed his hand. “But we need to find somewhere to hide, to arm ourselves somehow. We need to –”

He pulled her to him and put both his hands on her shoulders, gazing into her eyes. “No, Kira. No hiding. No running. No arming ourselves. I told Norborn I wouldn’t play his game.” He coughed into his shoulder, a deep phlegmy cough that left him gulping for air. “I meant it.”

Kira tried not to show the nausea she felt at the smell of the prison that hung about him. She scanned the compound. The black outer walls seemed even taller from this side than they had from the other. Within them lay maybe forty acres of land in which to hide, yet Father wanted to stop here in the open. Why?

“There must be something we can do to stop him. What about magic?”

Father shook his head. “Verebor is built over a deposit of rozica. No one’s magic works here. We stop and wait.”

“But he’s going to kill you.”

Father stroked her cheek with a trembling finger. “Whether he does or not, I’ll die anyway. They’ve set my day of execution and by whatever means, it will happen.” As she went to protest again, he stepped back from her, letting his arms drop to his sides. His eyes glistened and there was a catch in his voice. “Why did you come, Kira? I told you to forget me. You shouldn’t be here!” 

She swallowed the answer that came to her lips. Words of love meant nothing now. He knew all that. He was right. She shouldn’t be here. She had simply come to witness what she’d sought to stop, increasing the pain he’d already suffered. 

“I’m sorry.” She bit her lip, willing the tears in her eyes to dry without falling.

Father pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “Promise me something.”

“What?” It was no more than a whisper.

“Promise me that whatever happens when Arun comes, you won’t try to interfere.”

She pulled away, her face burning. “I can’t promise that. I want you to live. Don’t you want to be saved?”

He took her face in his hands, shaking his head sadly. “Please, my child, promise! You can’t change anything.”

A raven, sitting on a nearby rock, cawed and flew up with a flurry of feathers. It disappeared into the distance. Kira wished she could take wing as easily. How could she watch Arun do his awful deed and not intervene? Her father’s eyes pleaded. She blinked and nodded, not meaning it. He sighed his relief and guilt wrenched in her gut.

They slipped into an uneasy silence, both watching and listening for the iron door to open once more. There was so much Kira had wanted to say. Now it seemed as if another person had thought those thoughts, asked those questions in her mind. Nothing her father could say now would make anything better. She was stuck with him in a dark hole from which there was no escape.

At last, a clanging noise came from the front of the tower. Father’s shoulders tensed and Kira’s heart pounded in her throat. 

Arun came into view. He obviously hadn’t noticed them yet. As he walked, he glanced this way and that, as if searching. In his hand, he held the knife, ready for any surprise they might have. He walked quickly and would soon be there. As he came closer, Father gave Kira a quick hug, then let her go, pushing her away a little. He smiled sadly and then stood waiting, his legs planted firmly apart, arms by his side and his chin up. Kira’s throat ached. How could he appear so dignified?

Arun scanned the hillside in front of him. He narrowed his eyes and slowed a little. Father still didn’t move. His face showed nothing of what he might be thinking, but his chest rose and fell like that of a man who had been running. 

Over his shoulder, Arun carried a coil of thin rope. He took it in his hand as he approached. He glanced at Kira before he spoke. “It’s my turn to teach the lesson, Goran.”

“Why involve my daughter?”

“She chose that, not me. She’s stubborn.”

Kira’s face burned as her father nodded, his face sad. His voice trembled. “What will you do with her, after…?”

Arun hesitated, then shrugged. “I hardly think you’re in a place to be worrying about that.”

Father straightened, his eyes blazing. “I care nothing for myself. Just tell me she’s safe.”

Kira scowled as Arun studied her for a moment, his eyes narrowed in thought. “If she behaves.”

Father shut his eyes for a moment, his shoulders slumped. Then he pointed at the rope. “You won’t need that. I'm not going anywhere.”

“It’s not for you.” 

At Father’s questioning look, Arun jerked his head towards Kira, raising his eyebrows. Before she could work out what was going on, Father reached out a hand, grabbed her arm and pulled her back towards him.

Kira screamed. “No!” She struggled against her father’s hold. He had little strength and she almost broke free, but Arun sheathed his knife and seized her. He held her arms fast behind her back and passed the rope to Father. Soon her hands were firmly tied and she was bound to a tall rock. Red heat burned in Kira's mind. Her father had held the means of securing his own murderer, yet chose to tie her. She stood panting for breath, glaring at the two men.

Father blinked back tears as she glared at him. “I’m sorry, child. I don’t want you hurt.”

Kira’s blood raced. “Let me go. If he kills you, there’s no way I’m going back with him. I’ll throw myself off the mountain before I take a step with him!”

Father’s face contorted with a mix of anger and despair. “Don’t talk such foolishness, Kira!”

She flinched, blinking back tears. If he had slapped her, he couldn’t have hurt more. He held out a hand to her, as if pleading for forgiveness, but she refused to meet his eyes, swallowing the urge to scream. If she started, she'd never stop. She clenched her teeth so hard, her jaw hurt. 

The silence between them grew cold. “I’m sorry, Kira,” Father said at last. “But I need to –” He stopped as another fit of coughing overtook him. It came from deep within his chest and left him gasping for breath. At last, he found his voice once more. “All this time, the only thing that’s kept me going was thoughts of you; remembering all your dreams when you were little, imagining you making them come true. Would you throw all that away for spite?”

Kira gazed at the ground tight-lipped. All those dreams had included him. 

Father waited for her to speak, but when she said nothing, he nodded at Arun. “It’s your move, I think.”

Kira brought her head up and she sobbed. “So you’re just going to stand there and let him do it? You’re not going to put up any fight at all? What’s wrong with you? Where’s the man I used to know as my father?”

Father stiffened. “You don’t understand. It has to be this way. There’s not time enough to explain. One day you’ll work it out and then maybe you’ll forgive me.” His lip trembled and he turned his gaze to Arun. “Let’s get it over with.” 

Arun’s brow furrowed as the colour drained from his face. He pulled the knife from his belt and held it in front of him as he moved a step closer. Kira caught her breath. Arun’s hand shook so hard he had to steady it with the other.

Father seemed to have become a statue. Even when the young man stood directly in front of him, with the knife held towards his chest, Father remained impassive. Kira held her breath until she began to feel faint. She still couldn’t believe Arun would go through with this.

Arun lifted his hand higher and placed the blade against Father’s throat. Kira’s heart beat so hard against the rock that her back hurt, but Father did not flinch or move away. He stared at Arun without blinking. “You know what you have to do, lad. Just do it.”

The young man's eyes narrowed. He shook his head and moved back a little. “No, this is all wrong. What are you playing at, Goran?”

A sad smile came to Father’s lips. “What were you expecting? A wretch begging for reprieve?” His smile died and he stared ahead once more. “You don’t understand either. Finish your work and take my daughter home.”

With a growl, Arun dropped the hand holding the knife to his side and took a step backwards. “No. First I want an answer.”

Father waited in silence.

“Why did you kill my father?”

Father pulled back his shoulders and stuck out his chin. “Why did I kill Krake?” He spat the answer through clenched teeth. “Because he deserved it!”

Kira gasped, but Arun scowled, shaking his head. “That’s not an answer.”

Father’s voice was quiet. “It’s all the answer you’re going to get. You came here to kill the man who condemned you to life without your father. I’m that man. That’s all you need to know.”

Arun gazed at him for a moment, then strode a few paces down the hill, throwing his arms in the air. “This is all some sort of game, isn’t it?” he said as he moved away. “Look at you. This place has turned you into a pain-racked shadow. You want to die. I’m your way out.” 

Father did not reply. Though he appeared calm, he held his fingers wide, trembling, at his sides. 

Kira blinked to clear the tears from her eyes. “Please, stop this, Arun. It’s madness. Let him apologise.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Father, please explain to him. He doesn’t hate you enough to kill you. He just needs to know why. Couldn’t you at least ask for forgiveness?”

Before Father could answer, Arun turned back to her, his face like stone. “You’re wrong. I didn’t come to forgive him. I came to avenge my father.” He frowned as if trying to persuade himself. The knife wavered in front of him once more. He shook his head. “No. I’m going to leave you here to rot!” He slammed his knife back into its sheath.

At this, Father’s composure fell away. His shoulders slumped and he covered his face with his hands. Then he dropped them again to his sides. A sudden spark came to his eyes and his body tensed. With a grunt, he threw himself at the young man, knocking him onto his back with more force than Kira would have believed possible. In seconds, the two became a rolling mass, producing clouds of dust and sending stones rolling down the hillside. 

Kira struggled, nausea welling in her stomach. Even in health, Father could not have won this fight. Arun had been right. This wasn’t an execution. Father was using Arun to commit suicide. He was abandoning her. For the first time in her life she felt ashamed of him. He might not be a fighting man, but he knew words. She had thought he might at least try to persuade Arun to forgive him. What had they done to him in this place that had broken him so badly?

Terror flooded through her like a cold wave as Arun at last pinned Father to the ground and reached for his knife. Father didn’t struggle, not even when Arun raised the knife above his chest. Kira tried to scream. No sound would come. She couldn’t breathe. Every muscle tightened until she felt as if she would explode.

Father’s voice was a low growl between ragged breaths. “If only for your own sake, do it!” 

Arun held the knife in the air for seconds that slowed in time. He searched Father’s face quizzically. “You’re playing games again.” Then he pursed his lips and nodded. “All right, Goran. The game’s over.” 

Kira shut her eyes as the knife sliced downwards.

 



Chapter 14

 

 

 

She stood frozen, her blood beating a panicked drum roll in her ears. Why couldn’t her heart have stopped at that second when she had heard the thud of the knife? She didn’t ever want to open her eyes. It was over. Arun had achieved what he came to do, despite her hope that he’d change his mind. How could she ever look at him again, knowing what he’d done?

“Kira.”

The voice seemed to come from a long way away, a ghost of a whisper. She shook her head, screwing her eyes tighter. Her mind was playing tricks. She fought the image that refused to leave, the image of her father on the ground with the knife over him. Why couldn’t he have found some way through this, other than with his own death? Why had he said it had to be? There must have been some other way.

“Kira.”

The same voice, followed this time by a fit of coughing. With a cry, she opened her eyes and stared down. Father had rolled onto his side and was struggling to catch his breath as he coughed. Arun knelt beside him, his face pale. The knife lay buried in the ground nearby. 

“Father?”

Swallowing a gulp of air, her father lifted his head. He tried to smile, but it faded quickly. He rolled onto his back once more and stared up at the sky. When at last his breathing calmed a little, he spoke to Arun, his voice a low growl. “You should have done it, lad. You should have done what you came to do.”

Arun scowled at him. “You told Norborn you wouldn’t play his game, but you were playing one with me. You wanted death. You were using me to get you out of this place. I’m tired of being a pawn in people’s games.”

Father struggled to sit up, his eyebrows raised in question. 

Arun jumped to his feet and strode away a few paces. Then he swung to face them. “This whole thing has been a game, hasn’t it? Right from the start. Ever since Apharis told me about you.”

The blood that had risen to Father’s cheeks as he coughed, drained away. “Apharis? What did he tell you? When?”

“Six months ago. He came to Trumia, full of concern, said there was something I should know, now I was of age.”

“It was Apharis that told you I killed your father?”

Inside Kira, a slowly building glow of hatred sparked into a flame. Apharis, the man who had condemned Father to this place had arranged his death months before. How could there be any justice in that?

Arun nodded. “It was he who gave me the knife after you were condemned and told me how to get here. He told me about the Right of Revenge and how to get it. I think he wanted this, even more than I did.”

Father’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head. “But why not just kill me months ago? You had plenty of opportunity.”

Before Arun had time to answer, a sound in the distance brought their attention down the hill. A low, eager baying of hounds came from the direction of the gaol. 

“The game continues, it seems.” Father struggled to his feet. “We have to free Kira.”

“Dogs?” Arun whispered.

Kira’s stomach cramped and she gasped for breath. “They’re releasing them?”

Father wavered dizzily for a moment before pulling the knife from the ground and stumbling to the rock. He took a deep breath before speaking as he cut the rope. “When a prisoner escapes, they send out the hounds. There’s no reprieve.” He pulled the rope from around Kira and took her arm.

Arun paled. “I’m not a prisoner.”

Father shook the knife in his hand. “The minute you chose not to use this on me, you became a prisoner.” He indicated the roof of the prison. “Look up there. Every move we’ve made has been watched.” For the first time, Kira noticed the soldiers watching over the wall. Father pointed in the other direction. “We’d better head for those rocks. We might be able to climb beyond reach.”

Already the sound of the dogs was getting louder. They were out of the castle and heading straight towards them. Father held Arun’s knife out to him. The young man hesitated before taking it and replacing it in its sheath. He darted off towards the rocks that Father had indicated. 

Father’s progress was laboured. He’d found movement an effort before, but now every step seemed to pain him. Kira felt sick. The yelping sounded terrifyingly close. Arun glanced behind him as he ran, but offered no help. 

By the time Kira and her father reached the base of the outcrop, Arun had already reached the top. Six huge, black dogs, their teeth bared, pelted up the hill. Her father saw them too and grabbed Kira about the waist. He called to the young man above them as he hoisted her into the air. The effort made him grunt with pain. Arun grabbed her hands and pulled her up. In a second she stood on the top of the rock. Immediately, she snatched her hands away from Arun’s. The baying of the dogs mixed with the hacking of her father’s cough.

“Father. Climb up. Quickly!”

At her voice, her father reached for a handhold, but he didn’t seem to have the strength to pull himself up. Kira’s throat constricted as she saw the dogs coming over the rise. She turned to Arun. He stood, his glance darting between her father and the dogs.

Kira clenched her fists. “What? You’d let the dogs do what you couldn’t? Help him!”

He started, as if seeing her there for the first time. In a second, he was on his knees, leaning over the edge of the rock. “Give me your hands,” he yelled. With obvious effort Father raised his arms and Arun grabbed his wrists. “Now, put your foot up onto that ledge.” As Father did as he was told, Arun pulled.

Kira watched in horror as the dogs leapt at her father’s bare feet. Just in time, Arun heaved him, groaning, onto the rock and they both lay panting on the top. Below, the dogs went frantic with frustration, snarling and snapping as they leapt into the air.

Father lay with his eyes shut for some time before he sat up. He glanced at Arun, who dropped his gaze, his face flushed.

Kira sat down next to Father, her attention on the dogs. She slipped a hand over his. “Now what?”

The dogs jumped and growled below them, darting back and forth around the rock, desperate to find a way to their quarry. Father hugged his knees close to him with one arm, deep in thought. He scanned the prison in the distance, the nearby ground and the hounds growling and yelping at the base of the rock. Then he shrugged. “I’ve used up the only course of action I could think of,” he said. “If Arun had killed me, you’d be walking out right now. I have no more ideas.”

Kira’s heart jumped and a warm trickle of shame ran through her mind. How could she have misjudged him? She huddled closer to him. “But how long will the dogs stay here?” She edged back a little as one dog, its eyes red with anger, made a desperate lunge at the rock.

“Until the sun goes down. Then the temperature drops below freezing. It will be too cold for them.”

Arun, sitting away from them, gave a humourless laugh. “And for us.”

Father nodded slowly. He seemed distracted by something in the sky. Kira followed his gaze. High overhead flew three dragons, their great wings flapping in wide arcs. By their colours, she guessed they were the same ones they’d seen on their journey. The way they inclined their heads suggested they were searching for something. She shivered.

Arun sat down. “So let’s see if I’ve got this straight. We can either have our throats torn out by dogs, die of cold or…” he studied the three beasts wheeling in circles, “…become dinner for dragons.” 

“Since you decided not to use the only other alternative, yes.” There was no admonishment in Father's voice, but a deep sadness.

Arun gazed at Father’s back, frowning, but if he realised the significance of the words, he said nothing. He picked up a rock and thrust it at the closest dog. The stone struck it on the back and it yelped, but it soon came back, jumping and snarling at the rock, saliva drooling from its jaws.

Kira cast him a look of disdain. “Well, that helped a lot.”

“Do you have a better idea?” Arun answered with a sneer.

“We may have our choice made for us.” Father’s studied the sky again. The three dragons flew directly above them now, coming gradually lower.

Arun rose to his knees, his face pale. “What are they doing?”

“They’ve spotted their prey. They’re circling, ready to dive.”

“But they’re right above us.” Arun jumped to his feet, panic making his voice squeak. “We’ve got nowhere to go. We’re trapped.” 

“Unless they’re going for the dogs?” Kira smiled nervously at her father, but he shook his head and pushed himself, with difficulty, to his feet.

“Why try to catch biting, scratching lumps of muscle, when you have three sitting ducks?” He took her hand and she got to her feet. He pulled her closer and peered over her shoulder to Arun who had crept nearer to them. “Whatever you do, don’t struggle. If they land with you in one piece, you have at least a tiny chance of escape. If they drop you…”

“Maybe it’s Florda?” Kira’s mind whirled. This can't be happening.

“We're a long way out of her territory.” 

As Father spoke, the sound of leathery wings broke the air. Two huge, clawed paws reached down to Kira. The talons gleamed silver in the dying light and curved into fierce-looking hooks. A paw circled her waist and before her scream could escape her mouth, she sailed into the air, her hand wrenched from her father’s. The talons pierced her coat and pricked like knifepoints into her skin. She peeked down to see the other dragons seizing Father and Arun. 

Together they rose straight up, leaving the rock and the baying hounds far below. In the background, she heard a cheer as the soldiers on the roof of Verebor celebrated the end of three prisoners. Her stomach churned at their callousness and in terror of what was to come. Then the three dragons wheeled to the north-east, straight out over the mountains.

 



Chapter 15

 

 

 

The dragon carrying Kira flew in front of the others. At least, she hoped that was why she couldn’t see her father and Arun, though she wouldn’t care if she never saw Arun again. Verebor had long ago disappeared from sight, but she had seen no other sign of human existence anywhere. Below, the barren landscape had changed to high altitude forest.

She had been in the dragon's grip for about twenty minutes and they were over the heart of the mountains when the beast began its descent. Fighting nausea, Kira peered down. The dragon was heading for a wide ledge, behind which a steep cliff rose a hundred yards high. There would be nowhere to run.

The dragon landed with a soft whoosh of its huge wings. It lifted her a little as it came to earth, then deposited her gently on the ground. Kira tensed, ready to dodge out of its way. To her surprise, it took a few steps away from her along the ledge and swung to watch the others coming in.

A green dragon landed with Father. It put him down with the same care as the other had taken and took a few steps back. Though still ready to run, Kira let out a sigh of relief. Father, struggling for breath, moved to her side. His face was pale, but calm. He squeezed her arm and managed a smile before watching the third beast descend.

Arun’s dragon, the smaller, blue beast, landed with less grace and deposited Arun with less care. It glowered at him with fierce orange eyes and, when he didn’t move, took a threatening step towards him. He spun around and ran, his eyes wide, straight to the others. He slipped behind them, pushing himself against the cliff face.

The blue dragon stepped forward, its attention on Father now. His face remained calm and his breathing had eased a little.

“They’re going to kill us,” Arun whispered.

Father gave the slightest shake of his head. “I don’t think so.” He kept his voice low.

The blue dragon raised its huge paw and pointed a talon at him. “Come closer, man.”

Fear sent tingles across Kira’s scalp. She clung to her father’s hand, urging him silently not to obey, but he took a step forward as he had been told, giving her a reassuring smile over his shoulder as he went. He kept his arms by his side, his head up.

The dragon moved forward too, until they stood only feet apart. Father's head reached only to the beast’s shoulder and its long neck reared high above him. It lowered its head and gazed at him for a moment, as if studying his features. Then it reached out a claw and moved it towards his throat. Kira took a step forward, but Father must have caught the movement from the corner of his eye, for he lifted a hand to stop her. He remained still; even as the talon slipped into the top of his tunic, hooking it down to bare his chest.

“What’s it doing?” Arun’s whisper jarred on Kira’s already taut nerves.

“Shhh!”

The dragon moved its head to inspect what it had uncovered. Its eyes became misty and its mouth lifted at the corners. “Ifor Goran, you have changed much, but you still bear the scar of Haka.”

Kira sucked in her breath.

Father nodded. “Many years have passed, Florda. I was only a boy when last I saw you. I’m not the only one who has changed.”

“True enough. It is good to see you once more.”

“Likewise. The years seem to have been good to you. But why are you here? Your territory in my youth was far to the east.”

The other two dragons shifted uneasily at this, their heads down. Florda on the other hand, raised her head high and straightened her wings. “My territory now extends the whole range of these mountains from east to west.”

“But only the dragon queen –” Father stopped and pushed his hair from his eyes. “You are the queen?”

Florda nodded, then laid her paw gently on his shoulder. “All those years ago, you saved my life for greater things. Today it was my turn to repay you.”

Kira let out a long breath and heard Arun do the same. They were safe? It seemed too much to hope for.

Father bowed his head. “I can never tell you how grateful I am.”

The dragon’s scales seemed to shine brighter for a second, like a blush from head to tail. “I am only sorry I didn’t find you earlier. You are very ill, my friend.”

At this, Father glanced quickly over his shoulder at Kira, then shook his head at Florda. “It’s nothing. Something to eat and some rest and I will be fine.”

Kira held her breath, waiting for the dragon to confirm her father’s words. Her heart fell when the dragon shook her head. “Remember, I can see your life-colours, Ifor, and they are weak. Nevertheless, there is a woman in the camp below who may be able to help you.”

“Camp?”

Florda pointed down the ledge to the north. “Climb onto my back. If we follow the path down from here, we will come to Byron’s Camp. There, you will find Jinty Nee, a medicine woman. If anyone can help you, it will be her. She has helped many who have escaped from Verebor.”

Arun suddenly found his voice. “But no one escapes from Verebor.”

Florda sat back, resting on her tail and glared at him. “Did you not just escape?”

“Yes, but…”

Father nodded. “Even in the time I was there, I saw half-dead prisoners in the grounds, taken up by dragons. It was always presumed…” He cocked his head at Florda. “But they weren’t dinner, were they?”

The Dragon queen shook her head, her eyes twinkling. “Human meat has not been eaten since I came to rule. But it is a useful fallacy to perpetuate.” She lowered herself to crouch on the ground. “Come now, we will go.”

Using the dragon's front leg as a step, Father pulled himself onto the dragon, wincing with pain as he hauled himself over her back. He settled himself on her shoulders as if he had been doing it all his life, then beckoned to Kira and Arun to walk beside them. As they passed the dragon, she pointed at Arun. “You will need to watch your back while this one is near, Ifor Goran. I do not trust him, even though his colours –”

“I know,” Father interrupted. “I’ll be careful. Thank you.”

Arun stepped sideways out of the dragon’s reach before scowling at her. She glared at him. Then her eyes softened and she beckoned to Kira. Kira gulped and moved back a few steps.

Florda’s voice was low and soothing. “You are Ifor’s daughter?”

Kira nodded, her legs trembling.

“I knew it must be so when I sensed you carried my scale.”

Kira frowned. “Scale?”

Above her Father sat up straight, looking down at her with interest. “You found the toy dragon?”

With a start, Kira plunged her hand into her pocket and pulled out the dragon. She stared at it, mystified. Father leaned down, his hand held out. She handed it to him. Like a child opening a present, he pulled at the loose stitching, his eyes bright, then poked his fingers into the stuffing. Seconds later he pulled out a small blue object, like a tiny blue shell, hardly bigger than his thumbnail. “I thought this was lost long ago.”

“How did that get in there?” Kira glared at Arun and stepped in front of him as he, too, moved to look closer.

“I put it in there when your mother made it,” Father said. “A sentimental thing. It seemed apt to put a protective dragon scale inside a dragon for my child. But then you lost it.” 

Despite the lack of reproach in his voice, Kira's face warmed. “I hid the dragon in the oak tree to watch out for you as you came and went to work. How is it protective?”

Florda swung her tail slowly around so that it rested close to them. “It’s a scale from the tip of my tail. The tail is where a dragon’s magic resides, so the scale carries some magic with it that I can sense. I gave it to Ifor Goran as a keepsake.” She held up her paw for the scale. Father lay it on the thick pad and she lowered it in front of Kira. “Keep it with you, Kira Goran. If you should need help at any time, you have only to think of me and I will come. Remember that.”

“Thank you.” Kira took the scale with shaking fingers and clenched it in her fist. A warm tingle ran up her arm. She dropped it deep into her pocket, then took the dragon from her father and pushed it in as well.

With a soft growl of satisfaction, Florda lumbered around to the path, careful not to knock them with her tail. “Let us go. It is getting cold.” She strode away as the other two dragons lifted into the sky, their talons scraping the rock as they kicked off. They did not fly away, but circled above them as they walked.

The track downwards was steep and got darker as it descended into thick forest. Still the light was strong enough to see the path and they had gone only a little way before they saw the lights of the camp ahead. No one spoke. Kira kept her eyes on her father’s swaying back as the dragon led the way. As they reached the gate of the fenced camp, Kira breathed another sigh of relief.

Two leather-clad men met them at the gate. When they saw Florda, they quickly lowered the spears they had raised at the sound of their approach and stood at ease until they came close.

“Three visitors in need of help,” Florda said, lowering herself so that Father could slip from her back. Kira moved close to steady him as he stumbled a little. “Take them to Byron and send for Jinty, if you would.”

The men nodded. One stepped forward. “Come, I’ll show you the way.”

Florda rested a paw on Father’s back. “Get well, Ifor Goran. We have much to talk about.” Before he could answer, she swung back up the path a little way. Seconds later she rose above the tree tops and flapped away to the west with her companions.

It was difficult to see the camp clearly in the gathering gloom, but it seemed to be mainly large tents made from animal hides. Fires burned outside some of the tents, sending sparks to join the stars that were just appearing. 

They walked to the centre of the camp, where a more permanent hut had been built. It had a chimney, from which smoke snaked into the sky. The man with the spear stopped here and knocked on the door. It was answered by a stocky man, even darker than the first, with a grizzly beard, dark brown eyes and a shock of hair that fell over his forehead. He scanned the visitors, stopping at Father. “Visitors, Bido?”

The man with the spear nodded. “Just arrived with Florda.”

The man opened the door wider. “It’s getting cold. You’d better come in before you freeze.”

The three followed him in to the candlelit hut. It was small with an earthen floor, but the living area seemed comfortably furnished. Two wooden chairs, roughly made from tree branches, sat either side of the fire and a fur rug covered the floor in front. In the corner sat a table and two chairs.

Byron held out a hand to Father, then stopped, his eyes narrowing. “I know you.”

Father frowned, squinting at the big man as he took his hand. Then his shoulders rose in surprise. “Sligo? I thought you were dead.”

The man nodded. “Byron Sligo. To everyone in Myrtonia, I am dead. Here, I'm just Byron. And you’re Ifor Goran. I thought you must have died long ago.”

Father shook his head, then started to cough. He bent double, holding his ribs. Byron moved to the fire and shifted a chair closer before coming back and taking Father’s elbow. He led him to the seat and guided him to sit. Then he waved Kira and Arun to sit on the rug. Kira glowered at Arun when he went to follow her and he went, instead, to lean on the wall.

Byron fetched some water, then switched his attention to Kira and Arun. “So, who are these two?”

Father took the cup Byron handed to him with a nod of thanks and waited for a blanket to be placed around his shoulders before he answered. “My daughter, Kira and…Arun.”

Byron raised an appraising eyebrow. “Your son?”

Arun stood up away from the wall. “My name is Arun Krake.”

The big man started and stared at Father whose gaze quickly dropped to his cup of water. Byron’s voice was low.  “Krake?”

“I am the son of Jyrus Krake of Lorton.”

“That’s not possible.” Byron gave an emphatic shake of his head.

“I’m telling you, that’s who I am.”

Byron stood up straight, his chest out. “And I’m telling you, that’s not possible. Krake had no children.”

Kira glanced at her father, expecting surprise. Instead he closed his eyes, flinching as if in pain. When he opened them again, he caught her gaze and held it, giving away nothing of what he was thinking.

Arun had moved forward and now stood in the middle of the room. “You must be mistaken. My mother died in childbirth, but my father, Jyrus Krake, died when I was an infant.” He spun, pointing a finger at Father. “Murdered by Ifor Goran.”

“Wrong on all counts,” Byron said.

At this, Father’s head snapped up, his mouth open, his eyes wide. Arun shook his head, but before he could go on, Byron continued, “Yes, your mother may have died in childbirth, but she didn’t die from the birth. She died because Jyrus Krake beat her.”

A sound of disgust shot from Arun’s lips. “Lies.”

Byron’s voice was soft. “The child wasn’t his.” 

Arun froze for a moment, then shook his head. “Lies! How can you possibly know all this?”

“Because I was Krake’s manservant. He wasn't a man to keep his voice down when riled. The child wasn't his and he beat her for it.”

Kira watched Arun as he fought to keep his composure. For the first time she felt pity for him. To be so sure of something and then to be told it was a lie was hard, she knew.

“So,” Arun’s voice trembled, “if Krake wasn’t my father, who was?”

Byron’s gaze slipped to the floor. The only sound in the room was the crackle of the logs burning on the fire. 

Arun threw his hands in the air. “You know! Who is it?”

A soft voice came from the chair by the fire. “It’s me, Arun. I’m your father.”

 

 



Chapter 16

 

 

 

Father’s hands trembled as Byron replaced the cup of water he held, with a mug of hot soup. No one had spoken for some time, each wrapped in their own thoughts. Arun had gone to sit by the fire, his face pale. He stared at the floor, only occasionally lifting his head to peek cautiously at Father. 

Kira let her gaze wander between her Father and the young man she had come to hate, searching for some proof of the relationship between them. She could see none. Maybe there might have been a similarity in hair colour, before her father had endured this trauma and gone grey, but that was all. One thing was certain. She would never bring herself to call this boy her brother.

Byron lingered by Father’s chair. “Jinty should be here soon. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to rest?” He raised his eyebrows at Arun. “I’m sure the story can wait until morning.”

Father shook his head. “No, the boy deserves to know.”

After taking a long drink of soup, he sat back a little and stared ahead of him. He cleared his throat, wincing.

“Your mother’s name was Liriel,” he said. “She was the younger sister of Jan Hingel. I left home when I was your age, to travel, to study, to see the world and perfect my wizarding skills. I didn’t return for many years. When I left, Liriel was only a child. When I returned, she was a woman, a beautiful woman, married to a bully and with no family nearby to help her. Their marriage had been some sort of business settlement between Krake and her father, but her father was too old and sick to help her and Jan had gone to live on the other side of the country. Jan asked me to keep an eye on her when I went back to Lorton. 

“The moment I saw her again, I fell in love. I tried not to show it, afraid of what Krake might do to her if he found out, but she loved me, too. It grew beyond our control. We met in secret whenever we could. 

“Then Krake went away for four months, a business trip of some sort.” Father stopped. He reddened a little and gave a self-conscious smile. “By the time he returned, she was with child. I tried to get her to leave him, to come away with me, but she wouldn’t. She was too afraid. She told him the child was his and for a while he believed her. Eventually, he worked out the truth. He gave her the worst beating he’d ever given and locked her away.”

Father stared into the fire as he drank some more soup. “Somehow she escaped and managed to reach me. She…” He hesitated. “…she was dying from her injuries and there was nothing I could do to help her. But the child was already making his way into the world. She gave her last ounces of energy, helping her son to live.”

He paused again, gazing at Arun. “I was the first to hold you in my arms…the last to hold her.” 

He rubbed a grimy hand over his face, then sat contemplating his cup once more. Arun stared at his feet, hugging his knees to his chin. Kira shut her eyes for a moment. Suddenly she felt tired. This was all too much to take in. 

At last Byron broke the silence. “So you went to Krake and he laughed. I heard him.”

Father nodded without raising his head. Suddenly, he sat up straight, his eyes moist. His knuckles turned white as he clutched the cup. “He laughed and I lost my temper. I used levitation to lift him from the ground to scare him, but he tried to retaliate with another spell and I lost control. He fell, hitting his head on a cupboard. That’s how I killed him.”

“But you didn’t.” Everyone watched Byron who had stood up to speak. He walked over to Father and squatted in front of him. “You didn’t kill him. He was still alive when you left.”

Father shook his head. “I saw him hit his head. He wasn’t moving.”

“He knocked himself out, that’s all. He regained consciousness after you’d gone. He had another visitor just after you left.”

Kira’s tiredness vanished as she sat still, waiting for Byron’s next words. The others leaned towards him.

“Who?” Father’s voice was hardly audible.

“Apharis.”

Father’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to speak, but his words caught in his throat and he started to cough again. Byron took the soup as Father leaned over his knees, choking and reddening. Kira went to him. She rubbed his back, feeling hopeless. Florda’s words about his health echoed in her mind. He should be resting. At last the cough subsided and he sat back in the chair, his chest heaving. 

Arun, who had sat through this without moving, began to pace the room. “It’s a good story, but I don’t know if I can believe it.”

Byron’s voice was gruff. “Why would I lie? Why would Goran lie? If he meant to trick you, why not tell you this story when you were meaning to kill him? He’s nothing to gain by it now.”

“Maybe he didn’t know who I was then.”

“I knew.” Father regarded him sadly. “I knew as soon as Norborn said you were Krake’s son.”

For a few moments, Arun looked ready to argue. Then he turned back to Byron. “So why did Apharis visit Krake?”

Byron placed the soup back into Father’s hands. “He’d come to get whatever it was that Krake had brought back after being away for all those months, a scroll of some sort. After Krake told him what Goran had done, he killed him. Hit him over the head with a rock, then arrested Goran.”

“Why?” Kira put her hand on Father’s shoulder. “Why did he do that?”

Father stroked her hand, deep in thought. He gave it a sudden squeeze and straightened in his seat. “It makes sense now. I was due to join the Wizard Council. He wouldn’t have wanted that. I would have opposed everything he suggested. This way he ruined any chance of me ever doing that. He had a simple solution just handed to him by chance.”

Arun stopped pacing and frowned at Byron. “So, if you knew all this, why didn’t you tell? Why let an innocent man be put through that?”

Byron stood up straight and glared at Arun. “By the time Goran came to trial, I was already rotting in Verebor.”

“What!” Father’s voice croaked.

“Oh, you’d be surprised how many have disappeared to Verebor.” Byron turned to Arun, his dark eyes bright. “Apharis has no enemies. They die before they have chance to become adversaries.”

Kira frowned. “So by showing Father’s magic, but not Apharis’s actions, Father’s crystal condemned him for something he hadn’t done.”

Arun's face flinched as if in pain. “So what happened to me? Didn't you search for me?”

Father's shoulders sagged and he smiled sadly. “The only reason I took the oath was so that I could look for you. I spent three years searching, but I wasn't to know they'd taken you out of the country.” He rubbed a hand over his face. When he spoke again, his voice was raw with emotion. “There wasn't a day went by, I didn't think of you.”

The crackling of the fire broke the silence. Kira sank down beside her father’s chair and leaned against his leg. 

Arun seemed to be fighting with his own thoughts. He stepped towards them, shaking his head. “Only hours ago, you were doing your best to make me kill you. You would have had me kill my own Father, not knowing who you were?”

Father shut his eyes for a moment, resting his chin on his chest. Then he looked at Arun, his face desolate. “From the moment you two stepped through the gates of Verebor, there was only one way out for any of us – my death at your hand. I’d come to know you well enough to doubt your ability to kill me in cold blood. So I tried to goad you into it, by seeming unrepentant. But you read it as suicide.”

Arun groaned, leaning a hand against the wall. “I should never have listened to Apharis. But then I would never have known –”

Something inside Kira had been tightening as they spoke. Now it snapped and she sprang to her feet. “Maybe you should have stopped to think for a minute, before you believed the word of a man you didn’t even know. He used you like a fool and you fell for it.”

Arun stood up straight, his fists clenched. “Look who’s talking! Who followed me into the forest, because she thought I was some great hero going to save her father, when she hardly even knew me? If I’m a fool, what are you?”

Kira’s face burned and anger made her shake. She struggled to find words to retaliate, but she could think of nothing. 

Her father’s voice came gently from the chair beside her. “Byron, did you notice? Already they sound just like brother and sister.” 

She spun to face Father, ready to argue with him, too, but shut her mouth with a snap. Beads of sweat lined his forehead and his whole body trembled. Suddenly, she became aware of the rasping of his breathing and the pain in his eyes. She reached out and put a hand to his cheek. She recoiled in horror. “You’re burning!” She turned to Byron. “Where is the medicine woman Florda spoke of?”

Byron nodded, moving forward to take Father’s elbow. “She’s on her way, but she was attending the birth of a child tonight. Come, Master Goran, I’ll show you to a bed. It’s not much, but more comfortable than you’ve been used to in that place, I’m sure.”

With a weak smile, Father allowed himself to be led away into another room. Kira glanced at Arun, then swung quickly away, her face flushed. He was watching Father’s back as he left the room. Tears flowed unhindered down his cheeks.

 



Chapter 17

 

 

 

Jinty Nee arrived in a flurry of flowing skirts. Her bright red hair floated about her head as if only just managing to keep up with her. She bustled into the room and dropped a large bag onto the floor by the bed. Her eyes stayed on her patient. Kneeling beside him, she held a hand to Father’s head with a solicitous smile.

“Well,” she said, tilting her head to one side, “that’s quite a fever you have there. And Byron tells me there’s a cough with it?” Before Father could answer, she reached over and opened her bag. When she straightened, she held a small bottle. She pulled out the stopper and held the vessel to Father’s lips, lifting his head with her other hand. “Here, take a drop of this. It’ll ease your chest and help you sleep.”

She lifted the bottle. Father took a sip, swallowed and screwed up his face.

Jinty chuckled. “Oh, yes, I know. Foul stuff. But it’ll help. I’ve some ointment here for your chest, too.”

After putting the bottle on the floor next to her, she leaned forward and took hold of the neck of his tunic with both hands. She gave it a swift tug. The thin material ripped easily. Kira gasped and brought her hand to her mouth to smother the sob that rose. Apart from the white scar that had interested Florda, her father’s chest was a mass of sores and bruises.

The medicine woman glanced up at her, then back to Father. “Now, we can’t have you lying flat like this. No good for your chest. Let’s get you propped up a bit.” She nodded at Kira. “We need pillows. Ask Byron, would you?”

In a daze, Kira went into the next room to relay the message. Byron strode across and opened a large wooden box which sat under the window. He deposited two pillows into her arms and she returned with them to Jinty. As she re-entered the room, she smelled a strong scent. It reminded Kira of walking in a pine forest. Father lay with his eyes closed, breathing heavily. Jinty had covered his chest with his blanket. She stood and took the pillows from Kira, then lifted her patient with ease to slip them behind his shoulders. He hardly stirred. Jinty’s potion had done its work in swift time.

She smiled at Kira. “You should get some sleep too, child. He's going to need a lot of care.”

For the next week, Father wavered between feverish consciousness and deep sleep, thanks to the medicines Jinty helped him to swallow. Kira slept nearby, unwilling to leave him for a second. Sometimes his sleep was broken by nightmares that made him flail and cry out, begging for mercy. When this happened, Kira buried her head in her knees, covering her ears and hating Apharis, Norborn and Arun.

Byron too, spent a lot of time tending to the patient. His care suggested he had done this before, many times. While Father was in a deep sleep, the former manservant trimmed his beard and hair. He sent Kira from the room, while he bathed him and dressed him in a clean nightshirt from his own supply. When Kira returned, she gazed at her father, sadness itching at her eyes. He still didn’t look like the man she knew. His face was skeletal, his eyes sunk deep into their sockets. He appeared twenty years older and showed little sign of recovery. 

The fever took a couple of days to break. Even then, Father slept most of the time. He awoke on the third morning, while Kira watched over him. He reached out and took her hand in a weak grasp. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, taking his hand in both hers and forcing a smile. 

“Where’s Arun?” he asked, his face full of hope.

Kira shrugged. Arun had not been near her or Father for days. Her anger at his neglect must have shown, for Father shook her hands.

“Don’t blame him, Kira. He only did what anyone would do.”

She took a deep breath. “How could he believe Apharis?”

“He had no reason not to. Try to put yourself in his place.” Father sighed and closed his eyes again. Soon he drifted back into sleep. 

Kira sat and pondered his words for some time, but she couldn’t get over her anger. Even if Arun were not to blame, why stay away now? Didn’t he care?

At the end of the week, while Father slept and Byron sat by him, Kira left the hut to get some fresh air. As she wandered through the camp, she met Arun walking the path to the outer gate. He stopped, staring at the ground while she approached.

When she reached him, Kira waited in silence, too emotional to speak. Ask, she thought. Ask how he is. But Arun continued to stare at the ground, his arms hugged tight about him, scuffing his feet in the dust. She swallowed hard on the anger that bubbled in her throat.

“Father's been asking for you. Where’ve you been?” 

Arun waved his arm in a vague arc. “I’m staying in Jinty’s tent. Byron thought it best.”

“You haven’t visited Father. Don’t you care what’s happening?” The words shot from her mouth, like pebbles pelting him. “He’s ill. Does that mean nothing?”

Arun let his arms drop to his sides. “My father, you call him. He’s a stranger, Kira. Because of what he did, I grew up miles away from my true home. Then I tried to kill him, remember? How can we be father and son?”

Kira grasped his arm.  “You don’t know him. He wants you there. He’s asking for you. Just go to him. Sit with him.”

“I can’t.” Arun turned away. “I can’t see him without thinking of what I... Just leave me alone, all right?”

“No, it’s not all right. After all he’s been through, he deserves something from you.”

Arun’s eyebrows rose. “He deserves something from me? How do you figure that? As soon as I can, I’m going home to Trumia.”

“Don’t you dare!”

“What? You want me around?” Arun stared at her in disbelief. “Be honest, Kira. You’d be glad to see me go.”

Kira struggled to stay calm. If he returned to Trumia, life could return to normal, just her and Father. But it could never be the same, could it? Arun would always be there, in the background. Now that Father had found him, he would grieve his loss if he went away. Whatever happened, things could never be the same.

“What I feel isn’t important,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “What matters is that he needs you to be here. Go and see him. Please.”

“I can’t.”

Kira glared at him. “Coward!”

She spun around and strode towards Byron’s hut without looking back. She kept her head down and didn’t see Jinty standing in her path until she was almost on her. She came to an abrupt halt, hurriedly wiping the tears from her eyes.

Jinty took a gentle hold of her elbow and squeezed it. “Give him time, child. He’s got a lot to come to terms with. You might need each other in the future. There’s no gain in making an enemy of him.”

A cold shiver ran over Kira. Need each other? “What do you mean, Jinty? Father’s going to recover, isn’t he?”

Jinty stroked her arm. “I’m doing my best, but I can’t guarantee anything. I know he’s fighting as hard as he can. We can only hope.”

Kira felt herself standing on a precipice, the edge of which felt as if it were crumbling below her feet. He couldn’t die. She thought she’d lost him before. She couldn’t bear to go through it again. Jinty’s arm came about her shoulders and Kira allowed herself to be led towards the hut.

That night she couldn’t sleep. She lay on her pallet against the wall in her father’s room, her eyes shut, listening to his laboured breathing. She could hear the gentle click, click, click of Jinty’s knitting needles as she sat beside him, ready to tend him should he waken. After a while, footsteps entered the room and moved to stand beside Father’s bed. Kira didn’t open her eyes. She knew the tread to be Byron’s.

“How is he?” His voice was low, but clear.

There was silence for a moment and Kira became afraid they would hear her heart thudding.

“I can’t do any more. I’ve tried everything, but he still grows weaker. I’m losing him. He might last a few more days, that’s all.”

Kira took a handful of blanket and bit on it to stop the scream that rose in her throat. 

“There’s no hope?” Byron asked.

“If there was a wizard healer here in Trumia, he might stand a chance. But since Geery died last month, there’s no one near enough that we could trust.”

Byron let out a long, slow breath.

For the next two hours, Kira laid awake, feigning sleep. Her mind rolled through countless thoughts, from desperate grief to grim determination. She had to think of something to help her father. Maybe Florda could help him? But no, if she could have cured him, she surely would have done it a week ago instead of sending him to Jinty. Jan Hingel had the gift of wizard healing, but he was a long walk away and she had no idea which way to go. It did seem, as Jinty had claimed, completely hopeless. Her throat ached to release her grief.

The vision of Jan in her mind would not leave, despite her dismissal of the chance of getting him there. Deep in thought, she fingered the dragon scale in her pocket. Of course! A dragon could go the distance to Jan’s house in a fraction of the time it would take her to walk. That had to be the answer.

A little after midnight, she heard Jinty get up and leave the room. This was the nightly routine. Jinty would leave to see to her own family and get some sleep, while Byron came to sit with the patient. He had come in for a moment then left again, probably to fetch a warm drink. A small lean-to behind the hut served as a kitchen. Kira heard the chink of metal cup from that direction. Now was her chance.

She got up from the bed, being careful not to make a sound, and put on her coat. As she did, she saw the toy dragon peeping out from under the bed. Beside the bed lay a spare pillow. She lifted it and stuffed it under her blankets, doing her best to disguise her absence. Then she bent and lifted her shoes and the dragon, before padding in her bare feet to her father’s side.

She knelt and kissed his forehead. “I love you,” she whispered, tucking the toy under his blanket. “Please don’t leave me. I’ll be back soon.”

He gave no response, not even a flicker of his eyelids. She stood and gazed at him sadly for a moment, before forcing herself to leave.

As she hoped, the living area was empty and she walked to the outer door, her shoes still in her hand. She peered out. There appeared to be no one around. Outside, she shut the door with great care, then sat on the step and put on her shoes before walking down the path. It took an effort to stay calm. The air put cold fingers down her neck, making her shiver.

To her relief, the moon was up and high in the sky, producing a strong enough light to see by. Now, how to get past the guards at the gate? One stood alert in the entrance, the other sat on a stump by the wall. Kira could see no way to creep past them and the fence offered no easy exit points, for it was well maintained. After a few moments indecision she decided her best plan was bluff. She took a deep breath and walked quickly towards the entrance, her head up and her shoulders back. The seated guard saw her first and stood as she approached.

“It’s late, lass. What are you doing up at this hour?”

Kira kept walking, speaking as she went. “Jinty sent me. She wants me to go to see the dragons to try to fetch help for my father. He needs a wizard healer.”

The other guard followed her a little, holding out his hand. “Jinty sent you? At this time of night? That’s no job for a young lass like you.”

Heart thudding, Kira kept moving away. “She sent me because I know the healer. He’ll come for me, no one else. I’ll be back by morning. Please, I’ve got to go. It’s urgent.”

The guards exchanged glances. Then the one closest to her nodded. “All right, lass, but maybe one of us should go with you.”

“No, no, really, I’ll be fine. I can see my way and I know how to call Florda. Don’t worry.”

By now Kira had backed quite a way up the path and couldn’t have said more without raising her voice to a level that risked waking others. She turned and ran, praying the man didn’t follow. After a few moments, she peeked back over her shoulder and sighed with relief. The guard still stood, looking perplexed, but he didn’t seem about to leave his post.

In ten minutes she was back at the ledge where they had landed with the dragons. She felt frozen through. There was no sign of Florda or her friends now. Kira bit her lip as she held the blue dragon scale in her fist. “Florda,” she whispered. “Please come. I need help.”

The only sound she could hear was the hoot of an owl in the forest. Nothing else stirred. Maybe the scale didn’t work? Then, in the distance she saw three dark shapes against the moon, gliding towards her. Within seconds their wings created great gusts of wind and she stepped back to allow Florda and her two guards to alight on the ledge.

Florda put down her head to Kira’s height. “Ifor Goran? He’s not…?”

Kira’s eyes stung as she shook her head. The concern in Florda’s voice tugged at her. “He’s dying, Florda. He needs a wizard healer.”

Florda gave a sad shake of her head. “It's as I feared.” She twisted her head to regard Kira with one eye. “You know of a healer?”

“Yes, Doctor Hingel of Timberlee. If we could get him here, I’m sure he’d help. But I can’t walk there. It would take too long. I –” She stopped as Florda held up her paw.

“It’s not that simple child. He may not want to take the risk. Why would he give up his safety for your father?”

“They’ve been best friends since they were boys. Surely that’s enough reason?” Kira’s cheeks burned despite the cold.

“We can only hope.” Florda addressed her guards. “Come with me, Lopia. You stay here, Sekoa, and await our return. If anyone comes from the camp, tell them where we have gone.”

She leaned her front elbows on the ground and stooped as low as she could. “Climb onto my shoulders, child, and grip the spikes on my neck. We must hurry. We mustn’t be seen in town, so we need to be back before sunrise.”

Shaking with fear and excitement, Kira scrambled onto the rough blue scales. She clutched the horns just as Florda moved her head and twisted into the open air with a great rush of her wings. Behind her, Lopia followed. Kira swallowed hard as her stomach flipped.

When they reached the height of the cliff they wheeled once more and headed back over the mountains. At that moment, Jinty arrived at the ledge calling Kira’s name. Kira didn’t answer. She shut her eyes and clung on tight.

 



Chapter 18

 

 

 

Jan opened the door, bleary-eyed and wearing a coat he had obviously thrown on to hide his night attire. His curls stood in a mess and a shadow of a beard covered his chin. He peered into the darkness. When he saw Kira, his eyes opened wide and his mouth dropped open. The colour drained from his face.

“Kira?”

“Let me in, please, Jan.”

He reached out and grabbed her arm and pulled her inside, pushing the door shut behind her. “Kira! I thought you were dead.”

Kira gasped. “They told you that?”

“I saw you. I was outside Verebor when the dragons took you.” He stopped, searching her face. “Your father…?”

Kira stepped forward. “Please, I need you to come. Father’s ill. He’s in the mountains. The dragons –”

He took her arm and led her towards the kitchen. “Slow down. Come and sit down and tell me.”

Sit down? No, they had to go. Kira pulled away, shaking her head. At that moment, Bekky appeared at the top of the stairs. “Who is it? Is someone ill?” Then she caught sight of Kira and almost tripped as she started down the stairs at a rush. “Kira, oh, Kira!” She threw her arms around her and started to cry.

Kira stood stiff and awkward, her conscience pricking. Why hadn’t she realised the pain she’d put these two people through? They’d made a promise to her father and she’d made them break it. They cared about her and she’d left them with hardly a thought. 

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

Bekky stood back and blinked back her tears. “What’s happened?”

Jan squeezed Kira’s elbow. “Tell us. Ifor’s alive?”

“Yes, but Jinty says he’ll die soon without help.”

Jan and Bekky stared at each other. Jan took Kira’s hand. “Where is he?”

Voice trembling, Kira explained about following Arun, going to Verebor, the escape with the dragons and Father’s illness. She gave them only the bare skeleton of the tale. Her main aim was to get Jan to go with her, so she prayed they wouldn’t ask too many questions. Dawn was only two hours away and they needed to be gone from Myrtonia before then.

The Hingels stood in silence when she’d finished, as if trying to decide if they were dreaming all this. Then Jan leaned towards her once more. “How did you get back here?”

Kira hesitated. “Florda brought me.”

“Florda! The dragon your father knew all those years ago? But –”

“She’s the dragon queen now. She’s the one who saved us from Verebor.” Kira reached a hand towards him. “Please, come with me. Father needs you. There’s no one else.” 

Jan paced across the hallway, shaking his head. As he returned, he stopped, glancing from Bekky to Kira and back again. Kira read his hesitation as reluctance and her heart fell. She bit her lip, fighting the urge pull him to the door.

Then Bekky moved towards the stairs. “I’ll go and pack you some things.” Without waiting for an answer, she left. 

Kira’s heart thudded. “You’ll come?”

Jan nodded. “I’m finding this all very hard to take in, but yes, of course I’ll come.” On impulse, she ran to hug him. When she pulled away, he rubbed her arm. “Come and help Bekky. I need to dress.”

As they reached the top of the stairs, Bekky appeared from the bedroom, carrying a small bag. She held it to Jan. 

He took it. “Pack yourself some clothes, too,” he said, putting his hand on Bekky’s shoulder. “When we’re gone, take the cart and go to stay with your sister in Minkton. I’ll leave a note that we’ve both had to leave suddenly on family business.”

Bekky paled. “But –”

“What I’m doing is…” he stopped, glanced at Kira, then lowered his voice, “well, let’s just say the Council won’t like it. You’ll be safer if they think we’re both in Minkton.”

Kira fidgeted impatiently. “Please, can we hurry? Father –” 

Bekky put an arm around Kira’s shoulders and held her for a moment. “It will be all right.” She turned to Jan. “Go and get dressed. I’ll pack myself a few things and be off before dawn.”

Half an hour later Kira and Jan arrived at the place on the edge of town where Florda and her guard had hidden themselves in a copse. Jan’s face paled as he noticed the two beasts, but he followed Kira without hesitation to Florda’s side. 

The dragon queen turned a kindly eye on him. “You’re the wizard healer?”

Jan nodded. “Florda?”

“I am.”

He gave a wry smile. “I heard a lot about you when I was a boy, but Ifor kept you very much to himself. I did wonder, sometimes, if his stories about you were made up. Until he came home half dead from the wound Haka gave him.”

“Ifor Goran was never one to make up stories. His bravery that day is the stuff of folklore amongst the dragons.” Florda lowered her head. “Are you ready to come, Doctor?”

Jan flashed a glance at Kira, his face tense. Then he gave a quick nod and, after a few moments’ hesitation, clambered up onto the dragon’s shoulders. He appeared far from comfortable, but took hold of the spikes in readiness for the flight. Kira climbed onto Lopia’s back and held on tight, ready for the rush into the sky.

Two hours later they arrived at the camp. The sun had risen and the guard at the gate had changed, yet they were watching for Kira’s return and bustled her and Jan through to Byron’s hut. As they passed Jinty’s tent, Arun started forward, but Kira was swept on by the guards and couldn’t stop to speak to him. People came from their tents to wave them on, relief written on their faces. They made such a commotion that Jinty came to the door of the hut long before they reached it. 

She held out her arms to Kira. “Child! You’ve had us worried to death.”

Kira twisted to gesture towards Jan, who followed a few steps behind. “I’ve brought Jan. He’s a wizard healer.”

“Sekoa said that was where you had gone.” Jinty nodded at Jan, her face serious. “Welcome. I only hope you’re not too late.”

Kira reeled, suddenly light-headed. “Father?”

Jinty took her elbow and pulled her forward into the hut. “He’s hanging on, but he’s very weak. Come, he’s been asking for you.”

Dreading what she might find, Kira walked towards Father’s room, motioning Jan to follow her. Byron stood by the door, stiff and serious. He greeted Jan with a curt nod, but said nothing.

Father slept, his chest rising and falling as he gasped to draw in air. Kira sank to her knees beside him and took his hand, but he didn’t stir. His face was even more drawn and pale than when she’d left and his hand felt icy. Her spirits sank. She looked to Jan who had gone to the other side of the bed and was feeling for Father’s pulse, but he kept his eyes down. After a few moments, he pulled his healing medallion from inside his shirt and leaned over to put his hand on Father’s shoulder.

“Ifor?”

Father stirred a little. He stared blearily about him, then caught sight of Kira. He tried to move, but sank back against his pillows with a groan. “Kira, where…?”

Kira pointed at Jan. 

Father’s eyes opened wider. “Jan!” Then he grasped weakly at his friend’s arm, realisation written on his face as he saw the medallion. “No…you mustn’t.”

Kira squeezed Father’s hand. “You’ve done nothing wrong. He won’t be breaking any law to heal you.”

Father shook his head at Jan. “Apharis…wants me dead. If you help me, he’ll kill you.”

“He can try.” Jan took the medallion from around his neck and held it in the palm of his hand. “Now relax and let your magic meet mine. Kira, let go of his hand.”

Kira let go. She sat back a little and watched, her heart beating in her ears. Jan held the gold and black disc, embellished with the triangular design of wizard healers, against her father’s heaving chest. He showed no emotion, intent on his patient’s face.

Father shut his eyes for a moment, tilting his head back into the pillows. He seemed to be searching for something within himself, straining for something deep down. Kira clasped her own hands in front of her, willing him to find the strength to be healed.

After a minute, though, her father sighed and relaxed. He shook his head without opening his eyes. “It’s no good…can’t feel it.”

Kira’s breathing stopped for a moment before her heart began its rapid beat once more. 

Jan avoided her questioning gaze, keeping his eyes on the medallion he held. His voice cracked. “Nothing?”

Father opened his eyes. “A slight tingle…that’s all…too little magic left.”

“Try again, Ifor. Please.” Jan pressed the medallion against Father’s chest once more and shut his eyes, his brow furrowed in concentration. 

Father, too, shut his eyes, the effort of trying to find his magic tightening the muscles of his face. Again he shook his head. Jan’s chin fell to his chest and he rubbed his face with his free hand. The medallion fell from his other hand onto the bed.

Kira sat frozen for a moment. He was giving up? After all this, they were both giving up? She sprang to her feet. “No, you can’t stop now! I won’t let you. There has to be something you can do.”

Jan gave a slow shake of his head. He gazed up at her, his face twitching with restrained emotion. “There has to be enough magic on both sides, Kira. I’m too late.”

“No!” Kira clenched her fists and shook them in front of her. “He’s got to live. He’s come through too much for him to be meant to die now. Verebor, Arun, Florda; he’s meant to survive.” She struggled against Jinty’s arms that had come about her. “Lord Molark told me to believe the impossible. You can’t just give up. Please, Jan, don’t let him die.”

Jan’s eyes glistened as he shook his head. “I can’t do any more. I’m sorry.”

Without Jinty’s restraining arms holding her, Kira might have flung herself at him and beaten out her frustration and pain. Instead she stood, tense and shaking, struggling to keep her mind from dissolving into uncontrollable grief. 

Then her father’s voice broke through to her, soft and pleading. “You’ve done… everything you can, child…There’s no…more you can do.” He strained to take a breath. “Jinty…find Arun for me?...Need to say...goodbye.”

 

 



Chapter 19

 

 

 

Grief mixed with anger poured over Kira’s mind as Jinty moved away. Arun. He wanted Arun, even now? She swallowed a sob as a step sounded in the doorway. 

“I’m already here.” Arun strode into the room, his face pale. 

Too late. What good are you now?

As if reading her thoughts, Arun avoided her glare as he walked to kneel at the place she had just left. He placed a tentative hand over Father’s. Kira watched him, wishing she could push him away. Yet Father’s face as he gazed at Arun held a deep joy she knew she could not bear to destroy. There was something between these two, Father and son, that was like magic, strong, yet inexplicable, coming from somewhere she could never go. She hated it and yet –

Magic! 

She knelt beside Father, her heart beating wildly. “Jan? Could another wizard pass their magic on to Father? Would that work?”

Jan frowned a little, then shook his head. “In theory, as he has a little magic left, then yes, they could meld powers. But it’s too dangerous. If the patterns of their magic don’t match, it could kill them both.”

“But if their patterns were the same?”

“Not likely, unless they’re related.” 

Arun sat up straight. “So it could work if they’re related?”

Jan cocked his head to study Arun as the boy’s face gleamed with hope. “I don’t understand. Kira told me –”

Kira jumped. In her hurry, she had only told Jan about Arun going to Verebor to kill Father. She hadn’t told him about him being his son. Her heart leapt.

Father gripped Jan’s arm. “Arun… Liriel’s child.” He raised an eyebrow. “My son.”

Jan stared at Arun, his eyes glistening, but spoke to Father, “You found him at last?” He studied Arun’s face for a moment. “I have to warn you, even if your magic is the same, it won’t be easy for you. You’ll feel his pain – physical, mental and emotional. It’s –”

“Just tell me how!” Arun moved in closer. 

With a nod, Jan cleared his throat. “Hold his hand tight and as soon as you feel my magic, force yours out as hard as you can and seek Ifor’s. Can you do that?”

Arun nodded, though his hands shook as he took Father’s. Jan looked questioningly at Father, who nodded back. Then Jan frowned, searching about him. “Where did I put the medallion?”

Kira snatched it from the blanket in front of her. “Here.” She held it out to him. As she did, she felt a strange warmth in the disc, tingling in her fingers. As soon as Jan took it from her, the sensations stopped. 

Once again, the doctor took up the healing disc and moved it towards Father’s chest. It barely glimmered as it touched. No one moved. Kira held her breath. Long seconds later, the symbol began to shine and Kira watched in awe as her father’s body slowly relaxed and a pink glow crept to his cheeks. At the same time, Arun flinched with pain. He screwed his eyes tight and dropped his head to his chest, but his hold on Father’s hand remained strong. The struggling rise and fall of Father’s chest eased to regular breathing.

Jan lifted the disc slowly away. As he did, beams of light grew beneath it, appearing to come from Father’s chest. Jan waved his free hand through these shafts, which wafted and weaved into a swirling sphere about the size of a large apple. He caught it and held it in his fingers with a look of triumph as he drew the disc to himself. As he did, Arun relaxed and a smile of happy disbelief spread across his face.

“Done!” Jan held the sphere in the air jubilantly.

Everyone in the room stared at it in awe. The green mist inside whirled around like fog in the early morning, yet the outside was as solid as if it had been made of glass. Jan raised it above his head, gave his fingers a quick twist and the sphere vanished. With a smile, he squeezed Father’s hand. “You’ll be feeling tired, old friend. Sleep now.”

Father, whose eyes were already half shut, gave a slow smile and squeezed Arun’s hand. “Thank you, son.”

With tears in his eyes, Arun gave a cursory nod. He let go of Father’s hand, stood and stumbled to stand by the door, where Byron squeezed his shoulder. 

Father reached out and took Kira’s hand.

“Sleep, Father.” Kira leaned forward and kissed his forehead, her heart lighter than it had been for months. 

Father’s head sank further onto his pillow as he patted Jan’s arm. He sighed as his eyes closed and he fell into a deep slumber.

 

***

 

Within days, Father was able to sit on a chair in the sunshine for short periods. He still bore the scars of his time in Verebor and he was painfully thin, but his eyes held a light Kira had not seen for a long, long time and he breathed without difficulty. As he sat outside Byron’s hut, he gazed about, taking in all the activity around him. Kira stayed as much as possible by his side and so, now, did Arun. Indeed, Father seemed eager to have them both there. He wanted to know everything that had gone on since his incarceration. Kira told him willingly. Arun remained reticent.Yet he seemed to hang on every word Father said.

At other times, as Father rested in bed, Kira and Arun would leave him talking with Jan or Byron and walk around the camp together. Though Kira still felt strange with their relationship as brother and sister, she felt far more relaxed and she no longer hated him. How could she hate the man who had saved Father? Arun was thirsty for knowledge, soaking up anything she could tell him about her life, about Father. Yet still he wasn’t keen to tell her anything of himself.

“Did you have brothers and sisters with your other family?” she asked him one day. 

He shook his head and she felt a surge of regret for what they had both missed.

“Did you work in your father’s shop?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“What were they like, the people who brought you up?”

“They were kind. They were good to me. But I always felt…” He stopped, frowning.

“What?”

“I don’t know. As if something were missing, I suppose.”

Kira played with the button on her sleeve, unsure what to say. Then an idea came to her. She pulled the locket Father had given her from where it had lain hidden for the past weeks inside her shirt, and undid the catch. Arun watched on with a slight frown. At last she held it in her hand and passed it to him. “Father asked me to take care of this, but I’m sure he’d want you to have it.”

He blinked and took it from her without a word. His face softened as he fingered the design on the front and when he opened it, his mouth twisted into a gentle smile. “Both of them together,” he said at last. He reached out and rubbed Kira’s arm, then fumbled for a while, fastening the locket about his own neck. He let it hang on the front of his shirt. “Thank you.”

They walked back to Byron’s in comfortable silence. Outside the hut, Father relaxed in a chair talking to Jan. As they approached, he glanced up and smiled. He caught sight of the locket around Arun’s neck and his smile widened. Jan shifted over on his log to let Kira sit. Arun sat cross-legged on the ground. For a moment there was silence. 

Then Jan leaned forward. “I’m going to have to go back soon. I don’t want to leave Bekky on her own.”

Father nodded. “Understandable. You’ve stayed too long already. Go as soon as you need to, Jan, with my eternal gratitude.”

“What about you? Where are you going to go? You won’t stay here?”

Father shook his head, inspecting the back of his hands. “I suppose we’ll go on into Trumia as we planned to, before I was arrested.” His eyes clouded for a moment. “We’ll be safe there.”

Arun folded his arms. “But you’re innocent. You should be allowed back into Myrtonia.”

“Innocent or not, Apharis would have me killed the moment I stepped foot in the country.” 

Kira tensed with sudden anger. “But Lord Molark needs to know what Apharis has done. He can’t be allowed to get away with what he did.”

Father gave a wry smile. “We can hardly just stroll in and see Lord Molark, Kira. The Council Palace is the most closely guarded building in the country. We’d never get near him.”

“There’s a secret way into Molark’s rooms that bypasses the guards.” Everyone stared at Arun. One corner of his mouth twitched nervously. “Apharis showed me.”

Father stiffened. “Why would he do that?”

“It was before your hearing. He…”Arun reddened and his gaze dropped. 

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Slowly, Father pushed himself up from his seat and took a few unsteady steps away to stare out over the forest. “It was you who poisoned Lord Molark?” he asked, his voice quivering. 

When Arun didn’t answer, Father turned to look at him over his shoulder. Arun nodded and Father’s head dropped to his chest. “What else?”

 ”What do you mean?”

“It’s becoming more and more obvious that Apharis has engineered all this.” Father’s voice rose. “What else did he have you do? Why did you become my pupil? Was that part of some plan?”

Arun bit his lip, digging his knuckles into the ground beside him. “He wanted me to keep an eye on your movements.”

“Why?”

“So that I could…” Arun stopped to swallow. “So that I could set up a situation where you’d be forced to use magic.”

Kira jumped to her feet as Father spun around to face Arun, almost losing his balance. He waved her away, moving to steady himself against the back of his chair. His hands shook. “The cart. That was you?” His expression begged Arun to deny it.

Arun nodded, his head down.

Father clung to the seat with both hands and leaned forward. “You put an innocent child in danger to entrap me?”

“No! It was an illusion. I created an illusion.”

“No, that child was real. I felt his weight as I lifted him.” Father moved his hand as if he were lifting the child once more. 

Arun climbed to his feet. He took a step towards Father. “The boy was real, yes.” His voice was soft, pleading. “But the cart was an illusion. He was never in danger. Believe me.”

The two stared at each other for a moment. Kira moved to Father and took his arm, urging him silently to sit down, but he shook his head, pulling away from her. An expression of deep pain came to his face and his body tensed. “And Kira’s accident? Was that you too?”

Arun backed away a little. “No! I swear. I didn’t do that!”

Father’s eyes glistened. There was a catch in his voice. “I’m sorry. I’ve made so many mistakes in my life. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

 “I only acted on the story Apharis gave me,” Arun said, his voice soft. “We’ve both made mistakes.” 

Jan stood beside Father and gripped his elbow. “Ifor, this is getting you nowhere. Arun isn’t proud of what he’s done and nor are you, but you’re missing the important question here. Why? Why did Apharis want to do this?”

Father stared at Arun through red-rimmed eyes. Arun shrugged and shook his head.

“It makes no sense,” Jan said. “You’ve been in Timberlee, being the quiet tutor for the past eighteen years. You may have been a threat to him before he killed Krake, but since then, you’ve been powerless to do anything that might damage his aspirations. I know you’ve been in opposition to each other since we were schoolboys, but he wouldn’t suddenly start acting on old grievances, would he?”

The furrows between Father’s eyes grew deeper. “No, Apharis may well have enjoyed all this, but there has to be a stronger reason than cruelty. He’s patient. He thinks ahead. He doesn't make mistakes. He must have something planned, something that needs me out of the way. But how would putting me in Verebor help him? And why did he have to send me there? Why not get Arun to kill me at home? There was plenty of opportunity.”

“You're wrong about him not making mistakes.” Arun moved a little closer as he spoke. “By not letting me kill you straight away, he gave me the chance to get to know you. I spent three months trying to find the murderer in you and I couldn’t. I couldn’t hate you. If I’d had a knife that first day I met you, I could have killed you, but not once I got to know you. He didn’t predict that.” He stopped, his face red. “I think the only reason I let Kira go with me to Verebor was that deep down, I knew she would stop me going through with it.”

He glanced shyly at Kira and she smiled back.

“But he wanted me in Verebor. That was no mistake,” Father said.

No one spoke as Father sat once more, deep in thought. Kira couldn’t help smiling a little as she saw him take up his usual ‘thinking’ position, leaning back in the chair, his elbows on the arms and his hands clasped in front of him. His eyes narrowed under lowered eyebrows and he breathed steadily. She had thought she would never see him like that again. At last his face relaxed, his mouth opened a little and he spoke to Kira. “What happened to all my books and papers after I was sent away?”

Kira reeled as a cold shiver ran through her whole body. She glanced at Arun, but he lowered his eyes. 

Father must have caught the look for he now regarded the two of them. “Well?”

Kira swallowed. “They burned the cottage.”

Father slumped in his chair, but before he could speak, Arun cut in. “But Apharis had the books and papers all packed and taken to his office before the fire.”

“That’s it then,” Father said. “By having me sent to Verebor, he gained legal possession of my records. Now he has the names of every student I ever taught.”

“So, how will that help him?” Jan stood up.

“He’s long wanted to bring back the age of Wizard Rule. When Molark dies, Apharis will take over as High Councillor. Oath or not, I would have encouraged opposition and he knew it. Now he has me out of the way and can pinpoint every student I might ever have influenced.” Father blinked. “He intends to purge any possible opposition. Every single one of them is in danger.”

Jan put a hand on Father’s shoulder. “You need to talk to Molark, Ifor. Let Arun use this secret entrance and arrange a meeting.”

Father leaned forward on his seat and stared at the ground, his face twitching with emotion. “It’s too dangerous.”

“He has to know,” Arun said.

The sounds of the forest seemed loud as Father sat thinking. Kira concentrated on her own breathing, willing him to let Arun go. Father deserved justice. He deserved his life back. So did Arun.

At last, Father straightened in his chair and gave a slow nod. He turned to Arun. “But be careful.”

 

 



Chapter 20

 

 

 

For the tenth time, Father walked to the path and stared towards the gate. After a moment he returned, his shoulders slumped, his face drawn. Kira wished she could do something to cheer him, but there was nothing she could do or say. Arun and Byron had been gone for six days now, far longer than expected. Jan had left with them to go to Bekky, but they had decided against using Florda’s help. Instead, they had gone on horseback. The ride would have taken two days, so they had been expected back yesterday at the latest.

Father flopped into his chair and gazed at the floor. “I shouldn’t have let them go.”

“They’ll be back soon, I know it.” Kira tried to add conviction to her voice, but failed.

“If they’d used Florda’s help, at least she could have told us what’s happened.”

Kira knelt by him and put a hand on his arm. “After Florda’s reaction to him the first time, I don’t think Arun trusted her not to throw him off. And Byron’s afraid of flying. Try not to worry.”

Father gave a half-hearted smile and patted her hand. For five more minutes he sat in silence, staring at the floor. Then he rose again, letting out a long breath. “I can’t just sit here. It’ll be dark again in another hour.”

Kira stood and took his arm. “Come on, let’s stroll to the gate. The fresh air will do us good.” He gave a slight nod and allowed her to lead him. He looked pale. Maybe Jinty better check him tonight, Kira thought. She didn’t want him to fall ill again. He rubbed his eyes. 

“They’ll come.” Kira squeezed his arm. “Believe the impossible.”

He regarded her quizzically. “You’ve really taken that as your motto, haven’t you?”

Kira smiled. “It’s worked so far.”

“Why did Lord Molark say it? You never told me.”

She hesitated. Lord Molark had told her to keep it to herself, but she didn’t suppose it mattered now that Father was free. Briefly, she recounted what the High Councillor had said about Father’s place in the future of Myrtonia.

Father listened, shaking his head. “I’ve no idea what he meant.” 

They reached the gate, but apart from the guards, there was no sign of anyone. Kira swallowed the lump in her throat as she saw Father’s shoulders slump once more. They had just swung around to return when she stopped, her heart quickening. She hardly dared hope the drum beat in the distance was what she thought.

“What is it?” Father stopped, then tensed. “Horses!”

Kira felt a flutter of anxiety. There was something wrong. Only two horses should be returning, but the sound coming towards them sounded like more. The guards, too, seemed to have noticed and both now stood with their spears poised. 

She relaxed as Arun and Byron came into view. Behind them, she was surprised to see Jan, followed by Bekky. Her heart lifted. It would be good to see Bekky, but why had they come back?

Father threw his arm about her and hugged her to him. “Believe the impossible,” he whispered, his eyes shining.

Arun was the first to dismount. His face bore smudges of dirt, his hair was mussed. Behind him, Byron dismounted more slowly, grimacing with pain and rubbing the inside of his legs. 

With a reassuring smile, Arun came straight to Father and grasped his hands. “Sorry we’re late. We decided to go with Jan to get Bekky. There were soldiers everywhere in the city.”

Father squeezed Arun's hands, then strode to Bekky, sweeping her into a tight embrace, which she returned with as much energy. “We thought…” Father stopped, his thoughts clear on his face.

 “We didn’t want to worry you, Ifor,” Jan said, “but I thought it best to bring Bekky back, so it took longer. Let’s get to the hut. We’ll explain there.”

Back at the hut, seated around a warm fire, the four travellers relaxed a little and Father’s face, Kira was glad to see, had regained its colour. It was Bekky she worried about now. Her face was pale and she kept an eye on Jan as if not convinced yet that she was safe.

“So, tell us,” Father said, his voice gruff, “what happened?”

“We got to the city without a problem, but there were patrols everywhere,” Arun said. “They were the only ones in the streets. It took a bit of manoeuvring to make it to Lord Molark’s rooms without being seen. It gave him a bit of a shock to find us there, of course, but it seemed as if he’d been expecting something to happen. He gave me this to give to you.” He pulled a folded envelope from his pocket and leaned forward to hand it to Father. 

Father took it and held it in his hand. “Go on.”

“I decided to go with Arun and Byron to Lord Molark,” Jan said, “I wanted to know what was going to happen before I went to find Bekky. When I heard what Molark said, I decided that it would be safer for Bekky if I brought her here. The others came with me to get her.”

“What did he say?” Father asked softly.

Arun shifted forward in his chair. “He said that he’s certain Apharis is planning to take over Myrtonia before the year’s end and to bring back Wizard Rule. He believes you have a role to play in stopping him. A seer has predicted it.”

“Me?” Father glanced at Kira. 

“It’s all in the letter. He believes you’re innocent, says he’s always suspected it, but could never prove anything.” Arun nodded at the envelope. “Why don’t you see what it says?” 

Father held the letter up for a moment, then ripped the envelope and unfolded the paper. After a moment he rubbed his eyes. “You read it for me. Verebor was a dark place. My eyes aren’t what they used to be. I can’t read in this light.”

Arun took the paper and held it to catch the light of the candle behind him. “My dear Master Goran,” he read, “I cannot express my delight on hearing that you have survived the horrors to which you were so wrongly condemned. Please convey my commendations to your brave and charming daughter, who took my advice so seriously. I hope you will recover well and remain in good health for many years to come.

“There is a matter that I must explain to you now, for I fear my time is running short. Six months ago, a seer from the desert country of Plavora came to me. He had received a prophecy, which he said pertained to Myrtonia. I have enclosed the prophecy as he told it to me, translated from his language. There can be no doubt that the man it alludes to is you. As time goes by, I become only more certain of that fact.

“I must point out that Apharis has seen this prophecy. I had not intended for him to see it, but caught him at my desk, reading it with particular interest. 

Myrtonia puts its trust in you.

Yours faithfully…

 

The group sat in silence for a moment. Father’s face remained impassive. 

Then Byron coughed to clear his throat. “Shall he read the prophecy?”

Father raised his head very slowly and blinked as if just awakening. He gave a curt nod at Arun, who held a smaller piece of paper and took a deep breath.

 

When the quake comes to split the land,

a rock shall arise from the depths of knowledge,

to quell the fires and hold fast the threads of the future.

One whose power is limited

shall find the strength to lead.

One who bears the mark of the dragon queen, 

shall fly above the enemy.

 

At this, Father’s head snapped up and he stared at his son, who paused in his reading. The older man’s mouth moved for a moment as if he searched for the words to say, but he shook his head and motioned for Arun to continue. Kira’s heart thudded. This was what Lord Molark had meant? 

 

One of compassion,

Whose integrity shall endure,

Will evade death, yet suffer it, 

Shall be possessed, but free.

The gift of the winged ones: the source of victory.

 

As Arun stopped reading and lowered the pages, there was silence. The group watched Father. His face twitched. He stood and strode to Arun, holding out his hand for the letter. Arun gave it to him. For a moment, Father stared at it as if reading it again. Then, with a quick movement of his hand, he crushed it and hurled it into the fire. Everyone gasped. Arun leapt to retrieve it, beating at the flaming paper with his fingers.

“Ifor!” Jan shifted in his seat, glancing from Arun to Father. “What are you doing?”

Father spun around, his eyes flashing. “It’s nonsense,” he said. “Just words, conjured from the mind of a man who’s spent too many days in the sun. It has nothing to do with me.”

Jan shook his head. “It is you! The mark of the dragon queen…” 

“Me?” Father gave a short laugh and stabbed his finger in the direction of the letter smouldering in Arun’s hand. “A rock to hold fast the threads of the future? Look at me, Jan. I’m a tired old man, not a rebel or a leader. What chance have I against Apharis? I haven’t practised magic for eighteen years.”

“One of limited power.” Arun’s voice was soft. “Yet you lifted the child.” 

Father held up his hands. “Eighteen years ago, I could have frozen time to save that child. I could have stopped everyone and everything in that street, picked the boy up and moved him away before they all started again. And all I could manage that day was simple levitation. I probably couldn’t even manage that now.”

Kira swallowed her disappointment. She had hoped, as she heard the prophecy read, that it would give her father renewed purpose. How could he not believe it? “Lord Molark is putting his hope in you, Father.”

Father stared at her. For a moment he seemed to be losing the battle against the emotion he felt. He swallowed hard and held his hand over his face. Then he took a deep breath. His voice was quiet, full of bitterness. “Yes, maybe he is. And just maybe he let a few things happen so that this nonsense could come to pass.”

“No!” Kira jumped to her feet. “You know that’s not true.” She looked to Arun for support. “He couldn’t do anything to help you. He –”

Father took her arms, gripping them tight. “I know you want to believe everything he said, but –”

“It was true, Father, what he said about believing the impossible. You’re here, alive. You should be dead, but you’re here. It might seem impossible that you could lead the fight against Apharis, but –”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand, Kira.” He gazed around the room. “None of you understand. I don’t want it. I don’t want to lead the fight against Apharis. I don’t want to see my children, my friends, my students die in a rebellion of my making. I can’t…” He stopped, his eyes glistening. “I just don’t want any of it. I won’t be that man just because some sun-struck seer says I am.” 

He spun and strode unsteadily towards the door, but stopped at Jan’s voice. “Perhaps you’re right, Ifor. Maybe the prophecy isn’t about you. After all, it said the man would have retained his integrity.”

Father straightened, like a man stabbed in the back. He turned slowly. His face was pale, but his eyes blazed. “You’d judge me?” he said through gritted teeth. “You, the great Dr Hingel, who has never suffered anything beyond a stubbed toe? You know, I had a long time to think about things in Verebor and I came to realise a few truths. Who are you to talk of integrity? Did it ever occur to you that everything I’ve suffered in the past eighteen years may be down to you?”

Jan’s eyes narrowed and his face reddened. “What!” Byron laid a hand on Jan’s arm as the doctor took a step forward, his fists clenched. 

Father, too, took a step forward. “Where were you when your father made that deal with Krake? Where were you when your sister needed you? You knew what that man was like, but you left her there alone. You left it to me to care for her.”

“I never asked you to fall in love with her, to give her a child!”

Father’s lip trembled. “I was wrong, yes. But she needed you. And you weren’t there.”

Tears sprang to Kira’s eyes as her father glared at his best friend, his shoulders squared, his arms stiff by his side. For a few moments he looked as if he was going to say more. Then he let his head drop to his chest. With a gesture of defeat, he headed once more for the door of the bedroom.

 

 



Chapter 21

 

 

 

The atmosphere in the hut the next morning prickled with tension. Father’s expression forbade discussion of what had happened the night before. Kira doubted he had slept at all. He hadn’t suffered the usual nightmares during the night and the dark rings under his eyes, which had faded over the past week, were back almost as black as before. 

Arun, Jan and Bekky, who had been accommodated in other tents, did not visit for breakfast. They sat outside, the murmur of their voices carrying through the window. Byron, too, soon made an excuse to go, leaving Kira and her father alone.

Kira nibbled at her toast in silence, only glancing at Father when she thought he wasn’t looking. At last, he placed his empty cup on his plate and wiped the crumbs from his beard with the back of his hand. He sat with both hands on the table, studying her from under lowered eyebrows until she began to feel uncomfortable. She swallowed the last of her toast and stood to go.

Father reached out a hand to catch hers. “Kira, please try to understand.”

Kira went to pull away, but the pain and wretchedness in his face made her stop. How could she dump her disappointment on top of all he had to bear already? She held his hand as she walked around the table, then kissed his forehead. “I understand, Father. After all you've been through, but I would have thought that what Apharis did to you would make you more determined to stop him.”

A diffident smile trembled on his lips for a few seconds. “I just can't.” He swallowed and shook his head.

She hugged him for a moment, before stumbling out into the early morning sunshine, where the others were deep in conversation. Bekky took her hand as she passed and pulled her to sit on the arm of her chair.

“He needs to be told,” Arun said. “Lord Molark will be waiting.”

Jan shook his head. “The mood he’s in, he won’t do it.”

“But he has to!” 

Father’s voice came low and terse from behind them. “What do I have to do?”

Arun glanced up at him, then dropped his gaze. Father regarded the group, his eyebrows raised. “Well?”

 Byron cleared his throat and stood up. “Lord Molark wanted to have a meeting with you once you’d read the prophecy.”

“Prophecy?” Father gave a short, humourless laugh. “Children’s story, you mean.” He shook his head. “When did he want this meeting?”

Byron and Arun exchanged glances. “Tonight,” Arun said.

“Tonight!” Father’s eyebrows rose once more. 

“We didn’t realise how long it would take us to return,” Arun went on. “But he said he’d meet us tonight on the northern edge of Jumik Forest. We thought we’d have longer to organise it.”

“He didn’t really think I’d believe all that nonsense, did he? I know there are some good seers in Plavora, but this is just too trite, too predictable. I wouldn’t be surprised if Molark made it up himself.”

Kira jumped up, her heart racing. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“I’m not the great hope of Myrtonia, Kira. It’s all make-believe. I lost my integrity long ago.”

Jan stood and walked towards Father, his mouth set in a tight line. Bekky reached for his hand, but he pulled away. “Whether the prophecy is true or not, I still can’t believe your attitude. For eighteen years, you’ve taught your students why the Age of Supremacy and Wizard Rule should never be allowed to return.” He kept his voice low, but anger rumbled through it. “Now, when you know what Apharis is planning, you want to turn your back and pretend it’s not happening. Do you think if you stay in Trumia, he’ll change his mind? Your friends, your students will still die. Bekky is a Netheren. Damn it, Ifor, your own daughter is a Netheren! What will happen to her?” 

His eyes narrowed as he contemplated Father, who kept his head down. When he made no answer, Jan waved a dismissive hand at him. “Fine, run away and lick your wounds, if that’s what you want to do. But it’ll still happen.”

Kira shuddered. She hadn't thought that far. What would happen to her and Bekky if the wizards took over? Would they be slaves to them, as the Netheren had been during the Age of Supremacy?

A pigeon in a nearby tree cooed softly as Father gazed at Jan, his face like stone. He gave a slow nod. “All right. I’ll go to this meeting. But he won’t persuade me. I have nothing to offer Myrtonia.”

Arun jumped to his feet, relief lighting his eyes. Then his face tightened. “I suppose that means I have to face that dragon queen friend of yours?”

“I don’t think she’ll be antagonistic any more. You’re no longer a threat to me.” Father glanced over at Byron, who sat rubbing his chin, his face white. “I take it you’re not keen on taking the trip, if it involves flying?” 

As Byron shook his head, Jan took hold of Bekky’s hand. “I think I might stay here too, this time.”

Father contemplated him for a moment, as if trying to assess his motives. At last he nodded. “I’ll be glad of someone to take care of Kira while we’re away.”

Kira held up her hands. “Oh, no! You’re not leaving me here. I’m coming with you.”

“You can’t.” Father gave an emphatic shake of his head.

“Why not? You’re letting Arun go.”

“Yes, but –”

“So I’m coming, too.”

Father pulled back his shoulders and raised his voice. “Just for once in your life, Kira, do as you’re told.” His eyes blazed as they met hers.

Kira fought to stay calm. “You need me to call Florda.” She tapped the pouch on her belt where she kept the blue dragon scale.

“I’m sure I can find another way to call her.”

“Father, ask Arun how easy it is to leave me behind,” Kira said. “I won’t be left here.” 

Father raised an eyebrow at Arun, who shook his head. As her father closed his eyes and slumped in defeat, Kira repeated very softly, “I’m coming.” 

 

***

 

Florda listened in silence to Arun’s reading of the prophecy, glancing occasionally at Father who stood with his arms folded, his face set. At last she nodded and tilted her head to one side.

“Why are you so defensive, Ifor Goran?”

Father stepped back in surprise. “Why? Because it’s pure nonsense.”

Florda lifted her head, her scales rustling as she moved. “On the contrary; it merely confirms the prophecy we dragons were given years ago.”

Father stared at her. “What prophecy? When?”

The dragon queen gazed at the sky, contemplating for a moment. “It was just before I met you, I believe. We were told of one of knowledge and compassion, who would bear the mark of the dragon queen and save us from the wizards of Myrtonia.”

“Before you met me?”

Florda nodded.

“That’s over thirty years ago!”

“A short time in dragon years.” Florda sat back on her haunches, folding her front legs over her chest.

Father gave a derisive smile. “I didn’t have the mark of the dragon queen then. Did she scar me to make me the man of the prophecy, just as Molark betrayed me for the same reason?”

At this Florda came down once more onto all four feet with a thump, raising dust and making them all jump away. Her eyes flashed as she put her head close to Father. “Haka slashed you because she meant to kill you for your insolence in attacking her. I was her prophesied successor and she wanted me dead. At the very moment you fell, she remembered this prophecy and realised that you were the one of whom it spoke. She may have wanted to kill me, but she put the needs of her subjects first. If you were to save us from the wizards slaughtering us for the magical power of our claws, then she had to spare you. It was she who carried you to where you would be found. She could have snuffed your life like a candle with just a wave of her tail, but she chose to save you for the future of the dragons.” 

Father paled. “I have no choice in this, do I?”

“You do have a choice, Ifor Goran. I only hope you are brave enough to make the right one.”

 

 



Chapter 22

 

 

 

The sun had just slipped behind the trees when they landed that evening, not far from the designated meeting area. Only a sliver of moon had risen in the sky, but with one small lamp they could see their way, sticking close together. Leaving the dragons in the safety of the foothills, Father, Kira and Arun walked into the forest. Their footsteps sounded loud, even though they walked on mulched ground. Every stick that cracked seemed to reverberate through the trees.

As they approached the clearing where the meeting was to take place, Kira’s heart quickened. There was no sign of Lord Molark. Had someone set up some sort of trap? 

She jumped as Father put a hand on her shoulder. He leaned his head close to her ear. “Stay here out of sight.” 

“I want to be with you. I want to see Lord Molark”

“It could be dangerous. Stay here.” He pushed her gently towards a thick-trunked oak. As she opened her mouth to argue again, he cut in. “You can keep watch from here, send for Florda if we need her. Please.”

There was such pleading in his final word that Kira nodded and watched as Father and Arun carried on into the clearing. As they entered, three figures stepped from the shadows. She recognised the High Councillor at once, even dressed as he was in plain traveller’s clothes. Two guards, also in plain brown and carrying crossbows, flanked him as he walked. Kira’s heart lifted as she recognised one them as Tyrman, the soldier from the dungeon at the Council Palace.

Though he spoke softly, the High Councillor’s voice carried clearly to Kira on the breeze. “Master Goran, I am glad you were persuaded to come. I imagine it was not an easy decision.” 

Father stood with his arms rigid by his sides, his lips pursed. He gave a curt nod. 

Arun stepped forward, bowing his head. “Lord Molark, my father is dubious about the role you say he plays in the prophecy. He feels you’ve made a mistake.”

Before the High Councillor could answer, Father’s voice cut in, low and terse. “I don’t feel it. I know it.”

Lord Molark studied Father for a moment. “Do you know of any other man who fits the description?”

Father shook his head. “I don’t know every man in Myrtonia.”

Lord Molark raised a placating hand towards him. “I realise what an awful time you’ve just been through, but –”

“No.” Father pulled himself up straight. His jaw tightened. “No, I don’t think you do, my lord. I don’t think you know anything about what goes on in Verebor. I can’t believe you could know and allow it to continue. I’ve seen grown men screaming like newborn babies, strong men cowering in corners. Do you condone that? Or have you left it to Apharis to take charge, turned your back and pretended it was Myrtonian justice?”

As Father spoke, Lord Molark’s face paled. He remained silent for a moment, staring over Father’s shoulder into the darkness. “I thought you, of all people, would have realised the truth long ago, Master Goran. I have never been in charge.”

Kira’s heart ached as she saw the desolation in the High Councillor’s face. He looked so much older than he had when she had last seen him. 

Father cocked his head to one side. 

“The only reason I have this position,” Lord Molark went on, “is because Apharis wasn’t ready to take over as High Councillor. He’s been plotting his moves since the day he got onto Council. I’m just a piece in his game, an easily controlled dupe.”

“My Lord –” Father raised a hand.

“It’s the truth.” Molark leaned forward, keeping his voice low. “My daughter is married to Apharis’s son. If I went against Apharis, what would happen to her, to my grandchildren? I had no choice. Until I saw the prophecy and saw his reaction on reading it, I thought I could at least keep some control of the situation. Now I know I can’t. He won’t let me stay alive much longer. My daughter and her children have gone into hiding, but he’ll find them. I don’t know what else I can do. I need you to succeed where I’ve failed.” 

Kira bit her lip. How many more did Apharis have under his control?

“You did what you could to protect your family, my lord. It’s only natural.” Father shrugged as he spoke.

“It’s not natural for innocent men be tortured, Goran. Nor is it, to let innocent men die for what they say and do.”

“Who?”

Lord Molark paused a moment. “The writer, Pirel, was murdered three days ago.” He hesitated once more as Father sucked in a deep breath. “I have no doubt it was on the orders of Apharis, but I have no proof. And the Crystal Reader disappeared two months ago. One can only presume he, too, is dead.”

Arun stepped forward, resting a hand on Father’s back. “Why? How could their deaths help Apharis?”

“As your father can vouch, Apharis likes things to go his way. Pirel spoke against Wizard Rule on more than one occasion. With the Crystal Reader gone, magic can now be practised at will, for no one else can read the crystals.”

Father frowned. “Why has Apharis waited all this time to –” 

He stopped and peered towards the forest. The hairs on the back of Kira’s neck rose as a snapping noise came from the trees on the other side of the clearing. She cursed herself for watching her father and not the forest as five soldiers stepped out of the trees, crossbows aimed.

Tyrman and the other guard raised their own bows, but as they did five more soldiers appeared behind the first group, including the captain who had come to arrest Father when they had tried to escape. Kira stifled a cry as he studied Father, his face triumphant.

Father flashed a glance at Molark, but the High Councillor shook his head. “This has nothing to do with me.” He jerked his head at the captain. “What’s the meaning of this?”

The captain pulled back his shoulders. “We were told that you were collaborating with an escapee, my lord. Apparently we were told the truth. I suggest you tell your guards to lower their weapons. They’re severely outnumbered.”

Lord Molark signalled his men to do as they were told. Two soldiers moved forward and took their bows. 

Kira’s whole body shook. Apharis must have found out about this meeting somehow, but how? She stole a look at Arun. After all this, could he have betrayed them? But Arun, pale faced, moved closer to Father, his stance protective. If he was a traitor his act of loyalty was certainly convincing.

Moving slowly to avoid being seen, Kira slipped her hand over the pouch and called the dragon’s name in her mind. Florda and her guards shouldn’t take long to get here.

Her thudding heart stopped beating for a second as the captain took a step forward and waved a hand at one of the soldiers. “You – dispense with Goran. We take the others alive.”

She froze as the soldier raised his bow and aimed it at Father’s chest. Time seemed to slow.A blur of movement came from the right as the arrow flew. She shut her eyes. 

When she opened them, Father lay on the ground, but he had no sign of injury. He leaned on his elbow, staring in dismay at another body that lay beside him. Tears burned Kira’s eyes. The blur of movement had been Lord Molark. He must have pushed Father aside, saving him from death. The arrow had found its mark in his chest. 

Before the soldiers could re-aim, a whir of wings above them brought mayhem to the scene. Florda and her guards screeched as they bore down on the soldiers, waving their tails in wide arcs. As one, the soldiers fell to the ground, screaming and clutching their chests. They shuddered and lay still. 

Their job done, the dragons wheeled away over the trees. Father and Arun stood despondent, fear remaining in their eyes, as if afraid to believe they were safe. In the chaos, Tyrman had run to his master’s side. The other guard seemed to have disappeared. 

A movement caught Kira’s eye. She searched the shadows and saw him at last, scurrying away into the forest not far from where she stood. Why would he run away, now that he was safe? 

Without thinking, she darted from the safety of her hiding place and ran at him. He must have heard her.A derisive sneer crossed his face as he saw who chased him. She had no time to stop as he snatched at something inside his jacket. At the moment she bowled into him, he raised his hand and she caught the glint of metal in the moonlight, slashing down towards her. She felt a thump, as if someone had punched her. Then a burning pain tore through her shoulder. She screamed Father’s name as everything went black.

 

***

 

Kira groaned as her body jogged up and down with painful regularity. Something felt tight about her ribs and under her legs. Her shoulder throbbed. She opened her eyes. Arun’s face, white and frightened, wavered above her. Seeing her awake, he made an effort to smile.

“It’s all right, Kira. We’re nearly there.”

Stars twinkled in the dark sky above her and she could smell the campfires and hear concerned voices following them. She wished Arun would stop moving. It hurt. She’d never felt pain like this. A doorway passed over them and she could see the rough thatch ceiling of the hut. Byron’s voice muttered something she couldn’t hear. She began to move downwards. Then the grip about her loosened and she settled onto something soft. 

Arun blinked as he moved away. His chest was covered with blood. She gasped. Was he bleeding? No, it must be her blood. Father’s face, ghostly and strained, floated into view, followed by Jan, Jinty and Bekky. Why were they all here? Why did she hurt so much? She tried to reach out to Father, but the effort was too much. Blackness threatened to close in once more and she fought against it.

“Stay with us, Kira.” Jan’s voice was pleading, desperate. His usual doctor-like calm had vanished. He put a hand on hers and squeezed.

“Father.” Kira tried to turn her head.

“I’m here, child. Just hold on. Jan will help you.”

Would he? How? No one could ease this pain. It was a monster, devouring her, burning her whole body. She couldn’t stop the shaking that was taking control. A hand lifted her head and something cold touched her lips. She reached for it, sudden thirst overwhelming her. The liquid was cool and sweet. It trickled through her, easing the fire of pain a little. She sighed as she lay once more on the pillow, then clenched her teeth as someone touched her shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Kira. I can’t do this without hurting.” Jan, brow furrowed, shifted his position a little. She glanced across at her shoulder and flinched as she saw his fist clenched about the hilt of a knife still embedded there. 

Father took hold of her hand, but she could hardly feel it. Her whole arm felt far away and detached from her, heavy like a lump of meat. 

“Bite your teeth together,” he said, just as Jan pulled on the knife, sending a searing pain shooting up her neck and into her head. She did as her father suggested, but it was too late. Tears poured down her face and her mind floated in a sea of agony. She gasped for breath as the darkness crept about her. 

“Stay with us, Kira.” Jan had put something over the wound, but the pain hadn’t subsided. She just wanted to sleep, to stop this shaking.

“You can sleep soon, Kira, but not yet.” Father’s voice was pleading. He turned to Jan. “Will she be all right?”

Jan remained silent for a moment, laying his fingers on the pad of material on her shoulder. “She’s lost a lot of blood and I don’t know what damage it’s done.” He stopped suddenly, his brow knitting then rising again in surprise. He tilted his head and regarded Kira as he put his other hand to his chest. “Kira, have you been keeping something from us?”

Kira gave a slight shake of her head, stopping immediately as the pain bloomed once more, setting off a fresh wave of tremors. Let me sleep.


Father moved forward a little. “What is it?”

Jan pulled his medallion from inside his shirt. The central design glowed silver and gold like a torch in the dim light of the room. Father sucked in a breath and stared at Kira, his eyes bright. 

Jan raised an eyebrow. “How long have you been a wizard?”

Kira frowned. She must be hearing things or suffering from delirium. She was no wizard. Yet when Jan held the medallion over her shoulder, a surge of heat passed over her as if someone had poured warm water into her, filling her with a sense of well-being and forcing away the pain that racked her body. Somewhere deep down inside, a tiny bubble seemed to grow, then burst, soothing every part of her. She gave a gasp, as he lifted the medallion away taking with it all the hurt. She gazed in wonder at the small, red sphere he gathered, and sighed as he twisted it away into thin air. 

The relief of those around her was palpable. Tears flowed down Father’s face and behind him, Bekky threw her arms around Jinty. Arun sat, tight-lipped, his eyes glistening and Jan stared in disbelief at the medallion, a triumphant smile breaking over his face. 

“Thank you,” Kira managed, before sleep carried her away on a gentle stream.

 

***

 

The sun shone from high up above the hut window, dazzling Kira. She stared at the ceiling for a few moments before turning her head. Beside her, Arun sat cross-legged.

He smiled. “Hello, sleepy.”

She tried to return the smile, but shut her eyes again as her mind reeled with the memory of dragons screeching and men shouting. Her shoulder… She reached up and touched it, but felt only a soft, clean blouse. The pain had gone. She opened her eyes again as Arun took her hand.

“You were supposed to stay out of the way.”

She gave the smallest of smiles. “If I’d realised he had a knife, I would have. I didn’t know anything could hurt quite so much.” She scanned the room. “Where is everyone?”

“Most of them are in the next room. Father’s outside, thinking. He’s been there most of the day.”

Kira frowned. “I should go to him.” She tried to sit up, but her head spun and she lay back down. “In a minute.”

“You need rest.”

“I’m rested. I want to get up.”

Arun laughed. “Still stubborn. Would you like some help?” He pushed an arm under her shoulders and lifted her to sit. There was no pain at all now. “What happened out there? Lord Molark? The guard?”

“Lord Molark’s dead. So is the guard who betrayed him. The other guard is on his way to Trumia. Father’s taken it all pretty hard.”

At least Tyrman was safe. A sudden thought struck her. “You’re calling him ‘Father’.” To her surprise, the idea pleased her.

A pink tinge came to his cheeks. “Well, I can’t call him Master Goran any more, can I?”

She studied him for a moment. Why had she thought there was nothing of Ifor Goran in him? Behind those eyes there was the same air of intelligence and good nature, in his face the same kindliness. No wonder she had found his presence comforting when she first met him. She smiled and pulled back the covers, twisting as she did to sit on the edge of the low bed. Arun stood and took her hands to pull her up. She wavered a little on her feet, but he held her steady until she felt better.

Out in the living area, a wave of concerned questions greeted her. Bekky hugged her close as if she would never let her go. Over her shoulder, Kira saw Jan struggling to keep his composure. Byron winked at her.

At last she pulled away. “I need to see Father.”

Bekky nodded and pointed to the door. “We left him alone. He seemed to need some solitude. But he’ll be happy to see you up and about.” Tears came to her eyes. “If you’d been killed –”

Jan coughed, cutting Bekky off. “Go to him, Kira.”

Outside, the warm air caressed her cheeks with a gentle breeze. Father sat on a chair beneath a tree in his customary thinking position. His head sat low on his chest. As she got close, she suppressed a smile. His eyes were closed and a gentle snore rumbled with each breath. Without a sound, she sat at his feet and rested a hand on his knee.

For maybe ten minutes she sat there. Asleep, he looked at peace, his features relaxed, but he still appeared older than his years. Sadness and guilt at her attitude yesterday morning stuck in her heart. What had he called himself – a tired old man? After all he’d been through, who could blame him for his reluctance? Who wouldn’t crave the peaceful life after all that? She laid her cheek on her hand and enjoyed the sound of his breathing.

At last he stirred. He stroked the top of her head. “You’re awake, child, and here’s your father dozing in the sun like an old dog.”

Kira smiled. “You needed sleep.”

He nodded sadly. “I needed to think, too, but my tired brain got the better of me.” He took her chin in his hand and lifted her face to him. “So, my little one, what’s this about you being a wizard?”

 “I’m not. I feel nothing of magic in me. Maybe it was the dragon scale?”

“No, dragon magic has no effect upon wizard magic. They are totally distinct forms. That’s why dragons can do magic even where rozica is present.”

“But I don’t think I have magic.”

Father took her hand in both of his. “You may not have discovered it yet, but it doesn’t mean it’s not there. Sometimes it’s just one thing – like Jan’s healing. It’s the only magic he has and even with that, he can’t cure himself. Maybe you're a healer.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Then Father squeezed Kira’s hand. “I’m sorry about my attitude over the last few days.”

“No, Father, it's –” 

Father stopped her with a finger to her lips. “I wasn’t looking forward. I was dwelling on what I’d just been through and wallowing in self-pity. But then Lord Molark saved my life, and you…” He rubbed his face, wiping angry tears across his cheeks. “I saw you lying there and knew I was feeling the grief of thousands of fathers in Myrtonia in the near future, if Apharis has his way. I can’t let him do it.”

“Will Lord Molark’s family be safe?”

“I’ll do my best to make sure they are. Them, and the rest of Myrtonia.”

“What are you going to do?”

He shrugged and lifted his head to gaze at the sky. “I haven’t the faintest idea. I have a lot of thinking to do, which is why I shouldn’t be sleeping in the sun.” He gave a wry smile. “But before I do anything, I need to make peace with those I love. Come on,” He pushed himself up from the chair and pulled her to her feet. “I need to apologise to Jan. I can only hope he’ll forgive me.”

 

 



Chapter 23

 

 

 

Kira gazed out over Myrtonia. The mid-afternoon breeze warmed her face. Nearby, two dragons patrolled the air, flying to and fro with grace. Tension ached in her neck. Things were moving forward so fast. What would happen now? 

Only days had passed since Father’s decision to lead the move against Apharis and already a new camp had been set up in a huge cave Florda had led them to in the eastern mountains. The cavern, wide and airy, extended far back into the mountain in a series of chambers. It afforded a good view over the nearby countryside and plenty of space. Father, Kira, Arun, Jan and Bekky had flown there on the backs of Florda’s helpers, carrying as many supplies as they could. Byron had followed later on horseback, bringing with him as many men and supplies as he could muster. Jinty accompanied them with a cohort of women intent on keeping the menfolk fed and clothed. Fifty people now camped in the rocky shelter.

“Kira, come in. We’re having a meeting.” Arun’s voice echoed off the mouth of the cave.

She went back. The whole group had gathered facing Father, Jan and Arun. Some used rocks as stools; others sat in the grey dust of the cave floor. With a mixture of dread and excitement, Kira lowered herself onto a rock next to Bekky and waited for someone to speak. The others all seemed to be waiting for Father to start the conversation, but he had his head down and his arms crossed on his lap. They would hear nothing from him for a while. Whatever he was thinking about, it had his whole attention.

Kira looked around the group, hoping someone would start, but still the others waited on Father. Deep in his own world, he seemed oblivious to their glances. 

Eventually, Jan sat up and cleared his throat. “Let’s review the situation. Lord Molark is dead and Apharis has taken over, intent on bringing in the Age of Supremacy once more. We have soldiers in the streets and prison camps being built all over Myrtonia. We have houses being burned and refugees from the famine in Plavora being forced back to the border. And we have maybe fifty men to fight it.”

“And dragons.” Arun’s face didn’t reflect the confidence of his statement.

Jan nodded, his brow furrowed. “That’s our only advantage.”

“Rozica.” 

The group shifted and watched Father once more. He brought his head up, apparently waiting for one of them to understand what he meant, but when they all continued to stare at him in silence, he went on. “Apharis wants to bring back Wizard Rule. Only those with magic will have power. The more magic a wizard has, the more governing power he’ll be entitled to. But if none of them have any magic…”

Arun’s face lightened. “So if everyone has rozica –”

“But where would we get it?” Jan shook his head. “The supplies are closely guarded, probably more so now. Apharis would have worked out that danger long ago.”

Byron, sitting to the side, rubbed his chin. “You’re not thinking of Verebor?”

Kira shivered at the name, but her heart sped as she began to follow his train of thought. “It’s built on a deposit of rozica –”

Father nodded. “And the prisoners spend half their days mining it. There are bags and bags of it in the lower dungeon.”

Jan gave a short laugh. “Ifor, you can’t seriously be suggesting you want to try to break back into that place?”

Father’s eyes sparked. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.” He stood up and strode a few paces before turning back. “Where’s the last place Apharis would expect an attack on the rozica supplies?”

“But it’s not possible.” 

A slow smile came to Father’s face. “Have you not heard Kira’s motto?”

Kira grinned, but her mind strained to understand him. Like Jan, she couldn’t imagine how he thought he could get back into that place, or why he’d want to. 

Beside her, Arun rubbed the back of his neck. He narrowed his eyes and nodded at Father. “With the help of the dragons, we might have a chance. There were soldiers on the battlements, so there must be a way in from the roof.”

Jan exchanged looks with Bekky, then pursed his lips and shook his head. “It would be madness to even try. That place is so well guarded.”

“Jan, think about it!” Father strode back to his rock and sat down, leaning forward. “We have dragons to help us. Their magic isn’t affected by rozica. They could put every guard in that place out of action while we go in and take enough of the mineral to give every Netheren in Myrtonia a crystal.”

As Jan thought about that, Kira threw in a question that had been bothering her for some time. “Father, if dragon magic is so strong, why don’t they just go and kill Apharis and put a stop to this?”

Father shook his head. “To kill Apharis by magic in our territory would be an act of war. They may use their magic in their own territory, but not ours, not even if we ask them to. It has been that way since Wizard Rule was destroyed. It was in the treaty, to stop a cycle of vengeance for what had happened to them. Honour is paramount amongst dragons. Unless we break the treaty by hunting them in their own territory, they will not use magic in ours.” 

Kira frowned. She seemed to remember reading something about it, but she hadn’t thought it through. “But when we met Lord Molark –”

“We were still within their territory.”

“And Verebor is within their territory as well.” Jan let out a long breath. “It might just work.”

Father sat down, looking more confident than he had for a long time. “I’m sure it will work.”

 

***

 

Twenty dragons flew through the darkness towards Verebor, ten of them with riders. As the sun rose behind them, the black towers of the prison came into view, a sinister monster crouching in the pit of the mountain. Kira shuddered and grasped Lopia’s spikes tighter. She couldn’t believe she was coming back to this awful place so soon after leaving it.

Beside her, Father gripped Florda’s spikes and narrowed his eyes. He leaned forward and shouted something to the dragon, but his voice disappeared into the air and Kira couldn’t hear him. Florda nodded and flapped her wings harder. Soon she was ahead of the others and began her descent. Those carrying riders followed her. The others split into two groups to form a circle over the prison as had been planned.

Taking a deep breath, Kira felt for the knife in the belt of her breeches. She doubted she could ever use it, but Father had insisted she carry something to protect herself. The dragons in the air would weave their magic before they landed on the roof, rendering all those within immobile, but it was best to be ready for anything.

Below them on the roof, soldiers with crossbows had obviously caught sight of the approaching flyers. They shouted and pointed, then aimed their weapons. None of them got the chance to fire. With a whip of their tails, the dragons turned them into living, breathing statues, frozen in their aggressive stance. The riders landed amongst them with a flurry of wings and jumped from their dragons. Byron, his face white, smiled diffidently, obviously relieved to be on solid ground.

Father beckoned them all together and pointed towards a large wooden trapdoor in the centre of the flat roof. “You know what you have to do.” 

Byron strode to the door and lifted it, letting it land with a crash. The prison soldiers did not even blink. One by one the ten raiders entered the prison. Kira, trembling and nauseous, waited until most had gone before she followed. When only Jan and Father remained, she moved forward, then stopped. Father’s face had lost its colour and he stared at the entrance as if it were about to devour him. 

“Ifor, do you want to stay here as lookout?” Jan put a hand on Father’s shoulder as he spoke. 

At his touch, Father jumped. “No, no, I’m fine. Why would we need a lookout with twenty dragons protecting us?” With a forced smile he moved towards the trapdoor, stopping at the top of the stairs. He turned to Kira. “Be careful.”

Kira caught Jan’s gaze. It was he who had persuaded Father that she would be useful on this venture, despite being able to carry only half of what the others might. His look now suggested that her role might be more supportive than physical. She moved towards Father and took his hand as he sucked in a deep breath and headed down the steps. The odious smell hit her nostrils even before she entered and she coughed, forcing back the urge to be sick. 

At the bottom of the steps, two more soldiers, frozen as they ran towards the shouting, had been toppled by the others and lay on the stone floor, their legs and arms bent. Kira followed Father past them and along a dingy corridor to more steps. The silence was eerie. Inside the cells that they ran past, Kira imagined the prisoners, scarred and starved, stiff and unmoving. Her heart ached to let them out, but it had been impossible for the dragons to weave the magic without freezing all that lived within the walls. 

Moving as fast as they could, they wound their way down steps, deeper and deeper into the lowest dungeons of Verebor. As they did, the stench grew almost unbearable. Kira pulled the scarf she wore around her neck to cover her nose and held it there with one hand. At last they reached a long corridor, at the end of which stood a large wooden door.

“The mine is through that door,” Father said, stopping for a moment to catch his breath. “The storeroom is to the right of it.” They had come down four long flights of stairs and Kira wondered how much rozica they could carry out before they were all exhausted.

Jan, who had followed them down and stopped when they did, stared at the door. His face shone ghostly in the lamplight. “Did you ever see the light of day?”

Father shrugged. “Sometimes we were lucky enough to be left in a cell with a window. Only when we’d behaved.” 

He set off once more, leaving Kira with Jan. The others had disappeared into a room adjacent to the mine door. Before that, a number of doors were open. As he passed the first, Father peered in, his face apprehensive, then visibly relaxed. At the second he did the same. At the third he gasped, covered his mouth and stepped back to lean on the wall for support. Kira and Jan ran to him, but he put out a hand.

“No, Kira. Stay back.”

Kira stopped, but Jan carried on. He, too, paled, swallowed hard, then stepped into the room. Shaking, Kira moved forward and peeked around the doorjamb, pushing away her father’s hand as he tried to stop her. 

The flame of a brazier lit the interior of the room. As if in some gruesome oil painting, it illuminated two men, frozen in action. One man, about Father’s age, filthy and skeletal, hung from the wall by chains from his bleeding wrists. His toes barely reached the floor. His chest was bare and covered with bruises and raw welts. His hair covered his face as his head hung, but when Jan lifted his chin to check his pulse, Kira saw the agony in his grey eyes and the pleading twist of his mouth. The smell of burnt flesh hung in the air.

In front of the man stood a guard. In his hand he held a metal bar, similar to others that lay in the brazier glowing red. A cloth covered the end he gripped, but no doubt the other end had once been as hot as the others still in the fire. Kira wiped the tears that ran down her face and turned away to bury her head in her father’s shoulder. He held her tight until Jan’s step sounded beside them.

“Is he alive?” Father’s voice trembled.

“Barely.”

“We’ve got to do something.”

Jan spoke in a hoarse whisper. “We discussed this, Ifor. We can’t!”

“His name is Fosse.” Father’s gaze returned to the room.

“Ifor –” Jan moved to block his view.

“He was a friend!”

“We can’t do anything. You know we can’t. In any case he’d probably be dead before we got him back to the cave.” 

As Jan spoke, Byron emerged from the last room, carrying a large sack on his shoulder. “We need to get moving. Those dragons can’t keep this up forever.”

Jan gave a curt nod and grasped Father’s arm. “Come on. Please.”

Father allowed Jan to lead him up the corridor. Kira followed, her throat aching and her heart heavy. Fosse didn’t look as if he’d survive much more. How could they leave him? She shouldn’t have let Father come. Jan had tried to dissuade him. She should have tried, too.

In the rozica store, Arun had taken control, pulling out sacks and handing them to each of the men. They vanished like worker ants into the corridor. Arun grabbed a bag of his own and heaved it up to carry. With a tight smile at Kira, he headed for the door. “I think we should be able to take two each before we run out of time. That’s probably all the dragons could handle anyway.”

Around the walls of the room, bags of rozica stood five deep. Father moved to take one, but Jan grabbed his shoulder. “Stay here with Kira and organise the other bags for when we return. You’re not strong enough for this yet.”

Father nodded and pulled the bag he had grasped to the door. Kira did the same. The bags were not heavy to drag, but she couldn’t imagine trying to carry one up four flights of stairs.

Jan took a bag and headed for the door. His footsteps echoed up the corridor. Then a door slammed. Father flinched, a flash of anger crossing his face. He yanked a bag from the wall, grunting at the effort. Kira stifled a sigh. Shutting the door on Father’s friend wouldn’t make him forget. No door existed that would make him forget this place.

By the time they had dragged eight bags to the entrance, Byron had returned. He grinned at Kira. “We’ll be out of here in plenty of time at this rate.” He hefted another sack and wheeled back into the corridor. He showed no sign of tiredness.

“Father, why did they get you to mine this if Apharis is not going to let anyone use it?”

Father sat on a sack. “It’s all sold to Plavora, where wizards are outlawed. They put rozica everywhere to stop their powers – in buildings, in roadways, as buttons on clothing. The only way a wizard can practise his art is to live far away from everyone else.”

Jan was the last to come back. His hair hung wet with perspiration and he had tied his coat around his waist. As he lifted his bag with difficulty, he jerked his head towards the door. “Let’s get going.”

“We’ll be right behind you.” Father took his knife from his belt and slit open a sack. “We can at least fill our pockets before we leave and rearrange the room so they don’t notice how much has gone.

Jan gazed at him for a moment, then nodded. “Fine, but be quick. We have about fifteen minutes before the dragons won’t be able to hold the spell anymore.”

In answer, Father filled his hands with rozica crystals and held them out to Kira. Jan, staggering a little under the weight of the sack, left. 

The crystals shone deep red like frozen wine in the dim light. They tinkled as they poured into Kira’s pockets. When they were full, Father filled his own. He shifted a few sacks to even out the piles, then pointed to the door. They strode quickly along the corridor together.

At the door of the torture cell, Father stopped and bit his lip. “You go on. I just want to say goodbye to Fosse.”

“Father, we need to go.”

“It won’t take long. The least I can do is take those bars away.” As he spoke he opened the cell door. 

“Go on. I won’t be long.”

Kira didn’t go. Something in her father’s eyes made her turn and go into the cell with him. Sure enough, Father had taken a key from the guard and was unlocking Fosse’s chains. 

“Father! We have to go.”

Father’s eyes burned in the light of the brazier, like some wild beast. “I’m taking him. If you insist on staying here, help me.” He caught the lifeless body as it fell, and slid his arms around the man’s chest. He jerked his head downwards. “Take his feet.”

Kira did as he said, struggling a little with the awkwardness of the man’s legs. Father backed from the cell and moved towards the steps.

Fosse did not seem very heavy at first. Little remained of him but skin and bone. By the time they reached the top of the second set of stairs, however, Father’s breath came in rasps and Kira’s legs shook beneath her. There was no time to rest. Any moment now, the dragons’ magic would cease and the guards would waken. Kira reflected on the irony of the two who had been thought too weak to carry the rozica, now carrying this load. Father, though, seemed determined.

At the top of the third flight, they stopped for a few moments. Father’s face was red from the exertion and Kira feared he would pass out. Still he took a deep but ragged breath and moved on, his walk now little more than a shuffle.

As they approached the final steps, Kira’s heart missed a beat. The two soldiers who had fallen to the ground were now sitting, staring at each other, puzzled expressions on their faces. Half way down the steps, Arun had seen them too. He rushed towards them, shouting for help from the roof. As Byron appeared at the entrance, Arun swung his fist, hitting one of the soldiers in the face. The man slumped against the wall, his head falling to his chest.

The other man leapt to his feet, raising his crossbow. Still groggy, he wavered as he fired and the arrow smashed into the wall to Byron’s left. Arun threw his arm out once more, but missed. The guard swung back with his fist, hitting Arun on the shoulder. As he did, Byron hit him with a blow to the back of his neck. The guard fell to the ground and lay motionless.

Jan raced down the steps towards them. He glowered at Father. “What do you think you’re doing, you fool?”

Father stood, gasping for breath, unable to speak. Anger flared in his eyes. At that moment Fosse regained consciousness. He groaned and moved in Father’s arms. As he opened his eyes, he stared at Kira. Then his eyes opened wide and he stretched an arm towards her. 

“You! You’re the one.”  With a sigh, he lost consciousness and his head flopped once more.

Without a word, Byron scooped Fosse into his arms. “Run! There’ll be guards everywhere in a minute.”

Kira ran after Arun as Jan grabbed Father’s arm and dragged him up the stairs, closely followed by Byron. 

On the roof, most of the men had already flown with their dragons. The guards, disarmed, huddled in a corner under the fiery gaze of Florda. Byron ran to Lopia and laid Fosse in her arms before climbing onto her back. Kira and Jan helped Father onto the back of a small red dragon. Jan urged Kira towards Florda before mounting Sekoa. Arun climbed onto the back of a large orange dragon Kira had not seen before and smiled briefly at Kira. 

With a scrape of claws on stone, they took off, rising into the pale pink morning sky, higher and higher. Seconds later, a party of soldiers reached the roof. Kira ducked as arrows hissed around her. A screech of pain sounded over the sound of shouting and dragons’ wings. With thudding heart, Kira turned to see Sekoa roll to her side, a river of blood running from her neck. As she rolled, Jan slipped from her back. For seconds, he hung from her spines. His knuckles turned white, but his hands slid down. Then he lost his grip. His scream echoed in Kira’s ears as he and the dragon plunged towards the rocky ground. 

 



Chapter 24

 

 

 

Kira watched in horror. Jan had no chance of survival on those rocks. As for Sekoa, she had been spiralling, her wings bent at strange angles to her body. From the way her head hung, Kira guessed she was dead already.

Florda’s voice came to her on the wind. “Hold on tight, Kira, and lean back.”

She’d hardly had chance to obey, before the dragon wheeled and plunged. Kira gripped Florda’s spikes as tight as she could and held on with her knees as she pushed herself against the blue scales of the dragon queen’s back. Her stomach lurched and her heart pounded. The ground raced towards them. They seemed to be going far too fast to pull out. 

She felt a sway as Florda waved her tail behind them. At that moment, Jan’s descent stopped and he floated in the air, as if held there by an invisible hand. It lasted only a second or two before he began to fall once more, but in that time Florda came close to him. Kira felt a jolt and looked down. Jan hung from one of Florda’s paws by his arm. His face was white and twisted in pain. Immediately, Florda swooped upwards again. She scooped Jan into her arms with her other paw as she went. His face relaxed, but remained deathly pale. 

Behind them, there was a sickening thud as Sekoa hit the ground. Beneath Kira, the dragon queen shuddered, but carried on ahead. She held Jan close to her chest and flew on into the morning.

As they neared the others again, Kira breathed a sigh of relief to see Father, Arun and the six other riders, with Fosse still safely held in Lopia’s front paws. Father had his head down and his eyes shut. Even when Florda flew close to him, he didn’t look up. 

 

*** 

 

Back at the cave, the group carried Fosse into the first cavern in silence. When they laid him on a mattress, he didn’t stir or make a sound. Father squatted beside him, his face like stone. He and Jan hadn’t spoken since they landed and even when Jan came to the other side of the man and knelt down, Father didn’t take his gaze from Fosse’s face.

Jan took the injured man’s wrist between his fingers. He glowered at Father. “What did you think you were doing, taking a risk like that?” he asked through clenched teeth. “You could have got us all killed.”

Father blinked and frowned, his eyes still on Fosse’s face. “I’m sorry.” He glanced at Jan, then took Fosse’s hand. “Will he live?”

Jan’s eyes blazed. He opened his mouth to speak, then snapped it shut. He searched about him till he caught Kira’s gaze. “Kira, could you find my bag, please? He’s too weak for a wizard healing. With all this rozica, it wouldn’t work anyway.” 

Kira rose, but as she turned to go, she gasped. “Jan! Your arm.”

The sleeve of Jan’s brown coat was torn. A long gash in his arm had soaked the material in a black stain. He shrugged. “It’s just a scratch from Florda’s claws. My bag, please.”

She crossed the cavern to where Jan kept his bag. As she did, she saw Bekky hurrying from the second chamber, her face pale. The news must have reached her. Kira scooped up the bag and ran back, just as Bekky got to her husband. He finished his examination of Fosse before he held up a hand, shaking his head.

“I’m all right, Bekky.” He narrowed his eyes at Father. “No thanks to Ifor.” He took the bag from Kira and dropped it beside him. He rummaged in it for a potion.

Father’s shoulders slumped, but he straightened as Fosse gave a groan and opened his eyes. The old man stretched out his hand. He gripped Father’s arm with bony fingers. “The girl…She’s the one.”

Father frowned. “The one?”

Fosse had shut his eyes once more. It seemed a struggle for him to open them again. “The crystals…” It was barely audible. 

Kira started. What did that mean? She glanced at Father, but he, too, sat with knitted brow. Bekky came to stand by her and took her hand with a reassuring squeeze.

“Rest, my friend.” Father patted Fosse’s arm.

A weak smile came to Fosse’s face. “Freedom, my friend, freedom.” Then, with a slight judder, his eyes glazed and his head fell to one side. His last breath gurgled in his throat and his chest rose no more.

Kira shivered as her father’s stony expression began to falter. He clenched his teeth and pressed his lips together. With trembling fingers, he closed the dead man’s eyes. He turned his face away, his shoulders shaking. 

On the other side of Fosse, Jan hung his head for a moment, then called for a blanket. One of the men went to get it. As he held the blanket to the doctor, the man glanced at the dead man and his eyebrows rose. “That’s Fosse.”

Father’s head snapped up. “You know him? How?”

“He’s the Crystal Reader.”

Father’s mouth dropped open and he gazed at Kira. “Could it be?”

Kira shrugged, though her heart thudded. She's the one...the crystals. There was only ever one Crystal Reader at a time, chosen by some magical selection set in motion by Herios two hundred years ago. It seemed too fantastic to think it might be her. But it could explain why she had only become aware of any inkling of magic after the Crystal Reader vanished.

Jan had covered Fosse’s body with the blanket. He stood and took a deep breath. When he spoke, his voice was deep with anger. “You mean to say, you put us all at risk for a man you called ‘friend’, but you didn’t even know who he was?”

Father’s eyes narrowed. He kept his voice low. “I knew who he was. He was Fosse.”

“And that’s all you knew!”

Angry silence swirled through the cave as everyone stopped at the sound of raised voices. Father shook as he stared at Jan, swallowing hard before he spoke. “He was Fosse and I was Goran. In that place, the person we were before counted for nothing. To recognise another prisoner as a human being made you his friend.”

Jan blinked and reddened. “I’m sorry.” He shut his bag. “But it was still madness to try and save him. Why put the lives of nine other people at risk, your own children amongst them, for a man who was so obviously close to death? That dragon didn’t deserve to die.”

Father’s eyes glistened. “You heard him. He died free.” He started to walk away, but Jan called after him.

“We’ll never beat Apharis if we take unnecessary risks. We have to stick to what we’ve agreed beforehand.” 

Father strolled back to face Jan. He stood a full head shorter and had to look up at the doctor to speak. “Why did you wait, Jan, there in Verebor? When Kira and I didn’t return on time, shouldn’t you have left us?”

Jan gave a weak smile, shifting his gaze to the floor of the cave. “That was different. We’ve been friends for a lifetime.” 

“My time in that place felt like a lifetime.” Father looked away for a moment before he laid a hand on Jan’s elbow. “Get your arm seen to.” He strode out of the cave, head down and shoulders hunched, emptying his pockets of the rozica as he left.

 

***

 

Arun stacked the last sack of rozica in a rocky alcove. He sighed and stretched his back. “I swear that stuff gets heavier, the longer you carry it.”

Kira smiled, digging out a handful still in her pocket. “I didn’t notice.” She wouldn’t tell him how her arms ached from carrying Fosse.

Grinning, Arun flopped down to sit on a bag. At that moment, Byron walked by, carrying a mug of tea. Arun held out a hand. “Ah, just what I need.”

Byron gave a short laugh. “Get your own. This is for Jan. Then I deserve one myself for riding a dragon.” He looked around. “Where’s your father?”

“He’ll be somewhere quiet, thinking.” Kira felt a heavy weight inside her as she spoke. She wished she could get inside Father’s head and sweep away the unhappy thoughts that clogged his mind like cobwebs. She scooped all the rozica out of her pockets and walked outside.

The sun was high, allowing a clear view over Myrtonia. In the distance the far mountains shimmered purple against the blue sky. Kira glanced about her. As she’d predicted, Father sat on a boulder a hundred yards away, his head bowed and his brow furrowed. She went to him, wishing too late that she’d brought him a drink, too. He raised his head at the sound of her footsteps and gave a sad smile.

“I’m sorry about Fosse.” Kira leaned over and put her hand on his shoulder.

He nodded, then pushed himself to his feet and held out his elbow to her. “I need to walk. Will you come with me?” 

She slipped her arm through his and they set off down the rough track towards the stream in the valley. The sun warmed her shoulders and made her feel sleepy, but Father seemed intent on putting some distance between him and the cave. At last they reached the stream and he found a rock big enough for two.

“Are you all right?” Father asked as they sat down.

Kira leaned back. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

He frowned, taking her hand. “These past months have been a trial for you and you’ve been so brave. I haven’t told you how proud I am of you.”

A warm glow grew inside her and she gave a shy smile. “I only did what any daughter would do.”

“No, not any daughter.” Father patted her hand. “I’m sorry I never told you about Arun before. You’ve taken it well.”

Kira’s face burned as she thought of how much she had hated Arun at first, how jealous she had been of Father’s need for him. As if reading her thoughts, Father continued, “I’ve said a few things that probably left you wondering if I cared for you.”

“No, of course not.” She swallowed her guilt at this lie, forcing a smile.

One side of Father’s mouth lifted and he blinked. “No matter what has happened to me, you know I wouldn’t change anything, don’t you? I wouldn’t be without you.”

Kira could think of nothing to say. She leaned her head on his shoulder and they sat in silence for a while. A soft wind blew through the trees around them and the stream bubbled gently over the rocks, caressing their thoughts.

“Crystal Reader,” Father said at last, “that’s quite an honour.” 

“I don’t feel anything.” Kira cocked her head to one side. “You don’t think Fosse might have been wrong? How could he know?” 

“He would have had visions of his successor.”

“But how does a Crystal Reader’s magic work?”

“It senses another’s magic, much like a healer.” A flash of light came into his blue eyes. “Can you feel my magic? We should be far enough away from the rozica.”

A thrill of anticipation ran down Kira’s spine. She reached out and put a hand on Father’s chest. A smile played on his lips. She shut her eyes and concentrated on his heartbeat. She had no idea how she should go about it, but it was worth a try. 

Her heart thudded twice as fast as Father’s. She took a deep breath and tried to concentrate her thoughts, as she had seen Jan do. Nothing happened. All she could feel was Father’s heartbeat and the tension in his chest. She went to move away, but Father shook his head. “Keep trying.”

Kira held her breath and tried to calm her pulse to match his. Gradually, the world around her faded away and she found herself in a quiet place, surrounded by whiteness. Her hand jumped. Was she imagining it, or could she feel warmth from deep within him? It was more than normal body warmth, like holding her hand over a candle, a focussed heat that flickered. Then the warmth became a tingling sensation and she could hear strange music, like someone singing without words a long way away, so faint she thought she might be imagining it. Father snatched her hand suddenly, squeezing it tight. She opened her eyes. He gazed at her, a soft smile spreading across his face.

“I can feel your magic touching mine, child. Fosse was right.” A spark came to his eyes and his mouth twitched with excitement and pride. 

“So if I’m Crystal Reader, can I tell what any wizard is doing just from his crystal?” An idea was forming in Kira’s mind and her heart thudded as Father nodded. She jumped up, pulling on his hand. “Come back to the cave, Father, I have an idea, but I need to talk to everyone about it.”

“Tell me.”

She shook her head. “It’s only half an idea really. I need to talk to everyone. Come on.”

With a shrug, Father allowed her to lead him back up the hill.

 

 



Chapter 25

 

 

 

Arun perched on a rock, hands clasped. He seemed as excited about the idea as Kira. Jan, on the other hand, kept glancing at Father, occasionally shaking his head. He held his injured arm awkwardly by his side. After waiting for Kira to finish, he jumped in before Father could speak. 

“How can you even think of it?”

Kira’s excitement faded a little. “But if we had the crystal that belongs to Apharis, we’d know his every move. We might even be able to predict what he’s planning next. It's…” She struggled for the word she wanted.

“ – too dangerous.” Father twisted on his rock. “It’s a good idea, but to try to break into a building so well guarded would be madness.”

“We may not have to break in.” Arun’s eyes sparkled. “There’s a way we could just walk in.”

Kira’s jaw dropped and both Father and Jan let out a laugh of disbelief. Jan sat up straight. “Walk in? Aren’t you forgetting that we can’t use the dragons for this? And your secret entrance will have been plugged by now, you can depend on it.”

Arun shook his head. “We won’t need the dragons or secret entrances.”

The three stared at him. Kira’s stomach fluttered. Even she didn’t understand where Arun was going with this.

Jan sat back a little. “Tell us.”

“I think it can work, if...”Arun turned to Father. “You know how to create an illusion, yes?” When Father nodded, he went on, “Do you know the next step, beyond creating an illusion?”

Father frowned. “Transformation?”

Arun nodded, his eyes alight. “Could you teach it to me?”

Studying his hands, Father shrugged. “I suppose so, but –”

“It would never work.” Jan folded his arms and faced Arun. “How long could you keep up a spell like that to cover two people? It would be too much for you.”

“Kira won’t need it. She’ll go in as herself.”

“What!” Jan jumped to his feet, clamping his mouth shut and wincing as he clutched his sore arm. He raised his eyebrows at Father, obviously expecting some support. “You must have lost your mind.”

Kira kept her head down, afraid that her face would betray the fact that she agreed with Jan. How could Arun possibly think that she could just walk into the Crystal Room, pocket Apharis’s crystal and walk out again? She’d thought of the idea, but not how it could be done. This was madness. Her head snapped up at Arun’s gentle laugh. 

“She goes in as my prisoner.”

Father’s eyebrows knit for a moment, then he gave a slow nod of his head. “You go in as a soldier.” He raised an eyebrow at Arun. When Arun nodded, he gazed out of the cave for a moment. “It could work, I suppose.” At this, Jan snorted through his nose, but Father ignored him. “I know the magic. I don’t have the strength, now, to do it for more than a second or two, but I can teach you.”

Arun reached out and touched Kira’s arm. “What do you think? If I can do it, are you up to it?”

“I think it’ll work. But how do we get out?”

For a moment Arun stayed silent, his brow furrowed. “We need someone to check out Apharis’s movements. If we time it right, I can say I’m taking you to see him. His rooms are through the same door as the Crystal Room. Then, when we come out, I can say he’s ordered me to take you to one of the camps. But that will only work if he’s actually in his rooms.”

Behind Arun, Jan stood with his arms folded, staring at the ground. “What if it goes wrong?” he asked without looking up.

Father contemplated him for a moment. “I won’t be there to make it go wrong this time.”

A pink tinge came to Jan’s cheeks as he stared at Father. “That’s not what I meant.”

“The plan’s not without its dangers, I admit.” Father held his hands up in front of him. “But we’re going to have to take some risks if we’re going to succeed. Apharis is such a good planner. He’ll have thought of every logical attack we can make. If we’re going to get ahead of him, we have to surprise him.”

Jan was thoughtful for a moment. Then he nodded. “Are you sure you want to do this, Kira?”

She bit her lip and turned to Father. “There’s just one thing. What if I’m not the Crystal Reader? What if we get in there and I can’t tell which one belongs to Apharis?”

“Then you come straight back out. But I’m confident you are.” 

Kira paused, trying to slow her heartbeat. Then she smiled. “All right.”

Father clasped his hands and stood up. “Good. Come on, Arun, let’s get away from here and do some practising. The sooner we do it, the better.”

 

***

 

Despite Father’s plea of urgency, it took two weeks before Arun felt confident enough about maintaining his new ‘face’ for any length of time. Father, too, was unwilling to let either of them go until he was sure of Arun’s competency. They practised well away from the cave, down by the stream, returning tired and hungry each time. Kira went with them once, but watching Arun’s face change from his own to another man’s, made her feel ill. 

Meanwhile, Jan coordinated the distribution of the rozica stones amongst the Netheren. They had decided that it would be best to start in the city, working out from there to the further villages. Byron and the other men flew on dragons at night to the outskirts of the city and towns, with supplies of the gems. They handed small bags of them to non-wizards known to them. From there, they were passed amongst their Netheren friends, one per person, with instructions to hide them on their person as discreetly as possible.

Even Kira could see that the use of rozica for protection had only a limited life span. Apharis would know by now that they’d stolen it. He’d soon work out that it had been given out. But it would serve as an annoyance and take up precious time in searching it out. If everything went to plan, there would soon be few places in Myrtonia where a wizard could practise magic without first clearing the area of rozica. One thing was for certain, though; when Apharis found out about it, he would have made sure there was none around him in the Council Palace. So Arun would not be hindered by it when he transformed.

As Arun’s ability to keep his new face for half an hour became more dependable, Kira began to question her own wisdom in agreeing to the plan. So much of it depended on Arun’s ability to maintain the disguise. Nevertheless, late one drizzly afternoon, she hugged her father and Bekky goodbye and climbed onto Florda’s back. A man sent to watch the movements of Apharis had named tonight as a night when Apharis would be in residence. Kira would have felt better if he’d been away, but she could see Arun’s logic. Jan stood nearby, his face anxious, one hand on his chin, doing nothing for her peace of mind. 

Father held her hand, squeezing it tight. “Be careful, child. I know Arun will take care of you, but there’s so much depending on you staying calm.”

Calm? Kira felt anything but calm. Her heart jumped, like a stone skimming over water, but she gave a bright smile and nodded. “We’ll be fine. As soon as we have the crystal, we’ll be out of there.”

At that moment, Arun came out, dressed in a soldier’s uniform taken by Byron and his helpers from an unfortunate guard who now lay bound and gagged in the inner chamber of the cave. Kira shuddered as the reality of what she was doing became even clearer. Although he hadn’t yet changed his face, Arun had the walk and bearing of a soldier. 

He gave a half-hearted smile. “Do I look the part?”

“It’s not a game, Arun.” Father’s voice was terse, his face grim. “Just don’t lose your concentration for a second. You have to be the man you’re pretending to be, or you’ll lose the image.”

Arun pulled back his shoulders. “I know what to do.”

With a forced smile, Father nodded. He let go of Kira’s hand and rubbed Florda’s neck. “Take care not to be seen, Florda.”

Florda turned her head and regarded him through one eye. “We will stay in the forest. Don’t worry, Ifor Goran. Your offspring are very much like you. They will be fine.”

Kira thought she saw doubt in her father’s face, but he nodded and lifted a hand in farewell. “Remember, half an hour, no more. We’ll see you in the morning.”

As the dragons lifted their wings in readiness, Jan took a step forward. He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again, nodding goodbye as Arun climbed onto Lopia’s back.

Soon they were flying towards the city, keeping to the foothills as they made their way west. Near the city, they wheeled and headed south over the forest. At the edge of the forest, out of sight of any human habitation, Florda and Lopia landed. As Kira dismounted, her legs almost gave way beneath her. She took a deep breath and pulled back her shoulders. Though she might be allowed to appear afraid as Arun led her into the Palace, she still needed the strength to get there. 

Arun seemed to sense her fear. He put an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll be fine. Come on.”

Together they walked out of the forest and into the city. The lamps had been lit, but the streets were deserted. Nevertheless, they kept to the shadows. Arun could change his appearance in seconds, but it would be better not to be seen, to save all his energy for going into the Council Palace. 

Half an hour later, they approached the great limestone walls. A group of soldiers strolled out of the gates towards them. Without a word, Arun pushed Kira into a corner and stood in front of her. “Shhh. Don’t speak. I’m whispering sweet nothings in your ear.”

Kira stifled a cry and stood still. She ventured to put an arm around his waist, hoping it wouldn’t shake too much. One of the soldiers laughed as he passed. “Don’t let Apharis catch you doing that so close to his precious Palace, my friend. He’ll turn you into a frog.”

Without looking, Arun waved his hand at them, shooing them off. The men laughed again and moved on. Arun didn’t step back until the sound of their boots on the footpath faded away. 

He took Kira’s hand once more and cast her a quick smile. “I’m going to change now. Be ready to play the prisoner.” 

Kira looked away. When she turned back, Arun had gone. The man in front of her had reddish, curly hair and hazel eyes. He took a short rope from his pocket and tied it loosely about her wrists behind her back, before taking her elbow. He smiled, showing uneven, yellow teeth. “Here we go.”

He pulled on her elbow. At that moment, another soldier came through the gate. He came to a halt when he saw them and waited until they came close. “Who’s this?”

Arun pitched his voice a little higher than normal. “It’s the Goran girl. I found her snooping around. I have orders to take her to Lord Apharis.”

The soldier scanned Kira up and down, his mouth twisted into a sneer. “I’m sure he’ll be pleased to make her acquaintance. Take her.” He jerked his head towards the gate and left, his boots clipping the cobbles as he crossed the road.

At the gate, another two soldiers stood guard. Arun repeated his story as Kira pretended to struggle. As she did, she looked about her, praying that Apharis was in his rooms and not strolling around the courtyard. 

She shuddered as one of the guards took her face in his hand. “I hope for your father’s sake you’re strong, girl.” He glanced at Arun. “There’s probably a promotion in this for you.”

Arun stood up straight, nodding with delight. “I expect so. But the man who catches her Father will be made a General.” 

Before the man could answer, Arun pulled Kira towards the courtyard. He walked with confidence towards the door that led to the holding rooms where Kira had visited Father after his court appearance. It stood open and unguarded. Kira frowned a little. Surely there must be prisoners in the cells? Then she relaxed. Now that Apharis had built the prison camps, these cells would have little use. The Crystal Room too, needed no guard, for with the Crystal Reader out of the way, the crystals were useless.

Inside, to the right of the door, a set of stone steps led to the first floor. Arun stopped and listened for a moment, probably to ensure no one was coming down. The door to the Crystal Room stood only a few yards from the entrance they had used. Kira felt Arun’s nervousness through his tight grip as he opened the door. He released her arms as they stepped into the room and she wriggled the rope from her wrists. 

As he shut the door, Kira’s mouth fell open. The room was filled with light, not from lamps or candles, but from the crystals themselves. They shone with every colour of the rainbow, row upon row lined up on ridged, sloped shelving that ran along all the walls, seven shelves deep. Then she covered her ears. Every crystal sang, the same sound as she had heard from Father’s magic, but each one a slightly different tone, a slightly different tune. Her heart thudded. How would she ever find one crystal amongst all these?

 

 



Chapter 26

 

 

 

Kira glanced at Arun. He stared at the crystals, his eyes wide, before taking her hand as he moved towards a shelf. With great care, he took an orange crystal from its resting place and handed it to her.

“See if you can tell whose that is.”

Kira held it in the palm of her hand. It vibrated against her skin, sending ripples of warmth up her arm, but she couldn’t hear its individual song. The noise created by all the others was too loud. She shut her eyes to concentrate. It did no good. She couldn’t screen the other sounds from her mind. What chance did she have of finding the one crystal that belonged to Apharis? Shaking her head in frustration, she thrust the stone back at Arun.

“What’s wrong?” Arun took her elbow as he placed the crystal back in its place.

“There’s too much noise.”

Arun frowned. “Noise?”

“Can’t you hear it?”

 “It’s eerily quiet in here.” 

With a sigh, Kira pulled away from him and walked to the centre of the room. How had Fosse worked here all those years without going mad? The sound of all the singing drained her energy. He must have been able to shield himself from it somehow.

She pushed her hands as hard as she could against her ears. The noise remained at the same level. When she removed her hands, the sound didn’t get louder. So she couldn’t be hearing it with her ears. The humming must be inside her head. How could she stop that?

Fosse, Fosse, how did you do it? Kira walked up and down the room, searching her mind for a way to read the crystals. She couldn’t go back now without the one belonging to Apharis. She had to find it. In the corner, Arun shifted from one foot to the other, sending frequent glances at the door. She needed to hurry.

Stand still.

Kira started at the voice. She turned around a full circle, but there was no one in the room except Arun and he didn’t seem to have heard anything. His gaze stayed on the door.

Stand still and listen for your own tune.

She stopped, her heart thudding. The voice sounded like the singing of the crystals, inside her head; the crystals themselves talking to her? Or Fosse talking through them from death? Kira swallowed hard and fought for calm.

Listen for your own tune. It is there. You will recognise it.

Arun moved towards her. “Kira, what’s wrong? We need to get the crystal as fast as we can.”

Kira waved him away. “I’m trying, Arun. I need quiet.”

He blushed a little and backed away, looking sheepish. 

Kira took a deep breath and shut her eyes. The crystals’ tunes slid over and through each other, a solid wall of sound. Without knowing why, but sure it was what she needed to do, she raised her hands, holding them cupped above her head. As she did, a lone tune broke away, clearer than the others. It danced and spun around her. A sense of wholeness came over her as the sound of the tune caused the other songs to fade. This was her melody, the essence of her life in music.

As the general noise dissipated, Kira opened her eyes. Her crystal’s tune came from the far corner of the room. She moved towards the sound. There, on a low shelf, a tiny, deep purple crystal shimmered with light, sending stars into the air around it. Kira put out her shaking hand and picked it up. As she did, the noise in the room stopped abruptly. Even her own tune stopped.

She jumped as Arun whispered from his place by the door. “Is that Apharis’s?”

Kira gave an impatient shake of her head as the voice spoke once more. Now say the name of the crystal you desire. Say it in your mind and it will seek you.


Taking another deep breath, Kira did as she was told. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then her own crystal began to sing once more in her hand. From the far wall another tune began, deep and sinister. She shivered as it wove its way into her music, creating a grating disharmony. On a shelf under a high, barred window opening, a dark green crystal lit and sparked. She ran towards it and picked it up. She smiled as the crystal stopped playing its tune and spoke a whisper into her mind – I am Apharis.


Clasping both crystals in her hands she moved towards Arun. He grinned. “Good girl. Give them to me, I’ll keep them in my pocket.” 

Kira held them out, then snatched her hands back and shook her head. “No, I have a better idea.”

Holding both the crystals in one hand, she scooped up a crystal at random from the shelf near her and another from the other side of the room. “Here,” she said, “put these in your pocket.”

Arun frowned. “Whose are these?”

“I have no idea, but if we’re stopped, we won’t lose anything if they’re found.”

“So how do we get Apharis’s crystal out?” Arun took the crystals and dropped them into his pocket. “They’re just as likely to search you.”

Kira pointed at the tiny barred opening above the shelving. “Can you levitate them up there?”

Arun studied the vent for a moment before nodding. “Easily. Good idea. We can get them when we go out.” 

He took them from her and sat them on one palm. He stared at them, then lifted his other hand and pointed towards the vent. The two crystals rose into the air and floated towards the opening. They settled on the stone, just out of sight of anyone that might glance up there.

“Now, let’s get out of here.” Arun took her arm and opened the door. He poked his head out and peered each way before leading her into the hall and towards the exit. Kira studied the surroundings uneasily as they walked. The place seemed very quiet, even for this time of evening. 

At the gates, a guard stepped forward, keeping them within the courtyard. “Where are you going? I thought you had to take her to Lord Apharis.”

Arun squeezed Kira’s arm. “Lord Apharis has seen her. He ordered me to take her to the prison camp off Gretel Road. She’ll be interrogated further there.”

A smile crept to the guard’s mouth. “Is that right? Funny. While you were up there talking to Lord Apharis, he was down here talking to me. He must be quite a wizard to be in two places at once.”

As he spoke, two more figures stepped out from the gateway. Kira recognised the taller of the two. Those cold eyes cut through her, even in the gathering darkness. 

Apharis cocked his head to one side and smirked at her, ignoring Arun. “Miss Goran, I’m so sorry I wasn’t in my rooms. Introduce me to your friend.” He jerked his head towards Arun.

In a whirlwind of panic, her voice vanished. She stared at Apharis, frantically trying to think of a way out. Beside her she could feel Arun trembling as he tried to hold onto his disguise. He’d almost reached the end of his half hour limit. As Kira struggled to speak, Apharis held up a hand towards Arun, who clutched his chest and gave a gasp as the disguise fell away. 

Apharis laughed out loud, his head back. “Oh, very good, very good. I can see Goran has been giving you lessons. Not quite up to his old standard, though. There were none who could have beaten him at that spell in his day.” 

As he spoke, he signalled for the two guards to move to either side of Kira and Arun. Kira glanced behind her, but already two more guards stood, their crossbows aimed. She bit on her lip and stared at the ground. Arun moved a little closer to her and held her hand tight. He straightened as Apharis came towards him.

“Now, my young friend.” Apharis stood close to Arun, his hands behind his back. “You need to tell me why you and this young lady are here.”

Arun stared at him, his face impassive. When he didn’t answer, Apharis barked at the guards behind them. “Search them.”

The two guards slung their crossbows over their shoulders and moved forward. Kira stood like stone as one felt at the pockets of her jacket and breeches, running his hands from there down her legs to her ankles. Beside her, Arun stiffened as the other guard discovered the knife in his belt, then the two crystals in his pocket. He glanced at Kira, a helpless look in his eye.

Apharis took the knife and crystals from the guard and studied them for a moment. “You never did use this as I told you to, Krake,” he said, lifting the knife and holding it to Arun’s chin.

“My name’s Goran.”

Apharis chuckled and lowered the knife once more. “Ah, yes, so it is.”

At this, Arun lunged at him, but the guard beside him grabbed his arm, twisting it up his back until Arun screamed out in pain. 

Kira put out a hand towards Apharis. “Please, my lord…”

The councillor nodded at the guard, who let Arun go and stepped back. As Arun rubbed his shoulder, Apharis turned his attention to Kira. “So, can you explain to me why you want to take these crystals? Whose are they?”

Staring at the ground, Kira hunted for a reply. The last thing she needed was for Apharis to know she was the new Crystal Reader, but how could she fool him? At last an idea came to her. “They belong to my father and Dr Hingel,” she said, her heart pounding. “Fosse told us where to find them.”

“Fosse? That old fool’s still alive?” Apharis’s face grew red. “Why did he need them?” 

Kira swallowed and took a deep breath as she sought an answer. “He was afraid a new Crystal Reader might come along and you’d use their crystals against them.”

Apharis nodded. “He could be right.” He spun abruptly to face Arun. “Now, let me tell you what’s going to happen. You’re going to leave here now and go back to Goran, wherever he’s hiding. You’re going to tell him that I have his precious daughter and that if he doesn’t show himself at my rooms before daybreak, alone and unarmed, he’ll have one less offspring. I have decreed summary execution of those who stand against me. If he doesn’t come, she will be my first example to the people.”

Kira’s stomach flipped and tightened into a painful knot. 

Arun shook his head. “You can’t do that. It’s –”

“I can do whatever I please,” Apharis cut in, his voice harsh. “I lead Myrtonia now. Go and tell him, and remember he must be alone. If I see you or Hingel hanging around or any of those dragons, she’ll die before his eyes.” When Arun didn’t move, Apharis clenched his fists and took a step forward. “Go! Or I’ll kill her now.”

With a quick glance at Kira, Arun strode away, his head down. 

Kira struggled to free herself from the guard holding her. “No, Arun, don’t let him come,” she screamed after him.

He didn’t look back, but carried on through the gates and disappeared from view. Apharis took Kira’s elbow and steered her towards the door they had just come through. “Come, my dear. No doubt your father will come as quickly as is physically possible, but we still have some waiting to do. You and I can spend some time getting to know each other.”

 

 



Chapter 27

 

 

 

Apharis steered Kira up the steps and along a corridor to a dark blue door. She had been surprised that he hadn’t taken over the High Councillor’s rooms, but as they entered, she could see why. His rooms were far more opulent than those of Lord Molark. The furniture, upholstered in red velvet and gilded, shone in the lamplight. A huge and ornate desk sat in one corner, angled so that Apharis could see directly to the door. Shelves covered with hundreds of books lined the wall beside it. How many of these had been Father’s?

Apharis pulled her across the plush red rug and pressed her onto one of the seats. He stood back and studied her. She stared back at him, determined not to let him know how terrified she felt. Not just for herself, though she didn’t doubt he would carry out his threat, but for Father, who she knew would come straight to her aid without considering the consequences.

At last Apharis swept into one of the seats, pulled his robe over his knees and settled himself against a cushion. “I must admit, my dear, I am fascinated at how much like your father you are.”

Kira’s face grew hot. She glared at him without answering.

“So quiet, so bright, so stubborn.” Apharis crossed his legs and flicked a piece of cotton from his robe. “Ifor has been stubborn all his life.”

“Why do you hate him so much?”  

To Kira’s surprise, Apharis’s eyes opened wide and he shook his head.

“I don’t hate him.”

“But –”

“No, Miss Goran, I don’t hate your father at all. He is one of the most intelligent, most honorable men I know. He used to be the most skillful wizard I knew, too.” He shook his head once more. “But he refuses to see things my way and I simply can’t allow him to stop me. I’ve worked for this all my life. It’s important to me. Ever since we were children, he’s been unwilling to see my point of view. He can’t see that wizardry is a talent that puts us above all others. After all, magic can change the world as we know it.”

“So can knowledge and hard work and compassion.”

The High Councillor gave a short laugh. “Yes, so much like your father.”

“He won’t come.” She could only hope it was true.

Apharis smiled, his head to one side. “He’ll come. Ifor wouldn’t abandon his daughter.”

“Then he’ll bring an army and dragons and –” Kira shifted to the front of her seat. She sounded like a small child, she knew, but she so wanted it to be true.

“No. He’ll come, alone as I told him to. He knows I always mean what I say.” Apharis stood and strolled to a portrait on the far wall. “Do you know who this is, Miss Goran?”

Kira studied the painting from where she sat. Cold blue eyes stared back at her from a round face framed with silver hair. There was an air of superiority about him – the way he held his head, the twist of his mouth. “A relation of yours?”

Apharis beamed, his eyes glinting as he regarded the portrait. “My great-great-great-great Grandfather, Nirad Kopel, Supreme Wizard of Myrtonia – until Herios took it upon himself to change things.” His eyes narrowed. “Your father’s hero destroyed my family’s hopes and the future of Myrtonia at the same time. Had Wizard Rule been allowed to continue, we would have been the richest land in the world. Nirad’s plans for academic and wizard research would have allowed us to develop ideas that have still not been explored. We could have developed industry on a scale you can only imagine, using magic to stimulate energy. I mean to carry on where my ancestor left off. Your father can’t be allowed to stop me.” He faltered as emotion cracked in his voice.

Kira gazed at him. She had never suspected the passion or the pride behind his plans. She stole a glance at the door. Two guards still stood, one at either side, their crossbows over their shoulders. She took a deep breath.

“So you’d use slave labour as Nirad Kopel and his friends did?” she asked, keeping her voice soft.

His face tightened. “It’s not slave labour. What use are those with no magic? If they didn’t work for us, they’d live off the fat of our knowledge and skills and achieve nothing for themselves. If they don’t work, there is no point to their lives.”

“But if you’re such great wizards, why can’t you just weave your spells and make everything wonderful, without the need for labourers?”

Apharis gave a derisive smile. “Even you must know that’s not practical, my dear. Magic of that magnitude would require huge amounts of energy. It must be used in conjunction with intelligence, knowledge and hard work. It’s really not that different to what your father believes in. What I want to do is simply speed up the process.”

Kira scowled. “I’m not your ‘dear’ and what my father believes in would never involve slavery, the murder of innocent people or the slaughter of dragons.”

He smiled again and came back to sit opposite her. “I see you’re as blind as him. There’s no point in me arguing with you. I suggest you get some rest. Even with the aid of his beloved dragons, I doubt your father will get here before dawn.” He twisted in his seat and took a book from a small table next to him. He settled back in his chair and began to read.

Determined not to sleep, Kira folded her arms and sat up straight. She watched Apharis as he read. At the same time, she fingered the dragon scale in her pocket. Though Florda could do nothing to help her here without breaking the treaty, at least this call for help would let Father know that she was still alive. 

After a few minutes, Apharis raised his eyes from his book and gazed at her with a bemused expression. “Sleep. Your father won’t be here for quite some time yet.”

“I’d rather stay awake.”

Apharis sighed impatiently. “Sleep.” He raised a peremptory finger and waved it at her. Before she could react, darkness folded itself around her and she felt herself sinking backwards into the chair. 

Then she felt nothing at all.

 

***

 

When she awoke, faint sunlight shone through the gaps in the velvet curtains. Apharis sat at his desk, a tray of tea before him. Someone shouted orders out in the courtyard. Moments later, there was a scuffling noise outside the door, which was now shut. Kira sat up as Apharis rose and moved towards her. He reached her and pulled her to her feet. Someone gave a rapid knock.

“Come in.” Apharis seemed expectant, almost gleeful.

Kira’s eyes stung and she swallowed hard. In the doorway stood Father, a guard at either side. He regarded Apharis, his face impassive. “You can let my daughter go now.”

Before she could move, Apharis took a step sideways, still grasping Kira’s arm. He pulled her to stand in front of him, then spoke to one of the guards. “He’s unarmed? No one else came with him?”

The guard gave a curt nod. “He came alone, my lord, and he carries no weapons.”

Apharis nodded. “And no rozica?” 

“We took what he had. It’s well away.”

Kira’s muscles tightened at this and Apharis laughed. “What, child? Are you afraid I might use magic against him? Do you not believe your father can defeat me?”

Father cut in before she could answer. His voice was cold, but quiet. “She knows I can’t and so do you.” He winced as the guard wrenched his arm.

Kira could hear Apharis breathing heavily behind her. She struggled, but he held her tight. “But aren’t you the promised Great Wizard who will save Myrtonia?” he asked, his voice mocking. “Aren’t you going to –”

“Just let my daughter go!” Father took a step forward, but the guards took a firmer grip on his arms, holding him back. He glared at Apharis, his chest heaving. 

Apharis held out his hand from behind Kira. In it he held a small, carved figure of a stout, ugly, snub-nosed creature, so fat it was almost spherical. It sat perfectly in the palm of his hand. 

Father stopped struggling. The colour drained from his face. He shook his head in disbelief. “Those were destroyed by Herios two centuries ago.”

Apharis closed his fingers about the figure. “Ah, well, Herios obviously wasn’t perfect. He missed one.”

“How did you get it?”

With a laugh, Apharis held the carving high to catch the light on its bald head. “I’ve put a lot of effort into getting it. Eighteen years of effort. It was well hidden.”

“Where?”

“It doesn’t matter. But do you want to know the irony, Ifor?”

Father didn’t answer. He scowled at Apharis, still straining against the hold of the guards.

Apharis shrugged. “Our friend Krake brought me the scroll that held the clues to its whereabouts, but it was incomplete. You held the final answer.”

Father shook his head. “That’s nonsense. I didn’t even know it existed.”

With a laugh, Apharis clasped his fingers around the stone. “You had a remnant of the scroll, framed in pride of place on your wall, Ifor. All those years, you had the answer under your nose and no one knew it. I got legal access to your records in the hope you’d written something of your knowledge of dragon lore and I turned up something infinitely more valuable.”

Kira’s stomach lurched as what Apharis had just said struck home. Father had guessed only half the truth about why he’d been sent to Verebor. But what was the carving? What could it do that it was so important that Apharis would spend eighteen years searching for it?

White-faced, Father narrowed his eyes. “The fragment was written in Ancient Plavoran. What it said made no sense –”

“Unless you had the scroll as well.” Apharis smiled in triumph. “When you purchased that fragment for your collection, you brought home the means to return to Wizard Rule.”

There was silence for a few moments as the two men eyed each other. 

“Let my daughter go. Stop hiding behind her.” Father’s gaze strayed back to the figure enclosed in Apharis’s fist. “Do whatever it is you have to do, but let her go.”

The High Councillor tossed the figure into the air and caught it. He let his hand drop to his side. He spoke to one of the guards. “Take the girl over there.”

The guard grabbed Kira and pulled her, struggling, to the other side of the room. She looked back at Apharis, who stood legs astride and arms folded, a sense of purpose written on his face. 

“What’s happening? What are you going to do?” she asked.

Apharis didn’t answer. Kira jumped as a streak of silvery air flew across the room at him from where Father stood, one arm wrenched from the grip of the guard and stretched before him. Apharis rocked on his feet a little, then gave a slow smile. He waved a hand at Father, drawing it into a fist and pulling it towards himself. Father’s body became rigid and his face contorted in pain.

“As you said, Ifor, you can’t defeat me with magic. Not any more.”

Kira struggled against the guard’s hold until her shoulders ached and still he held her firm. In desperation she raised one foot and kicked back as hard as she could behind her. The guard yelled as her heel hit his knee. At that moment she managed to break free. She ran straight for Apharis, her arms outstretched.

Apharis seemed oblivious, despite Father’s desperate cry of ‘No!’ He waited until she had almost reached his side before he spun, his other arm out and his index finger pointing at her. Kira noticed the carving, still held firm within his other fingers, as a huge pain gripped her chest and she flew into the air. She sailed across the room, her mind spinning. Then the wind in her lungs rushed out of her as she thudded into the armchair she had been sitting in before. She gulped for breath as Apharis, still holding Father with his other hand, growled at her, “That’s your last warning, Miss Goran. Try anything again and I will continue what I have to do until your Father is dead. Do you understand?”

Kira gave a quick nod, unable to look at Father.

“For pity’s sake, let her go.” Father strained to speak.

Apharis shook his head. “She needs to stay. You’ll need her.” He glowered at the guard still rubbing his knee. “Guard her properly this time.”

The guard stood beside the chair. He drew a knife from his belt and held it towards her. Kira swallowed hard and held her lips tightly together to hide their trembling.

“What do you want?” Father groaned through clenched teeth. “I have no magic worth taking.” He gave a sudden gasp as Apharis dropped the magical hold he had on him. 

“You have knowledge.” As he spoke, Apharis strolled across the room until he stood directly in front of Father. “I need that knowledge.”

Father shook his head, frowning. “What need do you have of history and literature?”

Apharis gave a short laugh. “Don’t act so naive, Ifor. You have knowledge of something no other man has. You didn’t write it down, so you left no choice.” 

Father shut his eyes and let his head drop to his chest. Apharis held the carving once more in his fingers and thrust his hand towards Father. “With your knowledge of their magic, their habits and hideouts, I’ll soon find the dragon queen. With her claws…”

Eyes blazing, Father shouted, “She’ll kill you first.” 

Apharis’s eyes narrowed and he twisted the figure in his fingers. “Stand back,” he ordered the guards.

The soldiers took a few steps backwards. With a high shriek, the carving came to life. It laughed and held out its fat arms, one towards Father, the other towards Apharis. A shaft of light shot from its fingers, landing in the centre of Father’s forehead. Father froze. His jaw clenched and his hands balled into fists by his side. The muscles of his face twitched and his eyes glistened. His body began to shake, the tremors increasing as the beam grew brighter. All the time he kept his gaze on Apharis in stubborn defiance.

“Don’t fight it, Ifor. It will only last longer that way.” Apharis held the figure closer. A light came from its other hand now, straight into Apharis’s temple.

Father let out a grunt of pain. Still he didn’t look away. “May my…nightmares be…yours,” he groaned through clenched teeth. “Kira, I –” His voice vanished with a swift intake of air.

Kira held her breath, tears burning down her cheeks. What was happening? She struggled against the guard’s hold, but he held firm. Why couldn’t she have magic beyond the reading of crystals? Why couldn’t she do something to help Father? In desperation she searched her mind for some inkling of a magic spell, but there was nothing there but panic. She rubbed in desperation at the scale in her pocket, knowing that it could do no good. This was all her fault.

Gradually, Father’s look of defiance faded. He appeared lost, like a child left alone in a busy market. The shaking had stopped, the beam of light cut out. At the same time Apharis’s air of triumph also died, as if he suddenly regretted what he had done. At last, as the light vanished, he grasped the carving in his palm once more and let his hand drop to his side. Father didn’t move. His eyes seemed unable to focus and his mouth sagged open a little.

“What have you done?” Kira’s voice hardly made it from her throat, but Apharis must have heard her.

He walked towards her, looking down at her like a concerned teacher. “Did your father never teach you about the Mindthieves?” 

Kira’s eyes opened wide. The figure was a Mindthief? He’d stolen her father’s mind? No. It couldn’t be. She stared at her father once more. “Father?” He didn’t respond. He stood with glazed eyes, as if there was no one else in the room.

With a scream, Kira flung out her foot. The surge of satisfaction as she made contact with Apharis’s shin didn’t last long, despite his grimace of pain. He soon straightened up, the calm returning to his face. 

“He will learn again. I’ve taken only memories. I could have removed everything, left him like a newborn babe.” He rubbed one leg against the other. “I could have killed him.”

Kira scowled at him. “You could never be so kind.”

Apharis blinked and shook his head. “I think maybe, without realising it, I’ve been kinder than you could ever know.”

Father stood, huddled and lost, gazing about the room as if trying to work out where he was. 

“What are you going to do now?” Kira asked.

Apharis hesitated for a moment, before addressing a guard. “Escort them to the camp on…” He stopped, frowning. He looked from Father to the guard and back again. “No, see them out.”

The guard stepped back in surprise. “My lord?”

In answer, Apharis strode to the door and opened it. He seemed to be struggling to speak. “You heard me. See them out.”

He was letting them go? This must be some trick. As if reading Kira’s thoughts Apharis walked back to stand before her. “Don’t take this as weakness on my part, Miss Goran. You and your friends can’t stop what’s going to happen.”

At that moment, the guard seized Father’s arm and dragged him towards the door. In reaction, Father screamed like a wild animal and flung his free arm about him, narrowly missing the guard and almost loosing himself from the hold on his other arm. Before Kira could intervene, the guard threw Father to the floor. Kira choked on a scream as another took a truncheon from his belt and raised it to strike. Father cowered, whimpering, on his knees, his arms over his head.

“Stop!” 

Kira’s eyes opened wide as Apharis threw up his hand and strode towards them. The guard stared as the Councillor took Father’s arm and raised him to his feet. Apharis turned to the guard, his eyes cold. “Would you strike a child? This man meant no harm. He’s afraid. I ordered you to see them out. Do it!”

With a meek nod, the guard beckoned Kira to come and take her father’s arm. As they passed through the door, Apharis’s voice came softly from behind her. “Remember to tell your friends what I said, Miss Goran.”

Without answering or looking back, Kira grasped Father’s trembling hand and left. She led him along the corridor, down the steps and into the courtyard. As they stepped out, the shouting of guards came from the gate and loud screeching tore the sky above their heads. 

 

 



Chapter 28

 

 

 

Kira pulled Father back into the building and sheltered behind the door, but the shouting stopped almost as soon as it had started. The screeching continued, accompanied now by the flurry of dragon wings. Kira peeked out. Her mouth dropped open. Dragons screamed and wheeled through the air, diving from the roof like a colourful flock of angry seagulls.

As she stared, she realised why the soldiers’ noise had ceased. Sitting on the backs of some of the dragons, wizards from the cave, including Arun and past students of her father’s, used their magic to overpower those trying to stop them. Crossbows flew through the air, arrows still loaded. Soldiers fell to the ground. Others simply disappeared. 

Behind her, Kira heard rapid footsteps coming from the direction of the High Councillor’s rooms. Apharis must have heard the commotion and was coming to see what was happening. He would have more guards with him. She froze for a moment. Now that Apharis had Father’s mind, he would know everything that Father knew. He would know she was the Crystal Reader. He may not have consciously read every memory as he received it, but now he’d had time to go through Father’s thoughts. If he found her and Father still here, she had no doubt he would take them hostage again, or worse. She could see no alternative but to run into the courtyard.

She squeezed Father’s hand. “Come on, Father. This way.” She tugged his arm, but he shook his head and cringed against the wall. Tears burned her eyes. A child, Apharis had called him. That was all he was. “It’s all right. The dragons won’t hurt you. We have to go.” 

She put her arm around his shoulders and pushed him with all her might towards the door. At first, he resisted. Then the clatter of the soldiers coming down the stairs made him turn. With a terrified wail, he ran out of the door. Kira scampered after him, trying to stay close. A second later there came a shout from above her.

“Kira, Father, stand still.” 

Kira looked up to see Arun on Lopia’s back, swooping down towards them. She lunged, flinging out her arm to catch Father, but he kept going, his head down. As she flew into the air in Lopia’s front paws, Kira searched below to see where Father had gone. At first she couldn’t see him. Then at last she spotted him, crouching low behind the fountain, his hands over his head. Her heart flipped as she saw Apharis heading straight towards him. 

“Arun. Do something!” she screamed, pointing to Apharis.

Arun flung out an arm, sending the same silvery streak of light she had seen Father use earlier. As it shot towards Apharis, though, it was as if it had hit a bowl. The energy poured over him without touching. Now he was only feet away from Father.

With a high-pitched screech, Florda appeared. She dipped towards Apharis, caught his shoulder in her claws and began to rise into the air, but his arm shot up. A spear of light flew from his hand, searing her shoulder. With an angry scream, she threw him away. He landed near the wall of the fountain. For a moment he lay there, curled up and holding his ribs. Then he rolled and threw out his hand once more. This time the shard of blue light hit Florda in the hip. She twisted in pain as a wound opened. 

As Florda wheeled out of his range, a large green dragon swooped under her. He flicked his tail sending Apharis flying through the air to land on the lawn, but only a few seconds later the High Councillor struggled to his feet and ran under the protection of a balcony. Before he could recover enough to strike again, Florda swooped down once more and lifted Father in her arms. She rose quickly into the air, heading over the roof of the Council building.

Father stared in terror at Florda. He began to flail, twisting his body and punching at her with his fists. Kira felt sick. Of course, to him, Florda was now a monster. He would be terrified, but if he wriggled too much, the dragon queen wouldn’t be able to hold him. 

“Father, keep still,” she shouted, but it did no good.

“What’s wrong with him?” Above her, Arun watched on, wide-eyed, as Lopia wheeled up to go after Florda and all the other dragons followed.

Before Kira could answer, Florda lowered her head towards Father. A stream of blue smoke wafted from her mouth. As it blew across his face, he went limp in her arms, his head dropping to one shoulder. Lopia came close to Florda and she smiled, pulling Father closer to her scaly chest. “Don’t worry, he is sleeping. I thought it best.”

“But you used magic.”

Florda shook her head. “Not magic. It’s how mother dragons settle their young.”

Kira let out a long breath and looked back. Behind them in the courtyard, soldiers and crossbows lay strewn on the lawns. She swallowed a lump in her throat as she saw other men too, not in uniform. Two dragons behind the rest carried a felled dragon between them. Apharis, wavering on unsteady legs, threw out his arm, but whatever magic he used, they were too far away from him now. Kira shut her eyes and relaxed in Lopia’s grasp. 

 

***

 

Four hours later, Kira sat holding Father’s hand as he slept on a mattress in the cave. His chest rose and fell softly. His face held a more peaceful expression than it had for months, the worry lines smoothed away. A serene smile curled his lips. Yet Kira’s heart sat leaden in her chest. How many times had she wished she could clear his mind of the horrors that he’d endured? Now Apharis had done it for her. Was that what he’d meant when he spoke of kindness? Why, then, did she feel nothing but this immense grief? The father she had known was gone. This child-like man left behind would know nothing and no one from his past, an empty shell, left with only a whisper of the sea it had once known. 

Beside her, Arun slumped against the wall, his face strained. He’d said nothing for quite some time, but Kira felt his pain. Not only had he lost the father he had only just found, he had also lost any more chance of learning about his heritage beyond what little she and Jan could tell him.

Kira jumped as Jan came and sat cross-legged at the other side of the bed. Deep lines etched his forehead as he gazed at Father, his lips tight. Here and there, spots of blood stained his shirt from tending to the injured. Once or twice, he reached out as if to touch Father, then let his hand drop again. 

He glanced at Kira, forcing a slight smile that faded in a second. “He seems content. He’s not in any pain.” Somehow, Kira thought he was saying it only to convince himself.

She swallowed. There was something she’d wanted to ask for a long time, but hadn’t in case Father heard. Now seemed a good time. “Jan, why have you been so angry with him?”

Jan’s head snapped up and his lips parted. “Angry? I haven’t –”

Arun sat up from the wall, his eyes suddenly bright. “Yes, you have.”

Kira fought to keep her voice calm. “Ever since Arun read the prophecy and Father tried to back away from it, you’ve been cold towards him. Was it what he said about you letting your sister down? He was upset. He apologised. You –”

Jan cleared his throat. “No, Kira, please. You don’t understand.” He stopped, rubbing his forehead for a moment before he went on. “Ifor always fought my battles, you know? From when we were very small, if I was in trouble, it was Ifor who’d step in to help me. He’d stand there and take whatever they threw at him, ’til they tired of it and left us alone.” 

He stood and walked away a few paces, stretching his back and tilting his head to stare without interest at the roof of the cave. When he turned back, tears glinted in his eyes. “He didn’t need to apologise about what he said. I deserved it.” He gave a sad smile and nodded as Kira’s eyebrows rose. “It was the truth. I should have stood up against my father and stopped that ridiculous deal. I should have stood up against Krake. Instead, I ran away to the job in Timberlee and thanked my lucky stars that your father returned when he did. When Arun read the prophecy and your father wouldn’t accept it, I… well, for the first time in our lives, he wasn’t the strong one and it scared me. If he wasn’t going to fight the battles, that left me responsible.” 

The silence wrapped itself around them as Kira went over what he’d just said. She stroked Father’s hand, but he didn’t stir. Jan seated himself once more and clasped his hands in front of him. At last, Kira spoke the words that hung between them. “It’s over Jan. He’s not going to fight our battles ever again.” 

For a moment, Jan studied Father’s face. Then he shook his head. “But it’s not over. We still have to stop Apharis. For Ifor’s sake, we can’t let him win.”

Arun’s voice was almost a whisper. “We should have killed him today.”

Jan shook his head. “We were losing too many men and we had to get Kira and your father out of there. We’ll have to find some other way.”

“Like what?”

“I wish I knew.” 

At that moment, Father stirred, moaning a little as he rolled his head. His eyes opened and he peered about him. Then they widened as he became aware of his surroundings. He let out a cry, trying to sit up. Jan leapt forward and grabbed his shoulders, but this made Father struggle more. Kira reached out and stroked his arm, urging him to be calm. At her voice, he seemed to relax a little. He fell back onto the pillow, his gaze flitting between the three of them like a cornered animal.

“Shhh, everything’s all right.” Kira took his hand once more and patted it. She faltered. What else was there to say? He must be terrified.

Jan leaned forward with a hopeful smile. “You’re safe. We’re all your friends and family. Do you remember?”

Father’s lips trembled. His free hand fidgeted with the blanket. After a few moments he shook his head, looking to Kira as if for comfort. She squeezed his hand.

Jan spoke softly. “Ifor.”

Father’s eyes narrowed. He held his hand up in front of his face, his brow furrowing further as he inspected the wrinkled skin, the raised veins and stubby fingernails. He rubbed his chin, his eyebrows rising as he felt his beard. He opened and shut his mouth a few times as if trying to speak, then moaned and closed his eyes.

Arun glanced at Kira, his face tight with emotion. “He doesn’t seem to remember anything.”

“But Apharis said he’d still be able to learn. He seems to understand.”

“He’ll still be in shock. Give him time,” Jan said. “You both look as though you need some fresh air. Why don’t you see what you can find out from that crystal? I’ll take care of Ifor for while.” He turned to Father. “Come on, let’s get you something to eat.”

Kira jumped. She’d forgotten all about the crystals. She hadn’t even thought to ask Arun if he’d managed to get them from the vent. She was aware of Father’s eyes watching her as she stood. Strange, that he should be calmed by her presence. Did she resemble someone he still remembered? She cast him a reassuring smile, then turned to Arun, who now stood beside her. 

“Did you get them?”

Arun reached into his pocket and brought out the two crystals. “I didn’t realise the price we’d pay for these and it’s all my fault.”

Kira started. “Your fault? How do you figure that? It was my stupid idea.”

“If I’d managed to maintain the disguise longer, we might have –”

“Blaming yourselves will get you nowhere. I could just as easily take the blame for not tying him down rather than letting him go to Apharis.” Jan held Father’s arm as he helped him up from the bed. “We just have to carry on.”

Kira tapped Arun’s arm. “We need to get away from the rozica.”

They left the cave and walked down the slope towards the stream. Kira’s feet grew heavier and heavier as she remembered the last time she had walked this way. How she wished she could go back to that time and forget the idea she’d had. Too late, now. 

A gentle breeze blew from the west, carrying the scent of spring. Arun said nothing. A hint of anger glinted in his eyes. As they reached the stream, the soft song of the crystals sounded just above the babble of the water. 

Kira put a hand on Arun’s arm to stop him. “This will do.”

With a deep breath, Arun took the crystals from his pocket and held them out to her. She took her own crystal first, letting it sing for a few moments. She concentrated on the sounds as she reached out and ran her fingers over the green crystal left in Arun’s palm. Then she took it and held it in her other hand. A pale star twinkled at its centre as her own crystal fell silent. From somewhere came the whisper of Apharis’s name. A thrill of excitement shimmied down her spine. She smiled faintly. “I’m ready.”

Arun slipped his hands back into his pockets. “What now?”

She waved her hand and walked away from him, leaping across the narrow stream and walking up the slope on the other side until the sound of the stream was a distant noise. Now the crystal sang loud. Kira sat on a rock, closed her hand around the crystal and shut her eyes.

At first, it offered her nothing but its strange song, like wind whining through rocks on a mountainside. Then images began to form in her mind. She couldn’t see Apharis. It was as if she saw through his eyes into his rooms at the Council Palace. Her father stood before her, his face pale. Kira almost dropped the crystal. No, she couldn’t bear to see this again. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to stop. She could sense Apharis’s thoughts, the greed for power, the satisfaction at his own cleverness, the joy of victory over Father, the expectation of total success. 

Then it changed. As Father’s thoughts and memories found their way into Apharis’s mind, doubt began to grow, confusion, self-loathing, guilt. She could feel Father’s painful memories - of losing Liriel and Arun, then Mama, then the torture in Verebor - like a knife in her mind. When Father stood emptied of knowledge, immense sadness flooded Kira’s senses. But the wretchedness didn’t belong to her, or to Father. It belonged to Apharis.

The scene faded. She stood in the sun on Apharis’s balcony. Strange words floated through his mind and a book floated through the air. He waved his arms and the book disappeared, replaced by a huge roaring dragon that reared on its hind legs, its teeth gnashing. Though the magic seemed to be working well, there was deep tension in his mind as if he argued with himself about everything. The wizardry he practised left him with a sense of guilt. Somewhere, far away, Kira could hear a voice. It seemed familiar, yet she couldn’t put a name to it. You can’t do this. You won’t do this.

Someone grabbed her arm. She jumped and opened her eyes. Arun squatted in front of her, his eyes glinting with fear. “Kira, what’s wrong? Stop. You’re in pain.”

She stared at him for a moment, lost somewhere still inside the crystal. Slowly she became aware of her body’s trembling and the tears coursing down her cheeks. She gulped for breath, wiping her face with her free hand.

Arun squeezed her arm. “Are you all right?”

Kira gave a slow nod, her head heavy. “He’s been practising. I think it’s Father’s magic.”

“You can read it? You can see what he’s done?”

She blinked and nodded. A heavy weight sat on her heart. She wished, more than anything, that fate had given her any magic other than the art of the Crystal Reader.

 

 



Chapter 29

 

 

 

That evening, as they shared dinner around the fires inside the front cavern, an unusual quietness settled. Kira, Jan, Bekky, Arun, Jinty and Father sat in a circle around one hearth, chewing on their meal of roasted rabbit in silence. Byron had not yet returned from a visit to the city to gather intelligence on what was happening in the holding camps. He’d been due back before dark and already fraught nerves were on edge. Even around the other fires, conversation was limited and hushed. Kira felt the tension in her shoulders, like an iron bar across her back.

Father seemed to be the only one unconcerned. He had finished what little he ate long before the others and now sat on a rock, studying the toy dragon Kira had given him. He twisted and turned it, lifting its wings and pulling on its tail. Beside Kira, Arun kept glancing across the fire at his father. His knee jerked up and down as he ate. Suddenly he sprang to his feet, throwing his metal plate to the ground.

“So, we’re just going to sit here?” He scanned the circle. His eyes caught the light of the fire, adding a fierce glow to his anger. He stabbed a finger in Father’s direction. “Look at him! Look at Apharis’s handiwork. All that learning and teaching gone, his whole life obliterated. And we’re just sitting here, waiting, hoping for Byron to come back? We should be down there repaying Apharis for all he’s done. We should have stayed there this morning ’til we’d finished him.”

“Arun,” Jan placed his plate on the ground, “calm down. We won’t achieve anything by rushing in. We lost enough people this morning. We can’t afford to –”

“I’m tired of being calm and waiting. It’s not getting us anywhere. Father told us we need to surprise Apharis. Well,” he swung around and headed towards the mouth of the cave, “I’m about to surprise him.”

“Arun!” Jan jumped to his feet and strode after him, but stopped as the dark silhouette of Florda appeared against the sunset. Arun slowed his stride as she came in. He stopped in front of her.

“I need you to take me to the city,” he said.

The dragon queen came to a halt. She lifted her head, surveying him over the tip of her snout. “You are ordering me, Arun Goran?”

Arun hesitated. He took a step back, then raised his hands, his palms facing her. “No, no, I’m sorry. I…”

She paused a moment, then moved sideways to go around him, her snout still in the air. She growled as she limped on. “Whatever your mission, it will have to wait. I would like to speak with you all.”

With a sigh, Arun followed her back to the fire and took his seat next to Kira, but he didn’t settle. Immediately, his knee began to jerk and he folded his arms as if that was the only way he could keep them still. 

On the other side of the fire, Kira heard a tiny whimper. Father had backed against the wall of the cave and stared at Florda with terror in his eyes. Before Kira could move, Jinty rushed to him and put a hand on his arm. Bekky went to him too. She picked up the toy dragon from the ground where he had dropped it.

“It’s a dragon, Ifor. Her name’s Florda. She won’t hurt you. See?” She held the toy in front of him so that he could see it and Florda at the same time.

Father’s gaze flitted from the toy to Florda and back again. At last, he reached for the toy, his shoulders relaxing. “Dragon…won’t hurt.”

Tears sprang to Kira’s eyes. Father had said nothing since he awakened and they had presumed he could no longer speak. Childish and innocent, his voice still held the same gentle tone as of old. She swallowed the anger that welled in her throat. Though Arun’s impatient jerking was getting on her nerves, she could well understand his feelings. This was so unfair.

She jumped as something fell to the ground beside her. In the dirt sat a small glassy sphere, marble-sized and clear. As she watched, another fell beside it. She frowned and lifted her head. Florda stood behind her, tears welling over the lower lids of her huge eyes. As they fell, they solidified, hitting the ground and forming small, grey craters in the sand.

“This is all my fault.” Florda murmured. The dragon’s gaze did not shift from Father hugging the toy. There was a murmer of surprise and dissent from around the circle, but she shook her head. “His plight is down to my indecision and weakness. If I had given it to him before, this wouldn’t have happened. Now it’s too late.”

“Given what to him, Florda?” Jan said

The dragon queen held out a paw so that they could all see it. Kira gasped. On the rough palm lay a silver claw, metallic and sharp. It shone in the firelight.

Jan rubbed the back of his neck. “Where did you get that?”

Florda closed her paw about the claw and held it close to her. “I had meant to give Ifor Goran the power to defeat Apharis. But I hadn’t expected him to face him quite so soon. I thought I would have more warning. Now I have had to choose who to give it to in his stead.” She looked about the group. “If they are willing to take it.” 

Kira stood from her rock and moved closer to Florda. There was something she had just noticed. Despite the fact that the dragon queen had been limping from the injury she had received that morning, she had remained on her back legs. Her right front paw had stayed tucked beneath the armpit of the other. When had she injured that?

“What have you done, Florda?” She pointed at the front leg.

“It is nothing.”

With thudding heart, Kira moved back to stand beside Arun. The dragon took a deep breath. She gazed at Father again for what seemed a very long time before she turned her attention to Arun.

“Arun Goran, son of Ifor. You are a talented wizard, with the potential to be as wise and knowledgeable as your father ever was.” She stopped, watching sadly as Father drew a dragon in the sand at his feet with a stick. Kira felt a glow of warmth. Yes, Arun had all Father’s magic. He would make a fine match for Apharis, given the dragon’s extra strength. Her hope turned to confusion as Florda continued. “But you do not yet have his judgement and I have not learned to trust you as I did him.”

Arun’s face flushed and his gaze fell to his feet.

“Jan Hingel.” Florda’s voice softened. “You do have both the knowledge and compassion mentioned in the prophecy. Yet I cannot see how this power could overcome Apharis through you. It would make you an even greater healer, no more, and it is not healing that is required at this time. Apharis must die if we are to be saved.”

Jan straightened his shoulders, nodding his understanding. 

“But if he could heal Father…” Kira said.

Florda shook her head. “Even with the power of ten dragon claws, he could not heal what is no longer there. If I thought for a moment that Ifor could be healed…” She blinked and let out a long breath. There was a moment’s silence.

“Kira Goran,” the dragon queen went on at last, “you are young and inexperienced and, like your brother, inclined to misjudge others. You sometimes show the self-centredness typical of your age.” Kira’s face burned, but she knew the truth of what Florda said. She had got so much wrong over these past few months. “On the surface,” Florda continued, “your magic, like Jan Hingel’s, does not seem to have the potential to achieve great things through dragon power. It is untried, untested. You do not know what it is that you can do.”

Kira felt like a worm being scrutinised by a bird. Why did Florda keep going on if she hadn’t chosen her?

The dragon seemed to sense her discomfort. She lowered her head and her eyes softened. “However, Kira Goran, you are bright and quick to learn. You are loyal and brave. I trust you to stay true to what you have been taught.” She opened her paw and held it out. “Will you take it?”

The cave seemed to spin as Kira tried to take in Florda’s words. “Me? I don’t understand. I can’t –” A lump lodged in her throat. How could she possibly do anything to rid Myrtonia of Apharis? 

“Please, take it.” Florda shook her paw in front of Kira. 

With trembling fingers, Kira reached out and took the claw. Despite its cold, metallic appearance, it warmed her hand. 

Florda put her paw on Kira’s shoulder. “This should have been my gift to Ifor Goran. You shall take it in his stead. With it you will have the power to enter the very mind of any wizard whose crystal you hold and see the truth of his life. There may be more you can do, but you will need to work to discover what.”

Words bubbled in Kira’s head so quickly that it took her a moment to sort them into a sensible sentence. “But it was meant for Father. The prophecy spoke of a man. I can’t do anything to overcome Apharis, even with this. I’m just –”

She stopped as Florda put up her paw and motioned her to be quiet. “You are not ‘just’ anything, child. There was no mention of a man. Events may not have come about exactly as the prophecy predicted, but that does not mean we cannot stop this return to Wizard Rule. You will not be alone. Together, with your power and knowledge to help us, we can win.”

“But how can I use it against Apharis?”

Florda’s voice was gentle and she lowered her head. “You will know how when the time comes. I have thought long and hard about this and I do not doubt my decision. Now, hold the claw in your fist and concentrate on it. It’s power will make your magic that of the dragons.”

Believe the impossible, Lord Molark had said. Well, this was beyond impossible. Kira shut her eyes. Her mind tumbled with thoughts of the prophecy and Father and how things might eventuate. Everything felt so surreal. She hardly knew how her magic worked. Why would Florda choose such weakness? Arun’s powers would be enough to take control easily.

She jumped as a paw touched her shoulder. “Be still, child. Do not question. Simply accept what is.”

Kira screwed her eyes tighter and fought to push away her thoughts. She made herself concentrate on the warmth in her fist. After a while, the warmth rolled over her hand, up her arm and down her whole body. At the same time her palm became cold, as if she held a block of ice. A few moments later, the sensations stopped. 

She squeezed her fist tight, but she could no longer feel the claw. Instead, when she opened her eyes, she saw a crescent shaped mark on her palm, the size of the claw and glowing slightly, as if lit from within. Overwhelmed, she stole a glance at Jan and Arun. They both stood looking expectant. Despite what had just happened, Kira felt no great power. In fact, things seemed exactly as they had been before. She flexed her hand. It tingled a little, nothing more.

The dragon sat back, satisfaction curling her mouth. “Now we simply wait for the best moment to deal with Apharis.” She lowered her head towards Jan. “I wonder if I might prevail upon your healing skills for my own needs.”

She pulled her right paw from where it had been hidden all this time. Kira slapped a hand over her mouth. A raw, bloody stump was all that remained of the claw next to Florda’s thumb. The dragon held it forward, her eyes narrowing in pain as she moved it. 

Jan stepped back from her, his face white. “It was your own claw? I thought it must have come from the young dragon killed today.” 

“The claw I gave Kira was my own, yes. The dragon queen’s first claw on her right paw is the most powerful claw a wizard can win and what Apharis, no doubt, most coveted. He cannot get it now.”

“But…” Kira’s voice squeaked with pent up tears. “But…taking your own claw. It must have been so painful and now your own power must be –”

“I still have power enough.” Florda patted her on the arm with her good paw. “Do not worry, child. The pain I feel is nothing compared to what might be if Apharis begins to hunt my people. Maybe if I hadn’t taken so long to think about this, I might have saved your father.”

Jan reached up to take his bag from a nearby ledge. “I can only dress it, Florda. My healing won’t work on you.”

“I know that. But it will heal quicker under your care, than it would encasing it in mud as we dragons normally do.”

As Jan cleaned and dressed the wound, the others cleared away their dinner things and sat in silence once more around the fire. He had just finished fastening the neat bandage around her paw, when the sound of hooves came from the track leading to the cave entrance. Two men standing guard at the entrance raised their crossbows, but lowered them as one of Father’s old students, who had been with Byron, stumbled from his horse towards them. His clothes were torn and blood ran from a wound on his forehead. 

As he staggered into the cave, he called to Jan, his eyes wide. “Apharis has Byron. He’s going to kill him at dawn unless you surrender.” With a grimace of pain, he collapsed to the floor.

“What did I tell you? It’s happening all over again!” Arun held his head in his hands.

Florda’s voice rumbled deep. “The time has come. Apharis must meet his end tonight.”

 

 



Chapter  30

 

 

 

Under Jan’s healing touch, the young man, a wizard named Kinok, took only minutes to recover. Though obviously exhausted, he grabbed at Jan’s arm and tried to sit. “He has him at the Council Palace, in the holding cells. He said no dragons or he’ll kill Byron himself.”

“Was Byron injured?” Arun asked.

Kinok nodded. “The soldiers found us in the home of a Netheren where we were hiding. Byron has born the brunt of their questioning. He didn’t look good when Apharis sent me out.”

Kira shuddered. They must have been taken there only a short while after Apharis used the Mindthief. Her anger at Apharis grew. Why question Byron when he had already taken Father’s thoughts from him? He must know everything by now. In fact, probably the only reason he hadn’t sent soldiers straight to this cave was fear of the dragons. Up here, there would be no restriction on their magic.

Jan stood and faced the group, for everyone in the caves had gathered around to hear what was going to happen. He held up a hand for silence.

He spoke to Kinok. “Who exactly did the surrender encompass?”

Kinok’s face reddened. “You, sir, and Master Goran’s children.”

A murmur arose from the group. Kira reached out a hand to Bekky, whose face had lost all colour. Bekky shook her head at her husband, but he wouldn’t look at her. His eyebrows knit and he rubbed his chin. After a few moments he raised his head, talking to them all.

“Obviously, we can’t do as he says or we’ll all be victims of his new toy. But if we go in fighting...”

Behind him, Jinty’s voice wavered with emotion. “Byron wouldn’t want you to risk your lives for him, you know that. Either you go in with the intention of ending Apharis’s dreams tonight, or you don’t go in at all. I know he’d urge the first.” She stopped as her throat clogged with tears

Florda sat back, her head high. “I can muster at least two hundred dragons in a short time. If we have to tear that Council Palace apart brick by brick, he must be stopped. We can’t give in to him. Though we dragons are honour-bound not to use our magic in Myrtonia, we would give our lives to honour Ifor Gorun.”

Kira’s hand hurt as Bekky’s grip tightened. She pulled away and slipped her arm instead around the older woman’s shoulders. She could feel her trembling, though on the surface she seemed calm. Around her, the others muttered amongst themselves, but no one seemed able to come up with a clear plan.

At last, Jan signalled for silence once more. “Thank you, Florda. Your help will be invaluable. We are not many, but in flight we will have an advantage. And if we all take rozica…”

Rozica can be taken away if we’re caught, Kira thought. We need some way to stop it being found. Then an idea came to her. “Jan, if we could turn the rozica to dust, we could make the whole palace magic-free and Apharis could do nothing about it.”

Before Jan could answer, Florda began to move towards the bags of rozica stacked against the far wall. “Easily done, child,” she said as she walked. As she came close, she waved her tail. The bags slumped as their contents crumbled. “We can dust the whole city if we need to.” 

Kira’s heart slumped. Why couldn’t she have thought of this earlier? Then the Mindthief could never have done its evil. She started as Jan clapped his hands together.

“Good. We’ll get those bags outside and meet on the mountainside in…half an hour?” He raised an eyebrow at Florda. She nodded. “We need crossbows, knives…anything we can lay our hands on.” He stopped suddenly, eying the others with concern. “Of course, this is voluntary. There is no need for anyone to feel forced into going.”

“Try and stop us!” a student shouted from the back of the group. The others nodded in agreement and almost as one, they moved off to ready themselves. 

Arun, who had stood sullen and silent until now, leaning against the cave wall, turned his gaze to Father for a moment, before pushing himself straight and walking to stand beside Jan. “Are we at least going to try to save Byron?” he asked, his voice low.

“Of course. You know your way around the place better than anyone. Take whoever you want with you and get down to the dungeon, while we keep them busy overhead.”

Arun nodded, his face serious, and headed towards the opening of the cave. Kira watched him with dread in her heart, but jumped as Jan grabbed her elbow.

“Kira, do you have Apharis’s crystal?” She nodded. “Good. We need to know what’s happening before we head out.” 

Kira glanced over her shoulder at Father, who sat with Jinty and Bekky once more, staring wide-eyed at the activity going on around him. She wished she could feel brave, if only for him, but she felt ill.

She pushed trembling fingers into her pocket and slipped them around Apharis’s crystal. Immediately, her mind became foggy, as if she had stepped into an evening mist. At first, all she could hear was the voices of those around her, the scuffle of boots and the occasional high-pitched squeak of a bat outside the entrance. Then a voice sounded in the distance. In her mind, she walked through the mist towards it, until words began to separate from the general murmur.

Tomorrow it will all be over. They’ll be gone and I’ll be supreme. All these years of waiting, dreaming, finally coming to pass.

Another voice sounded in the background, argumentative, but too weak for her to hear what it said. 

The first voice gave a dismissive grunt. By the time they get here, I’ll be ready for them. He was quiet for a moment, then continued.When will you learn? I won’t be stopped. I obviously need to show you who’s in control.

Kira gasped as a pain seered through her mind. Apharis's voice was cold, bullying. Now do you see, I'm in control? You can't stop me.

She felt hands on her shoulders and opened her eyes to meet Jan’s eyes of grey-green, full of concern. “What is it, Kira?” As she told him what she’d heard he became animated. “Do you have any idea who he was talking to?”

“Is it possible he can read my thoughts, while I'm reading his?”

Jan shrugged. “I wouldn't have thought so. Come on, we'd better go.” With a squeeze of her arm, he left her and went to Bekky, who held him as if she would never let him go. 

Kira went to Father. He stood up, a timid smile on his face. “Can I come, too?”

“No. You stay here with Jinty and Bekky. We’ll be back later.”

Father stuck out his lower lip a little. He stooped and picked up the toy dragon from where he’d been sitting. “One day,” he said, his voice dreamy, “I’m going to ride a dragon.”

Her throat hurt. She gave a quick nod and threw her arms about him, but he stood stiff and unresponsive, like an embarrassed teenager. “I’ll see you at breakfast,” she murmured into his ear as she kissed his cheek. Would she? Would she ever see any of them again? 

She pulled away and fell into Jinty’s open arms. The big woman held her tight for a few moments, then held her away. “Take care, my dear. Stay out of the way as much as you can.”

Before Kira could answer, Bekky gave a sob beside her. “She shouldn’t be going at all.” She shook her hand at Jan. “What was Florda thinking? This is all madness.” Without waiting for an answer, she pulled Kira towards her and gripped her in a firm hug. Kira buried her head in her shoulder, willing herself to stay strong. Bekky would never let her go if she started to cry. 

At last, Jan gently took his wife’s arms and freed Kira from her hug. “Come on, Kira, time to go.” He gave Bekky another swift hug, before taking Kira’s hand and leading her from the cave.

They walked in silence down the hill, over the stream and up the other side, following the sound of fifty men walking the same way. As they came over the hill, Kira sucked in a breath in amazement. In the purple light of the twilight sky, dozens of dragons flew towards them, young and old, large and small. As they came to land, their great wings whooshed like the vanes of a windmill, and their claws chinked on the rocky ground. 

On a huge boulder, high above them, Florda watched their descent. Kira had never noticed how regal she seemed before, but the dragons all bowed their respect as the came to face her. Kira marvelled at the sight of them. How had the dragon queen called so many together in such a short time? She would have to ask –. Kira’s stomach twisted as she realised what she’d been thinking. No, there would be no more answers from Father.

The men stood back, some appearing very uneasy at being so close to so many teeth and claws. They carried crossbows, swords and makeshift wooden shields. Arun walked amongst them, checking that they had what they needed. When he saw Kira, he came towards them. Jan squeezed her hand before dropping it, indicating that he was going to talk to Florda.

As he reached her, Arun’s gaze followed Jan’s back. “Is he all right? He seems worried.”

“Of course he’s worried. He’s a doctor, not an army leader.”

Arun shrugged, peering across the mountainside at the gathering dragons. “I think it’s Apharis who should be worried. But you stay out of it, all right?”

“You’re the second person to tell me that. I’m the one with the dragon power, remember?”

“Of course, your majesty, how could I forget?” His smile faded. “But seriously, be careful. Take this. Hide it in your boot. “He held out a knife.

She took it and slipped it where he had showed her. 

“Good luck,” he murmured, surprising her with a hug.

“You, too.”

 

***

 

Within the hour, fifty men mounted on dragons, with another 150 dragons following, lifted from the mountainside and headed west towards the city. The moon had risen amongst the clouds over the back of the mountain, giving the dragons’ wings a silver sheen. At the front of the pack, Kira sat behind Jan on Florda’s shoulders. She had worried that Florda’s wounds would worry her in flight, but the dragon queen showed no sign of pain. Her wings beat a steady throb through the air and she stretched her neck before her to increase her speed.

As the city’s lights came into view, the group divided into three. One band of forty dragons and ten men headed towards the holding camps to the south of the city, intent on creating a diversion. It had been agreed that they would attack the guards there a good fifteen minutes before any attack was made on the palace. Another band of six small dragons, each carrying a bag of rozica powder, flew towards the palace. One by one they would drop their dust and fly back to meet the rest of the group, led by Florda, who now landed in the forest.

It took only ten minutes for the six to return from their dusting. A small, thin dragon, his green eyes shining in the moonlight, bowed his head to Florda before speaking. “We have emptied the rozica over the entire palace and the surrounding streets, your majesty. There will be no human magic there tonight.”

“Very good.” Florda nodded her great head. “Were you seen?”

“I saw no sign of them having seen us, your majesty. We flew high to lessen the sound of our wings and clouds veiled the moon.”

“You did well.”

The young dragon bowed again and moved away to join the others. As he did, Florda raised a paw and shouted. “It is time.”

As one, the dragons rose once more into the air, their wings creating a storm of sound, like wind crashing against a cliff. Jan looked over his shoulder at Kira. “Hold on tight.”

She nodded. Her stomach churned. What were they heading into? She felt for the green crystal and held it, willing herself to be calm. As before, it seemed to take forever, but at last she heard Apharis’s voice cursing loudly. Fools. What are they doing? Where’s that Captain of the Guards? I’ll nail his hide to my door if he’s gone from his post after those dragons. Can’t the imbecile recognise a diversion when he sees one? Look at those brainless guards, racing away like bees to honey. It’s here, you fools. Here, they intend to attack. Though if they think they're going to save their precious friend...


Kira reeled as an image of Byron's face came into her mind, bloodied and bruised, his eyes wide and lifeless. At the same time she felt a surge of power, Apharis's own, that made her nauseous. She let go of the crystal into her pocket and held tighter to Jan, leaning her head against his broad back. “Jan, Byron, he's —”

He regarded her, his face pale. “We're too late?”

She nodded, wiping her tears on his back. He leaned forward and relayed the message to Florda. The dragon's body seemed to swell underneath them and her wings beat harder. There would be no going back, regardless. To the right of her, Kira saw Arun's face pale as his dragon spoke to him. His jaw tightened and he clutched his crossbow more firmly, determination shining in his eyes. 

At last, the lights of the city grew bright beneath them and she could see the towers of the palace. On both sides of them, dragons split away from the group to approach from different directions, those with riders staying to the fore. Jan lifted the crossbow he held in front of him and steadied it on his hip.

“Keep your head down, Kira.”

Heart thudding, Kira hunched down. Already, the hiss of arrows came from the palace. As one, the dragons screeched as they descended towards the courtyard; a terrifying sound. Kira glanced towards the door leading to the dungeon. Was poor Byron still there? Soldiers ran everywhere, like tiny ants. The first wave, led by Florda, seemed oblivious to the arrows as they each chose a target and headed towards him, crossbows firing, claws ripping, tails whipping. Florda herself however, landed on the roof.

“Kira,” she shouted over the noise, “climb down.”

Kira did as she was told, holding Jan's hand to keep her balance on the slope. Florda picked her up in her paws and flew to a level with the third floor balcony. There, she lifted her over the wall. “Hide yourself, child. Watch for Apharis, but do not be seen. This battle is not for you.Your time will come.”

Jan gave an encouraging smile as she landed on the other side. “Stay hidden, stay safe.”

“You stay safe, too,” she said, but already Florda had wheeled away, swooping on a hapless soldier who had his back to her. She picked him up and flung him against a wall. Unable to watch his fate, Kira jumped to crouch behind the wall and searched around for somewhere to hide. 

The balcony she was on ran around three sides of the courtyard. She was on the side of the building where Lord Molark had his rooms on the storey below. On the opposite side were Lord Apharis’s rooms. She crawled along on her hands and knees to a place in the wall where there was a pattern of stones set apart from each other, allowing her to see the courtyard and the lower balcony without raising her head above the wall. Below was mayhem, a writhing mass of wings, tails and men.

Sitting here, she was in the shadow of a huge pillar. She squeezed herself into the corner. This was probably as good a hiding place as any for now and gave her a good view across the courtyard to Apharis’s quarters. Three soldiers had made their way to the first floor and were aiming their crossbows at the dragons below. A huge orange beast rose with a screech from the melee. It rolled sideways as it neared them, swiping two of them off the balcony with its huge claws and then whipping the other into the wall with its tail.

A moment later, a man appeared through a door on the first floor balcony. He staggered to lean against the wall, blood pouring from a wound in his side. Kira's stomach lurched as she recognised him. Arun! He hadn't gone after Apharis on his own? He needed help, but she was too far away to get to him before he was seen by one of Apharis’s men. Where was Florda? 

She stood and peered over the wall. Florda was directly below her, Jan still on her back. “Jan! Florda!” she screamed till her throat felt raw, but her voice disappeared into the din of battle. With a sob, she began to run around the balcony, keeping low. She’d have to get to him herself.

Halfway around, somewhere above the courthouse, she halted. A robed figure strode towards her, his head down, keeping to the shadow of the walls. She ducked to hide, but the man stopped mid-stride, his cold eyes staring straight at her. His mouth twisted into a triumphant smile.

“Well, Miss Goran, I should have known you’d be here.”

Kira stood up straight. She swallowed the bitter lump of fear that threatened to choke her. “Call your men off, Lord Apharis, they can’t win against all these dragons.”

Apharis didn’t lose his smile. “Ah, but I think that’s about to change.”

On shaking legs, Kira backed away, eying the doors along the balcony for somewhere to run. They were all shut. At the far end of where she had been hiding, the balcony ended with a door leading up to a tower. It, too, was shut. Nevertheless, she continued to walk backwards. There was nowhere else to go.

Suddenly she remembered the knife Arun had given her. She stooped and grabbed it from her boot. She stopped walking, waving the knife in front of her. 

Apharis didn’t falter. His grin grew wider as he kept coming. “My dear, I’m quite sure you are no more capable of using that on me, than your brother was on your father.”

“We’ll see, if you come any closer.” She cursed the tremor in her voice as she steadied herself, feet apart.

He stopped, just out of reach and held up a hand. “Do you really want to see your friends dying like this? Your brother is already injured and Byron is dead. There’s no need for any more. Put the knife down. This all needs to stop.”

Oh, yes, this needs to stop. This is for Father and Byron.

With a scream she lunged at him. He gave a cry as the knife nicked his hand, but before she could lunge again, his other hand came around to hit her ear, sending her flying into the balcony wall. She gasped as her ribs rammed against the corner of the bricks. He gripped her hand and wrenched the knife from her, then spun her around and pulled her against his chest. She shuddered as the cold steel came against her throat.

“Now we’re going for a walk, Miss Goran. If you so much as wriggle, I will cut your throat, just as I did Byron’s. Your friends are fighting a lost cause. Let’s go and persuade them of that.”

 

 

 



Chapter 31

 

 

 

Apharis struggled backwards, holding Kira firmly in his arms, stopping at the tower door. He opened it easily with one hand and pulled her through, then kicked it closed behind them before locking it. The sound of the battle below muted and Kira could hear his heavy breathing as he pushed her, the knife across her chest, up the winding stairs. 

Kira’s heart skipped so fast, she thought she might pass out, but at last they came to another door standing open. Apharis forced her into a tiny room and shut the door behind them with a thud that echoed back down the stairwell. He twisted her so that he could reach to turn the key, then dragged her to the only window on the far side of the room. He took hold of her hair and forced her shoulders out of the opening, keeping her there with one hand to the back of her neck, the knife to her throat. 

Kira looked down and let out a cry as her stomach churned and her head spun. The tower was set at an angle across the corner of the courtyard. Now four storeys up, she hung over the battle, Apharis’s hold the only thing stopping her from hurtling to her death. A dragon, perched on the roof nearby, hissed a threat at Apharis, but flew off as he held the knife closer to Kira’s throat in reply.

“Hingel, hear me!” Apharis roared. At first, nothing happened. The roar of the battle below continued unabated. Apharis moved the knife from Kira’s throat so they could see it and yelled again. “Stop fighting. Now!” 

The small dragon must have communicated with Florda, for it was she who saw them first. Then Jan lifted his head, his face white, his mouth open. He raised his arm. Little by little, the noise ceased. 

Kira’s body shook beyond her control. How could she have been so stupid as to get herself into this situation? How could Florda have thought she might save them all? Then she realised that she hadn’t really tried. The crystal lay in her pocket. But what was she supposed to do with it?

“Hear me, Hingel,” Apharis shouted. “You will give up your weapons now and surrender to my men, and your dragons will go back to the mountains, or this girl will die in front of you and I’ll drop her at your feet.”

While his attention lay on the crowd, Kira edged her fingers into her left pocket. As her hand closed around the crystal, her mind swam through fog. Then it cleared and she froze. Though physically she still strained against Apharis’s hold, her mind stood free in a black marble room. Around her, everything lay arranged with pristine neatness. Every edge in the room was sharp and clear, not a trace of dust smudged a surface. Bookshelves were lined with books, carefully arranged and standing straight. She jumped as she saw the figure of Apharis himself, staring through a window, his face expectant. He had not noticed her. 

She reached out to touch the marble wall. Though she seemed to have a body, she could feel nothing. She was like a ghost wandering around what she could only guess was Apharis’s mind. 

She stopped with a jolt as she caught sight of another figure, curled in a corner amongst a mess of old books, dusty and finger-worn, stacked on the floor. His head slumped on his chest, his arms wrapped around his knees, he stared with glistening eyes at the stone wall. His arms and legs were shackled. He seemed oblivious to everything around him, totally miserable.

“Father?” The word barely whispered from her lips, but his head snapped up and he stared at her, surprise mixed with terror on his face. He stumbled to his feet to gaze in horror out of the window of Apharis’s mind. 

Outside, in the tower window, Kira felt Apharis's hand tighten on her hair. She lost concentration on the crystal and suddenly her conscious self was back at the window, the knife poised at her throat, her back aching from straining against the hold he had on her.

Apharis yanked her up and twisted her to face him. “What did you say?”

Kira gulped as he brought the knife closer. The silence seemed to echo off the stars above her. “Father. He’s still there, in your mind.”

“How can you know that?” The knife pressed against her throat once more and Kira blinked back tears, afraid her shaking would make the knife cut. He searched her face. “Your father’s thoughts told me you’re Crystal Reader. But I’ve never known of a Crystal Reader who could read minds. Unless –” He pulled back from her and grabbed at her right hand. He sneered as he saw the claw mark on her palm. “The dragon’s claw? They’ve given the power to a child? Even dragons are imbeciles.”

Then a change came over Apharis’s face. He frowned, then grimaced as if in pain. The hand holding the knife rose once more, trembling in the air. Suddenly his fingers shot open. The knife fell, past Kira’s shoulder and down to the courtyard below. Gasps of surprise rose from the ground. Concentrating on the crystal in her hand again, Kira re-entered Apharis’s mind.

In the marble room, Apharis no longer stared through the window, but cowered against a wall, holding his head. Behind him, Father stood, anger written in the stiff contours of his face and his blazing eyes. “Enough,” he was saying. “You won’t hurt my daughter.” He wrenched at the chain on his wrists, snapping it in two.

Apharis clenched his teeth. “Get back to your corner, Goran. You know you can’t win. This sudden surge of fealty may have freed you for a moment, but I’ve shown you already that I’m too strong for you. You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

“Fealty? The word is love, Apharis. Why are you so afraid to say it?” As Father glared at him, Kira felt Apharis’s arms lift her from the window and lean her gently against the wall. 

“What’s happening?” she whispered.

Inside Apharis’s mind, her father stepped towards her. His figure shimmered like a reflection on a pond, not quite real. “Don’t be afraid, little one.”

“He’s killed Byron.” 

He flinched. “I know. He did it to prove who was in charge. I lost control for just a second and...” He shut his eyes for a moment, before opening them, his face imploring. “But with your help, we can finish this.”

Kira stared at the figure of Apharis, struggling to stand. She’d never hated anyone so much in her life as she did him right now.

“Whose claw was it?” Father asked.

“Florda’s.”

His body shimmered again. “She’s dead?”

“No, she gave it to me.”

He smiled his relief. “She made a good choice.”

Kira shook her head, tears close to the surface. “I’m useless. I don’t know what I’m doing. What is this place? How are you here?”

“It’s Apharis’s mind, or at least your own mind’s interpretation of it. He took my mind to use it, but found it too dangerous. My thoughts and feelings are too opposite to his own.” Father’s voice was that of Apharis and Kira realised who she had been hearing through the crystal. “To assimilate them would mean to weaken his own personality. Just see what I’ve done to his view of the future.” 

He pointed to another window on the far side of the room. Through it, Kira saw a shining city, as beautiful a place as it was possible to imagine, with golden towers and shimmering roofs. She moved closer to look. As she did, the ground below the buildings became visible. It was strewn with ragged bodies, struggling amongst a mass of waste and degradation. Starving children scrabbled for scraps thrown from the fancy buildings. Wasted men sat on street corners, begging for food.

“He couldn’t see that before. He couldn’t see what harm his future would bring, the human suffering of it.” Father glared at Apharis. “So he’s keeping me separate to avoid seeing any more of the truth, sifting through my thoughts to take just what he needs.”

“Watch me kill your daughter and you’ll never bring yourself to rise from your little corner ever again,” Apharis hissed through clenched teeth. Kira felt his hands tighten around her arms. His mind-figure tried to rise. Father picked up a book from the corner, opened it and slammed it down on the marble table in front of him. Immediately Apharis slumped back against the wall. His grip on her arms loosened.

“What are you going to do, Father?”

“I have to end it. Now.”

“How?”

He gave no answer, but she caught his glance through the window of Apharis’s eyes at the opening of the tower and her mind reeled. “No. You can’t. You –”

Apharis’s hand squeezed her elbows, gently this time, as Father gazed at her. “It has to end, Kira. All this. It can’t go on.”

“But if your mind’s still separate, maybe we can get you out.”

“Kira, this part of me is gone. You can't get it back.”

She shook her head, desperate. “No. There’s a boy in a man’s body who needs you. He’s lost. If we could just hold Apharis until we find a way to…”

“Where would you keep him?” 

“Verebor.” Her mind exulted at the idea. “Yes, Verebor.”

His voice quivered. “No, Kira.”

“He deserves it!” The words spat from Kira’s mouth with more hatred than she knew she had. 

He gazed at her for a moment, horror and pain in his eyes. “No, not that.”

A wave of pain washed over her. His pain. Pain she had caused once more. Kira’s mind spun in a haze of guilt. How could she have been so thoughtless? A low chuckle came from Apharis and a chill shot through her as Father stumbled sideways and she felt herself being pushed against the wall with Apharis’s hand to her throat. 

“Well done, Miss Goran. I couldn’t have done better myself.” Apharis’s voice was sharp with derision.

She reached out to Father, but there was nothing to hold. He wavered on his feet. The hand at her throat tightened and her blood roared in her ears. She clutched at Apharis’s robe with one hand, still holding the crystal fast in the other.

Father held his head. “No... You won't hurt my daughter... You won't... rule Myrtonia.”

Apharis's blue eyes glinted. “Keep watching, Goran.” As he spoke, the book that Father had opened on the table slammed shut and flew back into the corner.

Panic fluttered in a cold snowfall down Kira's body, as Apharis’s mind-figure stood up straight, leering with triumph. “Tell me what to do, Father,” she pleaded. “I don’t know how to help.”

“Mix…our…minds.” Father fell to his knees clutching his head. 

In the tower, Apharis twisted her wrist making her let go of his robe.

“How?” she pleaded, “I can’t touch anything.”

“Use your mind. It’s strong. Fight him.” 

Father struggled back to his feet, his face contorted in agony. Chains bound his hands and feet once more, but he staggered to the bookshelf with his arms out, trying to grab at Apharis's books. Before he could reach them, a fresh pain gripped him and he fell with a gasp to the floor. At the sight of his pain, fury blazed through Kira. She could never have believed there was an imprisonment more cruel than Verebor, but this was surely it. 

Apharis’s hold on her throat now was so tight she could barely breathe and she could no longer concentrate on the crystal. As she came back into the tower room, she swiped at Apharis’s head with her left hand. He yelled as the crystal made contact with his cheek. Gritting her teeth, she dragged it down to his beard, the sharp corner cutting into his flesh. Screaming, he let go of her throat and she dashed away from him.

While he stumbled around, clutching at his bleeding face, she clenched the crystal in her fist and re-entered his mind. She didn’t look at Apharis or her father, but concentrated on the shelves. So he liked everything neat and tidy, did he? She stared at one book, a black leather-bound volume around two inches thick. Its surface shone as if it had been polished every day. She imagined it falling from the shelf, smashing, bent and torn, to the floor. To her delight, the book edged slowly backwards, then crashed, taking two others with it.

Not bothering to watch Apharis’s reaction, Kira turned to the far corner, where the books and papers of Father’s mind lay discarded. She concentrated on the top book, a diary by its appearance. What better to upset Apharis, than the day-to-day recollections of his adversary?

The volume rose into the air and she guided it to sit at an angle in the gap left by the other books. “Get to know my father, Apharis.”

Apharis gasped and stumbled towards the bookcase. “No, get it out. I don’t need his futile thoughts. Don’t you see? His mind is a mess of feelings? Feelings. How can a man progress when his mind is congested with emotion? Love. Compassion. Sympathy. All a waste of space. Fluff!” He leaned against a marble table, struggling to stand. 

Behind Apharis, Father sat up, nodding at her, the chains falling from him. “Keep going, little one.”

Kira grabbed more of Apharis’s books with her mind and hurled them across the room. She pulled papers from Father’s pile and blew them to litter the floor. The walls of marble glowed red as Apharis’s anger and confusion grew. He staggered around, trying in desperation to gather them and put them away, but Kira’s anger at his cruelty was stronger even than his own. She’d show him feelings. Soon his mind was a storm of flying books and papers and Father’s things lay stacked on the shelves. Apharis curled on the floor, sobbing in defeat.

Gentle hands moved Kira from the door and held her close against Apharis’s chest. “You have to go now,” Father whispered. “I love you.”

Kira's heart seemed to stop. “But…I can’t let you –” Her mind reeled at the sad weight of what she’d just achieved.

“He has to die, for everyone's sake.” He shrugged. “And I'll be free.”

Eyes burning, she nodded.

His voice was soft. “Go.” 

She shivered as Apharis placed Father’s kiss on top of her head and he let her go. With a huge effort she willed herself to step back from the marble room. Immediately she stood once more in the tower, with Apharis before her. 

He smiled. It was Father’s sad smile. “Take care of the Ifor Goran left behind,” he murmured. “Who knows, perhaps you can teach him to be less disorganised?”

She managed a tiny smile, biting her trembling lip. “But then he wouldn’t be you.”

He squeezed her hand and backed away. Before she could move, he was running to the window. She screamed as Apharis hurled himself through the opening. Horrified cries came from the men below. As the body thudded against the marble tiles of the courtyard, Kira slid down the wall of the tower. She curled herself over her knees, sobbing with the greatest grief she’d ever known.

 

***

 

Somewhere, something banged, a constant dull sound that echoed in Kira’s mind like the throbbing of a headache. Then a voice broke through, desperate, pleading. “Kira, Kira, open the door.”

She stumbled to her feet, clutching the wall. How long had she been here? She took a shaky step towards the door, just as it burst open and Jan dashed through. He ran to her and clutched her to him. “I thought he’d killed you.”

Unable to stand on her feet anymore, Kira let herself fall against him, burying her head in his shoulder. He stooped and gathered her legs, lifting her into his arms. He carried her through the group of men behind him, down the steps and into the courtyard. “It’s all right, Kira,” he murmured as they came out amongst the mess of the battle had left. Bodies lay everywhere, men and dragons, some still moving, some not. Apharis’s soldiers walked amongst them with their own people offering aid, weapons abandoned. Most had joined the army, not out of loyalty, but to avoid Netheren camps. With Apharis gone, they had no enemies.

“Arun?” Kira looked about, dreading the answer she had to know.

“He’ll be fine.” Jan put his cheek to hers. “It’s over now.”

His words, so close to Father’s, brought the tears back to bubble from her eyes and she clung to him more tightly, forcing out her words between sobs. “He’s gone, Jan.”

“Yes, and good riddance.”

She lifted her head and shook it. “No. You don’t understand.”

Jan raised an eyebrow, but at that moment Florda stepped forward, her paws held out. “Let me take her, Jan Hingel. She needs rest.”

He lifted her into the dragon queen’s arms and stroked her cheek for a moment before stepping back. Kira stared up into the sad face of the dragon with sudden realisation. “You knew, didn’t you? You knew he was in there.”

Florda blinked and gave a slow nod. “I felt something at odds with Apharis’s mind and saw your father’s colours in his. I’m sorry to have put you through it. Now sleep, child.”

As the cloud of blue smoke, smelling of sweet apple blossom and lavender, blew over her, Kira shut her eyes and abandoned herself to sleep with a deep sense of relief. There was something else she needed to do, but that could wait until the morning. Right now, she simply wanted to forget.

 

 



Chapter 32

 

 

 

Kira clung to Jan’s arm to steady herself as they walked into the Council Palace courtyard the next afternoon. Memories of the previous night sent shivers through her and she kept her gaze on the ground, terrified of seeing the tower and the feelings it would conjure. Her mind had replayed that final scene a hundred times since she awoke. Jan had assured her that men had spent the night and morning clearing the courtyard, but she still imagined Apharis’s body lying on the paving below the tower, even though she hadn’t seen it. 

Byron’s fate too, played on her mind. Jinty and the others from the mountain camp had already packed their things and taken his body to be buried in the forest near his home. Yet still, Kira felt his presence in this place, and that awful image she had seen in her mind refused to go away.

No wonder Jan had questioned her need to come back, but she had insisted. Florda’s soporific smoke had given her a night’s sleep that let her body relax but changed none of her plans. She had risen sore and bruised from Apharis’s rough handling, but her mind was clear. She needed to go to the Crystal Room.

Jan took her hand as he led her through the door and along the corridor to the room, which twinkled with the light of its crystals. She smiled and squeezed his fingers before leaving him and walking to the end of the shelving. The room was silent this time, for she had her own crystal in her pocket. She took it out and held it close to her ear. It sang to her, low and plaintive, echoing the grief she felt. For a few minutes she let it sing, her eyes closed, asking nothing of it but its tune, for it knew her so well. At last, sensing Jan’s discomfort as he waited at the door, she put it to her lips and whispered, “Ifor Goran”.

She listened to her own tune continue for what seemed like minutes. Then from the far corner, close to where Jan stood, a soft lilting tune wafted to join hers, weaving its notes in harmony so perfect it brought a lump to her throat. A light blue crystal lit like a star. As she lifted it, its song faded and it whispered to her, “I am Ifor Goran.” 

Her heart ached. How I wish you were.

She swallowed hard and slipped it into her pocket with her own. She’d left Apharis’s crystal back at the cave, unsure what to do with it, but certain that she would never let it come close to her father’s. With a sad smile, she took Jan’s hand once more and they walked together back out into the sunlight.

“Jan, what happened to the Mindthief?” 

He stopped for a moment, his face serious. “Smashed into a thousand pieces in Apharis’s pocket.”

She squeezed her lips together and nodded. That was as it should be, she told herself, though she couldn’t help regretting possibilities untried.

 

***

 

Arun pulled himself up in bed and folded his blankets across his lap. He’d listened to Kira’s retelling of what had happened to Apharis, without a word. He reached out and took her hand.

“Florda was right in her choice. I didn't use my brain. And I’m glad you got some time with him, before…”

With shaking fingers, Kira took the crystal from her pocket. “Let’s see what Apharis left him.”

“He’ll never be our father again, Kira. He’s fifty years old. He can’t possibly become the same man again. He’s lost too much.” Tears shone in Arun’s eyes.

“Then we need to know who he is now.”

“What if Apharis left him no magic?”

Kira shook her head. “It’s there. Not much, but I’ve felt it.” 

She stood and crossed the cave. She didn’t speak to the crystal or ask it to speak to her. It held too many painful moments from the past. Yet it also held the truth of the present. As she approached Father, she contemplated it in her hand. The soft, blue light of it warmed her heart.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jan put a hand on her shoulder as she approached him.

Kira could understand his reluctance. Though he was talking a little more today, Father’s speech still resembled that of a child. Bekky mothered him, yet he seemed to want to follow Kira like a puppy about the cavern, especially now that things were being packed so that everyone could return home. This morning when she awoke, she had found him sleeping close to her, clutching the toy dragon close to his chest.

With a sigh, Kira looked to where Father sat next to Bekky, chewing on a large slab of fresh bread she had just given him. “We can’t help him if we don’t know what’s going on in his mind.”

She strolled to sit next to Father. He greeted her with a shy smile. He stuffed the last of the bread into his mouth and wiped his fingers on his breeches, before leaning forward to pull something from between his feet. When he came up, he held a book. Kira recognised it straight away.

“Have you been going through my things?” she asked.

He didn’t seem in the least contrite. “It’s a book, Kira. Look.”

He held it out to her, excitement shining in his eyes. She took it and flicked through the pages, giving a cry as the two letters she had saved so carefully fell to the dusty floor. She picked them up, a wave of bitterness at withered hope pricking at her eyes.

“Can I keep it?” Father asked. “I’ll take care of it, I promise.”

“Can you read it?”

“No, but I’ll soon learn. I like reading.”

She gave a sad smile. “Yes, I know you do.” She held the book out to him. “Here, you can have it. But I’ll keep these letters, if you don’t mind.”

He nodded absently, his fingers already scrabbling to find the first page. His brow furrowed as he concentrated on the fine print.

Taking a deep breath, Kira reached out and put a hand on his arm. She felt a strange tugging sensation behind her eyes. Even after last night, the fog took her by surprise. She gasped, as she had to push through it, struck by a coldness she hadn’t felt in Apharis’s mind. Father’s lack of magic must be causing it. She stood wavering for a moment before she dared to open her eyes.

The cave she found herself in was not unlike the one she’d left, wide and dark with a low roof of gnarled, weathered rock. She glanced down and screamed as she realised that there was nothing in front of her. She took a quick step backwards from the edge of what seemed to be a bottomless pit. She stood on a ledge about ten feet wide. Carefully, she edged her way to the wall and looked both ways.

The ledge was strewn with toys; a telescope, a set of weigh scales, a model train, its clockwork innards lying beside it, a collection of marbles of every size and hue, a marionette amongst a tangle of its own strings. Piles of books lay everywhere, as did sheets of paper with rudimentary drawings of flowers and animals.

So fascinated was Kira with this array, that it took her a while to notice a small boy sitting on a rock only six feet away from her. He studied her with intelligent blue eyes. She guessed he would be around seven years old, yet his face held a wisdom far beyond that. On his lap, he held her book. He wore a rough linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows and brown breeches, patched at the knees. His dark hair curled about his ears. As Kira came towards him, he put the book down and stood, pushing his hands into his pockets. 

He cocked his head to one side. “How did you get here?”

“It’s hard to explain. Do you know what this place is?”

The boy’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “This is where I am. This is me.” His face became serious as he looked about him. “It doesn’t feel like me, though. It was never dark like this before.”

She held out a hand towards him. “Father –”

The boy giggled, a high-pitched, joyous sound that echoed through the cavern. “Father? Why do you keep calling me that? You’re being silly. I’m Ifor.” 

“But you’re –” She stopped. Was there any point in trying to explain? “If you don’t mind, I’ll call you Father anyway. Are you all right?”

Ifor thought for a moment and shook his head. “I don’t understand. Where’s Mama and Papa? You look like Mama. But you’re not her. You’re too young and you're called Kira.” He stared off into the distance, his forehead dipping into a frown. “And that man looks like Papa. But he’s too old.” He pointed across the void to where a man sat hunched with his back to them, his grey hair waving over the collar of his jacket, his body as still as the stone on which he rested. The ledge on that side was only just wide enough for him to sit.

Kira’s heart flipped. Father!

“I don’t know who he is,” Ifor went on, “but he hates me. He doesn’t say anything. He just keeps frowning at me. I don’t know why.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s you he hates, it’s that hole. I expect it scares him. Don’t worry about him seeming angry. It’s not your fault.”

“I’m scared of the hole too.” Ifor brought his hands out of his pockets and folded his arms across his chest as he gazed across at the old man he didn’t recognise. “What if it gets bigger? What if I fall in?”

Kira knelt down. She longed to throw her arms about him. “It won’t get bigger. We’ll keep throwing things into it until it’s all full up again. I’ll do everything I can to find what used to be there. We’ll build a bridge together so that you can meet the man and know who he really is.”

“You won’t leave me?” 

She swallowed her tears. “Never. I can’t stay here in this place, but I’ll be with you and I’ll always be here to care for you. I promise.”

He gave a serious nod, deep in thought. Kira smiled that such a mannerism could have started so early in Father’s life.

“Can you get me more books? Books I can read?”

She laughed. “I’ll get you as many books as you want. We’ll learn together.”

“I’d like that.” He bit on his lip. “I’m glad you’re with me. I feel safe with you.”

Then her own emotion became too much and she felt herself pulled backwards, passing once more through the fog until she stopped, her heart thumping, with Jan’s arms about her.

Before her, Father stared at her, a puzzled expression on his face. Then he pouted a little. “I don’t know how you did that. But would you please not do it again?”

With a smile, Kira patted his shoulder. “No, Father, I promise.”

He sniffed and nodded. “Good.” 

He opened the book and studied it, frowning as he scanned the words with his finger. 

 

 

 


THE END
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