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  Dedicated with love to my sister, Lin Stockley,


  

  Canine Behaviourist and Dog Trainer beyond compare.


  

  May your future hold nothing but happiness.




  



  




   




   




   




   




  Contents




   




   




   




   




  Cover




  Title page




  Dedication




   




  1. THE MAGIC OF AIR




  2. WINDSINGER




  3. REAP THE WHIRLWIND




  4. FRIENDSHIP




  5. KALDATH




  6. THE SORROW OF THE DWELVEN




  7. FROM ENDINGS TO BEGINNINGS




  8. THE SECRETS IN THE STONE




  9. A MOTHER’S VENGEANCE




  10. MASQUERADE




  11. SEA CHANGE




  12. THE STRANGER




  13. THE RELUCTANT HEALER




  14. TURN AGAIN




  15. DEPARTURE




  16. ON THE BRINK




  17. UNLOOKED-FOR REUNION




  18. MORE THAN ONE SURPRISE




  19. GUARDIAN OF THE PORTAL




  20. MIXED FEELINGS




  21. RETRIBUTION




  22. GOOD INTENTIONS




  23. PARIAHS




  24. LIE DOWN WITH DOGS . . .




  25. RESTORATION




  26. OLD FRIENDS




  27. FLIGHT OF FREEDOM




  28. REVENGE OF THE DWELVEN




  29. THE MIGHTY FALL




  30. DEPART IN SORROW, RETURN IN JOY




  31. A DIFFICULT TRANSITION




  32. SIGNS IN THE SKY




  33. PERILOUS HOMECOMING




  34. VENGEANCE OF THE MOLDAN




  35. CATACLYSM




  36. AFTER THE STORM




  37. LOOKING TO THE FUTURE




  38. HOMECOMING




   




  Also by Maggie Furey




  Copyright




  



  




   




   




   




   




  1




  ~




  THE MAGIC OF AIR




   




   




   




   




  Many momentous events took place in the winter when the Wild Hunt was ambushed by mortals and the Forest Lord Hellorin was lost to the world,

  betrayed by the malice of Ferimon. In Eliorand, Tiolani, the Forest Lord’s daughter, was seduced by the same evil traitor as part of his plan to rule the Phaerie, and the grey mare Corisand

  discovered her responsibilities as Windeye of the Xandim. In Tyrineld, the Archwizard Cyran’s broodings over his dread visions of war and destruction were supported by the premonitions of his

  fellow Archmages, and the blind Wizard Iriana’s dreams of freedom and adventure were finally realised, though she never could have guessed what would lie in store for her before the

  summer’s end.




  While in the north the strands of the approaching crisis were spinning out thick and fast upon the web of fate, circumstances were moving towards another crisis elsewhere, in the far lands of

  the south: in the ocean deeps for the Leviathan; in the glittering glory of the Jewelled Desert for the Dragonfolk; and in beautiful Aerillia, the soaring mountain city of the Skyfolk.




  The Winged Folk of Aerillia were generous to visitors, thought Yinze. The chambers set aside for guests were high up on the pinnacle of the mountain, just below the complex of buildings that

  formed the Royal Palace, and the view from the landing platform was stunning. To a Wizard’s eye, the city looked utterly alien but very beautiful, with some of its buildings suspended from

  the precipitous crags and others carved out of the mountain peak itself. He had been here over half a year now and was used to the view, but the slender spires and turrets of pale, almost

  translucent stone, and the delicately crafted structures that seemed to cling like coral to the steep rock face, still filled him with amazement. There were no angles in Aerillia; no hard corners

  to form awkward air currents, or hurt an unwary flier who’d been hit by an unexpected gust of wind. Everything looked streamlined, fluid, organic: a miracle wrought, by magic and tremendous

  labour, from the mountain’s very bones.




  It was spectacular. It was beautiful. It was no place for someone without wings. Though it was possible to access some places by going through a labyrinth of intervening buildings, the routes

  were tortuous and inconvenient, for the simple reason that the Winged Folk never used those routes except during the worst of the stormy weather, and many places were completely inaccessible except

  by flight. It was for this very reason that the Skyfolk, unlike the Phaerie, the Wizards and the Dragonfolk, did not possess human slaves – at least, not in Aerillia itself, though they were

  used down in the valleys to cultivate crops, and to mine the jewels and precious metals with which these mountains abounded.




  To fulfil the domestic functions in the city itself the Skyfolk used instead a special low caste of their own kind, known as the Forsaken, who were barred from any existence other than obedience

  and drudgery. Yinze had been allocated some of these to be his own staff during his stay here. As well as Kereru, a motherly winged woman to clean and cook for him, he had four sturdy young men

  whose function it was to transport him wherever he wanted to go, strapped into a carrying sling and suspended below them like a piece of cargo as they soared effortlessly across the gulfs of empty

  air.




  It was inconvenient, terrifying, and worst of all, utterly humiliating. Though it was sometimes unavoidable, the Wizard used that mode of transport as little as possible, and therefore his

  movements were circumscribed and he suffered limitations that he had never known before. Always vigorous and active at home, here Yinze ached from lack of exercise. Sometimes he felt so bad that

  he’d be forced to get his bearers to take him down the mountain to the valleys and terraces where crops were grown and sheep and goats were bred. He would walk and run himself into a state of

  exhaustion, thinking wistfully of Tyrineld’s olive groves and sparkling blue bays, its warm, herb-scented breezes and the laughter and company of his friends.




  Beyond Aerillia the eye was led across the breathtaking vista of lower, snow-covered peaks beyond, right to the glittering line on the far horizon which marked the beginning of the Jewelled

  Desert. It was almost worth freezing for. Now, at sunset, the mountains were tinted with amethyst and rose, and shadows darkened the pale stone of the city’s buildings. At this time of year,

  everyone in the city went to bed early. The temperature plunged after nightfall, and even the hardy Skyfolk found it more pleasant to snuggle beneath the bedclothes. Supper hour had passed, and

  Yinze was standing on the landing platform of his room, taking his customary last look out before retiring.




  The Wizard shivered, and tried to bury himself deeper into his thick woollen cloak. In Tyrineld, even the winter nights were a great deal warmer than this, but Aerillia, though situated further

  south, was set high in the mountains, and the season’s chill bit deep. The Winged Folk had a tremendous tolerance of the freezing conditions, but the cold was beginning to wear upon their

  guest. Though Yinze felt a pang of sadness at the thought of parting from the new friends that he’d made, he was desperately missing the sunlit warmth of his home. Even supposing he stayed

  here all his life (perish the thought), he would never grow accustomed to this temperature!




  He stamped his freezing feet on the pale stone of the landing platform, and began to walk up and down to try to keep warm. Under his cloak he was wearing layers of clothing: a sleeveless

  fleece-lined sheepskin tunic, and beneath it a baggy knitted overshirt. Beneath that he had a thick flannel shirt, sturdy woven pants of wool, and finally, under everything else, two pairs

  of thick socks and long, thick, winter underwear. A knitted cap in knock-your-eyes-out purple, a contribution from his mother Zybina, was crammed over his dark curls and pulled well down to cover

  his ears, and a matching scarf was wound twice around his neck. Sturdy knee-length leather boots and big leather gauntlets with a secret pair of purple woollen gloves worn beneath them completed

  the outfit. ‘And I still can’t get warm,’ he muttered to himself through chattering teeth. ‘Guardians preserve us! I’m so glad I’ll be going home

  soon.’




  And yet . . .




  How could he bear to go home a failure?




  In four months his time here would be up and he would return to Tyrineld with the shame of being the only one who had not fulfilled his mission. Thanks to the sporadic messages that had reached

  him in this isolated place, he knew that his friend Chathak had made enormous strides in the Fire magic he was studying with the Dragonfolk, and that good old brainy Ionor had mastered the tricky

  magic of Water and gained the respect of the Leviathan in the process.




  It was all very well for them. The Dragonfolk Fire magic was a singularly versatile branch of the arcane arts, with a multitude of uses. Water magic, too, could be used in all sorts of practical

  ways. But the magic of Air – when you came right down to it – was no bloody use at all. Air was an incredibly elusive substance, and Yinze was finding it impossible to find a place

  where his powers could connect. With other elements Air could be fine: put it together with Water magic, for instance, and you got Weather magic, unite it with Fire and you could heat a building or

  perform all sorts of clever tricks with light. But like Fire and Water, Earth and Air were opposites; two powers very difficult to combine.




  It was too cold to stay outside any longer. Yinze had been lingering, frustrated after another difficult day, in the hope that he might catch a glimpse of Kea. The winged girl, apprentice to

  Crombec, the city’s foremost harp maker, was the closest friend he’d made since he’d come to Aerillia, and her pretty face was just what he needed to cheer him . . .




  His thoughts broke off in a scream as a heavy weight cannoned into him from the side, knocking him off the platform. As he fell, arms and legs flailing in panic, the freezing air blasted into

  his face, snatching his breath away. Terror – pure, mindless terror – squeezed his heart in an iron fist as he plummeted. He saw his purple cap go whirling away on the wind. Sky, city,

  mountains cartwheeled around him – and the ground, so far away, was hurtling closer every second.




  Something clamped around his ankle, cruelly wrenching his leg but, for a mercy, slowing his fall. As his arms and other leg were caught, he realised that strong hands had him, arresting his

  terrifying plunge. Relief swept over him, and though his strained muscles hurt like a rotten tooth, Yinze did not care. The drumming of four sets of mighty wings and the purr of wind through

  feathers made the sweetest music he had ever heard as he was borne upwards, back to safety, back to life.




  ‘Here,’ he heard a voice say. ‘Put him well back from the edge.’ The rescuers set him gently down on his own landing platform. There was a solid surface beneath him and

  he could no longer see the dizzying fall. Collapsing like a puppet whose strings had been cut, he threw up his recently-finished supper then curled into a shivering ball, his eyes screwed tight

  shut and his fingers trying to dig into the stone.




  He heard someone swearing, and recognised Kea’s voice, sharp with anxiety. ‘Yinze, are you all right? Come on, we’ll help you indoors.’




  The Wizard was all for that. Though his common sense told him that the platform on which he lay had borne the weight of generations of Skyfolk, it seemed, right now, to be all too fragile a

  barrier between himself and the abyss. He opened his eyes to see his team of sturdy bearers; Parea, who was Kereru’s brother, Dunlin, Tinamou and Chukar, all clustering around him, and

  Kea’s anxious face looking down. The winged girl knelt beside him to help him up. He caught the scent of her, warm and spicy, like cinnamon – but before he could move, cruel laughter,

  harsh and mocking, made him look up at last. There, perched in a row on the edge of the roof like malign gargoyles, were Incondor, a young, black-winged aristocrat who had an evil reputation as a

  bully, and his friends, Milvus and Torgos.




  Incondor laughed again, his handsome features marred by his usual expression of haughty contempt. ‘What a shame,’ he said. ‘The Wizard didn’t seem to like his flying

  lesson.’




  Kea was on her feet in a flash. ‘You filthy monster,’ she blazed. ‘You pushed him. I saw you.’




  Incondor shrugged. ‘I gave the earthbound slug a chance to see what it was like to fly,’ he drawled. ‘I knew his minions would catch him before he hit the ground –

  it’s their function, after all.’




  ‘You tried to kill him! This time you’ve gone too far. I’m reporting this to Ardea.’




  A scowl darkened Incondor’s face, and his eyes grew hard. ‘If you know what’s good for you, Kea, you’ll keep your mouth shut,’ he snarled. ‘It would be my

  word against yours, and my friends will back me up. Do you think I fear Ardea? A mere teacher? A nobody? My family is closely related to Queen Pandion herself. Who is she going to believe?

  One of her own blood, or you, a common harp maker’s apprentice whose grandmother was nothing but a lowly drudge?’ He turned away from her with a sneer.




  ‘Blood has nothing to do with it.’ Yinze scrambled up from his prone position. ‘Master Crombec says that Kea is the finest apprentice he has ever trained, and Ardea is the most

  respected teacher in all Aerillia.’




  ‘Is that so?’ Incondor lifted an eyebrow. ‘She doesn’t seem to be making any progress with you. You’re about as much use at our magic as you are at flying.’

  With that he and his friends flew off, leaving an echo of mocking laughter.




  Yinze snarled a curse and drove his fist at the wall, but Kea, with the whip-fast reflexes of her kind, knocked his arm aside before it could hit. ‘Don’t,’ she said.

  ‘He’s not worth hurting yourself over.’




  ‘I wish I could hurt him.’ Yinze clenched his fists. ‘I’d like to kill him. I’m sick and tired of him making my life a misery. If it wasn’t for the

  Archwizard, and those accursed restrictions he set on me, I would never have let things get this far.’




  Before he had come to Aerillia, Yinze had been taken aside by Cyran and subjected to a long, tiresome lecture about his responsibilities as the sole representative of the Wizards among another

  race of Magefolk. ‘You must keep a rein on your temper, Yinze,’ he’d said. ‘Though I am sending you to Aerillia because I feel you are the candidate most likely to succeed,

  my one misgiving is your occasional tendency to be hot-headed. Make no mistake about the grave responsibility that rests on your shoulders. It has taken me a great deal of time and endless

  discussions, debates and arguments to persuade the other Magefolk leaders to participate in my plan for disseminating our knowledge more widely. This project is of the utmost importance, both to me

  personally, and, if my concerns are correct, to the entire future of the Magefolk at large. You must not, under any circumstances, place it in jeopardy by hasty words or inappropriate

  actions. I am placing all my trust in you, Yinze. Do not let me down by any impetuous, ill-advised behaviour – or I will be most seriously displeased.’




  For light-hearted, sociable Yinze, as quick to laugh as to anger, such sober behaviour did not come easily. For months now, he had been forced to suppress the natural peaks and troughs of his

  emotions, always striving to stay on an even keel; well-mannered, polite, and circumspect in his speech. As far as Incondor and his friends were concerned, this mild behaviour had made him a very

  obvious target. During most of his stay in Aerillia, Yinze had been the butt of endless bullying and nasty pranks – and every time he’d failed to defend himself, Incondor had pushed the

  persecution to a more vicious level, culminating in tonight’s potentially deadly attack.




  Matters were rapidly reaching the point where Yinze would be forced to defend himself, and then what would happen? It was true that Incondor was closely related to Queen Pandion – his

  grandfather was the brother of her father. She was almost certain to take his word over that of an outsider and a newcomer. What if she sent him home in disgrace? What would Cyran say if Yinze

  ruined this scheme that was so dear to his heart?




  ‘Yinze?’ Kea’s voice broke into his circling thoughts. ‘Are you all right?’ She looked so concerned that the Wizard forced himself to smile.




  ‘Of course I am. Don’t worry – it would take more than that arrogant pig to bother me.’




  She gave him that odd, wry little smile of hers that told him she saw right through him. ‘You need to work on that lying, my friend, if you mean to make a habit of it.’ She clenched

  her fists in frustration. ‘We should report the brute. Surely Ardea could make Queen Pandion believe us.’ She shuddered. ‘Thank all Creation Parea and your other bearers were

  there.’




  ‘Yes.’ Yinze smiled at the bearers, who still stood in a protective group nearby. ‘Had it not been for you, I hate to think what might have happened.’




  ‘I’m pretty sure Incondor and his cronies would have caught you before you hit the ground,’ Parea said. ‘Not even a relative of Queen Pandion would dare go so far as the

  killing of a foreign Mage.’




  ‘Probably not,’ Yinze agreed, glad that Parea had given him an excuse to make light of the situation. The last thing he wanted was for Kea to go tattling to Ardea about the incident.

  ‘Even Incondor would stop short of actual murder, wouldn’t he? Being related to the Queen wouldn’t help him if he was implicated in the death of a visiting delegate sent by the

  Archwizard himself. Nonetheless, I’m more grateful to all of you than I can say.’




  Parea grinned. ‘All in a day’s work. Besides, my sister would never have forgiven me if I’d let you fall.’ He glanced up at the darkening sky, and stretched out his

  wings. ‘Well, if you don’t need us any more Yinze, we’ll be off for the night.’




  ‘Believe me, I don’t feel like going anywhere right now – apart from bed. Thank you, Parea. Thank you, Dunlin, Tinamou and Chukar. I’ll see you in the morning.’




  When the bearers had gone, Kea tucked an arm through his. ‘It’s dreadfully cold tonight, and I’m sure you’ll be feeling it far more than I do. Shall we go inside, and

  I’ll make you a hot drink?’ Despite the delicacy of her fine-boned features, she looked beautiful and bold, her hair blowing back in the strengthening wind, wearing her extraordinary

  colours like a banner that said: ‘Here I am, world! Deal with me on my terms, or not at all.’ It had become the fashion among some of the younger generation to augment the traditional

  shades of their elders, the browns, whites, blacks, greys and golds, and use magic to tint their hair and wings in a rainbow of hues. Most were content with flashes of brilliance, with streaks and

  splashes of colour, but Kea had gone all the way, changing her hair and the backs of her wings into a medley of greens ranging from silvery sage to the vivid emerald of new leaves. The inner

  surface of her wings was the glowing, red-gold of fire, so that when she opened them to fly, she looked as if she was bursting into flame. Though the traditionalists in Aerillia’s society

  regarded her with frowning, purse-lipped dismay, her master Crombec simply smiled, and encouraged her to channel her creativity into the harps she made.




  She was delightful to look at, and always good company, but Yinze shook his head. ‘Not tonight thanks, Kea. I really am very tired.’ Though he was very fond of her, and grateful that

  she had cared enough about him to stand up to the bullies, he just wanted to be alone. Today Incondor had heaped further humiliation on him, in addition to that which he already felt over his

  continued inability to perform even the simplest Air magic. He just wanted to be left to lick his wounds in peace.




  ‘All right,’ the winged girl replied, but there was a forced edge of cheerfulness in her voice, and he knew that he had hurt her.




  Cursing his own clumsiness, Yinze took her hands. ‘I’m sorry, Kea. There’s no one I’d rather be with than you. But tonight I just need to be alone with my thoughts.

  I’m no fit company for anyone just now. All my attempts at your magic have been such a failure, and I hate myself for being so useless.’ He couldn’t believe he had finally said it

  out loud. She was the only person in Aerillia to whom he could confess such a thing.




  ‘I think you underestimate yourself.’ Kea kissed him lightly on the cheek. ‘Don’t worry, Yinze. You’ll work it out. I have every confidence in you.’ With that

  she flew off to her own quarters, leaving him alone with the starlight blazing down through the frosty air.




  The Wizard watched her launch herself across the void, then turned and went indoors, closing his door against the chill, for dark clouds had smothered the glowing western sky, and there was a

  smell of snow in the air. Perhaps because he had been thinking so longingly of home his chambers, now so familiar, looked as strange as they had when he had first come here. The slightly curving

  walls with their heavy, woollen hangings to help conserve the heat and the tall, wide doorways that were designed to accommodate the folded wings of the usual inhabitants seemed alien to him, and

  he felt rootless and lost, and very far from home. The spindly furnishings were, for the most part, crafted of exquisite wrought iron, which was far easier than wood to obtain in these mineral-rich

  mountains, so high above the treeline. They were sparse and close to the wall, allowing plenty of turning space in the centre of the chamber for the sweeping Skyfolk wings. Also because of the

  wings, the braziers that heated the rooms were tucked safely away in the corners, and there was little clutter that could be knocked over or down. Any loose items were stored away in deep wall

  niches concealed behind the hangings. The chairs were backless stools, with cushioned seats of padded leather or wool, on which the natives of Aerillia could perch for hours with every appearance

  of comfort – unlike Yinze, who had been forced to purchase some of the rare, expensive wood and make a chair of his own, with arms and a back to support his aching spine.




  Yinze lit the lamps, added more charcoal to the brazier that heated the room, and sat as close to it as he dared until the shivering had subsided a little, and he could shed his outer layers of

  clothing. Suddenly he regretted sending Kea away, and almost went after her, but he didn’t want to risk running into Incondor and his cronies again. If he were to encounter them now, he might

  just forget Cyran’s restrictions, he thought grimly. How immensely satisfying it would be to pulverise those too-handsome features beyond all recognition. By pushing him off the ledge, the

  bullies had given him a real scare. His face burned with humiliation as he remembered how he had screamed as he fell, and disgraced himself by throwing up after he was rescued. He must have looked

  like a pathetic fool. But worse than Incondor’s actions had been his words about the Wizard’s failure to master Air magic, which had lodged in Yinze’s mind like a poisoned

  dagger.




  There was no defence against the truth.




  Right now, what he really wanted was a glass of wine – or something stronger. But brewed, distilled and fermented drinks were forbidden, and for the most part unwanted, among the Skyfolk.

  Flying required skill, precision and razor-sharp reflexes, because the slightest misjudgement could mean death. There was no place for fuddled wits in the sky.




  In every society, however, there were always rebels. Yinze had not been in Aerillia for very long when he first heard the rumours that there was covert use of the prohibited drug by some of the

  younger generation of the Skyfolk, and it had not been long before he discovered the truth of them for himself. Incondor, who had initially been very friendly and welcoming, had approached him

  covertly and asked him if, on his return to Tyrineld, he would be willing to provide a smuggled supply of wine and spirits. ‘We have many things of value here in these mountains,’ the

  young aristocrat had urged. ‘Jewels, gold, furs . . . I could make you very wealthy.’




  Yinze, with Cyran’s warnings ringing through his mind, had refused to become involved in such a scheme, and Incondor’s animosity had originated from that rebuttal. From that day

  onwards the bullying had begun, and it had continued, and escalated, ever since.




  So his goblet of wine was out of the question, but the Wizard suspected that it was just as well. He felt a gnawing in his stomach; partly strain and anxiety, but partly hunger. The meal he had

  eaten earlier with Ardea’s other students was gone. It was a long time until breakfast, and he craved the comfort of something warm in his belly. He went to the door that led into the small

  kitchen and his housekeeper’s quarters, and called, ‘Kereru, are you there?’




  ‘And where else would I be on a cold night like this, with a blizzard in the offing?’




  She was plump for one of the Winged folk, and her grey hair and wings had a sheen of iridescence in the lamplight. Her kindly smile was, as always, a balm for his wounded feelings.

  ‘Kereru, I—’




  ‘I have some soup ready,’ she interrupted. ‘It’ll be just what you need – considering.’




  ‘You saw?’




  ‘Out of the window.’ She frowned. ‘You mark my words, one of these days that boy is going to come to a bad end.’




  ‘The sooner the better, if you ask me,’ Yinze said ruefully. ‘Oh,’ he suddenly remembered. ‘I’m sorry, Kereru, I never cleared up the mess I made on the

  platform.’




  ‘Don’t you worry about that now. The storm will scour it all away.’ She smiled at him. ‘Aerillia housekeeping at its best – oh, and while I remember, Parea found

  your woollen hat for you. I know how attached you are to it.’




  She took the damp purple cap from her pocket and laid it on the table, then went off to fetch his soup, reappearing moments later bearing a tray loaded with a steaming bowl, a plate of bread and

  the delicious sheep-milk cheese made by the Skyfolk, and a pot of fragrant liafa, a bitter, stimulating drink made from berries, that was the Aerillian equivalent of taillin.




  Not for the first time, Yinze thanked providence that Kereru had been allotted to him. She always had a way of making him feel better. He thanked her with a smile. ‘I think I’ll have

  to take you back with me to Tyrineld,’ he told her.




  The smile dropped from Kereru’s face. ‘Just to make me a servant in a different place? And what possible good would that do me? No, wait – I forgot. It wasn’t me you were

  thinking of, was it?’




  Shamefaced, Yinze looked at her, as if seeing her for the first time. ‘Kereru, I’m sorry. I’m dismayed that I never thought . . . I’ve been too busy adapting here and

  settling in, too caught up with my own problems to think much about the Forsaken. Coming as an outsider to Aerillia, I just accepted the way things were.’ He reached over and took her

  work-roughened hand. ‘Please, Kereru – will you stay and have some liafa with me? Tell me how it is that some of the Skyfolk are forced to labour so hard for others?’




  Gently but firmly, Kereru removed her hand from his. ‘I don’t have to sit down. I can tell you in two minutes. About six hundred years ago, there were no Forsaken – until a

  group of Skyfolk got religion. One of them claimed to have had visions which told him that one day there would come a Dark God who would raise the Children of the Skies to a position of dominion

  over all the other Magefolk, and that his coming would change the world for ever.’ She shrugged. ‘You can see, can’t you, why that would seem a very attractive proposition to a

  lot of folk? The prophet – Malkoha, his name was – soon rose to a position of eminence. People flocked to him, and his followers overthrew the King of that time, and built their dark

  temple right on the pinnacle, where the palace stands now.’




  Pulling out a chair, Kereru sat down after all, as if barely aware of what she was doing. ‘And that was where Malkoha made his mistake. He got carried away with his success, I suppose, and

  he must have been a twisted soul. Out of the blue, he declared that the Dark God required human sacrifices, and before long, that temple of his was swimming in blood. That certainly had a way of

  bringing most folk to their senses,’ she added wryly. ‘The old king and his followers suddenly found themselves very popular again. The people of Aerillia fought Malkoha’s

  followers, and dreadful battles raged across the skies. Eventually, the prophet was defeated and executed – though to the very last, he insisted that the Dark God would strike his enemies

  down and restore him to eminence.’




  Again, there was that wry expression. ‘His miracle didn’t happen of course. He was beheaded on the steps of his own temple, and his body thrown to the great cats who inhabit the

  Shattered Peak to the north. But what became of his faithful followers? Well might you ask. They, and all their descendants, were sentenced to an eternity of labour for the good of the other

  Skyfolk, to expiate their crimes, and their first task was to tear down Malkoha’s temple. Henceforth, and ever after, they were to be known as the Forsaken. Each child born to them was taken

  by so-called healers, powerful telepaths who could alter those infantile minds from within, blocking their magic for ever.’




  ‘But that’s so unfair,’ Yinze protested. ‘Why do they still allow it?’




  ‘Mostly, I think, because it’s convenient. No society can function without people to do the drudge work. The only way for one of us to escape our lot is to wed with someone who is

  not of the Forsaken – though such cases happen only rarely, and do not meet with approval in our society. Then our children will become normal members of the Skyfolk, with all their magic,

  but we will not. That is what happened to your Kea’s forebears – her grandmother was one of the Forsaken, noted for her beauty, who had the good fortune to wed with a young artisan. But

  though we will escape servitude in such a joining, and our children will have their powers, we will not. They have gone for ever.’




  When Kereru had gone, Yinze found he had little appetite for his cooling soup. For the thousandth time, he considered the ways in which the Winged Folk used their Air magic. On a large scale,

  they could herd clouds for considerable distances, to bring rain for their crops, or give dry and sunny weather for their harvest; and on a small, domestic level, they could send warm air from

  around their braziers wherever they wished inside their dwellings. They could make large, fast changes in air pressure to blast tunnels in the mountains so that their human slaves could mine metals

  and jewels. They could use their magic to hunt, giving an extra impetus to arrows or spears, or simply knocking down earthbound game with very localised, high-pressure waves, or creating

  fast-moving swirls of air to trap their winged prey.




  Unlike Earth magic, the powers of Air held no particular healing applications, but the Skyfolk could keep the lungs of a very sick or injured individual working, and change the composition of

  the air so that the patient could breathe more easily. On the other side of the scale, air could be used in battle, either using powerful concussive blasts to take out a large number of enemies at

  once, or using high-pressure jabs of air to knock a foe out of the sky. Indeed, this was a favourite form of entertainment, with hotly contested tournaments taking place in the High Arena.




  Which was interesting, but none of it was getting Yinze any closer to his goal. In all his life, he had never felt so beaten down. He, who had always succeeded in his aims, was staring failure

  squarely in the face. Outside, the stars had vanished and it had started to snow. He could hear the wind picking up, whistling and whining around the walls of his dwelling. It had a nasty, sneering

  sound, as though it was mocking his failure to master it. It occurred to him that sound, carried as it was on the air, had the effect of making the air manifest, giving it a presence and almost a

  personality . . . For an instant the wisp of an idea touched his thoughts, and he tried to follow it through before it slipped away.




  In how many ways did air actually make its presence known? He could feel it against his skin as he shivered in the draught that blew under the door; he could see it interact with physical

  objects, such as driving the snow past his window, or blowing Kea’s hair out behind her like a banner . . .




  Forget about Kea.




  It really was alarming how fond of her Yinze had become; how attractive he was finding her nowadays. She’s not even the same species as you, he told himself firmly. Yet the physical

  similarities between all races of humanoid form – Wizards, Winged Folk, Phaerie and even the despised sub-race of mortals – were sufficiently pronounced to permit sexual congress, and

  sometimes actual cross-breeding . . .




  Don’t even think about it!




  Yinze rubbed his hands over his face, as if to scrub away such thoughts. He’d been here too long, that was the problem. He was going native. If punching Incondor’s smug face would

  cause trouble, he hardly dared imagine what a scandal there would be if he slept with the talented apprentice of the foremost harp maker in Aerillia. The Wizard let out a low whistle of dismay at

  the thought of what Cyran would say, and – there it was again! That connection between air and sound. Experimentally, Yinze repeated the whistle, glad of a chance to distract himself from

  Kea’s dangerous charms. Again, that nebulous hint of an idea touched the edges of his thoughts, then flitted away like a butterfly – which put the image of wings into his head.




  Wings? Was that how he could make the connection between the tangible and intangible? Wings needed the air to function, yet they, in turn, acted upon the air and moved it, and as they did there

  was sound . . . Yinze cursed. The inspiration, so close, had slid beyond his grasp once more. He sighed with frustration, and noticed the soft whisper of sound it made. Sound? Why did his thoughts

  keep circling back to sound?




  And Kea. He just couldn’t keep her out of his head. With another sigh, Yinze gave up the unequal struggle. No wonder he was a failure. It seemed that he couldn’t concentrate on the

  magical conundrum before him for two minutes together. For all the progress he was making without her, he might as well have let the winged girl stay tonight. Perhaps talking through his

  frustrations with her might have helped to clear his mind. And failing all else, she could have played for him.




  He pictured her sitting in the lamplight, her wings like a cloak of shadows behind her, her long hair falling forward over her shoulder, that endearing little frown of concentration on her face

  as her nimble fingers moved effortlessly over the beautifully crafted instrument of her own making, coaxing a waterfall of delicate, evocative sound from the shining strings . . .




  And suddenly the answer was staring him in the face. Music. Or more precisely, a musical instrument. Wood and metal – substances of the Earth element which he could imbue with his own

  powers. The music he produced with them would provide his tangible link to the magic of Air.




  Excitement drove Yinze to his feet, and he began to pace. Could it work? Would it? Such a technique was unheard of among his own people, and the Skyfolk had never needed aids to manipulate their

  magic. Yet it might just give him the crucial link he had been needing so badly. Of course he’d have to learn a lot about harp making really fast, but didn’t he have the best possible

  person in the world to help him with that?




  With a whoop of joy, Yinze summoned his net bearers and ran to wrap up in his outdoor clothes once more. In less than ten minutes, plastered from head to foot with snow but grinning like a

  maniac, he was knocking on Kea’s door. She opened it, wrapped in her sleeping robe, blinking sleepy eyes against the wind-driven snowflakes. ‘Yinze! Do you know how late it

  is?’




  Ignoring her protests he took her in his arms and danced her around the landing platform in a dizzy whirl. ‘I’ve got it!’ He covered her startled face in kisses. ‘At last

  I have the answer.’
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  ‘What do you think?’ Uncharacteristically nervous, Yinze held the harp out to his mentor. Ardea, tall and bony, her hair a shock of

  white, looked down her long, thin nose at his creation, turning it from side to side to examine it more closely. The instrument glowed with the warm hues of polished wood in the bright sunshine of

  early summer that was pouring through the window. Looking at it, Yinze felt a surge of pride. These last few months of intense work, which had kept him so busy through the bleak winter and the

  promise-filled days of spring, had all been worthwhile. It was a lap harp, and beautifully wrought; light enough to be played on the move. Yinze of the dextrous, clever hands had carved the frame

  with all manner of birds, from the mighty eagle down to the tiniest wren. Wrapped about with spells, the warm gleam of its wood overlaid with the silver-blue shimmer of magic, it thrummed with

  power.




  Ardea raised her eyebrows as she continued her scrutiny and, though she was not one to throw compliments about lightly, Yinze could see that she was impressed. She stroked long, knob-knuckled

  fingers across the silver cascade of strings, producing a shower of pure and perfect notes, and he caught his breath as a wave of energy rippled across the room. The scrolls shifted and rustled in

  their racks, a cup and a quill went skittering across the surface of the table, and the weighty metal furniture shifted slightly across the floor, resounding with a deep, bell-like tone.




  ‘Hmmm . . .’ Ardea’s dark, gimlet eyes flicked up towards the Wizard. ‘This is good work, and I can see how much thought and care you’ve put into it. You must have

  had help – or did the Wizards train you in the art of harp making?’




  ‘I almost wish they had,’ Yinze admitted, ‘for I discovered a fascination with the craft. But no, I had no training in such work as this. Crombec taught me the basics, but

  without his considerable aid, I would have lacked the skill to complete such a project. And—’ He felt his face growing warm. ‘Without Kea’s help I would never have

  managed.’




  His teacher raised a feathery eyebrow, and the Wizard caught the shadow of a smile. ‘I dare say,’ Ardea said. ‘The question is – does your harp work for you? Does it do

  what you intended?’




  Relief washed over Yinze. He knew how sceptical his mentor had been about this project. Now it seemed that she was prepared to give him a chance to prove himself. ‘Indeed it does, Master

  Ardea,’ he said eagerly. ‘In my natural powers of Earth magic we deal with such concrete factors all the time, and I had begun to wonder if I would ever be able to grasp –

  literally as well as figuratively – the more abstract energies of Air. But this harp allows me to use a solid object to make the air vibrate, forming sounds and giving me a bridge between

  Earth and Air, between the seen and the unseen. I’m still working out all of the ramifications, but I already know that it’s finally giving me the control I’ve been

  lacking.’




  ‘Demonstrate.’ Ardea thrust the harp back into his hands.




  Almost limp with relief, for he had not been sure that his mentor would accept what must seem to her like a radical and unnecessary scheme, Yinze took back his creation and, because he preferred

  to play standing rather than sitting, looped its strap around his right shoulder and under his left arm to hold the instrument in playing position in front of him, so that the soundboard rested on

  his chest. The power he had poured into it during its making vibrated through his arms and into his body.




  He had thought long and hard about what would make a good, dramatic demonstration of his control, and the potential of the harp. Taking a deep breath, he sharpened his focus on the instrument,

  feeling the smooth curve of the wood beneath his hands. Then he touched the strings, the sleek pressure of the tensioned strands cool against his fingertips, and called forth a glissade of silvery

  notes. Mingling his newly learned Air magic with his native powers of Earth, and using the music to form a conduit between both, he made the notes visible: a drifting rain of many-hued, crystalline

  flowers that opened in the vault of the ceiling and floated gently down through the air, their glittering petals opening as they fell. They touched the ground lightly and lay there for a moment,

  glistening like frost, before vanishing in a waft of glorious perfume.




  Ardea applauded. ‘Very pretty,’ she said drily, ‘but can it do anything useful?’




  What use is any of this blasted Air magic? Yinze thought sourly, but was careful to hide the thought too deep for her to find. Instead he smiled easily. ‘Of course,’ he said. He

  began to play again, making the tempo more lively and forceful this time. Jaw rigid with concentration, he moulded the music, not making it visible, as he had done in his previous demonstration,

  but using it as a focus for the Air magic. He let the power coil around him and tightened it until it formed a network around his body, then he let it spiral upwards, lifting him gently off the

  ground and raising him up towards the ceiling.




  Yinze fought down the instinctive clutch of fear in his stomach and kept his attention fast upon the music, looking down at the open-mouthed Ardea with what he hoped was a casual smile.

  ‘See? With my harp, even a wingless Wizard can fly.’




  His moment of triumph was spoiled by a perilous wobble in the air which jolted his teacher out of her trance. ‘Yinze! Get down here at once.’




  The Wizard descended, somewhat faster than he had intended, and hit the ground with a jolt.




  ‘Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?’ Ardea blazed. ‘Air magic is a tricky business, even for an expert. What if you had lost control of the magic and it had smashed

  you into the ceiling? Or if you had drifted out of the door and then fallen to your death? Don’t ever do this again, do you hear me? And don’t tell anyone what you did today.’




  ‘But I—’




  His teacher pierced him with her gaze. ‘How many people know about this, Yinze?’




  The Wizard looked at his feet. ‘Only Kea,’ he muttered.




  ‘Well, thank Providence for that.’




  She thought for a moment. ‘Well, maybe you could do it just once more,’ she said. ‘I’ll arrange a demonstration for Queen Pandion and her Council, as soon as

  possible.’




  Yinze went cold all over, and his palms were suddenly clammy on the smooth, carved wood of his harp. ‘But—’




  ‘You aren’t ready?’ There was a twinkle in Ardea’s eye. ‘Of course you are – as ready as you’ll ever be. You can go on developing your skills, of

  course, but all the Queen needs to know is that you’ve mastered and understood the basics of our powers. Then she might finally be persuaded that there’s some point in sending a

  representative to the other Magefolk, and stop procrastinating. She never really believed it was possible, you know, that our magic could cross the boundary of race like this.’ Her grin

  transformed her face into an expression of youthful mischief. ‘I can’t wait to see her face. I’ve been telling her for months that you have it in you.’




  Yinze, consumed with nerves at the thought of having to demonstrate his newly mastered powers before the Queen, desperately hoped that there would be some form of delay. Maybe Pandion would be

  too busy to witness the antics of her visitor, and he would gain a reprieve in which to keep practising with his harp, which he had rather fancifully named Windsinger. He was out of luck, however.

  Before he knew what was happening, his demonstration was scheduled for the following day, in the High Arena, before the Queen, her family, and various counsellors.




  The rest of the day passed in a blur of preparations, working with Kea, Crombec and Ardea in the High Arena to prepare and rehearse his demonstration for the following day. They left him in his

  quarters at sunset, telling him to rest and get a good night’s sleep – as if that was ever going to happen. After a night spent staring wide-eyed into the darkness, imagining

  an endless succession of things that could go wrong, the Wizard picked at his breakfast and went out, on a bright morning with a brisk wind, to meet his fate.




  The High Arena was a natural volcanic crater in the neighbouring mountain to Aerillia Peak. It was a breathtaking sight, with its soaring, craggy walls that provided so many natural perches for

  the Skyfolk spectators, and its vast stretch of smoothly polished, almost level floor, from which all debris and dust had been removed. It was normally used for tournaments, in which individuals or

  teams tried to knock one another out of the sky, or vied in contests of skill such as fast-paced races on the wing to pick up the most strips of cloth attached to high poles, or hit the most

  targets with spears while on the move. They also played a popular game called Yttril, in which teams of three per side competed over a light wooden ring which was skimmed through the air from

  player to player and, to score a point, was looped over a tall post with a short crosspiece a little way down, which stopped the hoop from falling all the way to the ground.




  Today the arena was empty of spectators, save for Queen Pandion, various members of her family and the Royal Council, Yinze’s teacher Ardea, and the harp maker Crombec, with his apprentice

  Kea. The Wizard’s net bearers dropped him off in front of the Royal Balcony, and he felt very small against the immensity of his surroundings. He trembled as he slung the harp into position

  on its strap. His hands were clenched and slippery on the sleek carved wood, and he knew he had to speak before nervousness paralysed his voice completely. He looked up at Kea, sitting above him in

  the Royal Balcony, and saw pride and encouragement in her eyes. Steadied and bolstered by her presence, Yinze took a deep breath, and began to introduce the wondrous device he had created.




  He told them, honestly, of his difficulties in reconciling his natural powers with their own, and how he had almost succumbed to despair. He spoke of the dark night when he had almost given up

  hope, and of the sudden inspiration that had come to him in the howling storm. He gave a brief account of the actual making of the harp and all the help that Crombec and Kea had given him, and

  spoke in more detail of the way he had imbued it with his magic, so that it could form a bridge between the powers of Earth and those of Air. Then he ran out of words, and could defer the

  inevitable no longer. It was time for him to finally prove that he had learned what he had come here to learn. Again he looked up at Kea, and was buoyed by the shining confidence in her face.




  ‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘and all of my other kind winged hosts in this beautiful mountain city . . .’




  ‘Get on with it,’ called a cold, contemptuous voice from the back of Queen Pandion’s family group. The Wizard cursed under his breath, suddenly more nervous than ever. He had

  not realised that Incondor would be there. Then anger won out. He was damned if he would let that slimy bully ruin the culmination of all his months of hard work and learning. If Incondor wanted a

  demonstration then that, by all Creation, was what he would get.




  ‘First,’ he said coldly, ‘I will demonstrate that I can use Air magic as a weapon.’ He began to play – not the tune he had intended to use, but a strident, martial

  song. Using the music to focus the magic, he formed a blunt spear of air, and hurled it at his tormenter. With a squawk, Incondor tumbled from his seat in a flurry of flapping wings and flying

  feathers.




  There was a split second’s startled silence, then the spectators burst into gales of laughter. All but one. During the storm of applause that followed, Incondor picked himself up and

  resumed his perch. His face was bone-white with rage and, if Yinze had been looking, he might have quailed at the sight of such naked fury. But the Wizard was enjoying himself now. He did his trick

  with the scented blossoms, showering them around the startled and delighted watchers, then he moved smoothly into the rest of his demonstration.




  The previous day, Kea had tied long, silken pennants on the Yttril posts around the arena, so that they streamed out in the brisk wind. The Wizard used his Air magic to make them change

  direction, so that they blew out the other way – first singly, one by one, then all together. Kea threw Yttril hoops from her balcony, and he caught them up in his newfound powers, and looped

  them neatly over the posts. Progressing to more difficult feats, the Wizard used compressed air to break a small boulder into pieces, cleaving it neatly in half with great precision then shattering

  it into fragments. To follow, he herded clouds to produce a small, localised shower of rain within the confines of the arena.




  By this time, Yinze was trembling with fatigue, and his fingers were stiff and aching from having played so long without respite. Though he had practised all these individual spells before, he

  had never performed them in quick succession. Using any form of magic was tiring to a certain extent, but the powers of Air did not come naturally to him, and required far greater effort than

  usual. Most of the spectators had applauded his efforts, and if only the Queen had done the same he might have been buoyed and encouraged, but Queen Pandion had watched his demonstration in stony

  and, he felt, judgemental silence, greatly increasing the tension and pressure of the occasion.




  The Wizard, however, had one last trick up his sleeve, to make her sit up and take notice. What followed would be the finale and climax of the entire performance – the most

  difficult and dangerous spell of all. As he had done in Ardea’s chambers, he sent the music, and the power, coiling around him, to propel him upwards through the air.




  His feet left the ground, and Yinze again felt his stomach clench. Out in the open air, on top of a mountain, he became aware of the dangers of this spell as he never had when performing it in a

  smaller, enclosed environment. The wind grew stronger as he rose, pushing him off course, and he had to control his rate of ascent very carefully, so as not to get above the level of the

  crater’s encircling walls. Beyond their shelter the wind would be far too strong for him, blowing him off course and out of control, to be dashed to his death against the rocks.




  Though he had mastered simple levitation and gentle descent, he had not yet had time to work out how to manoeuvre effectively in the horizontal plane. To his horror, Yinze felt himself beginning

  to drift, moving away from the Royal Balcony and picking up speed. This had never happened before! Though he tried with all the strength of his will, he could not push himself back on course and,

  what was worse, he couldn’t stop rising at an increasing speed. Fighting panic, the Wizard kept on playing the harp. If he lost his hold on the spell, he would fall straight to the rocky

  floor of the arena, which now seemed a very long way away.




  Yinze knew he should have better control than this. Once again he tried to halt his speeding rate of ascent, and reverse it to bring himself down quickly, but nothing happened. Briefly he

  considered calling for help, but the thought of the cringing humiliation, should he have to be rescued, flicked through his mind, at war with the terror. In another moment, the fear had won out. He

  looked down to the Royal Balcony, intending to shout to Kea and Ardea, but instead his eyes locked on those of Incondor whose stare burned with concentration – and triumph.




  Not the wind then! This disaster was neither the harp’s fault nor his own. It was deliberate, malicious sabotage.




  The Wizard was consumed by incandescent fury. Fixing all his concentration on his enemy’s smug, sneering features, he threw his total being, all his strength, and all the powers of both

  Air and Earth, into a vision of himself planting his fist square into that hated face. Beneath his fingers the harp shrilled an angry, discordant tune, almost playing itself as the magic, fuelled

  by his anger, grew stronger.




  The smugness dropped from the winged man’s face as his spell was shattered against the combined powers of Yinze and the harp. Playing faster, the Wizard shot down towards him like a

  vengeful comet – but before he could reach the Royal Balcony, Incondor was gone.




  Yinze came to a shuddering halt only inches in front of Queen Pandion, barely managing to stop in time. Ardea’s face was white with anger – clearly she thought that the entire

  episode had been nothing more than her pupil showing off – but Kea was pale with fear. Everyone else, however, including the Queen, were on their feet, applauding him and calling out their

  praise and appreciation.




  Pandion, normally so stern of face, was actually smiling. She held up a hand for silence. ‘An interesting display, young Wizard,’ she said drily. ‘And now, having almost

  frightened the lives out of some of my counsellors, do you feel that you have accomplished what Archwizard Cyran sent you here to do?’




  Yinze bowed. ‘The powers of Air are as complex as they are fascinating, Your Majesty, and it would take many years to study all their possibilities; but to the best of my ability, I feel

  that I have at least mastered the basic concepts.’




  ‘I agree with you. You may return to Cyran and tell him he was right. It would appear that the magical disciplines can cross species – at least, after a fashion. But this is not the

  time for such matters. Let us all return to the palace now, and there you may rest, for I can see that the use of such unfamiliar power has taken its toll on you. When the sun goes down we will

  feast, and celebrate your triumph in a proper style.’




  Yinze had never been particularly keen on being transported in a net, like a piece of inanimate cargo. It was inconvenient and embarrassing, in a land where everyone else soared gracefully

  through the air without a thought, not to mention uncomfortable, cold, nauseating and desperately scary. But today he was incredibly grateful for his sturdy bearers, and got into their sling

  without a murmur of complaint, letting himself sink down to the ground on top of the slack meshes before his knees gave way completely.




  In the labyrinthine palace, Yinze was given a set of warm and comfortable chambers in which to rest. Aching and bleary from lack of sustenance and sleep, his thoughts were fixed on food and bed,

  but he was out of luck. Scarcely had the respectful servitor closed the door behind him, leaving the Wizard alone, when it banged open again and there were Ardea and Crombec, with Kea behind them,

  and judging from their stormy expressions, the next few minutes were about to be unpleasant. They all spoke at once.




  ‘Just what did you think you were playing at out there?’ Ardea demanded. ‘How dare you act in a stupid, thoughtless—’




  ‘It wasn’t me.’




  ‘Dangerous, irresponsible—’ Crombec’s voice was cold.




  ‘It wasn’t me.’




  ‘Did you make a mistake?’ Kea demanded. ‘Was it the harp?’




  ‘IT WASN’T ME!’




  Finally they all shut up, and Yinze spoke into the shocked silence that followed. ‘It was Incondor.’




  Bedlam broke out again. And in the end, Yinze was forced to tell them everything.




  Queen Pandion’s feast took place in the dazzling great hall with its lofty arched ceiling, and jewelled hangings of gold and silver thread on the walls. Sitting at the

  Queen’s right hand, Yinze basked in the compliments that were showered upon him. Though, according to the Skyfolk laws, there was no strong drink served at the feast, Yinze felt drunk on all

  the attention. Due to the furore that afternoon with Kea and his mentors he had lost his chance of a meal, but now, though he finally could, and did, eat like a famished wolf, he couldn’t

  help but notice that Kea and Ardea, the two he loved best in all Aerillia, only picked at their food. The winged girl was pale and her eyes were haunted, and he knew she couldn’t help

  imagining the horrible death he might so easily have met that day. His teacher, her face taut and unsmiling, had the look of one who had been forced to lock up her anger until later. Incondor had

  spoiled for them this hour of triumph, which Yinze could never have achieved without their help. The bully kept adding to what he owed.




  Incondor was conspicuous by his absence, and to the Wizard that crowned the entire evening. He looked around at the jewelled surroundings glittering in the lamplight, the sumptuous feast and the

  bright, smiling faces, all there for him. He heard all the plaudits that came from every side, and basked in his position of honour at Queen Pandion’s right hand. Suddenly, in a moment of

  absolute clarity, he remembered the day Incondor had pushed him off the landing platform and remembered what his winged foe had said when Kea had threatened to tell Ardea.




  ‘If you know what’s good for you, Kea, you’ll keep your mouth shut. It would be my word against yours, and my friends will back me up. Do you think I fear Ardea? A mere

  teacher? A nobody? My family is closely related to Queen Pandion herself. Who is she going to believe? One of her own blood, or you, a common harp maker’s apprentice whose

  grandmother was nothing but a lowly drudge?’




  Well, things had certainly changed since then. Who would the Queen believe now? Some skulking braggart, or the hero of the hour? The next time their paths crossed, Incondor had better watch

  out.




  After the feast was finally over, Ardea and Crombec sat up for most of the night in the harp maker’s cluttered quarters, discussing what Yinze had told them, and sharing

  their dismay at the implications of Incondor’s cowardly attack in the arena. ‘That youth always has been wild,’ Crombec said, ‘but this time he has gone too far.’

  Small and spry, his grey hair clipped short, the harp maker lacked his customary twinkle of good humour, and looked worried and tired. ‘Wine and spirits are forbidden here for a whole number

  of good reasons. This is more than mere youthful rebellion, Ardea. This is dangerous.’




  ‘And this feud with my pupil is completely out of hand.’ Ardea took a sip of her cold liafa, neglected while they talked, and set it down with a grimace. ‘I know Yinze

  doesn’t want us to tell Queen Pandion, and I can understand why, as an emissary sent by the Archwizard himself, he doesn’t want to become embroiled in any trouble. But we must do

  something, now that we know.’




  She sighed, and rubbed her tired eyes. ‘The blame has got to lie with me, Crombec. I should have been more vigilant. Surely I should have noticed that something was seriously amiss. What

  that poor boy must have been going through, these last few months! I can’t believe he could have managed to stay so close-mouthed about his problems all this time, choosing to suffer in

  silence instead of coming to us for help. Why, without Kea’s intercession, I don’t think we would have dragged it out of him yet.’




  Crombec’s gloomy expression softened for a moment at the mention of his favourite pupil. ‘That girl is the joy of my old age. She might look a little strange, but beneath that

  colourful exterior she has plenty of common sense.’




  ‘Sadly, Crombec, this problem is far beyond the scope of plain common sense. This time Incondor has gone too far. He could have killed Yinze today. Even now we could have been trying to

  draft a message to Cyran to tell him of the tragedy—’ She broke off with a shudder.




  ‘Don’t think of that.’ Crombec laid a comforting hand over hers. ‘It didn’t happen, and instead, somehow, that young idiot pupil of ours came out looking like a

  hero. It’s what will happen now that concerns me, however. Incondor’s plan backfired on him today, and if things have already deteriorated so far between the two of them, I can only

  imagine his chagrin and anger tonight. I fear that the problem will only escalate from here.’




  ‘You’re right.’ Ardea rubbed a tired hand over her face. ‘Goodness knows I’m going to miss that boy when he leaves, but I think we should persuade the Queen to send

  him home as soon as possible. It may avert a tragedy.’




  ‘Come along, then.’ Crombec got to his feet. ‘We still have an hour or two before the sun rises, so let’s get some rest. We’ll see Queen Pandion in the morning and

  tell her everything.’




  Ardea went to the door and paused, with one hand poised on the latch. She looked back over her shoulder. ‘She’s not going to like it.’




  She was right about that. Ardea and Crombec were long-lived and well-respected members of the Aerillian community. They had known the Queen for all her life, and had always been on very friendly

  terms with her. Nonetheless, they found themselves quailing at the look on her face when they told her of Incondor’s misdemeanours, and his cowardly attacks on Yinze that had put the Wizard

  in such danger.




  ‘Are you absolutely certain this is true?’ she demanded.




  Though they were usually friends, Ardea sensed that this was no time to be friendly. She decided it was best to adhere to strict formality, and sat up a little straighter on her chair.

  ‘Were we not absolutely certain, we would never have come to you with this, Your Majesty. Yinze did not willingly volunteer this information to us. We only extracted the truth from him with

  the greatest of difficulty, after what happened yesterday in the arena. He is keenly – almost too keenly – aware of his responsibilities as a representative of his people, and the last

  thing he wants is any trouble or stigma to be attached to the Wizardfolk over his personal troubles. Kea corroborated his story, as did his housekeeper Kereru, who witnessed a previous attack by

  Incondor and his friends.’




  Pandion’s mouth was a grim line. ‘I cannot thank you for bringing this news to me. Incondor’s behaviour brings shame on us all.’ She rose, and walked to the window, her

  wings, dark brown with each feather exquisitely edged with a narrow band of white, sweeping out behind her. Ardea and Crombec waited in silence while she stared out at the wild mountain

  landscape.




  ‘Rightly or wrongly, I cannot bring disgrace upon my family by making Incondor’s aberrations public.’ Pandion kept her golden eyes firmly fixed on the view outside, almost as

  if she was reluctant to face them.




  When Ardea hesitated in her reply, Crombec stepped in with the words she’d been reluctant to say. ‘Your Majesty, it is our opinion that if this situation is allowed to continue it

  will end in tragedy. I appreciate how hard it is to discover that one of your own family is acting so rashly, but can you truly afford to let that prevent you from taking action?’




  Pandion turned back to face them. ‘You are right, of course,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Yinze must be protected at all costs.’ Her wings rustled as she straightened her

  shoulders. ‘In your opinion, Ardea, has he learned what he came here to learn?’




  A pang of sadness struck deep into Ardea’s heart. ‘Yes indeed, Your Majesty. He has acquitted himself diligently and well and I am proud to call him my pupil.’




  ‘Very well then.’ Pandion’s voice was clipped and decisive. ‘Cyran has been pressing all the Archmages to send his delegates home, for since the death of Hellorin he is

  becoming increasingly concerned about the threat of the Phaerie on his doorstep. I was reluctant to part with Yinze before he mastered our magic, but now that he has done so, he must go home as

  soon as possible, and in all honour. Also, I will accede to Cyran’s wishes and send one of our own people back with him to learn what they may of the Wizards’ Earth magic.




  ‘In the meantime, until arrangements can be made, it is important that we keep your student and Incondor apart. I will send the troublemaker out with a party to hunt the great cats of

  Steelclaw. On his return, once Yinze is safely out of the way, he will be dealt with.’ She took a deep breath. ‘That is my decision. Tell the young Wizard to start packing. Within the

  next few days he will be leaving us.’
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  REAP THE WHIRLWIND




   




   




   




   




  ‘Why do I have the feeling I’m being punished for something I did wrong?’ Yinze complained to his teacher, who had come to his

  quarters so early that he had barely finished eating. ‘Yesterday I was being feted and feasted by the Queen, then out of the blue she’s sending me packing in what feels very much like

  disgrace.’




  ‘Do you think you’ve done something wrong?’ Ardea’s face was expressionless.




  ‘I told you yesterday when you dragged the truth about Incondor out of me!’ Yinze said exasperatedly, too anxious to remember the usual terms of respect between pupil and teacher.

  ‘I’ve practically turned myself inside out over the last few months to keep out of trouble. I don’t want to drag the good name of the Wizards through the mire – let alone

  what Cyran would do to me if I did.’




  ‘There you are, then,’ Ardea said briskly. ‘You’ve just answered your own question. You know perfectly well that you’ve done nothing wrong. You’re guilty of

  nought but stupidity for worrying yourself over nothing. The Queen is very pleased with you, and so is Crombec, and so am I.’ Her voice softened. ‘We’re all very proud of you,

  Yinze, and what you’ve achieved here. But you’ve learned all you need now.’




  ‘But if I stayed I could learn more.’




  ‘Then the Skyfolk student who is accompanying you to Tyrineld can continue to teach you. What’s wrong with you, boy?’ She flung out her arms in exasperation. ‘You never

  actually said anything, but all during the winter I got the very distinct impression that you were desperate to go home.’




  ‘That was then. At that time I was still very homesick, the weather was absolutely dreadful, and I wasn’t making any progress. But now that I am, and I have friends—’




  ‘Kea, you mean?’




  Yinze, to his horror, actually felt his face his face go hot. ‘I have other friends here,’ he protested.




  ‘But you weren’t talking about them, were you?’ Ardea took a deep breath. ‘Yinze, I will be frank with you. I want you to be very careful about getting too close to Kea.

  Such a coupling is against the laws of both the Wizard and Winged Folk. You must know that it would result in a great deal of trouble for you both.’




  Horrified at how close he’d come to revealing his most secret yearnings, Yinze forced himself to laugh. ‘Couple with Kea? I can get enough girls of my own kind, thank you. And

  you’re right. The female population of Tyrineld must be pining for me, and it’s time I was getting back to them.’




  On the same day, not very far away, Kea, having just received a similar warning, was giving a very similar reply to her own mentor. ‘Mate with Yinze?’ She looked guilelessly –

  she hoped – at Crombec, her eyes wide open in surprise. ‘Why in all the wide skies would I want to do that?’




  She hoped that he couldn’t hear her heart hammering. If she failed to convince him now, her plan, her dearest dream, would come to nothing. Kea’s scheme – or maybe she should

  call it a hope – had been born while she and Yinze had been working together on his harp. Ever since he’d first arrived she had liked the Wizard, with his handsome face and those

  laughing eyes that, until he’d finally developed the notion of using sound to give him control over Air magic, had become ever more sombre. She had been delighted to play a part in helping

  him to solve his problems and master the powers of her people, but while they worked together her bond with him had grown ever stronger. She had found herself thinking:




  What if he succeeds? There’ll be no need for him so stay here any longer.




  As the harp took shape and they had closed in on their goal, Yinze looked happier and happier, while Kea’s unhappiness had grown. She couldn’t possibly be in love with him of course,

  she kept telling herself. That was taboo between their people. If she loved him, then she’d be honour bound to stay away from him – and she couldn’t bear the thought of that. No,

  she told herself, they were friends, that was all. It was the notion of losing a friend that was making her feel so sad and restless. But if he was a friend, and therefore safe, maybe she

  didn’t have to lose him after all. By now it was common knowledge that Queen Pandion would be selecting a representative from the Skyfolk to return with Yinze to Tyrineld and learn the

  Wizards’ Earth magic. If only Kea could get herself chosen, then she wouldn’t have to be parted from him after all.




  She had a great deal going in her favour, for she had already been helping Yinze to form a bridge between the powers of Earth and Air. Surely that must put her ahead of any other candidate? So

  confident had she been, that Crombec’s question had taken her completely by surprise. She only hoped her reply would sound sincere enough to convince him.




  ‘Well, it’s just that – you’ve been working so closely together these last months,’ Crombec floundered. ‘That is, you’re such good friends, I’d

  begun to wonder . . .’




  Kea looked at him reprovingly. ‘Master Crombec, you’ve taught me everything I know. You of all people must surely realise that my work is my all-consuming passion right now. In the

  future, when we both feel I’ve attained sufficient mastery of my skills, there will be time enough to start looking around for a suitable young man. In the meantime – well, I’m

  just too busy for such nonsense.’




  ‘Oh. Good. Er . . . good.’ For once, the harp maker seemed at a loss for a reply. Kea slanted a glance at him out of the corner of her eye. Had she convinced him? As his shoulders

  relaxed and he turned away, whistling, to his work, she realised that she had, and her heart beat a little faster with excitement. The scheme that she had been hugging to her heart for some time

  was safe for a little while longer.




  While Kea drifted off to sleep that night, confident that her plan was still safe and secret, she had no idea that the very same proposition was being discussed at the palace, between Crombec,

  Ardea, Queen Pandion and the Royal Council of advisers. Though she had dared to hope, however, it still came as a shock when, first thing in the morning, and barely out of bed, she found herself

  summoned before the Queen. All at once, it appeared that her dream stood a chance of becoming reality.




  Kea’s hands were shaking as she dressed, and she barely noticed the brilliant sunshine sparkling on the white buildings of Aerillia as she flew across to the palace. Pandion was waiting

  for her, not in the imposing hall of Audience but outside in the sunshine, on a wide balcony that overlooked the city, and Crombec and Ardea sat beside her, at a table on which were set a steaming

  pot of liafa and a platter of sweet cakes.




  Kea made her obeisance, and the Queen nodded graciously. ‘Come and sit down, child,’ she said. ‘Break your fast with us.’




  To be in the presence of the Queen was awe-inspiring. To be sitting here, in the palace, drinking liafa with her, was just unbelievable. Kea, for once lost for words, sat down and took the cup

  in unsteady hands, hoping desperately that she wouldn’t slop the hot, dark liquid all over the place and disgrace herself. Ardea and Crombec, sitting one on either side of her, came to the

  rescue. Yinze’s mentor tipped a generous spoonful of honey into Kea’s liafa. ‘Take a drink and steady yourself,’ she said. Crombec put one of the little cakes on her plate.

  ‘Eat,’ he said out loud, his eyes twinkling kindly. ‘If your usual habits are anything to go by, I’ll wager you had no breakfast.’




  ‘The girl is here for more than breakfast,’ Pandion said briskly, making Kea drop the cake back to her plate, untasted. ‘I don’t have all day to dawdle over this

  business. Kea’ – she turned to the winged girl – ‘as you may have heard, I am sending one of our students back to Tyrineld with Yinze, when he goes home. The chosen person

  will study the Wizards’ Earth magic, as Cyran’s delegate has done with our magic during his time here. After considerable discussion with Ardea, Crombec, and my advisers in the Royal

  Council, I have decided that you will be the one to go.’




  ‘Oh! Oh, thank you.’ Wild with excitement Kea leapt to her feet, almost sending her liafa flying. Suddenly realising she was about to hug the Queen, an unpardonable breach of

  protocol, she sat down quickly and composed herself, but inside her heart was singing. It had really happened! Her secret plan, her dearest wish and hope, had come to pass.




  If Pandion had looked intimidating before, she was even more so when she frowned. ‘When you go you will constantly bear in mind that you are representing the Winged Folk –

  representing me – in a foreign land. You will comport yourself with dignity and decorum at all times. Is that absolutely clear?’




  Kea quailed. ‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ she whispered.




  ‘You must be aware that there was considerable doubt about choosing you. You have worked very closely with Yinze on his project these past few months, and the two of you have become

  friends – very close friends, it seems to me. Dangerously close.’ Pandion’s gaze seemed to be drilling right into Kea’s head, as if she was trying to see what thoughts were

  concealed within. ‘For this reason, we came very close to deciding against you, for I was not prepared to risk the intolerable scandal of a coupling between our race and the Wizards. But your

  mentors, I gather, have spoken to both you and Yinze very seriously about this matter, and both of you have protested very strongly against the possibility.’




  Yinze said that? Kea felt a stab of sadness at the thought, but there was no time to dwell on it, for the Queen was still speaking.




  ‘Ironically, the very situation which prompted my uneasiness has weighed in your favour. While helping the Wizard, you have shown that you can work well with his kind. Also you, of all the

  Skyfolk, have the greatest experience in integrating Earth magic with our own. Therefore I have set my doubts aside. But bear in mind, Kea, that your friendship with Yinze must go no further than

  it already has. I will be in regular communication with the Archwizard, and at the faintest hint of a scandal, you will be recalled to Aerillia.’ Her eyes grew hard as flint. ‘And you

  will be punished.’ Then her expression softened. She rose, and held out a hand to Kea. ‘Go with my blessings, child. You have already made the Skyfolk proud. Go now, and make me prouder

  still.’




  Clearly the interview was over. Once Pandion had left the balcony, Kea could hardly wait to tear herself away from Ardea and Crombec, and their congratulations that she knew would all too soon

  turn into more warnings about good behaviour – as if she hadn’t heard enough of that today. She was bursting to tell Yinze her news, and she didn’t want to waste a minute. She

  sped across to his quarters, flying recklessly fast, and hurled herself through the door as soon as he opened it. ‘Yinze, Yinze, you’ll never guess . . .’




  His delight at her news was all she had imagined, all that she could have wished. ‘Why that’s wonderful, Kea. Congratulations. I couldn’t be more happy.’ He whirled her

  round in an embrace, as he had done once before, and as they spun to a halt, their eyes met; held. Kea’s heart beat faster. Yet, when he lowered his head to kiss her, the Queen’s dire

  warnings resounded in her mind. She ducked her face away hastily, and the moment turned to dust and ashes.




  Inside Yinze’s dwelling was a scene of absolute chaos, as he tried to sort out the essentials and pack. His bearers were standing by to take his baggage outside and load

  it into cargo nets, ready for transport in the morning, but he couldn’t see that happening any time soon. Looking at it all, the Wizard felt like tearing his hair out. How the blazes had he

  managed to accumulate so much stuff during his stay here? He’d thought he had managed to sort out the essentials, but unless he wanted to take a dozen winged bearers with him, it

  looked as though he was going to have to think again.




  Kereru, moving at her usual rapid pace, whisked in with a tray containing a pot of fragrant liafa, bread, cold slices of roast mutton from the mountain sheep that roamed the lower slopes, cheese

  from the same animals, and some dried apricots. With her elbow she swept a pile of Yinze’s clothing off the table and put down her burden.




  ‘Hey! I just folded those.’




  ‘Not from where I’m standing.’ Kereru shrugged, her glossy feathers rustling, and began to fold the garments again, making a much better job of it in half the time.




  ‘I’ll never be ready,’ Yinze said disconsolately. It was very late, he had to get up early in the morning, and it looked as though he wouldn’t make it to bed tonight at

  all.




  Kereru laid a motherly hand on his shoulder. ‘Sit. Eat. Let me help you.’ As Yinze, his mouth full of bread and meat, looked on in astonishment, the room began to organise itself, as

  if by magic, beneath her capable hands.




  ‘The climate in Tyrineld is very warm, isn’t it? Well, you won’t be wanting all this cold weather gear any longer, will you? Pick out what you’ll need for the journey and

  anything else you’re particularly attached to, and I’ll put the rest aside.’ She ran her hands over the furs that had covered his bed, the thick, heavy pelts of bear and the great

  cats that roamed the nearby Steelclaw mountain. ‘Do you want to keep any of these?’




  Yinze thought of Iriana. ‘No. Definitely not.’




  ‘Well, you’ll need to take a couple with you for travelling or you’ll freeze in that net, but if you don’t want to keep them the bearers will bring them back. We can

  always use them here.’




  On she went, sorting, organising, helping him with practical suggestions and, when he had finished eating, directing him in the best ways to pack. Within an hour the chaos had been reduced to

  two large bundles, a sack containing gifts for all his friends and family in Tyrineld and a roll of furs for the journey. Everything he was leaving behind was put away neatly or stacked against the

  wall.




  ‘Kereru, I love you.’ Yinze hugged her. Even though he was longing to see his home again, his mother, his friends and Iriana, he was sad to be leaving. His entire day had been spent

  in farewells, and he had felt his spirits growing heavier with each one, but this was one too many.




  ‘I’ll miss you very much, Yinze.’ The winged woman’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. ‘Wherever they send me to work next, I’m sure it won’t be

  nearly so entertaining.’




  When she had left him, the Wizard looked around at the strangely altered room. The traces of his presence, all the little personal belongings, were gone now, and he felt peculiarly unreal and

  displaced, as though he had ceased to exist. Like a compass needle, every thought turned unerringly northward now, towards home. For the last time, he went to his bedchamber, turned out the lamp,

  and curled up beneath the tickling furs in his uncomfortable, scoop-shaped bed. By this time tomorrow, he would be at the northern borders of the mountain range, and well on his way home.




  Except that he wasn’t.




  In the depths of the night, the Wizard was awakened by a screaming gale outside, and the staccato clatter of hail hitting his shutters. He swore, long and inventively. He was used by now to

  these violent mountain storms that blew up so fast and unexpectedly. When they were as bad as this one sounded, they could go on for several days. At a fresh blast of wind, he snarled another

  curse. This just wasn’t fair. He’d said his farewells, he’d packed, he was ready, damn it. A wild thought entered his mind of taking his harp and trying to turn the bad

  weather away, but he knew it was impossible. It would take many experienced Air Mages working in concert to disperse such ferocity, and the Winged Folk had learned long ago that it was a pointless

  waste of energy to try to tamper with the violent tempests of the mountains. Stoically, they would secure their homes and stay inside, passing the time with study, music, games and conversation,

  until the worst was over. With a savage jerk, Yinze pulled the covers over his head and tried to shut out the noise of the howling blasts. Might as well go back to sleep. He wouldn’t be going

  anywhere in a hurry.




  It took two full days for the storm to blow itself out, and by the time it was over Yinze was almost climbing the walls through boredom and frustration. But the third day dawned with high,

  scudding clouds, watery sunlight, and a blustery wind that still gusted, but would at least permit strong, experienced flyers to travel. Though he had half-expected the Queen to err on the side of

  caution, and make him wait an extra day, the word came while he was eating breakfast: his bearers and porters were on their way, and he should be ready to leave within the hour.




  Kereru, whose brother Parea had brought the message, said, ‘I’ll prepare some food for the journey,’ and vanished in the direction of her kitchen, but not before Yinze had seen

  her surreptitiously wipe away a tear. Bolting the last of his breakfast, he leapt from his seat and dragged his bundles outside, ready to be loaded into the cargo net that the two porters would

  bring. The thought of Kea, in her home across the city, doing the same thing flashed through his mind, and he wondered how she must be feeling. He remembered how he had reacted on his departure

  from Tyrineld: that churning mix of pride, excitement, and fear. What would the new city be like? Would the inhabitants be welcoming to one of a different race, or hostile? Would he succeed in

  mastering the skills he had been sent to learn, or would he return home a failure? For an instant, Yinze both envied and pitied his friend. ‘Don’t worry, Kea,’ he murmured under

  his breath, ‘I’ll take care of you.’




  With that, he left the platform and went back inside to dress in all the layers of cold-weather clothing he could cram on. His Skyfolk companions had their race’s resistance to the cold,

  and would be flying besides. The exercise would keep them warm, but he would be an inanimate piece of cargo, swinging ignominiously in his net. He remembered the bitter, bone-piercing chill when

  he’d been brought here from Tyrineld, and his blood had still been thin from the temperate climate of home. He’d thought he would die before he reached his destination. Well, he had

  adapted since them, and had learned a lot about dressing against the cold. Maybe the journey home would not be quite so bad.




  When I get home, he thought, I’m going to see everyone: Mother, Iriana and my friends – and Cyran, of course, he’s bound to want a report – and I’ll made sure that

  Kea is settled in. Then I’m going swimming. His head filled with happy thoughts of floating in those warm, silken blue waters, he headed back outside, to find the platform crowded with Kea,

  Ardea and Crombec, two strange Skyfolk porters busy loading his bundles into a net, and his own four personal bearers, Kereru’s brother Parea, Dunlin, Tinamou, and Chukar, who were waiting

  with another net, its bottom padded thickly with furs, that would be his transport home.




  The porters flew off with his belongings, heading for the High Crown Pass, some five miles to the north of the city, where they would be meeting Kea’s two porters, who had gone on ahead

  with her baggage. That left a little more space for farewells. As Kereru brought out mugs of liafa to warm them for the journey, Yinze embraced Crombec, and his mentor Ardea, sad that he

  wouldn’t be seeing them again.




  ‘Maybe you will.’ Ardea had always been good at picking up stray thoughts from his mind. ‘You never know, Crombec and I might just come to pay you a visit one of these

  days.’




  ‘I truly hope you will,’ Yinze told her. ‘I would love to see you again, and show you my city. I can’t thank you enough – both of you – for everything

  you’ve done for me.’




  ‘Just take good care of my Kea, if you please,’ Crombec said. ‘She’s as dear as a daughter to me.’




  ‘I will, I promise. It will be my pleasure.’ Yinze smiled at the winged girl.




  ‘Ha! I can take care of myself,’ Kea snorted, then her expression softened. ‘All the same, it means a lot to me, knowing that I’ll have one friend in a strange

  place.’




  ‘You’ll soon have lots of friends,’ Yinze promised. ‘They’re going to love you in Tyrineld.’




  Finally all the farewells had been said, and Yinze climbed into his net, bundling himself in the furs that Kereru had handed to him. His bearers took the strain and lifted from the ground with a

  great beating of wings, heading north towards the pass with Kereru circling around them to keep pace. Yinze watched Aerillia recede behind him, storing memories until it vanished from sight. It

  felt like the end of an era. With a gloved hand he touched his precious harp, tucked safely beside him in its fur-lined case. At least he hadn’t come away empty-handed. He would return to

  Tyrineld a success.




  The Wizard left the past behind him and began to think of home. Of the future. But his past was not ready to let go of him yet.




  The great cats of Steelclaw Mountain had proved, as always, to be worthy opponents, intelligent, cunning and fierce, but they stood little chance against a hunter armed with a

  crossbow and attacking from the air. Incondor’s hunting party were heading back home with their two porters carrying a net full of pelts, and their belt pouches filled with fangs and claws.

  The storm that had lashed Aerillia had not reached into the northern parts of the mountain range, so they had made good time, and hoped to be back within the hour. They had been passing a flask of

  contraband brandy between them as they flew, and his companions, Milvus and Torgos, were jubilant at their success, but Incondor’s thoughts were dark. He knew full well that the Queen had

  dispatched him off to Steelclaw to keep him away from that worm Yinze. He realised that she planned to send the Wizard away in his absence, cheating him of his revenge. Yinze – or Kea, he

  wasn’t sure which, for the pair of them were constantly in each other’s pockets – had told Crombec and Ardea about the liquor, and Pandion had made it clear that there would be

  consequences to face on his return.




  No wonder Incondor’s mood was black.




  Still, he had one last hope of placating the Queen. On his hunt he had been incredibly lucky, and had found a white cub. These aberrations, known as ghost cats by the Skyfolk, were incredibly

  rare among the great cats, which tended to be marked in various combinations of black and gold. Their pelts were said to bring good fortune to the owner, and when Incondor gave this one to the

  Queen, that luck should spill out over the entire Skyfolk race. Surely that would be enough to save him from her wrath?




  He had left the cub alive. This treasure would be skinned by experts back in the city, who could make sure that the precious hide was undamaged. Unfortunately, the creature was young –

  only about the size of the white foxes that hunted on the lower slopes – but it was a precious ghost cat, nonetheless. He had insisted on carrying it himself, and it swung beneath him in a

  net, mewling with fear. Its lack of size would not diminish its value.




  The High Crown Pass hove into sight, and Incondor knew he would soon be home. Milvus flew up beside him. ‘Do you want to stop here and rest for a little while, or shall we press

  on?’




  ‘Press on. I plan to get back as soon as possible, before this stupid animal dies on me. I want the pelt to be as fresh as possible.’




  Then Incondor saw a group of figures below, resting in the pass. The Winged Folk had excellent vision. Even though it was summer there was still snow at this altitude, and Yinze’s purple

  cap stood out clearly against the white background.




  The winged man looked at his companions with a feral grin, and gestured them downward. ‘I’ve just changed my mind,’ he said.




  The Wizard and his companions were making a brief stop in the pass, to rendezvous with their porters and make sure all their baggage was organised, before they set off on the

  long journey north. Yinze had dusted the snow off a boulder and was sitting down, with his harp case open on his lap. In the final scramble to leave Aerillia he had packed the precious instrument

  rather hastily, and he wanted to make sure it was safe and secure before continuing on his way.




  Kea, dressed in snug travelling clothes of a tunic and leggings, came over to him. ‘Are you finished yet? We’re all ready to—’ Her words were cut off by the thundering of

  wings. Snow whirled up, blinding them, and as it cleared Yinze found himself confronting Incondor and his henchmen.




  The Wizard’s heart sank. He’d thought he’d seen the last of his foe. Ardea had made no secret of the fact that Pandion had sent him home while Incondor was away hunting, in the

  hope of keeping the two of them apart. Had it not been for the storm which had delayed him, the plan would have worked perfectly. His bearers, under orders from the Queen to protect the Wizard at

  all costs, closed ranks around him, outnumbering the interlopers.




  Incondor’s eyes glinted nastily. ‘Well, well. If it isn’t the Wizard and his little friend. I’m so glad I didn’t miss the chance to say farewell.’




  Kea’s attention was on the mewling bundle. ‘What are you doing with that cub?’




  ‘It’s a gift for the Queen.’ Again, that feral grin. ‘I killed its mother and siblings yesterday, but this is the only white kit that has been seen on Steelclaw for many

  years. Won’t it look lovely when it’s skinned? That pelt is going to make me very popular with Pandion for some time to come, I suspect.’




  Yinze looked at the wretched little creature, pity stirring in his heart. He thought of Iriana, so far away, and knew that she would want him to save it. Yinze, with a half-formed plan of

  promising Incondor liquor in trade for the cub, stepped closer – and smelled the brandy on the winged man’s breath. ‘If I were you, I’d take some time to sober up before

  meeting her,’ he said with a grin. ‘If she smells that liquor on you, all the scrawny cubs in the world won’t save your hide.’




  ‘She won’t catch me,’ Incondor sneered. ‘I’m far too clever.’




  ‘You’re clever enough to let a number of witnesses see you in this state, including some of the Queen’s own bearers, sent along by her to make sure we met no

  trouble.’




  Incondor turned white as he realised that he had trapped himself. For a moment his brash pose crumpled, and his arrogant expression was replaced by a sick, furtive look. Then the panic

  disappeared, as anger won out. Dropping the cub he lunged, and smashed his fist into the Wizard’s face, catching him beneath the left eye. Yinze reeled back, cursing, and impacted hard

  against the cliff face. Fuelled by blazing rage, he used the rock as a springboard to launch himself at his foe, and crashed into the winged man, knocking him off his feet.




  The pair rolled on the ground, kicking, pummelling and gouging at one another. Yinze’s entire focus was on the battle. He was bigger and heavier, but his opponent was lightning-fast, and

  was possessed of a wiry strength that the Wizard had not suspected. Also, the Winged Folk had sharp, curved, talon-like fingernails, which Incondor used as a weapon in addition to his fists,

  tearing at Yinze’s face and coming perilously close to his eyes. Nevertheless, as the pair scrambled back to their feet, the Wizard was more than holding his own. This fight had been a long

  time coming, and he had months of taunts, pranks, and downright bullying to avenge. With a black savagery completely at odds with his usual, sunny nature, he began to press home his advantage,

  driving Incondor back.




  The winged man’s eyes were swollen, his face was scraped and bruised. Blood flooded from his nose as he choked and gasped for breath. Yinze pulled back his fist for one last blow to finish

  it, but suddenly hands were grasping him from behind, pulling him back from his foe. With a jolt of anger at such betrayal, he realised that his own bearers had intervened – and then another

  shock, of horror this time – turned his wrath to black terror as he saw that Incondor’s companions had hold of Kea, and Torgos was pressing a blade against her throat.




  ‘This has gone far enough, Wizard,’ Milvus said. ‘Take your bearers and your Skyfolk trull and leave these lands. Never come back, for if you do – we’ll be

  waiting.’




  ‘Gladly.’ Yinze spat blood onto the ground. Part of him, seeing Kea’s face bone-white with fear, revolted against retreating from these cowardly louts, but despite his temper

  he had intelligence enough to realise that this was the most sensible option. Having managed to avoid any dishonour or disgrace all these months, he must not fail at the final hurdle. ‘Let

  her go. We’re leaving.’




  Torgos pushed Kea away from him, hard. Yinze caught her as she stumbled, and saw that her eyes were blazing with anger. He bit down on his own fury, though it nearly strangled him, and put an

  arm around her shoulders. ‘Come on, let’s go. The sooner we’re far away from these scum, the better.’




  Incondor, however, had other ideas. While the Wizard was distracted he scrambled to his feet and his eye fell on the harp, resting atop the rock in its open case. Before anyone could react he

  darted past Yinze, snatched up the instrument, and rocketed into the sky.




  ‘Come near me and I’ll drop it,’ he screamed, spittle flying, as Kea and the porters prepared to take wing. Helpless, they all watched in dismay as he flew higher. ‘If

  you’re going to ruin me, I’ll pay you back. See how you manage the powers of Air without your little toy.’




  ‘For pity’s sake be careful,’ Yinze shouted. ‘That’s no toy, you fool, and you don’t understand it. It’s loaded with strange magic.’




  ‘Magic, my backside,’ Incondor jeered. ‘A child could master this trinket.’ To Yinze’s horror, he slung the strap over his shoulder and began to play.




  It happened with terrifying speed. The gusting wind screamed into a tempest, and the clouds came swirling down into a vortex of spinning air that centred on the harp. Snow and stones flew up

  into Yinze’s face and the gale flattened him back against the cliff. He snatched at Kea’s hand as she was whirled helplessly past him, her wings catching the wind like sails, and pulled

  her against him, trying to shelter her with his body.




  Then a shriek, loud enough to be heard over the screaming of the storm, drew his eyes upwards. Through streaming eyes he saw the titanic forces snatch at Incondor, hurling him like a stone from

  a slingshot, tumbling him over and over in the air like an autumn leaf. Once more he shrieked hideously, and Yinze saw his wings crumple like paper as the dreadful forces snapped the delicate bones

  like kindling. Then the gale hammered down like a fist, smashing the winged man into the harsh rocks of the pass.




  He was dead. He had to be. Yinze rushed forward, sick with horror, but Kea was faster, and knelt over the broken, bloodied form. ‘Don’t move him,’ she said. ‘He’s

  still breathing, but he’s smashed up so badly . . . We need a healer here.’ Wildly she looked around for their bearers, but they had all suffered the same fate as she would have done

  had Yinze not protected her, with the wind catching their wings and bowling them over. They had been scattered further down the pass, and even now were picking themselves up and limping back, their

  flesh covered in cuts and abrasions, and already darkening with bruises. Two of them, it was clear, had dragging, damaged wings; another was bleeding from a jagged tear in his scalp, and yet

  another needed help from his comrades to walk.




  Kea beckoned to them. ‘Are any of you fit to fly?’ Parea and Incondor’s friend Milvus were the first to step forward. ‘Then return to Aerillia as fast as you can, and

  fetch help,’ the winged girl told them. ‘We’ll try to keep Incondor alive until you get back.’




  Sick with dismay, Yinze dropped to the ground beside Kea. While they had been working on the harp they had become adept at melding their two very different sorts of power, and now, as she laid

  her hand gently on the winged man’s breast, he put his own hand over hers, lending her his energy and magic to help hold his enemy to life. Nearby, the harp lay on the ground, as mangled and

  shattered as Incondor’s wings, and the Wizard felt a stab of anger at the waste, the destruction. Surely this disaster must spell the end for all his hopes and plans?




  Queen Pandion looked down at Incondor, her expression very grave. The healers had cleaned him up as best they could, and straightened his broken limbs, holding them in place

  with casts of stiffened rawhide, but even Yinze, who knew little about healing, was sure that even if the winged man survived, he would be hopelessly crippled and would never fly again. He felt

  sick and sorry and, even though he had not initiated the confrontation, his stomach was knotted with guilt.




  ‘Come,’ the Queen said, and motioned the Wizard and Kea from the room. The corridors of the palace were hushed and empty around the sickroom, apart from the swift, padding tread of

  the healers going back and forth. Pandion led the way into another chamber, where food and liafa were set out on a table. Outside, the sun had set, and the room was growing dark. ‘Sit,’

  she said wearily. ‘Rest. Neither of you have eaten anything all day.’




  Gratefully, Yinze sank down onto a stool, and took a sip of liafa sweetened with honey, wincing at the sting from his bruised mouth where Incondor had hit him. The hot liquid was both comforting

  and reviving, but his stomach still revolted at the thought of food.




  ‘Have the healers looked at you, Yinze?’ Pandion asked.




  ‘It’s not important,’ he mumbled.




  ‘It is important. Get those scrapes and bruises treated, Wizard. Cyran would never forgive me if I sent you home in that state. I already feel guilty that one of my own subjects should

  have caused such damage.’




  ‘Your Majesty, I’m sorry,’ Yinze blurted. ‘I’m just so dreadfully sorry. All these months of keeping the peace with Incondor, then I failed the final

  test.’




  ‘That you are sorry says a great deal for your character, but as far as I am concerned, you have absolutely no reason to feel guilty,’ Pandion said firmly. ‘I have spoken to

  your bearers, and Kea, and Incondor’s companions. It seems clear to me that the blame lies with him. He initiated the confrontation. He struck the first blow, his friends threatened

  Kea’s life, and he stole and destroyed your harp, almost destroying himself in the process.’




  Her eyes went once again to Yinze’s battered face. ‘I will speak with Archwizard Cyran, and make it clear that no blame is attached to you for this regrettable incident.

  Nevertheless, I feel that you should return home as soon as possible. Our physicians have suggested that I send Incondor with you, to see what the healers of Tyrineld can salvage, for his injuries

  are beyond our skills.’




  ‘So they think he’ll live?’ Relief washed over the Wizard.




  ‘Our healers believe they can hold him to life – but he will be terribly crippled. But the Wizards, with their Earth magic, are far more adept at healing than we. Perhaps the damage

  can at least be minimised.’




  The terrible fear that Incondor would die, that had haunted him over the last few hours, finally subsided, leaving Yinze weak and shaking. When the Queen spoke again, he saw sympathy in her

  eyes. ‘Be comforted, my children,’ she said, looking from Kea’s tear-stained face to Yinze’s pale and battered one. ‘As I said, this tragedy was not your fault. It was

  my duty to keep you safe while you were here, Yinze, and because I failed you have been injured, and all of your hard work of these last months has been destroyed by one of my subjects. Crombec is

  repairing the structure of your broken harp – all that remains for you is to imbue it with your magic once more. But is there any way in which I can make recompense?’




  The Wizard was stunned. Despite his involvement in the tragedy, the Queen was apologising to him. Enough guilt still lingered to make that seem very wrong. ‘Your Majesty, I don’t

  deserve . . .’




  ‘I mean it,’ Pandion insisted. ‘The honour of the Skyfolk, of Aerillia, is at stake here. I ask again, is there any way in which I can compensate you?’




  Suddenly, Yinze thought of the little white creature that had mewled in panic in Incondor’s hands. ‘Does the cub still survive?’ he asked. ‘The white cub that Incondor

  found? If it lives, may I be permitted to keep it? To take it home as a gift for my sister Iriana? Though she is blind, her skill with animals is unsurpassed, and if anyone can raise it, she can. I

  know she would love one of the great cats of the mountains.’




  Pandion looked grave. ‘Yinze, do you realise how dangerous those creatures are? How big it will grow?’




  ‘I have no fear for Iriana, Your Majesty,’ Yinze said proudly. ‘Perhaps to compensate for her blindness, she has formed a special, close connection with the minds of beasts,

  and has even raised and tamed one of the great eagles of the northern ranges. She would be in no danger.’




  Queen Pandion thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘Very well. So be it. If the cub survives it will be yours. Such rare creatures are said by my people to bring great fortune, but after the

  events of this day, I doubt it greatly. May it bring better fortune to your sister.’




  She got to her feet, suddenly looking old and weary. ‘Go now. Rest. As soon as the healers say that Incondor is fit to travel, you will be going home.’
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