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PART ONE



ON THE OUTSIDE





















1


FLIGHT INTO THE UNKNOWN





PAVEL POLLOCK’S INK DRAGON FLEW THROUGH THE driving rain and wind with loud, powerful wingbeats. The only light in the almost total darkness came from an octopus—the Polypharus with its eleven illuminating tentacles—held out at arm’s length by Dragomira like a beacon in the gloomy night skies.


“Keep going, son!” shouted Baba Pollock, leaning forward over the dragon’s crested back.


The Runaways were trying to lighten the dragon’s load by taking turns to Vertifly alongside it. Brune Knut, their stalwart Swedish companion, was the next to launch herself into the air, joining Pierre and Jeanne Bellanger, who were doing their best to brave the howling wind.


“The conditions are too treacherous,” warned Pavel, his voice hoarse with exhaustion. “Let me carry you!”


“No chance!” retorted Pierre, his hands shielding his eyes from the torrential rain lashing their faces.


Oksa had her arms wrapped around her gran’s waist and was feeling very miserable indeed. The sudden violence of the weather seemed to mirror the terrible wrench of their departure. In just a few minutes, their lives had been turned upside down: London had been flooded after an unprecedented tidal swell had caused the Thames to burst its banks. Fate had forced the Pollock family and friends to make a run for it—they’d had no choice but to embark on a headlong flight through the turbulent darkness into the great unknown. Looking back at Gus, Oksa met his terrified gaze. Her friend was clinging with all his might to Reminiscens and his face was wet, although Oksa couldn’t tell whether it was with rain or tears. Frowning, she held on tighter and caught a glimpse of Tugdual and Zoe drawing closer to the dragon, their faces strained with effort. Vertiflying in a storm was no easy feat by any stretch of the imagination… Slipping between the dragon’s beating wings, they both collapsed onto its back, making the creature groan in spite of itself and slow its pace, causing a sudden loss of altitude. Oksa couldn’t help screaming.


“DAD!”


Pavel was growing weaker by the minute, as were the Runaways Vertiflying alongside him. Wanting to help her father, Oksa began to slide off the dragon’s back to Vertifly, but the dragon gave a roar that seemed to come from the very depths of its soul.


“NO! Stay right where you are!” ordered Pavel.


“Then we’ll have to stop for a while!” yelled Oksa. “You’ve got to land somewhere, Dad. We’ll all die if you don’t!”


It took Pavel only a few seconds to face up to harsh reality.


“Mum, put the Polypharus away so that no one can see us, and sit tight, my friends!”


The Vertifliers took firm hold of the dragon’s scaly hide and the creature plunged groundward through the icy downpour.
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The dazzling beam of light nervously scanned the darkness, but the four soldiers in the helicopter were convinced they hadn’t imagined it: as incredible as it might seem, they’d just come face to face with a huge winged monster in the sky. Some kind of dragon, escorted by human beings who were flying too! They’d gazed at each other in disbelief, paralysed by the shock of this unlikely encounter. The pilot’s jerk of surprise had almost caused him to lose control of the helicopter.


The aircraft had yawed for a few seconds before stabilizing and the Ink Dragon had taken advantage of the brief confusion to soar to a safer altitude. Hearts pounding, the Runaways were now anxiously looking down on the searchlight, which was trying to locate them. Suddenly the beam landed on them and their blood froze. They’d been spotted! The air was filled with the din of the helicopter engine as it headed straight for them.


“They’re going to shoot us!” screamed Oksa, seeing one of the soldiers positioning himself behind a big machine gun.


Instinctively, she held up her hand, palm forward, to stop the bullets. As she’d discovered before on several occasions, extreme feelings of panic tended to produce an incredible surge of power. The helicopter’s engines were no match for the blast of wind that sent it spinning several hundred yards off course.


“What have I done?” exclaimed Oksa in alarm.


“You’ve just saved our lives!” replied Dragomira.


“Come on, let’s make the most of this temporary reprieve!” rang out Pavel’s hoarse voice.


The dragon spread its huge wings, banked steeply and glided wearily towards the ground.
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TREK OVER THE MOORS





“THE DWELLING OF MY OLD GRACIOUS’S BROTHER IS eight miles from here as the crow flies, heading north-north-west,” remarked Oksa’s Tumble-Bawler, a small creature which looked remarkably like a bumblebee without legs. “There are two routes available to us: the main road and a footpath over the Welsh moors. The footpath is more secluded, but it will take longer than the main road, which is quicker but much busier,” it continued, gazing towards the horizon.


As if to illustrate the diminutive creature’s information, the Runaways became aware of the noise from the road. Even though it was barely dawn, it sounded like the traffic was already heavy, with cars moving nose to tail. In the headlights they could see birds taking flight in flocks, frightened by the blare of horns. The floods that had submerged part of England were driving people towards Wales and Cornwall in panic-stricken droves.


“Let’s go over the moors,” decided Dragomira with an anxious glance at Pavel.


Oksa’s father was a sorry sight, bending over with his hands on his thighs, trying to recover from the punishing night flight. Although his Ink Dragon gave them a huge advantage, it was physically draining for him to share his body with another creature. He’d used up his last ounce of strength flying through the blinding rain to carry his family and friends to safety while ignoring the burning agony of his body and the anguish of leaving their home. He groaned through gritted teeth. Recent events had brought his dreams crashing down around his ears. Gone was the possibility of living a normal life one day. It was as if everything Pavel had done to that end had been built on sand. He’d started out with such high hopes and so much faith in the future… The restaurant he’d opened with Pierre in the centre of London had been a last-ditch attempt to put the past behind them. In his mind’s eye, he pictured the kitchen which was his pride and joy. Right now, it was probably knee-deep in mud as black as the misfortune about to descend on the world. “We’ve got to leave… now,” Dragomira had insisted. It wasn’t the first time she’d said this, but her words had sounded so much sadder this time round, reawakening fleeting memories that filled their hearts with bitterness. Pavel shook his head as if to banish these dark thoughts. There was nothing to be gained by dwelling on the past. The most important thing now was to save his wife, Marie. She’d been a prisoner of the Felons for far too long. He straightened up as Dragomira came over and took a metal phial from her bag.


“Drink this, son,” she said gently.


“Your famous Elixir of Betony?” he croaked.


“Yuck, that’s revolting!” Oksa couldn’t help exclaiming. “Revolting, but brilliant! It’ll make you feel like a new man in no time.”


Pavel smiled weakly at his daughter’s enthusiasm and gulped down the contents of the phial in one.


“Blergh… it tastes like swamp water,” he said, pulling a face. “It’s just as well I trust you, Mum, otherwise I might think you were trying to poison me. You’ve really got to find some way of flavouring that disgusting concoction!”


Oksa sighed with relief. No one could match her father for teasing. But then, as he always said, mockery was simply a survival strategy for him.


“I’ll give it some serious thought,” promised Dragomira.


“Right, we’ve wasted enough time!” Pavel exclaimed suddenly, sounding much more like his old self. “We ought to get going.” 
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It was growing lighter and the Runaways’ shadows stretched over the heather as they followed the footpath through the deserted, hilly countryside. Wisps of mist clung to the bushes and leaves, creating a ghostly atmosphere. Above them, the sky was filled with British Army helicopters which roared like enraged lions and made it impossible to work any magic. They had no choice but to keep walking in silence, still dazed by the cataclysmic sights they’d witnessed in London, where they’d left behind a piece of their history.


“How are you bearing up, Lil’ Gracious?”


Oksa glanced over at Tugdual. He was loping along with feline grace, tapping continually on his mobile, his wet hair hiding part of his pale face so that Oksa could only see the bottom of his jaw. She wouldn’t have been able to tell if he was handsome or not, but that really wasn’t the issue—more than anything, he reminded her of a black panther with his supple gait, keen intelligence and the brooding magnetism which played havoc with her emotions.


“I’m fine,” she said without a great deal of conviction. “I just feel a bit… washed out. Literally as well as figuratively,” she added, wringing out her sodden cotton scarf.


Tugdual gave a faint smile.


“How’s the world doing?” asked Oksa, glancing at Tugdual’s mobile.


“It’s seen better days,” he said, pocketing his phone. “Let’s just say that you’ll have your work cut out if you’re going to impose order on this chaos!”


Oksa frowned. Today more than ever, she felt burdened by the responsibility. She was the Young Gracious, and the future of the world—of the two worlds—depended on her. She alone had the power to restore balance to the Outside, where she’d been born, and to the Inside, her family’s native land of Edefia, and she had no idea how she was going to go about it.


“Don’t forget we’re here too,” whispered Tugdual intuitively. “You aren’t alone.”


That was true: she wasn’t alone. She could always call on the strength and support of the Runaways. The Pollocks, Bellangers and Knuts—as well as Abakum, Zoe and Reminiscens—were all nearby. But she missed her mum so much: the future would seem a lot less uncertain when she could cuddle her again. As if to illustrate her anxiety, a fierce gust of wind buffeted the walkers, driving swollen clouds over the moor. It wasn’t long before the heavy rain began again.


“I’d give anything for a bit of sunshine,” grumbled Oksa, turning up the collar of her jacket.


As Tugdual matched his steps to hers, she took a deep breath and fixed her gaze on the Runaways walking along the narrow footpath in front of her, two by two. Dragomira was completely hidden beneath a long canary-yellow cape, which could be seen from miles away. “That’s Baba all over!” thought Oksa with an affectionate smile. The Old Gracious was leaning on Pavel’s arm. They were at the head of the small group, their shoulders bowed, but their pace resolute. Oksa was proud of her father. Proud of his strength and courage, and of the decision he’d finally taken to join forces with the Runaways and support them heart and soul. He’d been very firm in his own way: “Let me make one thing very clear, Mum,” he’d announced to Dragomira. “Once we’ve saved Marie and the two worlds, you’re going to let me live my life the way I want, OK?” Just behind him, Gus and Zoe were walking in silence, their heads hunched down into the collars of their coats. Gus was the only one who had no magic powers and he seemed to be finding this forced march along a waterlogged path in the storm totally exhausting. Brushing her blonde hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand, Zoe kept glancing anxiously at her friend and Oksa’s heart constricted. It should have been her by his side, not Zoe. It should have been her encouraging him. She clenched her fists, feeling furious and frustrated. She desperately wanted to do something. But what?


“Gus?”


No one was more surprised by Oksa’s shout than Oksa herself—she hadn’t even realized she’d called out. Her cheeks flamed as Tugdual looked at her with a half-smile. Gus turned round, just as startled as she was by her impulsive cry.


“What?” he snapped with bad grace. Caught unawares, Oksa didn’t know what to say.


“Are you OK?”


“No better than anyone else…” he replied, his features drawn.


Before he turned away, Oksa caught a glimpse of the deep pain and resentment in Gus’s dark-blue eyes. He was fuming about her growing closeness to Tugdual. From the minute they’d met, an intense rivalry had developed between the two boys and they’d made no bones about it, even though Tugdual tended to resort to mockery, while Gus was just downright rude. The moody Scandinavian teenager’s appearance on the scene had aroused what Oksa felt might be the stirrings of love. Tugdual now occupied a special place in her life and her heart. The downside of this, though, was that it had undeniably broken something between her and Gus. Things just weren’t the same—their deep bond seemed to have been replaced by an explosive hostility which Oksa was finding hard to handle.


“Why did I call out to him?” she fumed half-heartedly.


“Because you’re an impetuous Lil’ Gracious who acts before she thinks and who gets a kick out of putting herself in impossible situations,” murmured Tugdual confidingly.


Oksa clenched her fists. “I don’t want to lose him!” she thought as she watched Gus’s thin frame labouring along the muddy path. She shoved her hands in her pockets and kept walking with a scowl on her face. With the toe of her laced ankle boot, she kicked a pebble into a ditch. The distant hills disappeared under the violent downpour, and the horizon—like their future—was hidden from sight.
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The Runaways had been walking for over two hours in exhausted silence when Oksa suddenly exclaimed: “Hey! Look!”


They all looked up to see a hare bounding over the moor. Dragomira gave a long sigh of relief and her eyes immediately regained their sparkle.


“Abakum…” she whispered.


The hare rapidly drew nearer, escorted by two bizarre companions: Baba Pollock’s Tumble-Bawler, which was wheezing as it flew, and the Veloso, which was leaping nimbly over the vegetation with its long striped legs. When the hare finally reached them, the Runaways greeted it with unbridled delight.


“It really is you, my dear Watcher!” crowed Dragomira joyfully, kneeling down and burying her face in the animal’s thick greyish-brown fur. “I was so afraid…”


They all knew that Baba Pollock had hardly ever been separated from her loyal protector. Dragomira didn’t like living without Abakum by her side and their emotional reunion showed the depth of that affection. The hare allowed her to stroke him for a few minutes; then, to the amazement of the younger Runaways who’d never seen this marvel before, he changed back into Abakum the Fairyman. The old man gave himself a shake, smoothed down his grey hair, then looked at the group, as if mentally carrying out a roll call of everyone present. His eyes lingered gravely for a second on Oksa, then brightened, as though a huge weight had been lifted.


“You’re all safe and sound, thank God!”


“We are, but only thanks to Pavel!” boomed Pierre Bellanger. “We wouldn’t have got out of that mess without him.”


Pavel looked away, embarrassed at being pushed into the limelight.


“Naftali and I saw what’s been happening in London. What a terrible situation,” continued Abakum, respecting Pavel’s modesty. “And things can only get worse in this torrential rain.”


As if to confirm his words, there was an alarming din as ten helicopters came hedge-hopping over the moorland. One of them hovered in front of the Runaways and they trembled with fear. Dragomira just had time to hide her Tumble-Bawler and the Veloso under her cape before a soldier popped his head out of the aircraft, megaphone in hand.


“Is anyone hurt? Do you need any help?” he boomed.


Abakum signalled that everything was fine, thanks, and the helicopter rejoined its squadron heading for the roads out of eastern England and London, which were chock-a-block as thousands of disaster victims poured into the area.


“How did you find us?” asked Oksa.


Abakum tapped his nose in amusement.


“Leomido’s house is only a couple of miles from here.”


Oksa sniffed at the air and exclaimed:


“All I can smell is mud, it’s so unfair!”


“I do have an uncommonly good sense of smell, sweetheart,” said the Fairyman. “And it’s not as if you don’t have a great many talents yourself, is it?”


“Fat lot of good they are! With these stupid helicopters popping up unexpectedly, we can’t even Vertifly for short distances!”


Everyone smiled except Gus, who turned his back on them with a brusqueness which upset Oksa.


“Excellent… Let’s go and find Naftali then,” suggested Dragomira. “It’s high time we were all back together.”


They set off again, their backs bowed under the beating rain but their hearts filled with renewed purpose.
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NEWFOUND CLOSENESS





SITTING DROWSILY BY THE ROARING FIRE IN THE HUGE hearth, the Runaways were trying to regain their strength and composure after the turbulent events of the past few hours. Curled up in a comfortable armchair, Oksa was desperately fighting sleep, although she couldn’t have said why. It would feel so good just to let go… She rested her head against the padded back of the chair and looked around at the modern paintings on the walls of the lofty converted church nave.


This house—which had once belonged to Leomido, Dragomira’s late brother—had lost none of its magnificence, but there was something missing—its owner would never be back… Oksa took a deep breath to stop tears welling and tried to attract Gus’s attention. He was sitting a few yards away, completely expressionless, and his poker face made her seethe with frustration. She kept shooting glances at him, by turns furious and pleading, her stomach churning with conflicting emotions when, suddenly, just as she thought she was about to explode, she felt something leave her body. The almost unbearable weight lifted as she incredulously watched an almost invisible emanation—a transparent figure which looked just like her—make its way over to Gus and do what she desperately wanted to do in her place: lift Gus’s chin with her fingertips and force him to look at her. Gus frowned, puzzled by the vague sensation, as Oksa avidly watched this bizarre phenomenon, feeling the touch of her friend’s skin beneath her own fingers…


“What’s happening to me?” she wondered, wide-eyed. Too tired to react, Gus didn’t look away and they both sat there, motionless and bewildered. For the first time in days, Gus wasn’t avoiding her eyes and looked more surprised by this than anyone. Oksa held his gaze and the strange figure soon disappeared, but the most important thing was that contact had been re-established, even though it still felt a little awkward.


“Ahem, ahem…”


Two small creatures in bright-green dungarees had positioned themselves near Gus. One was podgy and the other slender, but both had huge eyes like Manga heroes, broad faces and a thin, translucent down over their pinkish skin.


“Oh, hello Lunatrixes!” said Gus.


“Our wildest compliments are to be presented to the friend of the Young Gracious,” began the Lunatrix.


“Um… thanks…” muttered Gus, surprised at being addressed with such deference.


When the chubby-cheeked little creatures didn’t say anything else, he had to press them:


“Can I do something for you?”


Leomido’s Lunatrixes nodded frantically, pushing a third Lunatrix in front of them—their child and the only Lunatrix to be miraculously born on the Outside.


“He’s so cute!” cried Oksa.


“The domestic staff of the Master-Impictured-Forever make the avowal of a request whose contents will be set forth, friend of the Gracious family… The lineage of the Lunatrixes has preserved the recollection garnished with warmth of your erstwhile consent to cradle his body and lavish caresses on him…”


Gus tossed back a strand of long black hair, revealing his handsome Eurasian face. When he’d stayed with Leomido before, he’d let the Lunatrix baby go to sleep on his lap. He’d been so angry that evening. At Oksa and himself. Like today… He glanced furtively at his friend, who was also bound to remember that evening. She smiled at him, sharing the memory, and, dropping all restraint, gave him a wink… which he impulsively returned. Her face lit up.


“The questioning is whether the wish for a recurrence would be conceivable?” continued the Lunatrix, purple with embarrassment.


“Of course!” replied Gus, bending down to pick up the gurgling toddler.


His body was plump and soft and he was just over a foot tall. His large blue eyes shone like marbles, as he gazed adoringly at Gus. He curled up on his lap, as Gus gently stroked his back, and, a few seconds later, was sound asleep, snoring happily. Beside themselves with gratitude, the Lunatrixes bowed several times, so frantically that Gus was afraid they’d topple over.


“The friend of the Gracious family must be showered with gratitude.”


“I’ve had enough showers to last a lifetime!” said Gus, with a wry look at the torrential rain through the window.


To the amusement of everyone there, the Lunatrixa threw herself down on the floor so violently that she slid over the waxed parquet like a penguin on ice.


“Ooohhhh! Your domestic staff is in possession of such a hollow brain!” she lamented. “Will you grant forgiveness for such a wretched declaration?”


Everyone tried their best not to laugh at the small steward’s melodramatic reaction.


“It’s already forgotten!” said Gus reassuringly.


“Your goodwill knows huge dimensions and our gratitude will last until the end of the world!”


This stark reminder of their perilous situation made the Runaways’ blood run cold.


“Until the end of the world… yes, we’d almost forgotten that small detail,” scoffed Tugdual.


His grandparents, Brune and Naftali, looked at him reproachfully. Tugdual loved making light of the most serious events, but those close to him knew it was just his way of bearing the unbearable. With a false smile that fooled no one, Tugdual drew himself up and stalked out with one last glance at Oksa. The silence in the room, punctuated only by the snoring of the young Lunatrix and the noise of the rain, grew heavier. No one felt like talking—the Runaways were all dazed with tiredness. Dragomira’s bracelets jingled as she got up, wrapping her crimson woollen cardigan tightly around her. Brune and Naftali also rose to their feet and headed for the comfortable bedrooms upstairs, followed by frail Reminiscens and the Bellangers. Those who were left in the huge living room sat lost in their own private thoughts.
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Unlike the other Runaways, who were fighting a losing battle with drowsiness, Oksa felt more awake after the interlude with the Lunatrixes. She walked over to Gus, her eyes on the toddler, unable to work out why her heart was racing.


“Gently does it,” murmured Gus.


She hesitated. Did he mean the hand she was stretching out to stroke the little creature? Or the way she’d acted towards him?


“I’m not a brute!” she protested.


This remark made him laugh and Oksa couldn’t help joining in. It seemed like the truce he’d declared by winking back at her was holding.


“Go on then…” he said, jutting his chin at the Lunatrix, who was sound asleep and snoring gently.


Oksa lightly stroked the downy skin with her fingertips. Her gaze wandered from the chubby little sleeper to Gus, whose expression was unreadable. Only his rapidly quivering eyelids betrayed his inner turmoil. Suddenly they both started to speak at exactly the same time, drowning each other out. They burst out laughing in surprise.


“What did you say?” they both asked in unison.


Gus looked up at the ceiling, not wanting to show how amused he was.


“Um… I can’t remember…” admitted Oksa.


“It can’t have been important, then. No change there!” retorted Gus, gently teasing her.


“Oohhh, you should be ashamed of yourself!” said Oksa, pretending to be cross with him.


“Me? What about you?”


Oksa’s face clouded over and she glared at her friend.


“I knew it wouldn’t be long before the snide remarks began,” she muttered.


All the merriment had disappeared from Gus’s eyes. Had he been trying to hurt her or had she just misinterpreted his words? Oksa grimaced and her eyes darkened.


“Let’s drop it,” murmured Gus. “Look over there. What on earth do you think it’s trying to do?”


Seizing this lifeline, Oksa turned round. The creature which had just come into the room, a very wrinkled kind of walrus, was struggling in vain to throw a colossal log onto the fire. Another odd-looking creature with a mane of dishevelled hair next to it was frantically dancing from foot to foot.


“Hey, dimwit! You’re certainly living up to your name! Can’t you see that log will never fit in a million years?” yelled the shaggy creature, jumping up and down.


The walrus turned round with an uncertain look on its face.


“I’m not a dimwit, I’m an Incompetent…”


“I rest my case!” shouted the other creature.


“What are you then?”


“A GE-TO-RIX! And unlike you, Incompetent, I’ve actually got some brains up here!” it said, patting its head. “That’s why I said you’ll NEVER fit that log in the fireplace, it’s mathematically impossible!”


The Incompetent looked so disappointed at this information that Gus and Oksa burst out laughing. Coming to its aid, Oksa said:


“Incompetent, why don’t you try spitting at it?”


“Spitting at it? But that’s very rude!” it objected naively.


“No, go ahead, I promise it’ll work.”


The Incompetent obeyed with a revolting hawking noise and the middle of the huge log dissolved immediately as if attacked by a powerful acid, giving off acrid fumes. Laughing and coughing, Oksa got up to help the blissfully happy creature put the two pieces of wood in the hearth.


“You’re incredible, Incompetent!” she giggled.


“Thank you, but I feel a little under the weather: I have terrible acid reflux.”


“Poor thing…” said Oksa sympathetically, patting its soft head.


“My Young Gracious,” broke in Dragomira’s Lunatrix, “the Old Gracious has made conveyancing of the wish to benefit from your company. Would you be in agreement to follow her domestic staff to see her?”


“Er… of course, I’m right behind you,” replied Oksa, slightly worried. “See you later, Gus…”


Gus gave her a small wave and she followed the Lunatrix, who was clad in a pair of spotless blue dungarees, up the monumental staircase.
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AN UNFORGETTABLE PAST





ALTHOUGH OKSA COULD BARELY SEE DRAGOMIRA IN the gloomy room, she’d have recognized her anywhere from the plaits coiled around her head and the gold earrings bearing two tiny birds which were very much alive.


“Come in, Dushka, come in,” rang out Baba Pollock’s voice.


Oksa came into the room, her steps muffled by the plush burgundy carpet. She sat down in the leather armchair facing her gran in front of the hearth, relishing the comforting heat from the blazing fire. Some tiny hens were clucking with pleasure by the fireplace and enthusiastically fluffing up their speckled wings. Not far from them, a striped Veloso was in mid-air pursuit of the miniature birds, which had just taken off from the golden perches hanging from Dragomira’s ears to fly over to Oksa.


“Hello, Ptitchkins!”


“It’s the Young Gracious!” chirped the birds, lifting up two strands of hair to form antennae. “She’s so pretty! We love her so much!”


They landed on her shoulder and rubbed their feathered heads against her neck.


“Would my Old Gracious and the Young Gracious relish the desire to lap up a fresh cup of tea?” asked the Lunatrix.


Dragomira smiled. “That would be lovely, my Lunatrix. But we’ll just drink it normally, if you don’t mind.”


The Lunatrix bowed and left the room. Oksa leant over to Dragomira.


“I just love his use of vocabulary!”


“Well, yes…” said Dragomira, with a chuckle. “Even if his word choices do sometimes leave a lot to be desired!”


The small steward came back clutching an enormous china teapot, patterned with flowers. A few moments later, the two Graciouses were ensconced in their armchairs, sipping steaming cups of tea. Dragomira studied Oksa quizzically.


“What’s the matter, Baba?”


“Something odd happened earlier, didn’t it?”


Oksa blushed. Her gran had to be talking about the unusual phenomenon that had taken place between her and Gus.


“You don’t miss much, do you?”


Dragomira smiled and shook her head.


“I have no idea what it was,” admitted Oksa. “It sounds crazy, but it was like a part of me had taken over and was doing what I wanted to do for me.”


“That’s exactly what happened, sweetheart. What you’re talking about is your Identego. It’s something that’s part of your subconscious but, unlike other human beings, your Identego can manifest itself in an intangible, yet physical, form.”


“So you actually saw it?” asked Oksa in a strangled voice.


“Abakum and I were both aware of its presence,” replied Dragomira. “The Identego is an extremely rare Gracious power. To my knowledge, you’re only the second Gracious in the history of Edefia to possess it.”


“Were you the first?”


“Unfortunately not. Don’t forget that I never finished training as a Gracious… The woman with whom you share this extraordinary gift was the first Gracious of Edefia.”


Oksa’s heart lurched with panic. She set down her cup of tea and pressed her hands together to stop them shaking.


“Does that mean I’m the last Gracious? That I won’t be able to restore equilibrium to the two worlds and that everything is coming to an end?”


Dragomira looked at her in amazement. “Of course not, Dushka! If there is a parallel to be drawn, I think it’s much more likely that you’re the Gracious who’ll breathe new life into Edefia. I’m sure of that!”


Oksa thought for a moment, before questioning her gran again:


“How does the Identego work?”


“You’ll soon learn to control it,” replied Dragomira, evasively. “And I wouldn’t mind betting it’ll come in very handy when we have to face whatever’s waiting for us around the corner.”


“You mean Orthon?”


“I’m still worried about what Reminiscens said,” admitted Dragomira. “If Orthon’s overriding desire is to take revenge on his father, Ocious, then he’ll stop at nothing. The more I think about it, the more aware I am of the repercussions of what I saw nearly sixty years ago. So many things went over my head…”


“You were still so young, though, Baba!” insisted Oksa, troubled by her gran’s serious tone. “You wouldn’t have been able to understand what was happening or how Ocious’s behaviour would shape the man Orthon would become.”


“One thing I did realize was what a cold, twisted man Ocious was—the worst possible father anyone could have.”


The old woman looked up at the bare wall opposite them, focusing her Camereye on it, and various images emerged from the deepest recesses of her memory.


Orthon’s teenage face appeared first. The scene was unfolding on the balcony of a high tower—the Glass Column, thought Oksa. Lush climbing plants twined about the balustrades to provide a shady canopy. Young Dragomira appeared to be playing merrily with a slender jet of water arching from the round basin of a crystalline fountain. Twirling her index finger to coax it into weird and wonderful trajectories, she was aiming the water at Orthon and Leomido, who looked around thirteen. Peals of childish laughter erupted from her when a thin stream of spinning water splashed over Orthon. His eyes wide with surprise, he nudged Leomido, who was laughing beside him, and they winked at each other before launching themselves at Dragomira, growling like big cats. What followed was the wildest tickling session ever seen. The Camereye blurred as the dark room rang with the loud laughter that still haunted the Old Gracious’s memories. Suddenly, the Camereye zoomed in on Orthon, whose face fell at the sound of his father’s chilly voice. It swivelled round and Ocious appeared in Dragomira’s field of vision. His sturdy yet elegant figure commanded fear and respect. His dark eyes narrowed when he saw his son squatting beside Dragomira, who’d rolled into a ball to escape the two boys’ “revenge”. Orthon jumped to his feet, looking pale. He muttered a few incomprehensible words, which only made his father glower more fiercely.


“Why are you trying to justify yourself?” asked Ocious in a steely voice. “Making excuses shows how spineless you really are. Why don’t you take responsibility for your actions, even the harmless ones? After all, you weren’t doing anything wrong, were you?”


In response to Orthon’s tormented silence, he added:


“Is Leomido denying anything? No. He stands by what he does. You should take a leaf out of your… friend’s book,” he concluded, then turned on his heel.


Now the secret about the birth of Leomido, Orthon, Dragomira and Reminiscens had come to light—Malorane was the mother of them all—this remark was shocking, hateful and perverse. Ocious was a dreadful man. Oksa couldn’t help feeling sorry for Orthon, abandoned by his biological mother and despised by his father. Leomido wasn’t Ocious’s son and yet the man admired and respected him. Oksa understood how angry Orthon must have felt throughout his adolescence, until the love affair between Leomido and Reminiscens had caused the truth about their origins to be admitted, ruining their lives. Secrets which can’t remain under wraps for ever may turn into ticking time bombs which, sooner or later, will blow up in the face of anyone who comes too close…


A different image suddenly appeared on the wall. Oksa smothered a groan as she recognized her mother’s face. The shot zoomed out to show a rustic house behind Pavel, who was surrounded by many of the Runaways, all of whom looked about fifteen years younger. Pavel and Marie, radiant in their wedding outfits, were bathed in sunshine and glowing with happiness. They waltzed around the open-air dance floor gazing into each other’s eyes and Oksa’s heart swelled with love as her mother’s laugh rang out. She was so lovely… She missed her so much…


The Camereye leapt forward in time, showing Oksa’s parents a few years later, as could be seen by the decor of the Pollocks’ Parisian apartment. Sitting on a sofa, his hand resting on Marie’s rounded stomach, Pavel was leaning back, looking thoughtful. In front of them, Dragomira appeared to be making tea.


“What about calling her Oksa,” said Marie. “That’s a pretty name, isn’t it?”


A shadow darkened Pavel’s face. “It might be a boy…”


“I’m sure it’s a girl! She’ll be gorgeous and intelligent and we’ll love her to bits and live happily ever after.”


She gave him a tender look, then nudged him with her shoulder.


“When will you stop worrying so much? It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”


The Camereye suddenly winked out with a crack, like a small explosion of light, ushering in a heavy silence. Oksa thought about the contrast between Orthon and herself. The love—or lack of love—from the people who’d brought them into the world had shaped their lives. It had made them who they were and had become an inextricable part of their destiny. Such an imperceptible power was both frightening and fascinating. Her heart full of resolve, Oksa turned to Dragomira and repeated Marie’s final words:


“It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”


Dragomira nodded knowingly.


“I’m sure it will, Dushka…”
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THE NEW RUNAWAYS





THE PLAN WAS TO SET OFF FOR THE ISLAND IN THE SEA of the Hebrides the next morning.


“Let’s not put it off any longer,” Pavel had said, with a glance at the black skies and torrential rain.


The house was buzzing with activity. The creatures and plants belonging to Abakum, Dragomira and Leomido had been enjoying a noisy reunion—some of them hadn’t seen each other since Leomido had moved to Great Britain, several decades ago. With the exception of the three Incompetents, which were content to be idle bystanders, all creatures with wings or legs were rushing about in excitement. Despite their enforced immobility, the exuberant plants were making just as much noise as their feathered and furred companions. Even the sensible, authoritarian Centaury couldn’t help joining in. Oksa was listening with some enjoyment to four Goranovs talking in doom-laden tones about the Felons’ abduction of Dragomira’s specimen.


“Will they know how to look after it properly?” asked one.


This was followed by a piteous discussion about the different techniques for extracting Goranov sap and their respective repercussions.


“The Felons are so cruel… If they don’t milk our companion, it will die in terrible, and needless, agony, that’s for sure!”


“Our species is facing extinction…”


Emotions were running high and all four plants had the same reaction: they fainted, appalled by the harrowing fate of their unfortunate former companion and their own uncertain future. In another part of the house, huddled in front of the huge fireplace, the tiny Squoracles, true to form, were complaining endlessly about the terrible weather. Not that anyone would disagree… fresh disasters were spreading panic throughout the world: an abnormally hot undersea current in the Pacific was disrupting incoming tides, causing flooding along the west coast of the United States. Things were no better above ground either, as various parts of the globe were being hit by colossal tornadoes. The whole planet was suffering and the worse things became, the more damage the elements inflicted.


“I never thought it would happen so fast,” murmured Abakum, his eyes glued to images of global chaos on the television. “Oh, there you are, Oksa!” he said, noticing her.


“Do you think we’ll succeed?” she asked anxiously.


The Fairyman turned and looked gravely into her eyes. “We must!” he said, a hint of anger in his voice. “I can’t believe this could be—”


He broke off with a lump in his throat, unable to continue.


“…the end?” asked Oksa, finishing his sentence.


By way of an answer, he put his arm round the Young Gracious’s shoulders and led her into the huge living room. The Tumble-Bawler and Veloso had spared no effort in finding Runaways to join the “Island of the Felons” expedition. They’d all now arrived at Leomido’s Welsh home, forming a tight-knit community that resembled a small army. Some twenty people had teamed up with the core members of the group—Abakum, the Pollocks, the Knuts, the Bellangers, Reminiscens and her granddaughter, Zoe. Although they had all led very different lives since leaving Edefia, they shared the same origins and they all had one desire: to work together to help the Young Gracious return to Edefia. She was the only one who could gain entrance to their lost land, and the future of the world and its billions of inhabitants depended on her success. Oksa walked into the lofty room followed by Abakum and all conversations immediately stopped. The Runaways who didn’t see her on a daily basis jumped up from their chairs and bowed in respect. She awkwardly muttered a few words of welcome and shot her father a despairing look. Pavel smiled encouragingly, aware of the burden of responsibility his beloved daughter had to shoulder. Oksa scanned the sea of unfamiliar faces gazing deferentially at her and her gaze alighted on Gus, who was standing in the darkest corner of the room with Zoe. At first glance, Gus looked miserable, but Oksa, who knew him better than that, wasn’t fooled—his downturned mouth was a clear sign of annoyance. Mustering all her courage, she began walking over to him to declare her friendship in front of everyone but, after a few steps, she came up against an invisible barrier. She glanced at Zoe quizzically in surprise. Her second cousin had raised her hand in front of her to stop Oksa advancing and, like a guardian angel, was shaking her head. Oksa blushed to the roots of her hair. Zoe was right… this was neither the time nor the place. Annoyed at her own insensitivity, she turned round and took refuge beside her father.


“We’re all together at last!” said Dragomira, her voice shaking. “Oksa, sweetheart, let me introduce you to the Runaways who’ve just joined us.”


Oksa already knew Leomido’s children, Cameron and Galina. She’d only met them three times before and the last occasion had been with their father a few months ago, when the Pollocks had moved to Bigtoe Square. So much had happened since then… In his mid-fifties, Cameron had his father’s gaunt face and penetrating eyes. His lean frame displayed the supple elegance of Malorane’s descendants and Oksa couldn’t help seeing a resemblance to Orthon. Virginia, his wife, an unassuming, delicate-looking woman, was standing quietly by his side. Although Cameron hadn’t found out about his origins until late in life, he’d always suspected he wasn’t like other people. Truthfulness and wariness had always been his watchwords in life: truthfulness towards his family and wariness towards the rest of the world. As a result, he’d made no secret of the Runaways’ lot to his wife and sons, three young men with mournful eyes and a very English air of refinement.


Galina was three years younger than her brother Cameron and, due to some genetic quirk, was the image of Dragomira—a resemblance only enhanced by her sparkling blue eyes and long plaits intricately woven into a heavy bun. She’d fallen madly in love with Andrew, a handsome and intelligent minister, when still very young and, fortunately for Galina, Andrew had been open-minded enough to accept her remarkable origins. They’d married and their two daughters were now in their early twenties. Oksa remembered them as a fun-loving, slightly eccentric family with a robust sense of humour—nothing like the people anxiously studying her now with drawn faces. The Young Gracious couldn’t help thinking about all the lives that had been turned upside down by the threat of extinction and their headlong flight—all those abandoned houses and unsaid goodbyes… Would she prove worthy of the Runaways’ trust?


“Thank you for joining us,” said Dragomira, overwhelmed with emotion at being in the same room as her beloved Leomido’s children and grandchildren.


“Despite the dire circumstances, it’s an honour to help you, Young Gracious,” said Cameron, his eyes bright.


“Our place is here,” added Galina gravely. “We’re Runaways, whether we like it or not!”


“Even if some of us are only Runaways by marriage, everyone counts, don’t they?” added Andrew, glaring at his sullen daughters.


“Absolutely!” agreed Abakum gratefully. “We’re indebted to all of you for coming.”




[image: ]





Bodkin—the former Firmhand industrialist who had retrained as a master goldsmith in South Africa—and Cockerell—Edefia’s former Treasurer, and now a banker—greeted Oksa in their turn. Making the most of the prevailing chaos, these two smartly dressed old men had travelled thousands of miles to join the Runaways by means they’d never have dared to use normally. Sheer necessity had forced them to abandon all precaution: the Outsiders were so busy coping with disaster after disaster that they were unlikely to have batted an eyelid if they’d seen someone running improbably fast or shooting through the clouds. Even if they’d been seen, what would have happened? All over the world, people had one overriding concern: to find shelter from seawater floods, erupting volcanoes and cataclysmic earthquakes. These highly respected dignitaries were standing beside Feng Li, another Runaway born and bred, and Cockerell’s wife and son, Akina and Takashi. Three more pairs of dark, almond-shaped eyes staring enigmatically at Oksa.
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THE ICE QUEEN





EVEN BEFORE DRAGOMIRA INTRODUCED NAFTALI AND Brune’s eldest son, Oksa had no difficulty recognizing Olof Knut, who was as tall, solemn and charismatic as his father. Standing behind his wife—the statuesque, golden-haired daughter of two Runaways—he looked ready to brave a thousand perils. It was the striking couple’s daughter, though, who gave Oksa pause for thought. Tugdual’s cousin was about fifteen years old and a typical Scandinavian beauty. Dressed from head to toe in beige—jeans and baggy cable-knit jumper—her translucent complexion offset by dark brown lipstick, she was as radiant as fresh snow. Oksa immediately named her the “Ice Queen”, feeling inexplicably troubled. Kukka favoured her with a chilly yet inquisitive gaze. The Young Gracious shivered, rather daunted by her startling beauty, while Dragomira was reminding everyone about the close ties between the Pollocks and the Knuts. Kukka’s gaze slid away from Oksa and alighted on Tugdual, who’d just walked over. Kukka’s face immediately lit up with an icy smile.


“And here’s my beloved cousin,” she said, straightening up.


Her clear, clipped voice cut through the air like a broken shard of crystal. Quick as a flash, she grabbed a vase from the table she was leaning against and hurled it at Tugdual, who just had time to duck to one side to avoid being hit in the face. The china exploded against the wall, shattering into a thousand pieces. Oksa screamed, while Kukka’s parents cried out in indignation.


“That’s some welcome, little cousin!” said Tugdual, sidling closer, hands in pockets and a mocking expression in his eyes.


Fragments of china crunched under the soles of his heavy shoes.


“I’ll have you know I’m taller than you!” Kukka retorted.


She took a couple of steps forward to stand in front of him so everyone could see she was really a couple of inches taller than him, which didn’t faze Tugdual at all—on the contrary.


“I wasn’t talking about height, little cousin, but maturity,” he answered smugly.


“That’s rich coming from you!” retorted the Ice Queen, tossing back her mane of blonde hair. “Ruining the lives of your entire family is a brilliant way of showing how mature you are! Thanks a million, cousin, on behalf of all the Knuts…”


This time it looked as though her barb had hit home. Tugdual went pale and took a step back, his fists clenched. His face was gaunt and his nostrils quivered, as if he were struggling for air. Oksa would have given anything to be able to soften the blow dealt by Kukka’s remark. The other Runaways filed out of the room in embarrassment, leaving the Knuts alone. Oksa was the only one who couldn’t contain her curiosity. Although she reluctantly went out, she sat down on the steps of the main staircase in the shadowy hall so that she could watch them unseen.


“In case you’ve forgotten,” continued Kukka spitefully, “may I remind you that my aunt Helena—who also happens to be your mother, remember?—struggled with severe depression after her darling son decided he was a great black magician. Ring any bells? Or that, due to the selfishness of that pseudo-magician and his dubious experiments, eight people were forced to flee a country they loved, where they were doing just fine…”


“Kukka!” thundered Olof.


“He ought to know, Dad!” spat Kukka. “It’s been much too easy for him to bury his head in the sand. We had a nice, peaceful life before his nibs began having sordid dreams of glory. He put us all in danger. Because of him, none of us was safe in Finland. Do you think that’s fair? I lost everything because of him—my country, my school, my friends, everything! And what did he lose? His friends? He didn’t have any… who’d want to be friends with a monster like him?”


“Kukka, if Tugdual is a monster, then we all are!” boomed Naftali.


“I’m not!” growled Kukka. “I’m normal!”


There was a murmur of disapproval. Oksa had a funny feeling that she didn’t understand what was going on. How could Tugdual’s cousin be more normal than anyone else? Kukka turned and glared at Tugdual.


“You don’t understand anything…” muttered Tugdual tonelessly.


“I wish you’d never been part of my family!” yelled Kukka. “You ruined my life.”


“That’s enough!” shouted her father, losing his temper.


But a simple rebuke wasn’t going to stop Kukka, who was beside herself with anger. She walked over to Tugdual, who was rooted to the spot, and angrily jabbed her finger into his solar plexus.


“Do you know where your father is now?” she asked nastily.


Tugdual staggered.


“What?” continued Kukka triumphantly, a cruel smile on her lips. “You don’t know that he’s on an oil rig in the middle of the North Sea. He ran away, my darling cousin. He ran away from all those secrets and all that madness. He ran AS FAR AWAY AS HE COULD FROM YOU!”


Tugdual’s face seemed to crumple. They both stood there for several seconds, without moving. Kukka, bright as a snowflake, and Tugdual, with a face like thunder. Suddenly, Tugdual seized his cousin’s long golden hair and yanked her head backwards, bringing his face a couple of inches from hers.


“Never mention my father again!” he hissed, carefully enunciating each syllable.


“MONSTER!” shouted Kukka defiantly.


From where she sat, Oksa could hear Tugdual’s threatening strangled growl. Realizing the danger, Naftali rushed over to stop his grandson from silencing his treacherous cousin, but he was a fraction of a second too late… A flash of light blazed from Tugdual’s furious eyes and Kukka collapsed senseless in Naftali’s arms, as Olof and his wife rushed to her aid. Meanwhile Tugdual, paler than ever, leant against the wall and slid down to a sitting position on the floor. From the stairs, Oksa could see the pain etched on his face. Kukka had definitely scored a bullseye…


“Your boyfriend certainly has a knack of causing trouble!” Gus said loudly behind her.


Oksa jumped. Gus was bitterly eyeing her from a few steps higher. She was about to reply when a woman crossed the hall and went into the living room, carrying a little boy in her arms. Everyone fell silent, watching her as she scanned the room until she spotted Tugdual, struggling to control his anger. The toddler held his arms out towards Tugdual and cried: “Tug!”


Tugdual looked up in amazement and gasped. The woman set down the toddler and, moved to tears, went over to help Tugdual to his feet and put her arms around him.


“Hello, Helena,” said Naftali, coming over.


Oksa gave a start. Helena! Tugdual’s mother! Like Olof and his parents, she radiated a strange mixture of delicacy and strength. She was very tall with slender arms and legs and her pale face was framed by chestnut hair threaded with silver. Her eyes were filled with deep sorrow and she inspired both respect and admiration. She stopped hugging Tugdual and greeted her parents, Naftali and Brune. Nearby, Tugdual appeared to have regained his usual haughty expression. Only the dark fire blazing in his eyes—and no doubt his heart—belied his apparent indifference.


“Here you are at last,” Naftali said emotionally to his daughter. “And you, little Till, you’ve grown so much!” he added, bending down towards the little boy who was clinging like a limpet to Tugdual’s leg.


“I’m five now!” he declared.


Oksa looked at Tugdual in astonishment, realizing he’d never mentioned his family. Then again, she’d never asked him much about anything, which she felt bad about. In just five minutes she’d learnt so many things… She smiled as she watched angelic little Till telling his brother about the Knuts’ eventful journey to Wales. Tugdual replied with a tenderness that amazed Oksa and made him even more irresistible.




[image: ]





Things had calmed down among the Knuts. Curled in an armchair, Kukka seemed to have recovered from her clash with her cousin and was running her fingers through her long hair, looking daggers at Tugdual, who was ignoring her.


“All’s well that ends well,” Gus murmured behind Oksa, pretending to clap. “Prince Charming’s honour has been restored. Hip, hip, hooray!”


Thrusting her hands into her pockets, Oksa raced up the steps, four at a time, then along the corridor to her room. Once inside, she slammed the door behind her.
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