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​You might find some of the names in this book unusual, so here’s how to pronounce them:




Aleihra:	Ah-lay-rah




Crionne:	Cree-on




Jarelle:	Juh-rell




Jheknava:	Jek-nah-vah




Kapryall:	Kap-ree-all




Leanna:	Lee-anna




Liquaire:	Lik-ware




Luillan:	Lew-ill-un




Munklef:	Mun-klef




Wydoria:	Why-dor-ee-ah




Zirsia:	Zur-sha


​Prologue




​A HEARTBEAT MIGHT last a thousand years.

Or pass in an instant.

Zirsia had no way of knowing.

She had lost track of time. It had no meaning in her cage without bars, her prison without walls.

In a place that never changed, a place built to last for eternity; all that prevented her mind from fraying, from dissolving into the walls of pristinumia — the ancient magic which held her captive — was her loathing of the living beings of the world.

It was their fault that the gods had imprisoned her.

She snarled. Humans, elves, dwarves, trolls, ogres, goblins, and other mortal creatures… All were too weak and stupid to be allowed to exist. How could the gods not despise what they had created?

She’d thought she’d been doing the gods a favor when she coaxed the disgusting creatures to hate one another, influence them to wage war on each other and thus destroy themselves before they swarmed over the entire world.

But the gods hadn’t seen it the same way as she did.

She had angered them and they had punished her for what she had done. They had locked her inside a cube of pristinumia, its inner surfaces polished like mirrors so that she couldn’t touch its power nor see or sense anything through them.

Cut off from the world since that day, all she had left to sustain herself with was her hatred of the living. She held that hatred close. Nurtured it.

Like a maggot, it fattened and grew.

The monotony of her existence was finally broken when she became aware that her prison walls were no longer a perfect mirror.

Her excitement grew when she discovered the reason why. They had become thinner. Only by the width of a hair, but it was enough to set her pulse racing.

As to why that had happened, she didn’t know. It wasn’t until they thinned again another fraction that she found out.

A handful of humans had discovered her prison and were drawing on the pristinumia which bound her.

She bared her teeth in a fierce grin. The gods had made a mistake by not making the outside of her prison as mirror-like as the inside.

Were the humans aware of her locked away in her prison? She didn’t think so, because they kept coming back time and time again to draw more pristinumia. They would not have done so had they known who she was. And that each time they drew on the pristinumia of her cage, they thinned its walls a little more.

But she knew, and she stayed quiet so as not to frighten them off.

Each time the humans connected to her cage to draw pristinumia, the walls grew less opaque, and after a time, she was able to see their thoughts. The shock at finding out that over sixty centuries had passed since her imprisonment hardened her hatred even more.

Still, she remained quiet, and after a while, she got a sense of who the humans were.

There were five. One for each of the elements.

The one called Tussolf, whose element was lumendark — darkness and light, like her own — was the easiest to read.

What Zirsia learned did not comfort her. The five humans were crass, unpredictable, and primitive. They feared and hated one another, and ruled their country in an uneasy alliance.

They weren’t sure what to do with the pristinumia they had stumbled upon. They each experimented, especially Tussolf, but they struggled to find a use for it.

Once their initial excitement at their discovery had passed, they began to have misgivings about whether what they were doing was safe.

For humans and other mortals, pristinumia was normally out of reach. The gods had never intended the living beings of the world to use it.

Zirsia fretted. If the humans stopped drawing on the primeval magic that held her captive, she would lose the chance to regain her freedom.

She couldn’t let that happen.

She had to give them a reason to come back, and keep coming back again and again, eroding her prison with their measly minds until they weakened it enough for her to break out.

Overcoming her revulsion, the next time they each drew on pristinumia, she extended her will along the feeble connection and carefully planted knowledge in their minds.

The knowledge of how to Fold.

And because she feared their short lives would end before they had done enough to free her, she gave them the knowledge of how to extend their lifespans.

She planted the knowledge in a way that made them think that with their minds enhanced by pristinumia, they had worked it out for themselves.

They were pathetically easy to manipulate.

Especially Tussolf.

Greedy and vain, Zirsia marked him out as the most suitable for her use once she broke free and was back in the world. To him alone, she gave dark, forbidden knowledge like how to make iron collars that prevented the wearer from using their magic, and silver collars that allowed some magic as long as it was used in the service of the Consistorium.

And how to warp life to create unnatural living creatures.

But in her complacency, Zirsia underestimated the ambitions of one of the humans and now Tussolf, Liquaire, Kapryall, and Munklef were dead.

All Zirsia had left to work with was the one who had survived.

Jarelle.

With only one person drawing pristinumia, the weakening of Zirsia’s cage slowed, and she fretted she would never break free. But she swallowed her rage and impatience when Jarelle obtained a magic stone that boosted her elemental magic, giving her the ability to draw more pristinumia than before. Now she was thinning the walls of Zirsia’s prison faster than when all five humans had been alive.

Zirsia smiled. Her time was coming faster than she’d hoped.




















​CHAPTER ONE




​IT WAS MARKET day in Westerhelm, and the town was packed with too many people for comfort.

Shoppers jostled one another as they inched their way along the crowded aisles between the market stalls. Shouts rang around the town square as traders hawked their wares from tables laden with goods, their brightly colored awnings sagging under the weight of snow. People clutching bags stuffed with their purchases trudged away through the slush down the lanes back to their homes.

The rich smells of cheeses, cured meats, herbs, and spices filled the air.

On a roof overlooking the town square, Daphne stood near the edge, careful of the ice crusting the sloping tiles, and peered down at the throng.

“Any luck?” she said, turning her head to look at Aleihra, sitting up near the chimney.

The elf frowned. She’d pushed back the hood of her cloak the moment Daphne had Folded them onto the rooftop. Up there, nobody would see her pointed ears poking from her blond hair. “No. And before you ask, yes, I’m trying as hard as I can. We picked a bad day. There must be thousands of people down there, and tracking the one who Flared out of all them isn’t easy.”

“We’ve been here for hours. If we don’t find them soon, we should go back to Fulmarton; otherwise, Jarelle’s going to think we’ve deserted.”

“If we return without him, she’ll only send us back here straight away. I say we should stay a little longer. I pick up snatches of him now and again, but not long enough to pinpoint him. I think he’s moving about. Probably going around the market.”

“He?” Daphne climbed up to Aleihra and sat next to her.

“Yes. Definitely a he.”

“I didn’t know you could tell.”

Aleihra shook her head. “It’s never happened before. But this time… even though it’s only a flicker every now and again, it’s sort of… clearer than usual.”

“Maybe you’re just getting better at it. We’ve been doing this for six months now.”

”No, it isn’t that. This time, the Flarer is different. More controlled? Stronger? I’m not sure.”

“He can’t be in control. He Flared yesterday. It will take a month or two of training before he has control of his power.”

“What about you? You didn’t have training, but you learned to control your magic quickly, didn’t you?”

“Not in a day, I didn’t. It took weeks.”

They sat in silence. The wind tugged at their cloaks and ruffled their hair. Snowflakes swirled around them.

When Daphne had Folded them to Westerhelm that morning, their sudden appearance in the middle of a busy street had nearly caused an accident. They had appeared out of nowhere right in the path of a cart, laden with bags of flour. The horses had shied and overturned the cart, throwing the driver into a pile of snow. Thinking quickly, Daphne had Folded herself and Aleihra onto the roof of a house at the end of the street while everyone’s attention was on the cart, horses, and cursing driver. From then on, they’d avoided the streets and Folded from rooftop to rooftop around the town, trying to locate the Flarer they had come to collect. 

With a sharp intake of breath, Aleihra straightened. “There it is again!”

“Did you get where he is this time?”

“Take us over there.” The elf pointed at a rooftop on the other side of the square. “ It’ll be closer to where he is, I’m sure of it.”

Daphne nodded. The air around the two girls rippled, and they vanished. A fraction of a heartbeat later, they reappeared on the ridge of the roof Aleihra had pointed at.

[image: end of scene]

​Farlock hadn’t dressed for the cold. His fingers were turning blue, and he was losing the feeling in his toes. He scuffed and stamped his feet to shake off the ice caking the soft leather of his boots, and pressed himself against the wall of a house in the shadow of its drooping eaves.

At seventeen, he was taller than most adults. The pants his father had passed down to him were too short to tuck firmly into the tops of his boots, and the splashes from passing hoofs and cartwheels had soaked them through.

With trembling fingers, he pushed his hair out of his eyes. Shivering, he pulled his jacket tighter, hoping to keep out the snowflakes intent on slipping down inside his collar.

If he’d been in his right mind, he’d have put on his cloak before he’d left home. Everyone else was warmly dressed, he thought, rubbing his gloveless hands together as he looked around the street. At least he’d had enough sense to put his boots on.

Nobody was feeling the cold like he was. And, unlike him, they all looked like they had somewhere to go. People going about their business just as they did every other day.

What about him though?

He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and pushed his fingers under his arms, seeking the tiny warmth of his armpits.

Everything had been fine that morning. His day had started out as it always did, with him lying in bed for as long as he dared, and only emerging when his father had yelled up the stairs at him.

It was after he’d dressed that the strangeness had begun.

A feeling like the burning of a glowing coal, the sharpness of a spike of lightning, and the shock of a punch in the stomach had started deep inside him and swelled until he’d thought he would burst.

It had overwhelmed him, and he could only dimly recall how he’d gasped, staggered, and held onto his nightstand so he wouldn’t fall over.

Then the feeling had ebbed, shrinking into a tiny knot he’d still sensed inside his chest as he’d wiped the sweat from his forehead.

At the time, he’d thought he was dying. Thought he’d come down with a horrible sickness that would kill him before the day was out.

His throat had thickened, and with his pulse pounding in his ears, he’d shuffled out of his room to find his father. But the weird feeling had surged again halfway down the stairs, and it hadn’t been until later, when he’d found himself standing in the middle of a street a quarter of a mile from home, that he’d realized he must have gone out the front door and been wandering around since then like a drunkard.

Every ten or fifteen minutes, that spear of flame, spike of heat, jolt of almost-pain had come back, but he’d been ready for it. Even as his body had convulsed, a part of his brain had seized the sensation and examined it like a curious alchemist peering through a magnifying glass, and worked out a way to shove it back down to where it had come from.

Now, here he was, trembling with cold and fear, the sun sinking into the hills, waiting for the surge again, hoping he’d have the strength to fight it like he had done so many times already that day.

Hushed voices nearby caused him to look up. A small group of people outside the door of the house he was leaning against were talking in low voices and casting suspicious glances his way. They probably thought he was drunk and had called the town’s guards to deal with him.

He pushed himself away from the wall and shuffled down the nearest alley.

A tremor ran through him and he lifted his face to let it catch the drifting snowflakes, hoping their icy touch would drive back the pressure building inside him again. The reddening sky was a thin strip between the almost blackness of the edges of the roofs.

Was his father worrying about him?

Probably not. He’d assume his son had dashed off that morning because he was late for work. The man Farlock worked for, gutting fish in a stinking workshop at the docks, was notoriously unforgiving when it came to lateness.

Farlock grimaced. There were plenty of other youngsters in the town willing to work for low wages, so it was likely his boss would have given his job to someone else when he hadn’t turned up that morning. He’d have to go through a load of stress and trauma to find another one.

That’s if he ever recovered from the sickness that had kept him huddled against the wall of a building all day.

With darkness approaching, the temperature would drop and, underdressed as he was, he wouldn’t last the night.

He had to go home. His father would give him a hard time, but where else could he go? He hadn’t been living in the town long enough to get to know anybody.

When his mother had died four months ago, his father had sold their farm and the two of them had moved to Westerhelm. It wouldn’t do, his father had said, to stay on the farm and bring up a son who wasn’t cut out to work the land. His son, he’d said, needed to be among people, where he could find a job that made use of his brain. 

Ironic that the only job he could get was gutting fish.

He wiped his hand across his forehead.

If he left now, he’d make it home before the night chill bit.

Just walk three or four steps, stop, steady yourself against a wall. Then do it again.

After a dozen steps, the air ahead of him rippled.

A stabbing ache shot from a place inside the deepest part of his soul. Dizziness gripped him and he sank to his knees in the slush, his head hanging, spittle dribbling from his lips.

“That’s him,” said a voice.

A young voice. He lifted his head and half opened his eyes.

A teenage girl was bent over, peering at him, blond hair floating out of the front of her hood.

“He looks terrible. Are you sure?” said another voice.

Behind the blond girl, another girl’s face came into focus. Her gray eyes were flecked with gold. She looked worried.

“He’s definitely the Flarer,” said the first girl. She put her hands on either side of his head. “I can feel it properly now. He’s trying to hold back his power… Keep it from coming out. That must be why I had trouble finding him. I’ve not seen anything like it before.”

“All right. If you’re sure, I’ll take us back.”

Through the haze misting his vision, he saw the blond girl nod.

The ground underneath him, the wall next to him, blurred as the air around him and two girls rippled.

Pressure erupted in his core.

The alley vanished.

And was replaced by dim lantern light.

Dust and the sharp scent of straw bit his nostrils. The cobbles he’d been kneeling on were gone, and in their place was a wooden floor.

He shook his head to clear it. The air was no longer cold. A moment ago, he’d been in an alley.

Or had he? Surely it wasn’t possible to move so quickly? He must have fallen unconscious, and the girls must have picked him up and carried him in here. Wherever here was.

“Are you all right?”

Squinting against the hammering in his skull, he turned his head to where the voice had come from. The two girls from the alley were standing looking at him. He forced open his drooping eyelids.

The room had rough stone walls, like a cellar.

There were metal bars between him and the girls.

Then it hit him like a thunderbolt.

He was in a cage.

“What happened?” His voice was slurred and his head felt like a blacksmith was inside it, beating it with a hammer. “Where am I? Who are you?”

[image: end of scene]

​The first few minutes were always the worst. Every single Flarer Daphne had Folded to the palace was stunned and confused when they saw they weren’t where they’d been only moments ago.

This boy was no different in that regard, but there was something else about him Daphne couldn’t put her finger on.

It had been almost dark in the alley, and this was the first time she’d seen him properly. His dark brown hair curled over his collar and covered his ears. He’d probably grown his patchy beard to make himself look older, but she reckoned he only had a year on her. Though he was anxious and scared, she could see the inquisitiveness in his brown eyes.

“You’re in Fulmarton Palace,” she said. “We brought you here.”

The boy’s eyebrows drew together. “Fulmarton? The Consistorium’s palace? That’s five days from Westerhelm. How did you…?” His mouth dropped open. “You drugged me!”

Daphne looked into his eyes. “No, we didn’t.”

“If you didn’t, then we can’t be in Fulmarton. We must still be in Westerhelm.”

“I’m sorry, but you are in Fulmarton… I used magic to bring you here.”

“There’s no such thing!” The boy grabbed the bars and pulled himself to his feet. “Why are you lying to me? What do you want with me? Why have you locked me in a cage?”

“It’s complicated.” Daphne bit her lip. “And I’m not lying. We really are in Fulmarton Palace, and as for magic… That weird feeling you’ve had all day… it’s why we came to get you. It means you can do magic.”

The boy shook the bars. “I don’t believe you.”

Aleihra touched Daphne’s shoulder. “We need to leave.”

“Wait.” The boy held up a hand as the girls turned to go. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“You’ll stay here in the palace. You’ll be trained.”

“Trained to do what?”

“To use your magic. I know you don’t believe that right now, but you’ll change your mind.”

“Come on. We’ve got to go,” said Aleihra. She grabbed Daphne’s arm and pulled her away from the cage.

“You still haven’t told me who you are,” said the boy.

“I’m Daphne. This is Aleihra. She’s an elf.”

“An elf? You’re definitely lying. Elves are wild and savage, and there aren’t any in Wydoria.”

Aleihra hissed out a breath and flicked back her hood. “Savage? I’m probably more civilized than you!”

The boy gaped at her pointed ears.

Daphne swallowed the lump in her throat. It must be awful for him. His world had been turned upside down.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Farlock.” He tore his gaze from Aleihra and looked at Daphne. “This can’t be happening.”

“Well, it is,” said Aleihra. “Better get used to it.” She tightened her grip on Daphne’s arm. “Come on.”

With a backward glance at Farlock, Daphne let Aleihra lead her to the stairs. They climbed in silence and Daphne shrugged off Aleihra’s hand.

“You’ve no right to be angry with me,” said the elf. “We agreed, remember? We can’t get friendly with anyone.”

“I wasn’t getting friendly.” Daphne folded her arms. “He seemed so… I don’t know, lost or something.”

“He’s no different from the others. Don’t let him get to you.”

“Easy for you to say. You were brought up to not think about other people’s feelings.”

Aleihra stopped and stared at Daphne. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re a princess. You had servants. I bet you never spared a thought for them.”

“You have no idea what I’m like. After everything we’ve been through, I can’t believe you would say that.”

“Don’t you care about what we’re doing? The people whose lives we’ve destroying? I’m just saying, I’m not like you. I can’t shut them out like you can.”

“You know what? You can wallow all you like. It’s exactly what Jarelle wants. If she finds out that boy means something to you, he’ll become yet another person she can threaten to kill if you step out of line.”

“I know!” Daphne’s face reddened. “You don’t have to remind me.”

“It seems I do.”

Daphne stomped past Aleihra, and carried on up the stairs.

Aleihra watched her for a few seconds, then huffed, and followed her.

[image: end of scene]

​“My ladies, my lords.” Sitting at the head of the long table, Jarelle scanned the faces of the twenty-four bejeweled and gowned women and men seated on either side.

All gazed back at her with guarded expressions. “You may rest assured you will continue to enjoy the same positions you had under the Consistorium. Nothing has changed.”

Here and there a few eyes narrowed. Others kept their faces fixed, not twitching a muscle.

On Jarelle’s left, Lady Genaile of Ferringill spoke. “The Consistorium consisted of five members each with their own knowledge and opinions. Now there is only you.” She gave Jarelle a cool look. “How can you say nothing has changed?”

“I’m saying, as long as you continue to support the rule of law in Wydoria, your power and privileges will remain the same.”

“By ‘rule of law’, you mean, you?” said Lord Kallen of Monsbury.

“Yes. The purpose of the Consistorium was to preserve Wydoria, to keep all of us safe from the threats and dangers of the outside world. That will continue under my rule. There is no need for you to be concerned.”

Tussolf and Kapryall had been skilled at manipulating the nobles, keeping them at each other’s throats, making sure they distrusted one another. That way, they would never get together, form alliances, and use the might of their combined armies to overthrow the Consistorium. Jarelle didn’t have that skill, and to make matters worse, her plot to get rid of the Consistorium and take over as ruler had handed them a reason to work together for the first time in two hundred years.

“Lady Jarelle,” said Lord Kallen, picking his words with care. “Surely you can see why we are… disturbed? After all, the other four members of the Consistorium were killed by you.”

“I didn’t kill anyone.” Jarelle opened her hands and laid them palms up on the table. “It was Lord Tussolf who murdered Lady Liquaire, Lady Kapryall, and Lord Munklef. Before he could murder me too, Tussolf himself was killed by one of his servants.”

Lord Kallen frowned. “So you say.”

A few heads nodded. Others leaned towards one another and muttered in low voices, while some sat in silence, their gazes flicking from one face to another.

At a movement behind Jarelle, all eyes turned to the council chamber’s door as it whispered open. A man dressed in the black coat of an official slipped through and trod on silent feet to the head of the table. He bent forward and whispered in Jarelle’s ear.

The nobles watched in silence.

Jarelle turned her hands over. “My Ladies, My Lords. The hour is late and many of you have travelled far. Please make your way to the dining hall where a feast has been laid out. I’m afraid I won’t be joining you. A small matter has arisen which I need to attend to. We will resume tomorrow. I trust you will be thinking with clear heads when you have rested.”

She stood and left the room.

The man in black was her spymaster. He was waiting for her in the corridor.

“When did my Hounds return?” said Jarelle.

“Half an hour ago, my lady. They spent several minutes talking with the new captive after they arrived back at the palace.” The spymaster paused. “A young man. When they left him, they were seen arguing.”

“What were they talking about?”

“They were telling the young man where he was and who they were. He didn’t believe them.”

“And what were they arguing about?”

“The spy couldn’t hear them, my lady. They were too far away by then, and she couldn’t leave her hiding place in the cellar for fear the Hounds would see her.”

“I see. You may go.”

The spymaster bowed and backed away. Jarelle strode down the corridor, past the chamberlain without acknowledging him, and into her study, closing the door behind her.

Crossing the room, she opened an ornately carved cupboard and took out a small pewter bowl. There was nothing about it that made it stand out from any of the hundreds of similar bowls in use in the palace. What made this one different was that she’d cast a spell on it that absorbed the aura of anyone who slept near it.

In the early days of Daphne and Aleihra’s life in the palace, she’d hidden it at the back of the nightstand between the girls’ beds. Each night, a little more of their auras had seeped into it.

On the morning of the eighth day, when her Hounds had gone for breakfast, Jarelle had gone to their room and removed the bowl.

Seating herself at her desk, she placed the bowl in front of her and moved her hands over it, the fluid motions of her fingers weaving patterns in the air.

A tiny whirlwind formed over the bowl as her hands blurred with the speed of their weaving. It swelled upwards and outwards, and when it reached the level of her eyes, her hands ceased their weaving and she held them above it, spreading her fingers into a dome. Mist rose from the bowl and formed a spinning sphere between her hands.

So far, she had used her own power, which had been childishly easy for her, seeing as she’d used the element she was strongest in to create the mist and shape it.

Now came the more challenging part.

Her nostrils flared, and air hissed into her lungs.

Hanging from the silver chain around her neck, the Wightstone cast a silver-blue glow over the bowl and the silently spinning mist-ball. With the added strength of the stone, she drew a thread of power from the ancient magic beneath Fulmarton Palace.

Unlike the magic of elements, the ancient magic was linked to life. A primeval magic bonded to the creatures that walked, crawled, or slithered across the world; burrowed beneath its surface; flew through its skies; swam in its waters.

Among the many things it could be used for, one was to forcefully control living things, take over their bodies like puppets, as she had done with Daphne and Aleihra when she’d trapped them.

It could also be used to watch, observe, learn.

A vivid speck formed in the center of the mist. and cast a green glow over Jarelle’s face.

Her focus shifted like she was looking right through the mist, staring into the distance. Keeping her unblinking gaze fixed on the ball, she moved her hands a little further apart.

Her lips pressed together into a tight smile. Nobody else alive today had the skill, or had access to the ancient magic, to do what she was doing.

As the ball of mist turned, it revealed where Daphne and Aleihra had been that day.

Westerhelm.

Jarelle’s brow furrowed. Surely it couldn’t have taken her Hounds the whole day to fetch a Flarer? Had they gone somewhere else first? Or after?

No, the mist showed they had gone straight to Westerhelm and had stayed there until early evening. When they had left, Daphne had Folded them and their captive straight back to the receiving cellar in Fulmarton.

Why then had they spent so long in Westerhelm?

The ball turned, its surface ruffled by turbulence.

A minute ticked by as Jarelle peered into the seething mist.

Sucking in a breath through her teeth, she dropped her hands, and the mist sank into the bowl.

Tapping her finger on her lips, she went over in her head what she’d learned. The Flarer was a young man, and the elf had not been able to work out where he was because his power had kept vanishing.

That was more than unusual. The young man was untrained, so it was unlikely he’d been aware he’d been suppressing his magic… The fact that he’d been able to do that was surprising.

The elf had only been able to locate him when he’d tired towards evening.

Jarelle steepled her fingers.

So… her Hounds hadn’t done anything they should not have. And they had not gone anywhere other than the place they were supposed to.

Lowering her chin onto her fingers, Jarelle’s forehead furrowed.

When her Hounds hadn’t returned by midday, she had thought they had tried to escape.

It appeared her suspicions had been wrong.

If it hadn’t been for her meeting with the nobles, she would have consulted the bowl earlier.

The thing was, she was treading a delicate path. She needed her Hounds, but she also needed the respect of the nobles. They would think her weak if she didn’t punish her Hounds if they stepped out of line.

Like sharks, they would move in for the kill, rebel against her. Tear her down.

She might have enormous magical power, thanks to the Wightstone, but she wasn’t as secure politically as she’d like, and it was going to take time to strengthen her position. Until then, she couldn’t afford a single slip-up, a single display of weakness.

It was a pity a silver collar would be no use on Daphne. Tussolf had put an iron one on her, and she’d torn it from her neck like it had been made of putty. Jarelle had no doubt she’d do the same with a silver collar. As for Aleihra, Jarelle wasn’t certain the collars would work on elves, but the girl had so little power anyway, it wasn’t worth bothering about.

So far, the threats she’d made to their families and friends had kept the pair obedient. Also, they feared that at any time she could invoke the magic that took control of their bodies. What they didn’t know was that she couldn’t bind them with it, couldn’t control them if they were out of her sight.

Nor did they know she could only tap into the ancient magic when she was close to its source. That meant she couldn’t use it anywhere outside the palace and its grounds.

Jarelle tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair.

So, in reality, it was only the threat to their families that ensured her Hounds’ obedience. But was that enough?

Maybe. But it wouldn’t hurt to get a stronger hold over the pair.

It was interesting that her Hounds had spent a long time in the receiving cellar with the young man they’d fetched from Westerhelm.

If either, or both, had feelings for him, it would give her more leverage over them.

She smiled.

I think I’ll pay him a visit.

[image: end of scene]

​Like the brush of a feather, the human woman’s use of the primeval magic sealing Zirsia’s prison came again.

The amount of power the human woman drew was laughably small compared to what she herself had wielded before the gods had imprisoned her. But even so, the walls of her cage thinned a fraction more.

Had her time come? Had the human weakened them enough?

She flailed and clawed at the walls, but they held.

Her anger swelled, cold and vicious.

For now, all she could do was wait.

And nurse her hate.

[image: end of scene]

​Farlock’s head jerked up at the sound of boots scraping on the stone steps.

A guard was coming down the stairs into the cellar. Behind him came a woman with silvery hair floating about her head, and wearing a long-sleeved, pearly-gray dress that looked like it had been woven from spider’s silk.

At the foot of the stairs, she paused, staring at him. By her face and way she walked, he thought her to be in her thirties, but there was something about her eyes that said she was older — far older.

The guard, a huge man with arms like tree trunks, walked up to his cage.

“Who are you? What do you want?” said Farlock.

The guard unlocked the cage door. Farlock retreated as far as he could, but the guard reached in, grabbed his shirt and pulled him out.

“Let me go!”

“Keep still,” said the guard. His voice was harsh and, despite Farlock’s efforts to yank himself free, he stepped behind him and forced Farlock’s arms down to his sides.

“Such spirit,” said the woman. She strode up to him. “It’s such a pity I have to suppress it.”

She raised her hands. Farlock’s blood ran cold. She held a metal collar. It looked like a slimmer version of the kind that usually had a chain attached and was put around the necks of prisoners.

This one had no chain, though. And it wasn’t iron… It looked like silver.

The woman opened the collar and went to put it around Farlock’s neck. He thrashed about, twisting his body from side to side to try to stop her, but the guard cuffed the side of his head, and while he was stunned, the woman slipped the collar into place.

He heard it click close and felt that weird feeling he’d been experiencing all day surge up again.

But it didn’t overwhelm him. It stopped before it reached his head.

The guard released his arms.

“Good,” said the woman, stepping away. “Now we can talk.”

What’s going on? Farlock stared at the woman. She held herself and talked like she was used to commanding people.

The guard let go and Farlock reached up to release the catch that held the collar closed, but he couldn’t find it. He ran his fingertips around the silver metal but couldn’t feel the join.

“What do you want with me?” he said, tugging at the collar.

“I believe you may be useful to me. To Wydoria,” said the woman. “But it remains to be seen if that is the case.”

“Who are you?”

“I am the one asking the questions. Do you know where you are?”

“Those girls… the ones who abducted me, they said this is Fulmarton Palace… But it can’t be, surely? It would have taken days to get here.”

“They told you the truth. What else did they say?”

“They talked rubbish. One of them said she’s an elf. But she can’t be because there aren’t any in Wydoria, and she’s too well-spoken to be a savage.” He’d expected the woman to sneer or tut or something, but her expression didn’t change. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he continued. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I work hard. I’ve never caused any trouble. Why am I a prisoner?”

“It’s because of what you have, not what you’ve done.”

“But I don’t have anything. My father and I only moved to Westerhelm recently. If it’s a ransom you want, we aren’t rich.”

The woman laughed, a soft chuckle that was out of place in the gloomy cellar. “I’m not interested in your money. What you have is far more valuable.”

“What?”

“Magic.”

Farlock gaped. “Don’t say that! There’s no such thing. We could get into trouble with that kind of talk. Especially if this really is Fulmarton. It’s the Consistorium’s palace!”

“No, we won’t be in trouble.” The woman smiled coldly. “You see, I am Lady Jarelle. Which, you should know, means I am the Consistorium. Or what’s left of it.”




















​CHAPTER TWO




​FARLOCK’S FIRST FEW days in Fulmarton Palace had been the most frightening and upsetting he’d ever had. But in the eight weeks since, he’d learned more than he had in his entire life before the hounds had found him.

It shook him up that there was so much he hadn’t known about the world before he’d been abducted. On the one hand, his life before Fulmarton had been simpler. On the other, it had been dull without much chance it was ever going to improve.

Things had changed now. Though not all for the better.

His fingertips brushed the bright metal band around his neck. The silver collar had taken away his freedom. He’d discovered quickly that if he didn’t obey orders, or did anything forbidden like trying to leave the palace, the collar would send a jolt of pain through his body.

An even worse punishment came if he tried to take it off. If he pulled at it too hard, or tried to cut it, the collar would push his hands away and jolt him with a searing spike of fire down his spine.

He hated what went on in Fulmarton. It tore at his heart that people were taken from their homes and used like slaves.

The thing was, though… could he ever be happy if he was somehow allowed to go home to his old pointless, boring life?

On his first full day in Fulmarton Palace, Lady Jarelle had put him into the Map room with the sixteen men and women who maintained the Map, who powered it with their magic.

Magic.

It was real after all.

Once he’d gotten over his shock, the Map monitor, a woman called Gratta, her dark hair streaked with gray, had shown him how to use his magical ability, how to cast a spell to draw on the power inside himself and feed it into the Map.

He’d learned quickly, and it had only taken ten days before it became obvious he was more capable than the other silvers whose power maintained the Map.

At the beginning of every shift, he and the other Map feeders sat on a bench at the end of the room nearest the entrance. There was always a guard standing behind them next to the door. He was there, Gratta told him, to make sure the Map feeders didn’t leave their posts. They had to stay where they were all day, an eldritch glow coming from their eyes as their magic channeled into the Map. At the end of their shifts, they were allowed to leave, hungry, thirsty, and tired, and go to the dining hall. Their replacements — the night shift — would come in and seat themselves in their place, and the night Map monitor — a dour man with deep-set eyes — would take over from Gratta.

The platform the feeders sat on gave them an uninterrupted view over the Map, which covered the floor from one wall to the other. In shades of brown, blue, and green, it showed all the towns, villages, and hamlets of Wydoria, as well as the rivers, forests, plains, deserts, hills, and mountains. In between shifts, the Map’s colors dimmed as the retiring shift stopped feeding it. They brightened again when the new shift took over.

Gratta spent most of the day seated on a leather chair behind the Map feeders. When someone in Wydoria Flared, a two-foot-high pillar of fire would burst into existence a fraction above the Map’s surface, right where the Flarer was located. With her face bathed in the red and orange light of the Flare, Gratta would go and stand at the edge of the platform and stare at the writhing flame, her brow furrowed in concentration. She told Farlock she was focusing on the person who had caused the Flare, using her power to draw as much information about them as she could into her mind.

Once she’d learned all she could about them, she would leave the Map room and report the Flare to Jarelle.

Then she would inform the hounds.

Nobody liked it when a Flare appeared. The men and women seated alongside Farlock flinched every time one did, and some turned away. But not him. His curiosity got the better of him. He was drawn to the small pillar of fire hovering over the Map, peering into it with not just his eyes, delving into it to get an impression of the person who had unknowingly caused the Flare to appear.

It was fascinating and he couldn’t help himself. It was like the Map was trying to speak to him in a strange way that bypassed his ears and went straight into his mind. But all that came to him were whispers and fragments of images that made no sense.

Casting the spell that channeled power into the Map had become ridiculously easy for him. He could continue doing that whenever a Flare appeared. Each time he’d carry on feeding the Map while he tried to work out what it was saying about the Flare.

Another thing he’d learned was that his silver collar had an additional purpose besides keeping him obedient. It blocked him from using his magic for anything except working with the Map. After his painful attempts to remove his collar, he’d changed his tactics. Now, night after night as he lay on his bunk in the dormitory he shared with eight other silver-collared men, he tried to force his power past his collar’s barrier. It wasn’t easy, and it was tiring. Night after night he tried and all he had to show for his efforts was an aching head every morning.

At the end of his shift on his eleventh day, Gratta had called him over to her. Her sunken eyes and lined cheeks were pale.

“You have more skill than the others,” she’d said, gazing at him through narrowed eyes. “I can sense it in you. They see the Flares with their eyes but not their other senses. They can’t tell anything about them.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I think you do. Most who can use magic can only do so by casting spells, but some can go beyond that and use magic in ways that spellcasters can’t. I’m one of those, and I sense you are too. I’m going to teach you how to look into a Flare and tell how strong the Flarer is, how old they are, and more besides. All without casting a single spell. You’re still raw, but you’ll learn, and one day Jarelle will have me taken away and put you in my place.”

“I don’t want to take your place.”

“It doesn’t matter what you want. I’m old. I’m wearing out.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s me who’s sorry. This is no place for a youngster like you. You should be out in the world, living your life.”

He’d been unsure what to say about that. Tell her he was content with his new life? He knew it wouldn’t come out right — knew it would sound weird. Instead, he said, “What will happen to you?”

“I’ll still be here in the palace. I expect they will find something for me to do.” She touched the silver collar around her neck. “They’ll replace this with an iron one.”

His blood had chilled. He’d seen workers in iron collars about the palace, scrubbing floors, cleaning, dusting, and other menial jobs. One of his roommates had told him the iron collars stopped their wearers from doing any magic at all.

His face must have shown his horror, for Gratta had put her hand on his shoulder and said, “I’m not worried about it, so you shouldn’t either.”

And so his training began. Each time a Flare appeared, Gratta taught him how to draw on his power and how to use it to delve into the tiny flicker on the Map and see characteristics of the people it represented.

After his shift one day, she talked to him about elements.

“There are five elements: Earth, Fire, Water, Air, and Lumendark. Each element has its own characteristics, its own strengths. The last one — Lumendark, which is Light and Darkness — is the only one of the five that is a twin element, with each twin the opposite of the other. The magic inside each of us — whether a spellcaster or a natural, like you — is stronger in one element than the others. That doesn’t mean you can’t do magic that affects the other elements, but you’ll find it easier to work with the element that is your own.”

“Which is mine?”

“It’s too early to tell.” Her eyes softened. “And I hate to tell you this, but wearing a silver collar means you might never find out, unless your element is Earth, like mine.”

“Why?”

“Because your collar will only let you work with the Map… and the Map mainly uses Earth power. It also uses Fire, but only when it creates a Flare. After a while, if your element is Earth, you’ll sense your affinity for it because the Map uses it all the time. If your element is Fire, I suppose it’s possible you’ll sense your affinity for it. But seeing as Flares only happen every now and again, I’m not so sure. However, if your element is one of the ones the Map doesn’t use, you’re unlikely to ever find out which one it is.”

Farlock stared at the floor for a heartbeat, then lifted his eyes and said, “I’m glad you’re teaching me… You’ve made me feel like a new person. I… I want to say, I hope… Well, I hope they don’t put an iron collar on you when you retire. It will be terrible to no longer be able to do magic.”

She’d squeezed his shoulder. “When that time comes, which it will, don’t make a fuss. It’ll be difficult for me at first, but I’ll be fine and so will you. And remember: Lady Jarelle has spies everywhere. If she thinks you’re going against what she wants, then things won’t go well for you.”

[image: end of scene]

​A raw, cold wave swept over Farlock as he remembered that conversation. Why had Gratta warned him about staying obedient? He shuffled his buttocks on the hard bench and glanced at her.

She looked the same as she always did, her mouth a straight line, her eyes sweeping back and forth across the Map.

The guard standing next to the door gave him a hard look, and he faced the front again.

With one part of his mind, he continued concentrating on the spell drawing on his power to feed the Map, but careful not to let it take it all. He steadied his breathing and with another part of his mind, he did what Gratta was doing: being alert for minds that were about to turn from a flicker to a Flare. Although she’d taught him how to do so, she most likely didn’t know he was able to do it at the same time as feeding the Map. As far as he knew, nobody else could do more than one thing at a time with their magic.

At first it had been interesting, but after a couple of weeks of working with the Map — even doing several things with it at once — it had become boring. He’d never known in his previous life what an amazing place the world was. There was so much to learn, but how could he soak up all the fascinating knowledge out there, learn the ways of magic, when his curiosity was hitting a wall?

With a third part of his mind, he tried to push past his silver collar’s barrier. It didn’t work. As always, the collar blocked his efforts, only letting through the power that was directed at the Map.

Forcing himself to relax, he went over what he already knew about the collar, looking for a different approach, a different way of thinking, that could help him overcome it. He thought of the collar as a barrier, but really it was more like….

His eyebrows shot up.

… a curtain with a tiny hole in it that let only a thin beam of light through.

Minutes later, his excitement faded. As much as he searched the barrier, it was completely free of holes.

He tapped his lips, pushed back his thick hair, fiddled with his shirt cuffs.

Maybe the barrier was porous, like those clay flowerpots that water seeps through.

He ground his teeth. It was pointless trying to think of real-world things that the barrier was like.

Clearing his mind, he concentrated on narrowing his focus, to make his senses needle-sharp, and drive them through the barrier like a nail punching through a plank of wood. But, like everything else he’d tried before, he failed and the barrier held.

None of the others chained alongside him to the bench seemed to notice what he was doing. Their faces were tight with concentration, channeling every ounce of their energy into the Map’s hungry maw.

His jaw muscles bunched. There must be something different he could try. Instead of battering away blindly, maybe he needed to spend some time examining the barrier, probe it with his senses to figure out how it worked. He licked his suddenly dry lips, and let his focus broaden and sweep over the barrier’s surface, gently brushing his awareness over it, examining, inspecting, scrutinizing every part.

The sound of the Map room’s door opening snapped his attention back into the room.

A pair of guards entered and strode up to Gratta.

A chill settled over Farlock. Had the day she’d predicted come?

It seemed it had, for the guards took her away.

When the door closed behind them, Farlock and the others sat in silence. With their concentration shattered, their magic had faltered and the vibrant colors of the Map had dulled.

Their heads lifted when the door opened again and Jarelle entered.

“Come here,” she said, pointing at Farlock.

His hands shook, and his forehead grew damp as he got to his feet and walked over to Jarelle.

“You’re in charge now,” she said. “I’m appointing you as the new Map monitor. The moment you detect a Flare you will inform me. You will also be responsible for informing my Hounds.”

Farlock nodded. “Yes, my lady.”

When Jarelle had left, he faced the row of workers on the bench.

They stared at him. Some eyes were hard with hate, some were wide with anxiety. Most looked away when he stared back.

His stomach turned over. How could he do this? How could he be the one starting the process of bringing another man or woman into slavery?

The trouble was, as Gratta had warned him, everyone in the palace was watched, and he had no doubt Jarelle would find out if he didn’t report a Flare. Could one of the people on the bench, gazing at him right now, be a spy?

“You heard Lady Jarelle,” he said. His voice became firmer. “Now get back to work.”

Without a word, they turned around and faced the Map.

[image: end of scene]

​Aleihra looked up from her plate. “Do you want to talk about it?” she said.

Her words made Daphne jump. “What?”

Sitting opposite her at a table in the half-empty dining hall, the elf was gazing at her with that look in her eyes. The one that said she meant business.

“You’ve been staring at nothing and pushing your food around since we sat down. What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s that boy, isn’t it? Farlock.”

“No.” Heat rose in Daphne’s cheeks. She put her head down, scooped a forkful of food into her mouth, and chewed.

“I’ve seen the way you look at him. I’m not blind.”

Daphne swallowed. “Don’t you feel bad about what we did to him?”

“I feel bad about every person we’ve brought here. Not just him.”

“But he’s so…”

“Gorgeous?”

“No! That’s not what I was going to say.” Daphne stabbed a piece of chicken with her fork. “Anyway, he hates me. We took him away from his home, remember?”

Aleihra snorted. “Oh, come on. You can see he doesn’t hate you. He’s not like the others we’ve kidnapped. I think he’s taken a shine to you.” She put down her cutlery on her empty plate. “I heard Jarelle’s put him in charge of the Map. You’ll be seeing a lot more of him from now on.”

“Can we stop talking about him?” Daphne banged down her fork. “It wasn’t him I was thinking about when you started this conversation.” She pushed away her plate. “There’s something else that’s bothering me, and I can’t explain it.”

“Try. I’m listening.”

“All right. It’s just that the last two times I’ve Folded us, I’ve had a weird feeling.”

“Weird, like how?”

“It’s sort of like… Have you ever been alone but felt like someone else was there with you?”

“Kind of, I guess. Once when I was alone out in the countryside, I felt like someone was watching me. The thing was, there couldn’t have been. The ground was as flat as a pancake, I could see for miles, and there was nobody there. Is that what you mean?”

“Not exactly. It’s like if you’re in a dark room and you thought you were alone, but then you sense someone’s there with you. You can’t see them, or touch them, but you know they’re there.”

“No. Hasn’t happened to me.”

“But you can imagine what it’s like, right?”

Aleihra nodded. “So who is this person you’re talking about?”

“I don’t know! Look… I’ll try to explain.” Daphne drew a deep breath. “I think I’ve told you before that when I Fold, the place I’m leaving from disappears and it’s like I’m floating in some kind of in-between place. It’s dark, and… well, it’s like looking at the sky on a clear night and seeing thousands of stars. The difference is, when I’m in the in-between place, the stars aren’t just above me but below and all around me too.”

“You see stars?”

“They’re not really stars… It’s just that I can’t think of a better way to describe them. They’re like little white dots and each one is a place somewhere in the world. The brighter ones are towns or villages — places where there are lots of people. When I look at them, I can tell which one is the place I want to go to. When I pick one, the others disappear, and the one I chose zooms closer. And with all the practice I’ve had with Folding, when it gets near, I can pick an exact spot to arrive at… Then the darkness fades and I’m there — or we’re there, if you’re with me. The thing is, lately when I’m in that in-between place with all the dots, I’ve felt like there’s someone else in there with me, and they’re trying to talk to me.”

“Talk to you? What about?”

“I don’t know! That’s what I’m saying. They seem to be trying really hard to make me hear them, but I can’t.”

“Oh…” Aleihra’s forehead was lined with furrows. “You know it’s not like that for me when you Fold us, right? All I see are ripples. A second later they clear, and we’re in a new place. No darkness. No stars.”

“Look, like I said, they’re not stars. They’re places.” Daphne opened her hands palms up. “But that’s not the important thing. It’s the feeling someone’s speaking to me that’s worrying me.”

Aleihra leaned back in her chair. “Are you sure you’re not imagining it? I mean, we’re doing something we hate and we’re stressed about it. Your imagination might be tricking you.”

“I suppose so.” Daphne sighed. “But it seems so real.”

Aleihra bent forward, stretched out her arms and held Daphne’s hands. “Just remember, we’re in this together. You shouldn’t worry on your own. Talk to me sooner next time.”

Daphne nodded.

“We’ll figure something out,” said Aleihra. “We’ll find a way to get away from Jarelle. She can’t make us do this forever.”

[image: end of scene]

​At a knock on her study door, Jarelle looked up from the report she was reading. She covered it with another document from the pile on her desk and, in an imperious voice, said, “Come.”

Her chamberlain entered. “The Monitor of the Map wishes to see you, my lady,” he said.

“Send him in.”

The young man who had replaced Gratta came into the room and bowed.

“I’ve, um, detected a Flare,” he said.

His gaze darted from her to her desk, to the bookcases against the wall, and back to her. At the sight of the expression on her face, his cheeks paled.

“Um, my lady,” he added quickly.

It was the first time he’d come to see her since she’d put him in charge of the Map. She stared at him. His forehead shone with sweat, and he dropped his gaze when she met his eyes.

“Make sure you address me correctly in future,” she said. “I’ll overlook your disrespect this once. Do not do it again.”

His face turned even paler. “Yes, my lady.”

“Where did the Flare come from?” she said.

“Cillack, my lady. It’s on the east coast.”

“I know where it is. How strong?”

“Not very.” His throat moved as she swallowed. “I think.”

“You think?”

“I’m still learning. I’ll get better. Become accurate.”

“You’d better.” Jarelle folded her arms. “Inform my Hounds about the Flare.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Jarelle made a shooing motion with her hand. “You may go.”

When she was alone again, Jarelle pushed her chair back and went to the window. She stared at the heavy clouds rolling landwards from the slate-colored sea. They reflected her mood perfectly.

She’d thought having the Wightstone would be the end of uncertainty for her. Her fingers curled into a fist.

All that power, but I still can’t make the nobles, the merchants, the people who really matter, do exactly what I want.

She went back to her desk and removed the document covering the report she had been reading.

Compiled by her head of spies, the report was a list of nobles and other high-ranking people who were openly talking about replacing her with someone they chose themselves.

Traitors. I should have them arrested.

But if she did that it could trigger unrest. The report only listed those who were known to be plotting against her. There would be others her spymaster didn’t know about, and the arrests could inspire more people to join them. It was a risk she couldn’t afford to take so early in her new position as sole ruler of Wydoria. As much as she hated it, she needed the support of the nobles just as much as the Consistorium had. The Wightstone had changed nothing in that regard.

She needed a few months to strengthen her position before she made any moves against the traitors. The first thing she needed to do was to make sure Fulmarton Palace’s guards would support her if there was trouble from the nobles. The best way to do that would be to replace the current officers — all appointed by Kapryall — with her own people.

When Tussolf had destroyed her home, eighty of her personal guards had been in the barracks which were lower down the slope, far enough from the tower not to have been badly affected. They had all survived the attack, and it was vital she brought them to Fulmarton before her enemies amongst the nobles acted.

She ground her teeth. It was going to take at least three weeks for her guards to travel across the country from her tower to Fulmarton. Her enemies might move against her before then.
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