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Chapter One - Up in Flames

Eagan stared at the horizon. This wasn’t a disaster, it was much more. This was the beginning of the end.

The Yarris had taken Rem with them when they retreated to Deek far across The Gap and that left a very angry dragon looking for revenge. StarFire was living up to his name and setting fire to everything in sight. Those few people who had not yet left the Overseer's house were now fleeing for their lives. The burning buildings lit up the entire complex.

'Dragon! Dragon!'

'If only the Overseer had been here. He would have protected us.'

The party from the west, and Asher and Tal, were the only ones not running away. They all stood staring in the same direction as Eagan but each for different reasons.

Eagan turned away finally and his action appeared to break the group's concentration. Waide still looked to be in shock as he looked around, obviously hoping that his little brother would suddenly appear. He gaze stopped when he reached Seth and his expression changed to anger. He strode over to where Seth was leaning on a tree for support. Seth appeared unable to stand alone and Eagan frowned as Waide looked intent on striking him.

'Should we stop him?' Darius asked, as he popped into view with his spell book already open and his feather quill pen poised ready to write.

'I don't think Seth needs our help,' Eagan said and pointed to the black dragon who had just landed between the two boys. 'But Waide might.'

'Out of my way!' Waide shouted as he drew his sword. It was obvious that he was no match for the huge dragon but he didn't seem to care.

MoonFlame lowered her great head until it was level with Waide's then snorted a huge gust of hot air. It knocked the boy over and his sword went flying.

'Leave him alone.' Seth pushed himself away from the tree and walked slowly around MoonFlame. 'He has every right to be angry with me.'

Seth stood waiting while Waide got up. Waide glared at Seth and stepped closer as he clenched his fist. Seth did not move but Waide stopped several paces away and shook his head.

'I could probably knock you over with one finger...'

Waide walked over to pick up his sword then slipped it into its sheath. He turned back and gave Seth a stony glare. 'I will wait until you are better.'

'I think we should move away from the compound,' Eagan suggested.

StarFire was flying up to The Gap yet again and howled with frustration when he could not fly over it. There was no real barrier but there was also nothing there at all. It was impossible for the dragon to fly when there was no air to fly in.

'I'm not leaving until we find a way to rescue Caden,' Waide insisted and folded his arms in defiance.

'Well if we stay here the fully-restored wizards will know exactly where to find us by the light of the flames!' Eagan pointed out as StarFire torched one of the few remaining structures in the compound. 

'And who is going to get StarFire to leave?' Seth asked.

Eagan didn't reply. He just raised one eyebrow and looked back at Seth. It took a few seconds for Seth to get the message.

'Me?' Seth asked. He was sitting by the side of the road as being near the tree had become dangerous with StarFire so angry. 'What could I do? I couldn't even get along with MoonFlame and we were bonded!'

MoonFlame's ears flicked back at the mention of her name.

'And yet she followed you here,' Eagan pointed out. 'Perhaps she will speak with her kin?'

'MoonFlame followed me here of her own free will. She came to help return Caden to his family. She is honourable and made a promise that she will keep. Beyond that I ask nothing of her.' Seth sighed. 'She picked the wrong person to bond with.'

'Why should we go?' MoonFlame asked, sitting up on her haunches and towering above them all. 'If there is a way across The Gap it will be from here, and StarFire will not rest until he finds Rem.'

There was a brief silence where only the roaring of flames could be heard. StarFire, with nothing left to burn, flew in circles overhead.

'Actually, there might be another way.'

All eyes turned to Asher. Even StarFire hovered to listen.

'Are you convinced the wizards will return?' Asher queried. 

'They have Caden and will be restored to their full powers. Would you want revenge if you were them? Or would you forgive those who banished you?' Eagan asked softly.

Asher nodded. Eagan knew very well that Asher held a grudge against the Yarris for evicting his family from power many generations ago. If anyone understood a long-held desire for revenge, it was Asher.

'You will have to come to Water Haven,' Asher said as he stared out into the darkness beyond the burning buildings. 'It may not work, but it the only suggestion I have.'

It was agreed quickly that that was a better option than StarFire howling at The Gap and the dragons agreed to fly them to Water Haven.

Eagan held Seth with one arm wrapped around his chest. Seth was still weak and obviously knew he needed the help as he did not complain. MoonFlame didn't seem to have the same total distaste of wizards or apprentices although she did stiffen slightly when Eagan settled on the black dragon's back.

'Seth's friend rides on the dragon's head and MoonFlame doesn't appear to mind at all,' Darius commented from where he still 'stood' on the ground. 'But I think I will retreat into the staff for now.'

MoonFlame issued a snort of agreement. Eagan wondered why the dragon tolerated one wizard so much more easily than another. Surely they all had the same goal in life, just like the dragons, to rid the world of night-shadows and the wizards of old. There wasn't much time to think about it though as StarFire leapt into the sky. On his back were Asher and Tal, leading the way to Water Haven, and Waide, who had refused to share a ride with Seth.

Eagan didn't think Waide would push Seth off in mid-air but he wasn't totally convinced that the young man would stop Seth falling.

'Hold Seth tightly,' MoonFlame snapped, then leapt into the air. Eagan realised that MoonFlame wasn't allowing Eagan to ride on his back for any other reason than to keep Seth safe.

The burning buildings were soon left behind and Eagan readjusted his hold on Seth as the boy swayed a little. He had expected Seth to recover a lot more during his time close to Caden. Seth must have been closer to death than any of them realised.

It was fully dark as they flew over the city but the streets were brightly lit, and more than a few people stared up at the sight of two dragons flying overhead. They were too far up to hear any of the comments but from the sudden dashing for cover he doubted the citizens saw the dragons as a good sign.

Seth swayed again and Eagan struggled to hold the boy still. 'I'm not sure this is a good idea,' Eagan called out to the dragon. 'I think he has passed out already.'

MoonFlame changed direction immediately and spiralled down towards the edge of the city. StarFire took a moment to notice then followed her down. They landed not far from the Inn that they stayed in the previous night and the streets cleared instantly.

'We stay here until Seth can travel,' MoonFlame said firmly.

'I will go on alone!' StarFire snapped. 'I do not wish to wait.'

'You will wait until we are all ready,' MoonFlame replied.

StarFire glared at the black dragon with unsuppressed fury. 'You do not command me. I am of royal blood!'

Eagan dismounted, letting Seth's weight lean against him as he did so. Asher hurried over to help support the boy and they all moved away a few paces as the dragons turned to face each other.

Eagan feared the dragons might fight and there were a lot of wooden buildings around that would ignite easily. The dragons paced around each other, then MoonFlame sat down and started to lick one of her paws. 'Do what you wish. If you think you can defeat an entire island of wizards on your own then go ahead.'

She paused and continued to groom herself. StarFire heaved out a breath of fire that scorched the ground but did not fly off. He looked over at Asher and Tal as if he expected them to hurry over to join him. The two humans looked terrified and made no attempt to do so.

Then MoonFlame continued. 'But if you want help you will wait.'

StarFire stared at MoonFlame then snorted once and sat down on his haunches as it were just a matter of a few minutes before they left.

'We'll need to get our rooms back for Seth to rest,' Eagan said and nodded towards where the innkeeper peered nervously through a partially open door. 'It may be more expensive than last night.'
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Chapter Two - Going Home


[image: ]




It seemed only a heartbeat after stepping onto the bridge of silver that Rem's feet settled softly onto a stone floor much like the one she had left.

Rem felt the weight of her father leaning more heavily on her now and she stumbled forward as she struggled to hold him up. She looked up and around the room, searching for someone who might help him.

If anyone had asked her what she expected to see she would have guessed at glittering castles and wizards dressed in fine robes. The two people present were wearing robes, that part met her fleeting expectations but that was all. Their clothes were sombre and of muted colours that she would have described as earthy and common. They looked so... well, ordinary. She even glanced back to the open windows to make sure that she had actually travelled somewhere and hadn't just gone back into the same room.

Her father was dressed far more elegantly than either of the men present and a quick glance told her that her mother was not there. Neither was the Caden-Copy nor the rest of the night-shadows. Had the copy of Caden vanished already? She wondered how long it would take and she was sure her mother would be furious. Surely the moonlight would have touched the copy while they travelled the bridge?

But for now she turned her attention to seeking help for her father. Kranos stumbled and fell but Rem wasn't able to hold him. The sole remaining night-shadow ran towards him and threw himself under the wizard to cushion the fall. 

'Help him!' Rem called out to the old man and youth who stood a dozen paces away and just watched. Neither of them moved and Rem glared at them as her father slipped to a laying position with the black cat serving as a pillow.

'Mayala ordered us not to,' the older one said nervously and glanced out the open door as if expecting her to reappear any second. 'We obey the new queen.'

'Help him!' Rem snapped back so sharply that the younger man hurried forward. 

'What ails him?' he asked, pushing back the unconscious man's eyelids and feeling for a pulse. 'Is his life-force too low?'

'He has been poisoned,' Rem replied. She wondered why neither of them carried staffs. The only wizards she had known used a staff for magic. 'Can't you heal him?'

'How?' the young man asked with a shrug. 'I can go for the healer, but that's all.'

'Please do so,' Rem asked, not even trying to keep the distress from her voice.

The young man hurried off past the older man who looked on disapprovingly.

'What about your magic!' Rem demanded, she could feel her anger rising within her as her father grew limp and unresponsive.

'Use my magic?' the old man said with a slight sneer. 'Use your own.'

Rem frowned. It was clear by the glare of distaste that the man thought she was abundant in magic and had lived a privileged life. His eyes narrowed as he saw her confusion, and his gaze travelled to her clothes which were vastly different to her father's. They marked her as a lower social scale entirely.

'Who are you?’

Rem was saved from answering by the rush of feet entering the room. A middle-aged woman skidded to a stop and dropped to her knees as her eyes flicked up and down the prone figure and assessed his health. 

'I was lucky to find the queen-mother visiting some people just down the road,' the boy told the old man.

After only a few seconds she frowned and looked up at Rem.

'What sort of poison?' she demanded in a blunt, but not unfriendly tone.

'I have no idea,' Rem replied. 'I only overheard that he had been poisoned.'

The woman merely grunted and lost interest in Rem immediately. 

'Cholt,' she snapped. Her young companion rummaged through a bag. Rem wondered if that was the girl's name or a command of some sort.

'Here you are, Grandma,' the blonde-haired girl said holding out a small brown bottle. She looked a little oddly at Rem and frowned.

'Thank you, Sufi,' the woman replied. 'Just Felise will do. Grandma makes me sound old.'

She opened the bottle and let three drops of black liquid fall into Kranos' partly open mouth. She replaced the stopper and put the bottle away, then sat back on her heels and watched. 

After what seemed an age the woman shook her head sadly. 'There's nothing I can do. We will have to wait and see if he can fight it himself.'

'Is that it? Rem asked, more annoyed than worried now. 'Three drops of that stuff and you're not going to try anything else?'

'If Cholt doesn't fix it, then nothing will. I don't have enough magic to heal something like this.' Felise frowned as she held up the bottle and looked at Rem. Then she turned to the older man who hadn't moved since Rem arrived. 'What happened to my son?'

Her son? Rem took a second look at the woman. That would mean she was Rem's grandmother. She didn't blame her for not recognising her own grandchild, it wasn't as if she looked anything like she used to. It also meant that Sufi was related. It was unlikely she was a sister, but more than likely a cousin. She didn't have any interest in working it out more just now though.

She ignored the discussion between her grandmother and the old man and moved closer to her father. It meant leaning against the black cat but the beast did not move nor flinch at her touch. In fact, if anything it felt right, like a long-lost memory was about to resurface.

Her father looked pale and his breathing was shallow as he lay limply against the night-shadow. Rem wished she had more of a chance to get to know the only person who had accepted her for who she was. She could hear the others talking but ignored them until she noticed a change in the pitch of their voices and heard someone running on the tiled floor.

She did not want to look away but flicked her eyes up and around the room. Several men were running towards her and they looked worried.

'Get him. Mayala will be furious!'

Rem's confused mind tried to make sense of it then she saw the Caden-copy running towards her ahead of the men. She glanced at the window and saw the moon had fully risen now and the silvery light was streaming into the room. She felt sad as she calculated that the magical boy had only seven or eight steps before he vanished forever. Did he even realise that he wasn't real? 

She counted down the steps with a heavy heart. The real Caden would be able to help her father but there was no way to get Kranos back to the mainland until morning, and by then it would be too late.

Three, two, one... she watched as the moonlight struck the child's skin and gulped back a small sob. He hadn't asked to be created or used as a pawn in their plans. Several seconds ticked past and she began to frown. The boy stopped next to her and threw himself on top of Kranos' chest and wrapped his arms around him. 

Rem's father uttered a faint grunt as the small boy's weight landed on him. Rem pulled back slightly and the night-shadow turned its head to nudge gently at the boy and lick his face.

'Who is this boy?' Felise demanded as she pulled back.

‘He arrived with the queen.’

Rem gulped again as she stared at the Caden-copy who clearly wasn't a copy at all. The moonlight streamed in the window directly onto the boy and Rem finally realised that she had brought the real boy to the wizards.

Her mind was spinning with what this all meant. Was it a good thing or a bad one? How had it even happened? She had been so careful to make sure she took the copy. Then she remembered the loose rope bracelet. What if it hadn't been her that forgot to do it up properly? Who else would want the children swapped?

Her mind was reeling as she sat back and saw Caden grinning at her. He looked happy and so sweetly innocent. At that moment she knew she would do everything possible to make sure he got back to his family in Merra. 

'He is breathing better,' Felise said, staring in amazement as the colour returned to Kranos' face. Everyone moved closer, even the old man who had stared so disapprovingly and done nothing to help Kranos.

'Stand aside!' a loud, commanding voice bellowed. Rem didn't need to see her to know it was her mother. 

Rem looked up as the men parted to let her through. For a brief second their eyes met and the fleeting glare was all Rem needed to know that her mother was furious with her for bringing Kranos to Deek.

Her mother's expression softened and a tear rolled down her cheek as she gasped and fell to her knees next to Kranos.

'Why did nobody tell me my husband was unwell? What ails him?'

To anyone else she looked like a distraught wife at the side of her dying beloved husband's side.

'He has been poisoned,' Felise replied.

Mayala looked up and stared at the healer for several seconds. Felise glared back then snapped out. '... Your Majesty.'

Caden continued to hug Rem's father tightly and after a few seconds Kranos coughed and opened his eyes. Caden released his hold and sat on the ground, playfully rubbing noses with the great black cat.

'Well, it looks as if the poison wasn't fatal,' Mayala said, looking for all the world like a relieved wife. 'Thank goodness my children didn't have to watch their father die.'

Rem blinked. Her children? Her confused expression went unnoticed by the others watching for they were just as surprised. Rem looked at Caden. He now seemed like a boy in his 9th or 10th year. She guessed Kranos and Mayala must have been on the mainland for at least that long if she was passing Caden off as her son.

Kranos, still a little shaky, was helped to his feet and Mayala supported him on one side. 'Arianna, you take the other side. Caden, come, we are taking father home.'

Felise looked at Rem in surprise. 'Arianna, you've changed a bit in ten years. Hasn't she Sufi?'

Rem looked at the blonde girl who was beaming at her and almost jumping up and down with excitement.

'I thought it was you, but I didn't want to interrupt Grandma's work,' Sufi said, hurrying over to take Rem's arm.

'It's been so long!' Rem said, knowing she had to respond in some way even though she had no memory of this girl.

Caden leapt up from his play fighting with the night-shadow and rushed to join them. Rem took her place supporting her father with Sufi hanging onto her other arm still. The big cat followed Caden, and Rem hoped that she was the only one to notice how brightly the cat's green eyes glowed after being near Caden.

As they left the hall Rem heard the young man talking to the older one. 'Something odd is going on. I can feel that my magic has increased...'

'Shh... don't let anyone know or they will try to take it from you!'

She twisted to look back and saw them staring at the unusually bright moon and then at the moonlight shining on their hands. They hadn't made the connection between Caden and their increased magic and Rem was pleased. She knew they would all be clamouring to get to him if they knew. She frowned as she wondered how she was going to get him away from her mother and back to the mainland. She would have to do it quickly. 

A small cloud moved in front of the moon and for a fleeting second it took on the form of a dragon in flight. She gulped as she remembered StarFire and she wondered if she would see the proud white dragon ever again. 

They walked slowly down the long corridor. She could hear the others a few paces behind and the steps echoed and made it sound like there were dozens of people. 

They reached a long flight of steps and the resemblance to the hall on the other side of the bridge was striking. So much so that as they descended Rem expected to see a landing and more corridors, but she blinked as she saw what really lay ahead.

At the base of the steps was a glass door. It was dark beyond but it was obvious that it wasn't another room or corridor. The door led outside. The large room above and fancy stairs were obviously just for show. There was no large residence attached. 

As they reached the glass door Mayala stopped and pulled away from Kranos. She took hold of Rem's arm and pulled her away as well, leaving Kranos slightly unsteady.

'Why did you do that?' Rem asked in a low, angry tone as she stepped back to support her father again. Felise held Rem back gently and shook her head.

'It would not do for the people of Deek to see him looking vulnerable and weak. He is their king now that he is back and how can they look up to him if they see him needing help just to walk?'

'So we explain that he was poisoned...' Rem suggested in a flat tone and arched one eyebrow as she glared at her mother, making it clear that she knew exactly what had happened.

Mayala's expression remained blank as if she didn't care if her daughter knew the truth.

'Your mother is right,' Kranos said, pulling himself up taller and taking a deep breath. Caden skipped over and held his hand, smiling up at the older man. Kranos returned the smile then frowned as if something about the boy troubled him. Caden started walking and pulled at Kranos' hand. Rem's father took one last deep breath then stepped out confidently with Caden at his side. 'I can manage.'

The light from the inside of the landing at the base of the stairs had made it impossible to see much of the land outside the door as all she could see was the reflection of their small group. However, as the door opened she had a clear view of her homeland. A cool, early summer breeze washed over her as she stepped out into the darker streets beyond. There were no bright lights nor shiny marble and glass palaces. Instead it looked very similar to the first village they had visited after they crossed through the pass to the east. Here, though, the houses looked to be made of wood and very few people were out and about. Dim lights shone from some of the windows, but mostly it looked as if the entire town was empty!

Those few who were in the streets took only a mild interest in the procession as Mayala led them away from the hall. The streets were dimly lit by burning torches atop poles. A couple carrying a small child walked past one of the torches and the light showed their blank, hopeless expressions. Even the child lay limply against his mother's shoulder as she carried him and none of them spared more than a glance at Kranos or the others. Their eyes lingered for a little longer on the night-shadow who trailed behind them, his green eyes glowing brightly in the dim surroundings.

Rem hurried her step a little and caught up to her father. She leaned in close and whispered. 'Are they all sick?' 

Kranos shook his head slowly. 'I'll explain later,' he promised.

The road led up a gradual slope that seemed to be winding its way around the island and after a while Rem saw that there were brighter lights ahead. The rundown houses ended and they walked up through a small section of forest. The road was lit by many torches and as they left the forest the view took Rem's breath away.

Instead of the basic wooden houses that they had seen so far, the ones ahead could only be called mansions, just short of what Rem would have imagined a palace or castle would look like! There were about three dozen houses spread out across the top of the island, each lit up so brightly that the entire area seemed like daylight. There was clearly magic used in creating this section of the island's houses and Rem frowned at the obvious disparity in living standards between this and those below the forest.

There were people out on the streets here and they were out for gentle strolls in groups. Some had small dogs scurrying around their feet, and further back several plainly-dressed women or men trailed behind.

'Pretty!' Caden exclaimed as he pulled on Kranos' hand to hurry him forward. Kranos was looking much better now but he kept a firm hold on Caden's hand.
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