
  1. Crowhaunted


  Cait plummeted toward the spitting pit of lava. The heat from it was like a solid wall. She screamed as visions of burning alive consumed her. Nox had tricked them all. The portal was already sealed. They had the wrong cave. The whole thing with the undain and the chase was a mad joke to get her to throw herself into a pool of molten rock.


  She only hoped, when she hit, it would be a quick end. No more than a few moments of agony.


  Then she thumped into solid ground. Instead of raging heat, the air was cold on her cheekbones. She held Ran's hand in hers. His skin was rough. Her other hand was empty. What had happened? She'd tried to grab her mother for the leap through the portal, but they'd fallen before they were ready. Nox had fallen, too; she'd heard his cry as they fell. She replayed the moment in her mind but couldn't decide who had jumped or fallen first.


  She opened her eyes. Wherever they were, it wasn't a lava pit in Iceland.


  She, Ran and Nox lay on a plain of hummocky grass inside a circle of jagged standing stones that rose from the ground like pointed teeth. The portal from the other side. The circle sat in a wooded valley surrounded by the slopes of steep hills. Frost gilded the ground, Cait's breath billowing into the air as she exhaled. A thin, early morning light infused the scene, casting long shadows from the standing stones. Dewy cobwebs covered the tussocks of grass like frozen smoke in the sunlight. A ghostly mist drifted from the ground.


  They were alone. Apart from the stone circle, the only sign of human activity was a stone archway in the distance. Whether it was the remains of a bridge that had once spanned the valley or something else entirely, she couldn't tell. It was clearly ruined now.


  “What happened?” she said. And then, an even stupider question, “Where are we?”


  Without replying, Ran released her hand and sprang to his feet. He spun around, assessing threats from any direction, then sprinted to one of the stones. Vaulting on top, he balanced there to get a better view of their surroundings.


  Nox sat on the ground behind her, a broad grin on his face, like all his plans had worked perfectly. And, OK, he had escaped Genera for the moment. But given where they were it surely wasn't much of an improvement.


  “Well,” he said, some of his old self-assurance returning. “Here we are, Cait. You and me together in the mythical land of the undain.”


  She scrambled to her feet. “That's not how it is, Nox.” She thought about everything he'd done. The way he'd hunted them. The pleasure he'd taken in her distress at the refinery. Danny. “Just leave me alone.”


  She strode toward Ran, feeling a little ridiculous. She wished the others were there. Not only Danny. Fer and Johnny, too. Her gran or her mother. Wishing for her own mother, how pathetic was that? But she felt suddenly so alone without them. Helpless.


  Childish tears swelled within her. She couldn't do this. She couldn't do any of this. She wanted to go home, back to her old life.


  Out of habit she pulled out her mobile, thinking she could speak to one of her friends, text them at least. Feel closer to them. But, of course, she couldn't. No signal in the other world. How could there be? She was such an idiot. The bookwyrm was there, installed as an app. Its icon was an illustrated dragon entwined about a gold and crimson letter D. But without an internet connection it would be of little use. Besides, the phone's battery was down to 10% with no way to recharge it. She switched it off.


  Ran atop his stone peered into the east. Nox, now standing, brushed mud from his waterproofs, the swishing sound loud in the dawn calm. She didn't really know either of them. At least they knew what they were doing. Ran wasn't afraid of anyone, and Nox was smart, knew things about Angere, knew people here. What chance did she have? She was just a girl who'd worked a bit of witch-magic without really knowing what the hell she was doing.


  Except, she wasn't alone, was she? There was the fourth companion. The one no one knew about. The ghost or echo of the dead witch-girl inside her. There was her hope, a thing she could cling to in this terrible place. A much-needed friend. Cait shut her eyes again and reached within herself, seeking the faint presence.


  No reply came. Dread seeped through her. Maybe the possession magic, or whatever it was the girl had worked back in Manchester, didn't survive the leap between the worlds. Maybe Cait really was on her own.


  She tried again, yearning for the girl's presence. That cool mountain pool. This time there was a stir, like brittle leaves drifting in a breeze. The girl was there. Distant, but definitely there. Relief flooded through Cait.


  Can you hear me? she said.


  The reply was faint when it came, like a winter wind shaped to form words. I can hear you. But everything feels so strange. Where are we?


  We've left our world. We jumped through a gateway to Angere.


  The land of the masters? The horrors? Say it's not true. Why would you do such a thing?


  I'm sorry. We had no choice. It was the only way to defeat them.


  It's no way. You will never defeat them. Not like this. They always win, always… She sounded fainter and fainter, as if fading there and then.


  No! said Cait. Don't go. Don't give up. I need you. You're the only one here that can help me. Promise me you won't go.


  There was a pause, a long moment that stretched. Then, finally, came the reply. I won't give up on you. For better or worse. But I won't be enough. We won't be enough to defeat them. You know that?


  “Yes,” replied Cait, speaking out loud. “Yes, I know that.”


  Ran glanced at her with a puzzled look on his face then returned to scanning their surroundings. But the girl was right. They wouldn't be enough. They could only try. What else could they do?


  “We should get away from here,” she called out to Nox and Ran. “They'll find us easily.”


  “No hurry,” said Nox, grinning as if she was amusing. “We're a long way from the White City. Hundreds of miles. They probably think we're still somewhere in our world. I kept the details of the Iceland portal very secret.”


  Anger swelled within her. “Yeah. Or maybe you want to wait here so your undain friends can come pick us up.”


  Nox shook his head. “You're not making sense. Why would I do that?”


  “Because if you could get back in their good books you would. I bet you'd jump at the chance if they offered it.”


  Nox regarded her thoughtfully. “You know what, Cait? Perhaps I would. But that's not going to happen. I've failed them and I've betrayed them. Trust me, Menhroth is not the forgiving type. He doesn't do grey areas. And ironic as it is, my only hope for revenge lies with a few witches and their ridiculous plan to get both halves of the book to Andar.”


  Cait met his gaze. Maybe Nox did want revenge on the undain. But it was just as likely he wanted revenge on her. His fall was her fault. He wasn't going to forget about that.


  “We have to head for the White City,” she said. “Find the other half of the Grimoire. And then somehow make it across the An.”


  It sounded ridiculous as she spelled it out. How was any of it going to be possible? She didn't mention the thing that was uppermost in her mind: Danny. Would the undain take him to Angere? If they did, she had to rescue him as well. Another impossible task. They'd been an item for, what, one day before he'd been captured by an army of undead freaks. It was typical of her luck.


  “We should work out where in Angere we are first,” said Nox.


  “I thought you knew about the portal?” said Cait. “I thought you were all, like, I make it my business to know what's going on.”


  “I knew about the gateway in our world, not this side. We should assess the situation, gather facts before deciding what to do. It could be weeks before they think to look for us out here.”


  “No,” said Cait. “We have to move. They could be here at any moment.”


  “I don't think so. I told you, I'm very good at keeping secrets.”


  “I'm sure you are. But I don't think Danny is.”


  “Danny?”


  “Danny. Didn't you notice he wasn't with us? They took him in Manchester. We tried to rescue him, but we couldn't.” She stopped for a moment, fighting back tears. She had to get a grip on herself. “Don't you see? The undain have him and that means they'll soon know everything.”


  Nox looked startled. This was clearly news to him. He really was cut off from Genera and everything that had happened recently. “That changes matters. We have to leave now.”


  “Yeah. Like I said.”


  Ran jumped to the ground, landing beside Cait with cat-like grace. He said a single word in his language, nodding toward a clump of trees that crowned a nearby hill.


  “What did he say?” asked Cait. She needed to learn some of Ran's language. She hated being dependent on Nox to translate for her. Problem was, she wasn't much good at languages. She'd barely scraped a D in French.


  “He said crows.”


  “Crows?”


  “Crows,” said Nox. “Look.”


  Above the trees, a great flock of birds wheeled around in the dawn like a cloud of black smoke from some raging fire.


  “They're rooks,” said Cait.


  “What?”


  “Rooks, not crows. Crows are solitary birds.” Her mother had explained it on one of their holidays. Strange the things that stuck in your mind. “And why are we even talking about it? You think there's time to do some bird watching?”


  “Rooks or crows,” said Nox. “What matters is they might be looking for us.”


  Cait turned back to the shifting cloud of black dots. One or two were peeling off from the flock, flying in different directions. Fanning out.


  “Which way is the An?” asked Cait.


  Nox studied the sky. “We're west of the river, so we need to head toward the rising sun. Which takes us directly past the crows.”


  “Rooks.”


  “Whatever.”


  She longed to ask Ran what he thought they should do. His people were from here. Long ago, sure, but he might know something useful. She didn't know the words. And she didn't want to ask Nox to speak for her. She didn't trust Nox not to misrepresent her. In any case, she needed to seem like she knew what she was doing, even if she didn't have a clue.


  The seeing stone. Maybe it would help. She had to do something.


  “Wait here,” she instructed, trying to sound like she was used to giving people orders. It sounded ridiculous even to her. She marched out of the circle. Maybe they'd think she was working some terrible magic. Communing with the whatever-the-hell-it-was you communed with. When she was far enough away, making sure they couldn't see what she was doing, she squinted through her gran's glassy green stone at the rooks.


  It was impossible to identify individual birds in the flock. They swooped and circled, and by the time she'd picked one out with her right eye, she'd lost it through the stone. She turned her attention to the lone birds. One flapped toward them, calling out with a grating caw. She eyed it through the stone. Its body glowed with a yellow light. It was natural; it was just a rook. It glided overhead, black plumage shining in the slanting rays of the sun, wings splayed wide into fingers. It didn't stop.


  Another approached, this one much lower, flapping hard to stay in the air. It landed on one of the standing stones and regarded them with shiny eyes, head cocked as if trying to understand who or what they were. It, too, glowed with an inner light through the seeing-stone. She studied three other birds and each time it was the same.


  “Come on,” she called to the others. “They're birds. They can't harm us. We'll head into those woods. At least we won't be out in the open. Then we'll decide what to do.”


  She set off walking. Ran immediately caught up with her and raced on ahead.


  Nox shouted to her. “Are you sure?” He sounded doubtful, like she couldn't possibly know what she was talking about. She ignored him. After a moment she heard him muttering to himself and setting off to follow them up the hillside.


  The ground sloped more steeply as they ascended. They walked in shadows, the sun not yet high enough to illuminate this flank of the valley. Cait said nothing. She needed to try and think of a plan. She'd assumed her mother would know what to do when they got there, but now it was up to her. Which was ridiculous. She didn't have a clue where to start.


  She tried again and again to see a way to defeat the undain, save the world. Save the worlds. But all she could think about was Danny. What was happening to him? What were they putting him through? He'd try and be brave. Crack stupid jokes instead of telling them what he knew. They'd get everything from him sooner or later.


  Half-way up the slope, she stopped to catch her breath. A stitch already pulled at her side. That wasn't good. There were hundreds of miles to cover. Nox reached her and stopped. He was breathing hard as well, which made her feel a little better. Ran, of course, looked ready to race up the hill.


  “How do you know the birds aren't undain?” Nox asked once he could talk.


  Cait shrugged. “I just do.”


  “Some spell?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well, be careful. If they can detect the use of magic you'll alert them to us.”


  “I know what I'm doing.”


  “I hope so,” said Nox.


  So did she. She changed the subject. “So the sun rises in the same direction in this world?”


  Nox nodded. “Angere is different from our world, but in some ways it's very similar.”


  “So the seasons? Back home it's the end of the summer.”


  “It's a month or so later here, but the worlds stay more or less in sync. That's why the portals work. So I was told.”


  She nodded as if that was what she'd suspected, and looked away, up to the trees. The rooks still thronged the branches. The leaves up there were definitely turning to yellows and reds. The grass beneath her feet was crisp with overnight frost. How long before the snow came? Time was short. She set off walking again.


  She'd thought vaguely the frozen river would be a way to reach Andar. But, no. That was no good, was it? By then it would be too late. If they could walk across the ice so could the undain, and Andar would already be lost. Everything would be lost. Somehow, they had to find another way. And do so before winter struck.


  She was still thinking these troubled thoughts when she came upon the dead rook. Or maybe it was a crow. She nearly trod on it. She stifled a shriek of horror. The ruined carcass lay on the ground beside a rock as if it had simply fallen off its perch. It was little more than fine white bones and sinews held together with tatters of flesh and feathers. Its head was just a skull. It moved and, for a moment, she thought it was alive, impossibly alive. But it was only flies, fat and purple, crawling through it. The bird was long-dead. Tiny white maggots wriggled and writhed through its eye-socket. The cloying smell of decay filled her nose.


  She recalled a holiday, a day when she and her mother had come across a dead sheep in a field, little more than a bag of wool stretched over a gaping frame of bones, buzzing with fat flies. The sight of it had filled her with shivering horror. But her mother had pulled her away, held her close, told her it was OK. It couldn't harm her. That was how it went. Life and death. She wished her mother was there now to repeat her words. She glanced at Ran, watching her with his wary eyes. No comfort there. She sighed, stepped around the dead bird, and carried on up the slope, heading for the safety of the trees.


  The ground rose more steeply the higher they climbed, and it took another twenty minutes to reach the tree line. Darkness lingered under the eaves of the great branches as if reluctant to yield to the daylight. The cacophony of the rooks' calls filled the air. Cait turned to look the way they'd come. The standing stones were unexpectedly distant, a perfect circle in the centre of the valley, like the pupil of an eye. Nox toiled up the hill toward her, his chest heaving. They were both going to have trouble crossing Angere, even without the undain pursuing them. Only Ran was unaffected by the effort of the climb. He stared into the trees in case some unseen danger lurked within.


  A rook flapped awkwardly into the sky from down the slope. It was injured; it climbed as if one of its wings was damaged. She watched it, wondering how it had hurt itself. How they hadn't noticed it. It must have been feeding on some carrion. Then, for the briefest moment as it laboured and flapped, she saw daylight through its body. Alarm pounded within her. She thought of the dead bird on the ground, the maggots swarming in its broken skull. The eye-socket staring up at her.


  Was it the same bird? The broken rook struggled into the sky, wings ragged. It shed feathers on each flap, as if it was only the memory of how to fly that kept it in the air. A rasping croak came from it. She thought it would fly east, toward the White City, but instead it jerked away from them, heading down the valley.


  Nox arrived. “What is it? What have you seen?” He peered around in clear alarm.


  Should she tell him? Maybe she'd imagined that glimpse of light through the rook's body. It had been such an insane few days. “It's nothing. Just … thinking. I'm in another world. I mean, it's amazing isn't it?”


  “Yeah,” said Nox, pushing past her for the cover of the trees. “Amazing.”


  When he'd gone she lifted the stone to her eye. But the bird was only a speck of black, too far away for her to tell if it was natural or not. It flew underneath the stone arch and disappeared from sight. She waited for it to emerge from the other side, hoping to discern some clue about what it was doing, where it was going. But there was no sign of it.


  Frowning, she turned to follow Nox into the trees.


  10. The Smouldering Fire


  There was a moment of disorientation that felt like tripping and falling, then Charis and his clamouring horde winked out of existence. In their place stood a mountain range Cait had never seen before. Snow-capped, jagged peaks massed higher and higher as they marched into a far distance. The air was cold, grasping her in an icy grip.


  She wheeled about, expecting to see the undain come flooding through after them. A low sun shone directly at her through the archway they'd emerged from, limning the tall pillars with gold, making detail beyond hard to discern.


  Ran, Lugg and Nox stood beside her. Lugg glanced at her in triumph at what they'd done, but Ran, dragonrider's sword in hand, stood as if preparing to fight the entire undain army. Nox was frowning, troubled by something. No one spoke. There was a moment of utter calm as they waited for their pursuers to arrive. But nothing moved in the whole world, save for a distant bird flapping its way through the glowing dawn.


  “We have to keep going,” said Cait. “They'll follow us. Charis worked some magic, broke down the barriers so he could enter the ring of arches. I felt it.”


  “No, no, we're safe here,” said Lugg, his breath billowing in a mist as he spoke. “The wyrm roads only opened for the dragons and their riders. That's how the ancient magic worked. To be honest, I wasn't completely sure jumping here would work, but…”


  “You weren't sure?” she replied. “You didn't think to mention this?”


  He grinned like it was all some great joke. “We didn't have much choice. It was this or be taken to the White City. And I've read everything there is to read on the riders of old. All the lore and legend. The roads had to open because Ran is with us.”


  Cait hugged her arms about herself. She was already shivering. The white gown they'd given her was useless, offering no warmth. She wished she'd thought to fetch the outdoor clothes they'd bought in Dublin, but they were somewhere back in Greygyle's palace. She wouldn't see them again. Still, the chill was strangely refreshing, making her thoughts sharper.


  “We should have brought the horses with us,” she said.


  “No point,” said Lugg. “They needed their infusions of Spirit.”


  “But where will they get that back there? They're miles from home.”


  “The undain might supply them. If they don't, the horses will sag and crumble into dust before the day is out.”


  The thought of that was hard to take. They were such beautiful creatures, fabulous beasts that had borne them safely across Angere and stayed ahead of Charon all the way.


  “We can't just let them die.”


  “They're undain, too,” said Nox. “Letting them die is the whole idea.”


  “Yes, yes. Still, they didn't ask to become what they did. They're victims, in a way.”


  Nox shook his head as if pitying her. “So perhaps we should stop trying to defeat the undain and befriend them, is that what you're saying? Understand their problems? Respect their rights?”


  She forced herself not to reply. Instead she turned to Lugg. “We're still in Angere, though, aren't we? Even if Charis can't use the wyrm roads he can move at incredible speed. He can get to us.”


  “Caer D'nar,” said Ran from beside her. He nodded toward the jagged mountains.


  Lugg said something back she didn't understand, but she heard the same phrase repeated several times.


  “What are you saying?” asked Cait.


  “Caer D'nar,” said Lugg. “The ancient fortress of the wyrm lords. The old stories say it lies in these foothills, on the edge of the Northfang Mountains. Or, looking at it from the perspective of the dragons of the high north, on the edge of the inhabited lowlands. Ran says he recognizes the scene from some old tapestries he's seen. And the rumours all say this is where we'll find the Smouldering Fire.”


  “But that makes no sense,” said Cait. “If there were a rebel army here, Menhroth would have come long ago to destroy it.”


  “The Dragon's Tongue,” said Nox, as if he'd just worked something out, too. “We've crossed the Dragon's Tongue haven't we? That will protect us.”


  Cait looked from Nox to Lugg to Ran. “None of you are making any sense, you know that? What the hell is the Dragon's Tongue?”


  “A river,” said Nox. “Just a tributary of the An, but still huge. It flows out of the Northfangs and cuts east, flowing for hundreds of miles. And Caer D'nar lies north of it.”


  Cait shielded her eyes and squinted south, through the archway. It was still impossible to see any detail in the blinding light. The land that way appeared to be flat, with only a few indistinct hills here and there. But something sparkled in the far distance, something that might have been a river.


  “These lands are where the riders of old lived,” explained Lugg. “They're part of Angere but separate, too. From here the dragons flew along the wyrm roads, defending the land from anyone who threatened it.”


  Lugg walked up to the stones of the archway and touched them. The carvings were cleaner up here, the details sharp. Flying dragons had been cut into the stones, bodies entwined around runes she couldn't begin to read. Frost gilded them as if they sparkled with diamonds.


  “The sagas describe scores of dragons soaring around these peaks,” said Lugg. “Vaster than a flock of birds, to turn the air to thunder. Wings eclipse the moon and sun to rule the wide lands under.” He sounded like he was quoting some poem or story. “Imagine seeing that, Cait. Imagine the blast of their passing as they roared through this gateway.”


  “Sure, it would be cool,” said Cait. “But it's ancient history, it doesn't help us.”


  “History doesn't just stop,” said Lugg. “The story is still being told. Five hundred years ago Ran's ancestors fled to Andar, leaving everything behind. Leaving even their dragons behind. And now things have come full circle. A dragonrider has returned to Caer D'nar, in the company of a witch who carries the blood of Ilminion in her veins. Who knows what's possible now?”


  He looked like he really believed what he was saying. Surely he didn't think life was that simple? A few coincidences, a few old stories and everything would work out fine? He was a dreamer, his head caught up in his ancient stories. And that was something she admired in a way. But they had to face facts.


  “Look, fine,” said Cait. “Perhaps you're right. But we can't just stand here talking about it.”


  “We should head north,” said Lugg. “Try and find the tower of Caer D'nar itself.”


  “Yes. Let's do that.”


  Nox shrugged as if it didn't matter one way or the other. Which, quite possibly, it didn't.


  They set off from the archway, past the ruined remains of an ancient guard tower, its walls mostly collapsed to strewn stones, its doorway an empty archway leading into shadows. Cait half-expected someone or something to come flying out to attack them. Ran strode on ahead, apparently eager to reach the mountains. He studied the peaks as he went, like he was expecting to see creatures soaring around them.


  Nox caught her up. “Here, Cait. Wear this. I can see you shivering from here.”


  Nox didn't have his outdoor gear with him either, but he'd at least thought to bring his black jacket. He put it around her shoulders.


  “It's leather,” said Cait. “I am a vegetarian you know.”


  “I'm not asking you to eat it.”


  “And I'm not some damsel in distress who needs looking after.”


  “Oh, I know,” replied Nox. “Trust me, I know. Just take it, OK? When I start going blue you can give it back to me.”


  The jacket was still warm from Nox's body. She tried not to think about it. “Tell me about the Dragon's Tongue. How exactly does a river protect us?”


  “You don't know?” said Lugg, walking on the other side of her.


  “We don't have many magical rivers or mythical beasts in Manchester.”


  “You're sure of that are you?” said Nox.


  “Look, just explain to me. I don't see how a river gives Andar or us any protection. I don't see why the dragons couldn't fly across the An with Ran's ancestors, for that matter.”


  “Magic can't cross flowing water,” said Nox. “When I asked Genera's finest scientific minds why, they basically shrugged and said because.”


  “It's because running water leeches magic away,” said Lugg. “Flying over a river is not like flying over solid ground, even for a dragon. Magic flows from the earth, and running water stops that working. That's why the undain can't reach Andar. That's why the riders' dragons couldn't either. Not even the ancient ones could achieve such a feat.”


  “But that can't be right,” said Cait. “A witch from Andar, Fer, told us two undain flew across the An to reach them.”


  “Across the An?” said Lugg. “That's impossible.”


  “So they all thought. Until it happened.”


  “She's right,” said Nox. “One of the undain entered our world from Andar. It had flown across the river.”


  “When was this?” asked Lugg. He sounded shocked.


  “About a week ago.”


  “But that's…” Lugg tailed off. He frowned, like he was trying to do calculations in his head. “I mean, the amount of Sprit needed would be incredible. It would be enough to supply Angere for years, all used up at once.”


  Cait thought about the great pipeline in the refinery. The global network of collectors and pipes Ms. Sweetley had described. And she thought about how many people there were back home. Billions of them. And the screens she'd glimpsed in the refinery, scenes from all over the world of fires and wars and riots.


  “The Spirit you receive,” she said. “Those metal churns in that cart. You do know where it all comes from, don't you?”


  He didn't reply. She could see from his eyes that he did.


  “Menhroth has been collecting Spirit from our world for centuries,” she went on. “That's how they were able to cross the An. All that suffering and pain piped in from our world.” She glanced aside at Nox, but he was looking down at the ground and didn't catch her eye.


  “But why?” said Lugg. “Why would they go to so much effort? Two undain is hardly an invasion.”


  “The book, of course,” said Cait. “The half that was taken to Andar and then to my world. They wanted it before the main assault.”


  All Lugg's earlier delight at the opening of the wyrm roads was gone. “And did they get it?”


  “Not yet,” said Cait. “Not when I left, anyway. Although the undain were there, pursuing those with it.


  Lugg didn't speak for a moment as he thought about what she'd said. “They say these mountains go on forever,” he replied eventually, looking beyond Ran. “Maybe Menhroth doesn't know where Caer D'nar is. Maybe he won't be able to find us up here. Maybe we'll be safe.”


  “Menhroth has dragonrider guards,” said Cait. “Of course he knows where this fortress is. Or at least where it was. He'll guess we've come here and come looking, however much it costs.” She glanced at Nox again. He would know more about a lot of this than she did.


  “She's right,” said Nox. “Most likely they already have more flying undain constructed as part of the invasion. They call them dragons, you know. Some time very soon they'll come for us.”


  “How long?” asked Cait. “Hours, days, what?”


  Nox looked thoughtful. “Necromancy that powerful takes time. Power has to be dripped slowly into the creature's bones so they have a chance of surviving the crossing. But a few days, a week maybe, and they'll be here.”


  “So, wait, you knew?” said Cait.


  “Knew what?”


  “About the undain they created to cross the An. You knew where all that Spirit was going. You knew what Menhroth intended for Andar.”


  “Of course,” said Nox. “Although it was a surprise when the undain turned up at the Central Library. But I could hardly run Genera without knowing what Angere wanted. We had to make plans, build infrastructure, recruit the right people.”


  “You sound like some company executive building a chain of factories or something.”


  Nox shrugged. “That's what I was, pretty much.”


  “You didn't stop to think what you were actually doing? All that suffering?”


  “Look, Cait, I'm sorry. No, I didn't. I told you. Running an evil empire is actually a whole lot of fun. It's an absolute blast. You get to do whatever you like. Of course I didn't question what I was doing. I was having the time of my life. I'm sorry, but that's the truth.”


  They trudged along in silence for a while after that. The ground rose slowly toward the slopes of the mountains. At least the effort made her a little warmer, although her toes were tingling into numbness.


  Every now and then she stopped to peer back the way they'd come, but there was no sign of pursuit. Nor could she sense any undain anywhere. Up ahead, the peaks grew taller and taller, as if they were only then being pushed up from the ground. She couldn't pick out any towers or fortresses among them. Most likely this Caer D'nar had crumbled to dust centuries ago.


  She thought about Danny, and Charis's words. The boy said something similar just before the end. The thought of it was too much to take in. It was this terrible weight in her mind she kept creeping toward and then fleeing from. Danny was dead. Stupid, funny Danny and his stupid, funny jokes. How could he be dead? She never should have gone to his house, never should have asked him for his help. His parents would be going crazy by now, and that was all her fault, too. The icy air froze the tears she cried as she stumbled forward. She almost wished the undain would find them again, so she didn't have time to think about him.


  She returned Nox's jacket after a few hours. Despite Ran's fast pace, Nox was shivering slightly, his teeth gritted. He hadn't said anything. Lugg was marching on ahead with Ran, engaged in some long conversation she couldn't understand. She stopped while she slipped the jacket off. The cold was immediately intense, sucking the warmth from her.


  “What do you think we should do?” she asked Nox.


  “You want my opinion?”


  She wasn't in the mood for more confrontation. “Yes. I have no idea where we should go next. We have no food and no warm clothes. Perhaps we should have let those riders take us to the An. We're farther away than ever. It seems hopeless.”


  Nox pulled the jacket on. “We might as well see if this Smouldering Fire exists. If it does they may be able to help. If not, then we know we can use the wyrm roads now. We can come back here with Ran and use them to get to the White City.”


  “I suppose.”


  “You can work out the route, can't you? Use your inner eye or whatever it is?”


  Somehow she doubted she'd be able to find a recharge point for her phone in the frozen wilds of a magical land. But Nox didn't have to know that. “Of course. If I have to.”


  “And while we're talking about it, why don't you spooky up some heat? You can do lights, surely a fire can't be much harder?”


  “It's not as easy as you think, Nox. Whatever you do there's a cost. A price to be paid. We're not like the undain, burning Spirit stolen from others.”


  “No, I know. And think what you could achieve if you did. We wouldn't have to walk for one thing.”


  He was joking. At least, she preferred to think he was. They started moving again, trying to keep up with Ran and Lugg.


  “How did Lugg kill that rider?” she asked. “He could barely lift the sword.”


  “I don't think he did kill it,” said Nox. “I think the sword did that all by itself. Because it's a true rider blade and it reacted when it came into contact with an undain wyrm lord. Like it was angry.”


  “Magic swords. Great.”


  “It doesn't help us much, though,” said Nox. “Not even Ran can defeat an entire army on his own. Although he'd probably try if you told him to.”


  “The riders who stayed, then. The ones who became those monsters. They lost everything too, in a way. Dragons, swords, the wyrm roads.”


  “Oh, sure. In return for immortality and superhuman strength. You have to feel sorry for them.”


  “And what's with their weird transparent skin? They look hideous.”


  “You know how fanatical they are,” Nox replied, keeping his voice uncharacteristically low. “You've seen how Ran is.”


  “But transparent skin? I don't get it?”


  “Apparently there was some doubt about their allegiances in the old days. To demonstrate that they had nothing to hide, they adopted this see-through skin when they underwent the rites.”


  “That's insane.”


  “A lot of things here are insane. Their skin became a mark of their devotion so they all ended up doing it. Instead of different-coloured tattoos they have those glowing lines.”


  “And their dragons. What do you think happened to them?”


  “All I know is they flew into the north, away from people,” said Nox. “Some reports said they were so broken by the loss of their riders they went to die among these peaks. We'll probably never know. Old stories. They don't make much difference to us.”


  “No, I suppose not.”


  “Come on, let's keep up. If you really can't summon up a horse or something we'll have to walk faster.”


  That evening they sat around a crackling fire of twigs and scrubby branches, gathered by Ran as they walked. There was more smoke than heat to the flames, but Cait was glad of the warmth, however faint. She'd lit the fire herself, after Bethany had quietly shown her how to work a flame. Cait hadn't mentioned to Nox he'd given her the idea.


  The dead witch, meanwhile, had sounded more like a little girl again when they'd talked. She'd laughed and giggled as if her dread had lifted in the cold north, away from the undain. Cait had tried to discuss plans with her, decide what they should do next, but she'd got nowhere. Bethany was happy to be away from the undain and simply wanted to stay that way.


  Now, Cait sat staring into the smouldering fire, seeing faces appear and disappear in the glow. Ran was off somewhere in the darkness, no doubt patrolling. Nox lay on the ground, eyes closed, possibly asleep. They'd eaten what few supplies Ran and Lugg had been able to forage: bitter, fibrous roots pulled from the hard ground and a few bright red berries that screamed poison to look at but which were actually very sweet. She'd eaten them, but in truth she wasn't very hungry, despite the long march.


  Lugg came over and sat next to her. He poked the fire for a few moments, rousing it into a little more heat. He looked more sombre than before. Older, somehow. There was something else, too. Like a light in his mind. A secret that almost glowed through his eyes. She had to resist the temptation to delve into him to see what it was.


  “I'm sorry for what Charis said,” he murmured at last, not looking at her. “About Danny.”


  Cait didn't reply. She watched as sparks from the fire danced and swirled in the line of smoke rising through the air. The night sky was clear, a swathe of cold stars scattered across the sky. The sparks seemed to rise and join them.


  “He was your beau?” Lugg asked.


  “My what?”


  “Forgive me, I don't always remember the right words. Your … boyfriend?”


  “He was. Yes. Just about.”


  “Such a terrible thing. One of many terrible things. We have to make them pay, don't we? That's all we can do.”


  He sounded earnest. Deadly serious. He was right, of course. The price had to be paid. Even so, she wasn't interested in revenge. How was that any better? She just wanted this madness to stop. She wanted to go home.


  When she didn't reply, Lugg carried on. “Was he a witch, too? A … warlock, I mean?”


  “Danny? No. Nothing like that. He was just a boy. He was always pleased to see me, you know? And the thing is, he only got involved in all this because of me. I'm to blame.”


  “No, I don't think so, Cait. The people from my world are to blame. The necromancy is to blame. You didn't ask for any of this to happen any more than he did.”


  She sighed. If only it was that easy. “If it wasn't for me he'd still be alive, sitting at home playing computer games or watching football or trading stupid videos with his mates. And instead of that he's lying dead somewhere inside a sick city built of human bones.”


  Lugg looked like he was about to say something else, then thought better of it. They sat together for a time, neither speaking.


  “And what about you?” asked Cait at last.


  “What about me?”


  “You've lost everything. This morning you lived in a palace, knowing you faced the prospect of eternal life as an undain lord. Now you're on the run with a bunch of renegades from another world.”


  Lugg grinned. “Honestly? This has been the best day of my life. Admittedly there haven't been many other good ones, but I wouldn't have missed any of this for the world.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously. I told you. I always meant to run away and find the Smouldering Fire. Doing so with you and Ran is more than I could ever have wanted. I don't even know anyone else who isn't one of them. Especially not, you know, anyone my age.”


  He glanced across at her as he spoke. She could feel the excitement flaring inside him. The thrill at what he was doing. She'd touched his mind more than once on the long walk, panicking that she couldn't trust him, that he was still, somehow, in league with the undain. She'd found no hint of deception in him. But there was this thought he kept returning to, rolling it over and over in his mind, too deep for her to see.


  “You've been talking to Ran a lot,” she prompted.


  Lugg nodded. “His language is different from that spoken by the ancient wyrm lords, but we can understand each other.”


  “He said something to you, didn't he? Something important.”


  He narrowed his eyes as he studied her. “How do you know that?”


  “We witches know things.”


  “Is that how you knew about the cart, when I crashed and lost all the Spirit?”


  Cait smiled to herself. Probably best not to tell him they were to blame for that. “Like I said, we witches have our ways.”


  “So you can see into my mind? Find out what Ran said?”


  “Maybe, if I really wanted. But if I did, you'd never trust me again, would you?”


  “No, most likely not.”


  She thought he wasn't going to tell her, but then he spoke again.


  “It was that sword, you see. The ancient blade that I brought for him.”


  “What about it?”


  “Their blades were sacred, bound to them. One that old would have been forged in actual dragon fire. And I killed an undain with it.”


  “Which was amazing. I still don't get it.”


  “The blades are like the wyrm roads. They only operate for the riders. Don't you see? Only a rider can use one of their swords, and I killed that undain with one. I don't know how I did it, but I did.”


  “So that means…”


  “Exactly. I'm a rider, too. Or I could be. I have the potential. You know I said I once thought one of the archways started to work? When I saw a mist through it? Ran said that was my rider blood stirring. Then when I was faced with that undain it woke within me.”


  That was it. That was the glowing light of excitement filling his mind. It was everything he had ever wanted, something he had dreamed about for years.


  “Were there riders in your family all that time ago?” she asked.


  “There were riders in every family. It wasn't a matter of blood. It was a thing some people were born with. Girl, boy, rich, poor, no one could tell who would have the seed within them. Everyone was tested when they were young and those who could bond with a dragon became a rider. To do so was the greatest honour of the ancient world.”


  “That's great. Incredible. So the wyrm roads will open for you now?”


  “Maybe. Ran said I need training and discipline. My powers will wax and wane, so I shouldn't go off on my own or anything. Isn't it wonderful, Cait?”


  “It is. I'm happy for you. Only, well, there are no dragons any more, Lugg. You haven't got a dragon and you haven't got a sword and you don't even have the tattoos. Don't take this the wrong way, but what will you be able to do?”


  Lugg waved all this aside as if it were mere detail. “I don't know yet. But one way or another Menhroth and Greygyle and Charis and all the others had better look out. A few days ago there were no wyrm lords in Angere. Yesterday there was one. And now there are two. And a witch. Pretty soon we'll be unstoppable.”


  She didn't contradict him. In his mind there was some great army up there in the frozen wilds. An army big enough to sweep the undain away. It was a crazy fantasy, but she wasn't going to spoil it for him.


  She lay down on the hard ground, lying as close to the fire as she dared, and tried to get some sleep. Thoughts of Danny drifted through her mind. After a while she stopped telling herself he was gone, and let herself succumb to her own fantasy.


  Some time later, she was dimly aware of Nox putting his leather jacket over her. She stirred and turned over, but didn't fully awake.


  11. Caer D'nar


  That night Cait dreamed of shadows.


  They were birds at first: the angular, flapping shapes of crows and rooks and ravens flocking above her. They circled, shadows merging into a whirling black mass, darkening the ground around her like ink. Their wing beats filled the air, loud as the wind roaring in the trees. Every time she looked up to see what they were doing one dived at her, wings tangling in her hair and slapping at her face. More and more birds came. Soon she was the eye of a storm of black feathers, pressing her to the ground.


  She waited for their twig-like claws to scrabble at her, for those sharp beaks to peck at her neck and back. But they didn't attack. Their raucous cries were of alarm, not fury. They were trying to rouse her, trying to tell her something. Danger approached, some terrible danger that she had to wake up and face.


  Then, as if swept away on a gale, the birds were gone.


  In their place came a cold silence: the quiet of a winter's night when nothing moves and the ground is ice. Cait lay on the frozen ground and the cold was a white mist drifting over her. She tried to peer through the mists, make sense of what was happening, but the miasma thickened as if blown in on a wind she couldn't feel. In a moment she could see nothing else. Her world was reduced to a cocoon of white.


  The fog moved over her then seeped into her, passing effortlessly through her flesh and bones to freeze her thoughts. Her body stiffened as if she were turning to ice.


  Then Bethany was there, a looming face, a hand stroking Cait's hair. Worry creased the witch-girl's features. “The crows, Cait. You must listen to them.”


  “What's happening?” Cait managed.


  “The fog claims you. You have to wake up or you'll never wake again.”


  “I don't understand.”


  “You're turning to ice in your sleep. Some cold is too much. You have to wake up.”


  Cait tried to rise, but her numb limbs refused to respond. “Help me, Bethany.”


  The witch-girl bent down and breathed into Cait's mouth, as if resuscitating her. The trickle of warmth was welcome. It revived her a little and she tried to struggle to her feet.


  “Cait, wait. There's something else.” Bethany looked confused, staring into the fog.


  “What?”


  “Nearby. Very nearby. There's a friend as well.”


  “Ran?”


  “No, no. A different friend. He's real! He's here. All this time I thought he was like me.”


  “Wait. What? Who's here?”


  “Just a whisper in my mind for all these years. But he's here. Come to help. But you need to act, too, Cait. Wake up, now. Wake up. Hurry, hurry, hurry.”


  With an effort she forced herself from sleep, expecting to find Charis and his undain nightmares surrounding them in a ring. Instead she lay in a pearly white glow. The mist was real, lit by the first light from an invisible dawn. It had crept over them in the night as Bethany had said, snuffing out the fire, sending its tendrils into them.


  With a cry Cait scrambled to her feet, limbs awkward and sluggish. She could see nothing beyond the fog. There was no sign of Nox or Lugg or Ran. She had no idea what was out there, what monsters lurked just beyond her vision.


  She spun in a circle but it made no difference. Had their attackers crept up under cover of the mist, or had they conjured it? She felt something within the fog. A deep, slow movement. An intent. Then she understood. The mist was their attacker. The mist or the thing that looked like a mist.


  There was a cold, slow intelligence to it. Slow but vast, as if the whole of the fog was its thin mind. She caught glimpses of the core of its being. Endless and ancient, it drifted over the land, craving the warmth and intricacy of those that fled from it, those who shut it out with doors and windows, or held it back with flames. It had roamed the darkness for countless aeons, its hunger for the heat of life, limitless. And when it found that life, as it had now, it fed. It would drain the warmth from their bodies and minds and offer only ice in payment.


  Desperately, Cait tried to find the others in the mists. Rouse them before they succumbed. But perhaps they already had succumbed. She could feel no spark of life anywhere near. Not even Ran, endlessly wary of attack. Perhaps he had seen only a winter's mist and had lain down by the fire to find what warmth he could. Lain down and never stood again.


  With a cry of fury and fear, Cait reached for her magic. Ice and cold was how she worked magic, how she understood it, but what use would that be here? She needed fire, not ice. She needed to balance the cold, dispatch it rather than seek it out. She feared fire, everyone knew that, but sometimes you had to use your weaknesses, your fears, rather than your strengths.


  She found the remains of the campfire by smell as much as anything: charring wood, the faint scent of burning leaves. She took two steps toward it and could discern, dimly, the glow of its smouldering ash. She worked her magic, sending out whatever power she could muster to fan the flames.


  The fire roared blue, burning brightly and driving away the creeping fog. It recoiled as if injured. In the widened circle of light, Ran, Nox and Lugg were huddled lumps on the ground, unmoving.


  Then the fire faded. The flames needed something to burn and there was nothing left. The mist closed in again. She felt the slow hunger in it mounting inexorably.


  She tried again, fuelling the fire with the strength of her own body, the raking pains pulling at her muscles. The fire flared, but dimly this time, and in a few seconds it was gone. The mist closed about her once more.


  She crouched to the ground, holding her stomach against the cramps. She had to fight. Could the mist survive in the daylight, or would it dissipate? If she could hold it off for a few more moments, perhaps the rising sun would come to her rescue. She called on Bethany, and between them they stoked the flames a third time.


  It was futile. Even with Bethany's guidance and help she could summon only a brief flicker. Then the mist was upon her, seeping into her, finding her mouth and nose and ears, feeling its way into her mind.


  She had come all this way to die in the freezing wastes. The unfairness of it made her weep. People had depended on her and she'd failed.


  Then red lights flared around her. Roaring flames swept backward and forward, burning into the mist, brushing it away like an artist repainting the hard details of the world. The fires were torches and hands held them, whirling around to banish the mist. Figures. Men or women, swathed in thick furs.


  Cait cried and tried to rise, but the world swam and she lurched back to the ground. She was spent. All her strength was gone, given to the flames. And something else: perhaps something of that cold fog had seeped into her, numbing her. She didn't know. She fell. But it was darkness, a welcome darkness, that consumed her, not the limitless hunger of the white mists.


  Her last conscious thought was that she had to stop passing out like this. It was starting to get embarrassing.


  

  The full warmth of the sun on her face roused her. She sat up with a gasp of surprise. Figures stood around her: the swathed figures she'd seen with the torches. They were all normal people like her. She could sense the presence of no undain nearby. Although, in truth, she felt too groggy to concentrate properly. She studied the figures, trying to understand. She was sure she'd never seen any of them before in her life.


  Someone had placed furs over her. Animal furs to keep her warm. Back home she would have recoiled in horror, but she let it pass. Nox and Lugg, a few yards away on the other side of the rekindled fire, were covered up too. Only Ran was awake. He stood stretching his muscles, running through the moves of some exercise regime that was part-dance, part sword-fight. He nodded his head when he saw she was awake but carried on with his routine.


  One of their rescuers knelt beside her. An old man, his face lined with deep wrinkles. He was bald, and a gleam of sweat slicked his scalp. There was a clear look of concern in his eyes as he studied her.


  “Hello, Cait. It is good to see you.”


  How come people knew who she was all the time? Did everyone in Angere know about her?


  “Uh, hi.”


  “Are you feeling well after your ordeal? Sun and fire will warm you back to life. You will be as good as new in an hour or two.”


  That was good to know. She hadn't felt as good as new for a long time. “What was that thing? That mist? Was it some sort of undain?”


  “No, no. Something far older. It has drifted around these mountains for years uncounted. It was here before the first men came, and it will be here when we are all dead and gone.”


  “I felt its hunger. Such a terrible hunger.”


  “Yes. It is a being of the aether. You have heard of such creatures, have you not? The one Fer summoned into the Tanglewood? This was one of them.” The man sat beside her, groaning slightly with the effort of getting to the ground. “Somehow, long ago, it found a crack in the walls and seeped into our world in search of sensation and warmth. Perhaps the wyrm roads attracted it here, summoned it from more distant lands. I don't know. But it's here and there's nothing we can do about it but dispel it when we must. Fire is too much for it. It craves the heat, but it recoils and burns from direct flame.” He glanced aside at her, as if aware of the weight those words would carry with her.


  Cait, head still full of wool, tried to make sense of everything. “Wait. How do you know all this stuff? How do you know about Fer? And how come you can speak English? Who are you?”


  “Forgive me. Let me introduce myself. People call me Phoenix. Not my real name, you understand. My real name is actually rather dull. Phoenix is more of a title. Actors come and go but the role remains.”


  “Actors?”


  “I'm the ninth or tenth Phoenix, I think.”


  “And you're the leader of the rebels?”


  The old man smiled to himself as if she had told a joke. “Yes, that's me. This is us. You see about you the mighty warriors of The Freeborn. The Last True Men. The Smouldering Fire.”


  She couldn't stop herself counting. Apart from the old man there were seven of them. A couple lay on the floor as if exhausted. Others watched over Lugg and Nox. Some were younger, but most were nearly as old as the man. They each had a wiry strength to them, though, as if used to hardship. Were they all people who had fled the horrors of the Ritual to live freely in the cold north? They weren't much of an army, but the sight of them warmed her heart. There were normal people in Angere. Normal, mortal people living out their days free from the Witch King and the undain.


  “Not very impressive, are we?” the man said. “Hardly a threat to Menhroth.” He seemed saddened by his own words.


  “This is all there are of you?”


  Amusement twinkled in his eyes. “Oh, no. There are several more back at the fortress who weren't well-enough to travel. We saw you approaching and hurried to meet you. It was fortunate we reached your camp just as the aether-being found you. Another few minutes and you would never have awoken.”


  “But how did you see us? And you still haven't explained how you know about Fer. And about me.”


  He looked a little troubled by her question. “I will tell you. But you must understand I do not like to intrude. I only do so when it seems important. To follow events. I know it's no defence, but I don't ever feel comfortable about what I do.”


  “I don't get it.”


  “You remember when Fer explained about the man she met in Manchester. The Lizard King?”


  The wise man. He could see what other witches were doing but was powerless to act. “You're like him?”


  “I am. Seeing across the aether is much harder. The visions are flickering and confusing, but I have been watching you, off and on. You and your mother and your gran. And Fer.” He leaned a little closer so no one else could hear. “And Bethany, come to that.”


  “Bethany?”


  “Oh yes. It is harder with her. She is well hidden. Buried deep. But I see glimpses of what she sees. I know you carry a part of her within you.”


  Cait nodded. “She mentioned you. Said you'd been a whisper in her mind for years and years. She thought you were a ghost haunting her.”


  The old man smiled at that. “She thought I was a ghost? That's pretty funny when you think about it.”


  “Actually it's a relief to know you've seen her.”


  “It is?”


  “Well, you know, people who hear disembodied voices in their heads. It's good to know I'm not completely crazy.”


  “I can assure you Bethany is real. A ghost, a memory, a pattern in the mists, who knows? But sometimes I see through her eyes. See that cold pool in those high mountains. Sometimes I see you there, too. But don't worry. I won't tell anyone your secret.”


  “Wait, so, you can see back home? You can tell me what's happened to mum and gran and Fer? And Johnny?”


  The man shook his head. “Not for some days. The aether is more than usually turbulent at the moment, something I think we can thank Fer for. Seeing across to worlds such as your own is like trying to see through rippling waters. There are broken snatches of sound, disjointed images, but it is hard to make sense of anything. I'm sorry.”


  “And what about the witches in Andar. Hellen and the others?”


  “Glimpses only. I have spoken to Hellen Meggenwar more than once over the years, but not for some time. The An is between us, of course. And all the undain. Perhaps we are both too old and feeble.” The sparkle in his eye returned, suggesting he thought they were no such thing.


  “But how come you're even here? Why hasn't the Witch King destroyed you?”


  “The Dragon's Tongue is part of the reason, as Lugg there thought. Caer D'nar is another reason. The stones are mostly ruined, now, but there is a lingering power about the place that would keep out all but the most determined foe. But I rather suspect,” and here the old man sighed, “that the main reason is that Menhroth couldn't be bothered. We're hardly a danger to him. In truth, I think it suits the Holy Court to have a beacon of hope for disaffected younglings like Lugg. Menhroth and Charis and the rest watch to see who stares wistfully into the north dreaming of the Smouldering Fire, and they know who they can and can't trust. Sometimes I think we should put an end to ourselves to rob Menhroth of our use.”


  “You shouldn't. You should never do that. You give people hope. You gave Lugg hope.”


  The old man nodded. “Yes. But sometimes I wonder if that is a kindness or a cruelty. Perhaps people would be better knowing the truth. I'm afraid it is hopeless.”


  “But Ran is here now,” said Cait. “A true dragonrider. That has to count for something. And Lugg, too. He has rider blood in him, so Ran said.”


  “Is a dragonrider without a dragon truly a dragonrider?” the man asked.


  “Well, no. I suppose not. So the creatures are really gone, then? There are none up in these mountains? I thought maybe they'd still be there and we could … wake them. Or whatever it is you do with dragons.”


  She sounded crazy even to her own ears. A few days ago she'd have said dragons only existed in stories and games. Now she was discussing them quite happily, hoping they existed.


  The old man was silent for a moment. He seemed to be deciding how best to reply. “I've never seen any, certainly.”


  “But you suspect? You know something?”


  “No. Not really. Come to Caer D'nar and I will explain what I know. It is little enough. But we are not safe in the wilds. It will be nightfall in a few hours. We can talk properly with the windows shuttered and a fire keeping the cold at bay.”


  Lugg and Nox were both stirring now, groaning as they stretched stiff limbs. Lugg, opening his eyes, looked around in sudden alarm.


  Cait called over. “It's OK. We're not in danger. This is Phoenix. We got close, but in the end he had to come and find us.”


  

  She could see that Caer D'nar stood in ruins as they approached. A tall spire of stone remained, jutting up as if to compete with the mountain-tops. But there was ruin all around, the stones of walls and buildings scattered and cracked, as if desperate battles had raged there long ago. The sky was darkening as they approached
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