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Phoenix dangled her aching feet in the cool waters of Lake Ilara. It was the first moment to herself she’d had in days and, as long as she kept her back to the hubbub of the floating market, the scene was as peaceful as she’d ever witnessed. Placid water reflected a wintery blue sky, and on the nearest shore the Great Woods watched over everything.

The calm vista did not reflect Phoenix’s emotions.

‘We shouldn’t be here, Widge,’ she muttered, voicing aloud what she’d been thinking for the last week. Her pet squirrel pressed himself against her cheek, half buried in the tangle of her dark hair. Suddenly the water round her sore feet felt much too cold and she jerked them out, hugging her knees. ‘We should have marched north, to rescue Six from Victory and the Master,’ she said. ‘And to find Seven. Elder Hoarfrost was wrong.’

Phoenix clenched her fists, pushing down the fire that had risen with her temper. Why hadn’t she stood up to the Elder? Why hadn’t she insisted he send Hunters to Icegaard in search of her friends?

‘Stupid old codger, that Hoarfrost,’ a rough voice said.

Phoenix spun, horrified to see the Elder was right behind her, his footsteps muffled by the cut reeds scattered over the ground.

‘I …’

Hoarfrost waved away whatever she’d been about to say. To her surprise, he settled beside her, the packed rushes crackling where he sat. The floating market was not a natural island, but built from an enormous wooden raft on to which reeds had been piled over older reeds. The result was a broad sweep of wheat-yellow land, springy underfoot and smelling strongly of damp straw. It was the only neutral territory in Ember and the place the clans came to trade safely with one another. It was also untethered, free to float across the lake with the winds.

Hoarfrost’s black eyes rested on Phoenix’s blistered heels. ‘I’d get some woundwort on those. A forced march is tough on young feet.’

Phoenix swallowed a snort. The Hunters had just relocated from the mountain-clan village of Ledge. ‘Tough’ didn’t begin to cover it: in one week, they’d travelled a distance that should have taken three. There was no part of her that didn’t hurt.

‘So,’ Hoarfrost began, ‘you reckon I done the wrong thing?’

Phoenix bit her lip, then forced herself to sit up straighter and nod.

‘What would you have done?’

‘Marched us north.’ She spoke without hesitation.

Hoarfrost nodded, his eyes tracking the glinting bodies of a shoal of minnows just under the water’s surface. ‘You’d have led the Hunters to this Master, that you barely escaped from? The creature that destroyed Icegaard, every witch but Zenith an’ his own goblin mage? You’d march ’em across the Frozen Wastes without provisions or equipment an’ expect ’em to face an army of critters, the likes of which ain’t been seen since the Dark War?’

Guilt and anger jostled in Phoenix. ‘Yes.’

‘Vexatious vespers!’ Hoarfrost’s voice was a whiplash and Widge darted into Phoenix’s furs with a squeal of alarm. ‘If you’re willing to sacrifice so much to get Six and Seven back, perhaps you shouldna left ’em in the first place.’

Phoenix nodded stiffly, holding her breath so she didn’t cry. She’d been doing that a lot lately.

Beside her, Hoarfrost passed a weary hand over his face. ‘We both know Seven couldn’t have survived the—’

‘She’s not dead!’ Phoenix’s voice was almost a shout. ‘How could she be? She was right there before the portal back to Ledge opened. She was—’ Phoenix broke off as her breath hitched traitorously. She clenched her fists so tightly she felt her fingernails slice into her palms. Widge pressed himself against her, his warmth a comfort.

‘She didn’t make it through the portal, Phoenix. You think she’d survive the Frozen Wastes alone? With no food? No weapons?’ He shook his head, his mouth a grim line. ‘I don’t like Six’s chances neither. I know you said the Master needed the boy, but he don’t exactly seem the type to care well for prisoners.’

Phoenix winced, but the Elder kept on speaking, his own hands clenching into fists.

‘You need to let ’em go, Phoenix. It’s not what I’d usually say; it’s not the Hunter way. But the news you lot brought back from Icegaard changes everything. The Master’s gathered an army an’ war is coming to Ember. Soon by the sounds of it. Us Hunters preparing the clans will determine whether they survive this or not. Whether we survive.’

Phoenix hugged her knees more tightly.

‘We had to come ’ere,’ the Elder continued. ‘The floating market’s the only neutral ground in Ember, the only place I could bring the clan chiefs together, warn ’em of what’s coming, try to wrangle us all into some sorta fighting force.’ His eyes darted to Phoenix and away again. ‘They’ll be ’ere tonight. You’ve done an excellent job of keeping that power of yours under wraps so far. Keep doing it. We don’t wanna spook ’em.’

‘That won’t be a problem.’ She looked up as Hoarfrost stood to go. ‘Can you do it?’ Her voice was low. ‘Can you convince the clans to work together for once?’

For once. The phrase didn’t do justice to the size of Hoarfrost’s task – the tribes hadn’t united in centuries, practically made a hobby out of hating one another.

The Elder stared across the water. ‘Have to. If we ain’t united, the Master an’ that army of his can pick the clans off one by one. Alone, they don’t stand a chance. Without ’em, we don’t either.’

Phoenix had never seen him so pale or so tense. A chill whispered through her and goosebumps sprang up on her arms.

Then the Elder was gone. Phoenix watched his back disappear into the crowd of low reed-woven buildings and bustling people, tension humming through her. Where he vanished, two very different figures appeared: a tall, dark-haired boy with brown eyes and an enormous stone dog, reddish in colour, both moving quickly towards her.

‘There you are,’ Dog said, his tail wagging as they reached her. ‘We have been searching for you.’

‘Have you heard?’ Thorn asked, throwing himself down beside her. ‘The chiefs are arriving tonight!’

‘Hoarfrost just told me.’ Phoenix swallowed a smile at the mild outrage on Five’s – no, Thorn’s – face. She still wasn’t used to his new Hunter name.

Dog made a sound of surprise.

‘Of course Hoarfrost told you himself,’ Thorn said. ‘When you get tired of all the special treatment, feel free to pass some of it on to me.’

Phoenix smiled in spite of herself. ‘I’ll consider it.’

For a minute, the friends sat in companionable silence, watching the breeze ruffle the water’s surface. 

‘Where do you think they are?’ Thorn asked suddenly. All lightness had vanished from his voice. It was obvious who he was talking about. Six. Seven. One friend taken by the Master, another mysteriously lost. It was almost too much to bear.

Phoenix swallowed hard before she spoke. ‘I suppose Six is wherever the Master is. With the Croke and Victory … and their army. Probably marching towards Ember.’

‘He wouldn’t dare do something so boring as die, would he?’ Thorn’s voice shook. ‘He knows I’d never forgive him.’
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‘The Master said he needed him,’ Dog said gently. ‘We must assume that involves keeping Six alive.’

Phoenix linked her arm through Thorn’s, wishing she could reassure him – and herself.

‘What about Seven?’ Thorn said.

Phoenix plucked at the flattened reeds beneath her. It was a conversation they’d had a hundred times in the last week. ‘Hoarfrost thinks she’s dead.’

‘Sounds like he was a right bundle of laughs today,’ Thorn muttered.

‘There are three possibilities,’ Dog said steadily. ‘One: she stepped into the portal, but never came out at Ledge—’

‘Zenith says that’s impossible,’ Phoenix interrupted.

‘Two: something prevented her following us through,’ Dog continued. Here, he paused, his face troubled. ‘I did not see anything around our camp that would have stopped her though.’

‘But what if there was something?’ Phoenix whispered. ‘A glimmer or … or—’ She broke off, swallowing her fear. If there had been a dark creature close to the portal and Seven had had to face it alone … She turned quickly from the thought. Seven was no fighter.

‘Option three: she did not want to follow us through. She stayed behind on purpose.’

Here was where the conversation always stalled, too painful to continue. Had Seven decided to stay in the Wastes? To rescue her brother, Six? Or to remain a prisoner with him rather than leave him behind?

Guilt roiled through Phoenix, and Thorn’s face was the colour of milk. Dog was as downcast as she’d ever seen him. Had Seven done what they all should have done that day? The rule was simple: a Hunter never left a member of their team behind. But they had; they’d left Six. When Victory had grabbed him, it’d seemed like there was no choice. But perhaps …

Phoenix closed her eyes, the grief suddenly too much. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.

A cold breeze rose, ruffling the water around her and lifting her words away.
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Seven was exhausted, a kind of tiredness she’d never known existed. She felt as though she was loosening at the seams, floating away from herself.

The last few weeks had been the most difficult of her life; so many lies, so much pretence, the terrible guilt of knowing what was coming and keeping her mouth shut. She should have been used to it by now, but nothing could have prepared her for the devastation of seeing Icegaard fall, of losing her brother and leaving her friends behind. Her life had always been one of loneliness, but she’d never felt as alone as she did now.

For three days, she’d walked back to Icegaard. Three days of the vast, deadly emptiness of the Frozen Wastes; endless ice beneath a leaden sky. Three days of terror, wondering if the dark army would still be outside the frost palace’s broken doors – and if she’d see her brother again. She’d been too afraid to look at his Paths to find out.

Coward.

When she finally reached Icegaard, its doors shattered and hanging from their hinges, the place was deathly silent and vastly empty. The lake was still frozen, its colourful fish entombed beneath the surface. The feasting tree still stood at its centre, but its leaves were brown and curling. The frost palace was dead. The monsters were gone, but so was Six. Both relief and grief surged through her.

Look at his Paths. Look at them!

But Seven couldn’t bring herself to do it. She already knew that the only way she’d get him back was by defeating the Master. And that was what she was here to do.

Cautiously, she let the Veil drop from her, a defensive word of quietspeech fizzing on her tongue in case the frost palace wasn’t as empty as it appeared.

Nothing happened and, after only a moment’s hesitation, she made her way across the frozen lake to the base of the feasting tree and began to climb its winding steps. A few days before, the ice passages had glowed with a light all of their own. Now she needed a witchlight to see. Up, up, up she climbed until she found herself in the room she’d shared with Phoenix. She ducked inside, trying not to look at her friend’s abandoned belongings, trying not to notice how the air felt choked with the lies she’d told.

The three books were exactly where she’d left them and she breathed a sigh of relief as she snatched them up. There was a slim volume called The Nomadic Witch: Practical Spells for Survival; a tome roughly the size and weight of a paving stone, entitled Battle Magyck; and a gorgeous collection of maps, one of which was of Ember. Seven clutched her treasures and hurried back out of the room as fast as she could. The silence was oppressive. How she missed her brother and her friends. The world without them was too big and far too quiet.

At the base of the feasting tree, she searched for the little-used trapdoor hidden in its roots. With a great heave, she hauled it open to reveal steps spiralling down into the dark. She paused on the threshold, taking a deep breath.

You can do this.

The steps were treacherous, narrow and slick with ice. She proceeded slowly, the distant boom of the ocean growing steadily louder, until she was standing in a cavern carved into the frozen cliff beneath Icegaard. Three walls were ice, but the fourth was open to the hungry grey ocean. A steep ramp slipped down to disappear beneath the waves. Every now and then, the greedy tongue of an especially large swell would surge up the ramp and sweep across the cavern floor. The water never quite made it to the mess of boats, rigging and fishing line stashed against the back wall though.

In spite of everything, excitement leaped in Seven. Outside, the sun was dipping in the sky. It was too late to leave now, but she would do everything to be ready to depart at dawn. The first three boats she dug free of the clutter were intact – and not what she was looking for. It was only as the sun kissed the horizon, as the light turned golden, that she found the thing she’d seen in her dreams.

The boat looked as though it had lain on its side for a thousand years. At some point, the ice round it had partly melted then re-formed, so it was held fast in Icegaard’s frosty embrace. But there was no mistaking what it was. Seven’s heart jumped as she cleared rotting ropes and broken buckets from around it, then began to cut it free from the tangle of nets.

Beneath the ice, the planks were warped and shrunken, and the face painted on the prow was time-ravaged. Long-lashed eyes and a proud nose. Lips drawn back in a grimace.

Seven’s heart lurched and it was several moments before she could steady the shaking in her hands enough to begin the careful work of chipping away at the ice.

The sky was star-spangled by the time Seven had freed the vessel, and her excitement had reached fever pitch. All her aches, all her doubt and pain faded as she surveyed it. That the boat was a wreck was beyond doubt, but what she’d seen on the Paths filled her with hope.

Seven pressed the tip of her dagger to her thumb until a bright bead of blood welled. Then, taking a deep breath to quell the thunder of her heart, she pressed it to the vessel’s carved mouth.

‘My n-name is Seven,’ she whispered shakily.

When the boat’s eyes opened, they were as silver as the moon, its teeth as white and sharp as broken bones. She pulled her hand back quickly.

Seven and the vessel regarded one another.

‘Can you hear me?’ she asked, wishing she sounded a bit more confident.

The boat blinked.

‘Good,’ Seven said with a sigh. The relief at speaking to someone other than herself was immense. ‘Can you t-talk?’

A barrage of words and images flashed into Seven’s mind.

FAT FISH WHALES BLUBBER RIP
TEAR CRUNCH HOT SALTY BLOOD

Seven rocked back on her heels, sucking in a shocked breath at the mess of words and sounds and images. She hadn’t expected that. The boat watched.

Seven thought carefully about what she’d seen. ‘You’re hungry,’ she guessed finally.

The boat blinked.

Seven nodded, her gaze sweeping the moonlit coils of nets and fishing gear. ‘Let’s see what we can d-do about that.’
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The sky was black with glintwings circling in eerie silence. Beneath them, an army of monsters spread as far as the eye could see, miles of ice hidden under the relentless tramp of feet and claws and talons. A hundred thousand creatures moved in perfect synchrony, shadows swirling in their eyes.

And at the very heart of them walked a stocky, green-eyed, sandy-haired boy, utterly alone and as terrified as he’d ever been.

Six huddled into himself, the hunger of the creatures around him a physical force. All he could do was pray the Master’s will was strong enough to hold them off: his life depended on it.

It was days since he’d been separated from his friends. Or at least he thought it was. He’d tried to keep track of time, but somehow his mind couldn’t hold on to the numbers.

Had his friends escaped Icegaard? Had his sister? Were they safe?

Then there was the question he feared most: why had the Master kept him?

‘I do have need of one of them …’

What did that mean? Why did the Master need him? Six’s mind rolled the question around like a pebble until it formed a groove so deep it was hard to think of anything else.

Beside him, an Ygrex snarled. Standing two heads taller than him, its horns glinted in the winterlight, needlelike teeth gleaming too. On the other side of him, a wheever grunted, the projectile quills on its back rustling as it moved. There was, Six realised, a wave of some unidentifiable emotion travelling through the Master’s army.

He followed their gazes and stiffened. In every direction, there’d only been the endless wind-rippled ice of the Frozen Wastes. But now, on the horizon, a snow-covered peak rose towards the sky. And beyond it another, and another: the Fang Mountains. Hope roared in his heart. He was drawing closer to his friends and to the Hunters, closer to safety.

Then the hope died, horror rising to swallow it.

He might be coming home, but he was bringing an army of darkness with him.
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At sundown, the floating market dropped its anchor into burnished water reflecting a fiery sky. Phoenix stood with Thorn, Dog and the witch, Zenith, at the edge of the island. Together, they watched as stallholders unfurled the reed bridges, rolling them across the water from island to shore like giant bobbins unspooling. They would remain open for the duration of the clans’ stays.

‘The chiefs really have come,’ Thorn said, pointing to a small, brightly dressed group at the water’s edge. ‘The desert clan.’ He shifted his gaze right to a smaller, more muted group. ‘And the bog clan.’

‘Whatever Hoarfrost said in his letters has worked.’ Dog’s tail wagged.

‘Where do the cave clan cross?’ Zenith asked. The same height as Phoenix, with dark skin and braided hair, she turned this way and that, trying to take in everything at once. Until a week ago, she’d never left Icegaard and everything was fascinating to her.

Dog nodded at the last bridge being unfurled. It was narrower than the others, its reeds grey and fraying, barely floating on the lake’s placid surface.

‘Is that thing safe?’ Zenith’s doubt was obvious.

‘The other chiefs will be delighted if it isn’t,’ Thorn said darkly.

‘What do you mean?’

It was a fair question, but Phoenix struggled to answer it. ‘The other tribes—’

‘Everyone really,’ butted in Thorn.

‘—are afraid of the cave clan.’

‘Hate them,’ Thorn corrected her.

‘They live underground like the goblins,’ Phoenix explained, seeing Zenith’s confusion. ‘But no one knows how they survive. They hardly ever need to trade with the other clans. I suppose most people think they’re too similar to the goblins to be trusted … or something like that.’

Phoenix broke off, feeling her cheeks flush hot. Until recently, she’d been as prejudiced against the cave clan as anyone. Perhaps even more so: she’d believed them responsible for her family’s deaths. But that had been before she’d found out the real culprits were servants of the Master, including the Hunting Lodge’s weaponsmaster, Victory. And before she’d met Six and Seven and discovered that they were both from the cave clan themselves. She swallowed and forced herself to concentrate on the conversation.

Zenith looked thoughtful. ‘There wasn’t much about the cave clan in Icegaard’s library.’ Her voice wobbled as she spoke the name of her home, so recently destroyed by the Master. She hurried on. ‘They’re the clan I’m most excited to meet.’

‘I’m not sure you’ll get the chance.’ Thorn nodded to the empty shoreline where the cave-clan bridge rested.

‘I hope you are wrong,’ said Dog. ‘We have much need of Chief Karst’s warriors.’ His gaze raked the shore. ‘I myself am interested to see how the forest and river-clan chiefs behave towards one another.’

Phoenix nodded. Two weeks earlier, Victory had murdered a lutra, the sacred creature of the river clan. She’d also destroyed one of the forest clan’s precious home-trees and framed each clan for the crime against the other. Only Dog’s intervention had averted an all-out battle on the banks of the Ilara. Whether they’d truly made peace remained to be seen.

‘Well, one thing’s certain,’ Zenith murmured, her eyes narrowing with determination. ‘We need to hear everything that’s said in this meeting.’

Dog raised his eyebrows.

‘Er … obviously not, Zenith,’ Thorn said quickly. ‘Eavesdropping on important, intriguing meetings is wrong.’ He lowered his voice. ‘And talking about it in front of the Guardian is just stupid.’

Zenith winced as she glanced at Dog.

‘I will be in the moot,’ Dog said, failing to keep his amusement hidden. ‘And will have no way of knowing what you three get up to.’

Phoenix and her friends watched as the bog-clan group stepped on to their walkway, moving quickly towards the island in single file. A moment later, the next bridge made landfall by the desert clan, and their delegation hurried on to it, seemingly determined to arrive before the bog clan.

‘I must find Hoarfrost,’ Dog muttered. ‘He wanted me to greet the chiefs with him.’ The Guardian hesitated as he turned from them, his tail beginning to wag. ‘The only building large enough to house the meeting is rather old.’ He gazed over their heads as though talking to himself. ‘There are holes in the back wall. Eye-sized holes. Perhaps even some ear-sized holes.’ Then he was gone.

Thorn smiled. ‘Let the eavesdropping commence.’
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‘This hut is hardly fitting for our meeting, Hoarfrost,’ a man’s disgruntled voice rang out.

Phoenix pressed her eye to a small gap in the old reeds, her friends doing the same on either side of her. Inside, the room glowed warm with candlelight, revealing the clan chiefs and Hoarfrost seated in a circle, with Dog at the Elder’s shoulder. The speaker had his back to Phoenix, but she could see he was tall and olive-skinned, a glorious red cloak wrapped round him.

‘Do you know who’s who?’ Zenith murmured.

‘The chief speaking is Indigo,’ whispered Phoenix. ‘Desert clan.’

‘He’s awful,’ Thorn added. ‘Always needs to be the centre of attention.’

Phoenix kept talking. ‘See the dark-skinned woman sitting next to him with the green feathers in her hair? That’s Chief Torrent from the river clan. She’s lutra-touched and—’

‘They say she’s over a hundred years old,’ Thorn interrupted, excitement fizzing out of him.

‘She looks good for her age if that’s true,’ Zenith whispered back. ‘Who’s the pale woman opposite her?’

Their gaze shifted to an older woman in grey who held herself with the uncanny stillness of a daggerbeak – those poised and deadly birds, so patient in their wait for unwary fish.

‘That’s Banemage Sundew,’ Thorn said, ‘chief of the bog clan.’

Zenith gasped. ‘Banemage? Is she a healer or an assassin?’

‘They all say they’re healers.’

‘Then there’s Chief Sedge from the grasslands,’ Phoenix said, trying not to let her voice betray how excited she was to see the leader of her old clan. Chief Sedge was an elderly woman with light brown skin, her face as sweet and wrinkled as a late-harvest apple.

‘The man in the brushed-bark cloak must be Chief Broadleaf from the forest clan,’ said Zenith.

Phoenix nodded. ‘Apparently, he’s the most gifted tree whisperer in generations.’

‘That’ll come in handy when we’re fighting the Master,’ Thorn said with a snort.

Phoenix elbowed him and his muffled yelp drew a glare from Dog, but no one else seemed to hear.

‘You know Chief Soar already,’ she murmured to Zenith.

The witch smiled. The mountain-clan chief had gone out of his way to make her and the two younger, unfledged witches, Thea and Libbet, feel welcome when they’d arrived at Ledge a week ago. As the mountain clan prized flight and the sky above all else, witches and their ice eagles were a natural, easy fit with them.

‘That’s only six chiefs though,’ Thorn said. ‘Karst isn’t here. The cave clan really haven’t come.’

He and Phoenix exchanged a worried look. They’d need every warrior they could get to beat the Master. The cave clan not accepting Hoarfrost’s invite was an enormous blow.

Inside the hut, the Elder was telling the chiefs of all they’d discovered at Icegaard, of the Master’s power to command dark creatures and how the witches had lost their lives to his army. Phoenix felt Zenith begin to tremble.

‘Why does he say it like that?’ the witch hissed. ‘As though he knows they’re dead. You didn’t see any of them. They might have escaped like we did.’

Phoenix squeezed the other girl’s arm. She didn’t harbour the same hopes as Zenith; she couldn’t. She’d seen the devastation the Master had wrought through the frost palace, had seen the witches’ ice eagles dissolve in the sky, had seen many of his creatures wearing their cloaks as trophies. She turned her thoughts from the memory, but not before another spear of grief stabbed through her. There had been one witch in particular she’d been trying not to think about: Nara. Nara had helped Phoenix learn to control her elemental fire. Any command she had over her powers now was because of Nara’s patient, skilful teaching.

Chief Indigo of the desert clan was speaking again and Thorn growled his annoyance.

‘The news you bring is terrible indeed,’ Indigo drawled. ‘Terrible for the witches. Whom none of us have seen in decades …’

Even from outside, Phoenix felt the challenge. All eyes shifted to Hoarfrost to see how he’d respond. She risked a glance at Zenith and wasn’t sure the other girl was even breathing.

‘The witches’ fate will be ours if we don’t act.’

‘Perhaps,’ Indigo mused. ‘But none of the creatures you’ve mentioned have ever ventured into the Scour.’ Even from behind him, Phoenix felt the power of his wolfish smile. ‘I fear they would find it an … inhospitable place if they did.’

‘Haven’t you been listening?’ Chief Soar swept the desert chief’s words aside with an impatient gesture. ‘The old rules no longer apply. Wheevers and ripplewracks were present at Icegaard. And if the southerly creatures can move north with this Master of theirs then what’s stopping him from bringing the northerly creatures south?’

Hoarfrost nodded. ‘That’s exactly what he’s planning. Granted, ye have yer problems in the Scour, Indigo, but none of yer critters are a patch on a glimmer, a skryll or a Grim.’

A terrible silence fell over the chiefs. The northern creatures were the most dangerous, the most feared. They were the reason the Hunting Lodge had been created in the first place.

Chief Sundew stood. ‘Hoarfrost’s news tallies with omens I’ve seen in the boglands,’ she said, her voice clear and precise. ‘A daggerbeak egg hatched with a serpent inside. A comet was seen in daylight and the shreeks all whisper the same song of our destruction.’ Her cool gaze swept the room. ‘Something has changed in Ember, a great threat with greater danger attached to it. I will pledge six hundred warriors to face—’

‘Only six hundred?’ sneered Indigo. ‘You cannot believe the danger is so very great.’

‘Our clan is the smallest,’ she said with frosty dignity. ‘But we will defend Ember with everything we’ve got. Unlike some others.’

‘This is ridiculous!’ Indigo leaped to his feet, alight with sudden fury. ‘Where is the proof of this threat? We have no evidence, only the word of the Hunting Lodge and a banemage’s omen. An egg …’

If Indigo was hoping he’d win agreement from the other chiefs, he was wrong. The room filled with whispered confidences and murmured rumours of strange occurrences. One thing was quickly established: every clan had experienced fewer creature attacks than normal in recent weeks.

‘It’s as though they’ve left,’ Chief Sedge said, her brow furrowed. ‘The grasslands appear to no longer contain any wheevers or snaverslakes.’

‘They have joined the Master,’ Dog growled. ‘But they will return.’

‘There’s a whole ruddy army of dark critters up there,’ said Hoarfrost. ‘Goblins, Grims an’ winter wolves – everything we’ve ever feared, working together. For ’im.’

A shiver went through the room. The Elder was speaking a nightmare into life.

‘Words!’ Indigo was still on his feet. ‘You have no proof!’

‘Indigo, please.’ Hoarfrost spread his hands placatingly.

The chief shook his head, gathering his cloak round himself to leave. ‘You have wasted our time, Hoarfrost.’

Outside the hut, Thorn was shaking and Phoenix was startled by the rage she saw on his face. Then, suddenly, he was up and away, sprinting round the side of the building.

‘What’s he doing?’ Zenith whispered.

‘I have no idea!’ Phoenix pressed her eye back to watch as Thorn burst into the meeting, breathless with fury.

Indigo was halfway to the door. He froze when he saw Thorn, a series of emotions too quick to identify flashing across his face. He settled on a sneer. ‘You.’

Thorn stood taller. ‘Hello, Father.’
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Thorn’s arrival was greeted with uproar, and the chiefs pulled various concealed weapons out of their clothing. Dog sprang to Thorn’s side, to protect him from any hastily thrown blade, but he seemed oblivious to everything but Chief Indigo. Phoenix could see he looked both terrified and furious.

‘Chief Indigo is Thorn’s father?’ Zenith whispered to Phoenix, confused. ‘Did you know that?’

Phoenix started to shake her head, then stopped, a memory surfacing. Suddenly she was back in the Frozen Forest, watching as Oakhammer threatened Six, forced Thorn to speak his secrets.

‘My father exiled me,’ Thorn had said. ‘I’m not chief material apparently, but my little brother is. He told me if I didn’t disappear he’d find a way to make my death look like an accident …’

‘I did know he was a chief’s son, but not whose,’ Phoenix said, sickened by the memory. A wave of emotion took her by surprise. Thorn was from the desert. Somehow, knowing this made sense of him. The desert clan valued wit and colour and bravery: Thorn had those things in spades. His father was a fool.

‘You want proof?’ Thorn spat at his father. ‘Proof that the Master is real? I was there. I saw the dark army myself.’

The sneer slipped from Indigo’s face, replaced with something colder. ‘More words. And yours mean less than nothing to me. You know that.’

Phoenix’s fingers clenched into fists, but Thorn didn’t even flinch. ‘By the sands, I swear it. By the desert stars, I swear it. By the chimaera’s breath, I swear it.’

‘You are not desert clan any more,’ Indigo hissed. ‘You cannot swear by those things.’ He made to shove past Thorn, but the boy caught his arm.

‘Then I swear it on my brother Fennec’s life,’ Thorn said, his voice shaking. ‘And on my mother’s memory.’

Silence.

Indigo didn’t move. The whole room seemed to hold its breath.

‘Everything he says is true,’ Dog growled. ‘He was by my side. He saw everything.’

Indigo jerked his arm free of Thorn’s hand, smoothed his bright cloak. ‘The threat cannot be so grave if this boy managed to escape.’

Before Phoenix knew what she was doing, she was striding to the hut’s door, fury on Thorn’s behalf beating through her. The air inside was warm with candlewax and intrigue. She went straight to her friend, Widge leaping from her shoulder to his.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said to Indigo, ignoring everyone else. ‘We didn’t escape from the Master, he let us go, sent us back to Hoarfrost with a message—’

‘He released you?’ Indigo’s lip curled. ‘If anything, that’s proof of weakness, not strength.’

The other chiefs were all listening. To Phoenix’s horror, she saw Chief Sedge of the grass clan actually nod her agreement.

‘You don’t understand,’ Phoenix said, trying to stay calm. ‘The Master wants the battle between his forces and ours to be as fierce as possible. He—’

‘I’m confused.’ It was Chief Torrent who spoke now, candlelight glinting off the gold-brushed fishbones in her hair. ‘How does the Master releasing you relate to the coming battle?’

‘He wanted us to spread the word,’ Phoenix said. ‘He wants us to fight him. He feeds on terror and pain. A battle would be a feast for him …’ She trailed off.

‘In that case, I understand even less,’ Torrent said crisply. ‘Why would we give him what he wants?’

The other chiefs nodded their agreement.

Indigo leaned close to Phoenix, his smile sharp and wicked. ‘I apologise. I see you’re an ally after all.’

Thorn flinched. Phoenix’s fists curled and she called into the room, ‘If we don’t fight together, the Master will pick the clans off one by one—’

She was drowned out by an upswell of the chiefs’ voices.

Hoarfrost grimaced, shook his head at her and Phoenix bit her lip, hating herself. She’d rushed in to help Thorn, but had somehow ended up undermining Hoarfrost’s whole negotiation.

Dog’s expression was fierce. ‘They are convincing themselves the threat is not so great.’

‘Because it isn’t.’ Indigo drew his cloak round himself again. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me …’

He made to leave as Dog gave a ground-shaking bark. The chiefs immediately stopped talking.

It was Hoarfrost who spoke into the sudden silence, his eyes fixed on Phoenix. ‘I asked you to keep it secret, but the clans must understand how grave the threat to Ember is. Phoenix, you are the proof.’

Phoenix nodded, understanding him immediately, her mouth too dry to speak. The fire was already tearing through her, knowing it was about to be called. Her heart raced and her fingers tingled as she gazed around.

Indigo stared at her, then threw his hands up in disgust. ‘This is—’

The rest of his complaint was lost in the roar of flames as Phoenix unleashed a golden torrent of fire on to his vacated chair. In an instant, it was reduced to a smoking pile of cinders.

She quelled the flames and for a moment there was perfect silence. Then terror flooded the room. The chiefs leaped back, pressing themselves against the hut’s walls.

‘Impossible!’ Indigo staggered with shock, his dark eyes huge. He backed away, bumping into ice-eyed Banemage Sundew. ‘Did you see that?’ he choked. ‘She’s … she’s …’

Sundew recovered her poise and pushed him away from her. ‘The word you’re searching for, Indigo, is “elemental”.’

The chiefs looked at her with horror. Phoenix stood tall and jutted her chin.

‘Proof enough for you, Indigo?’ Hoarfrost grunted. ‘She’s the first elemental to rise since the Dark War. You know what that means.’

‘A harbinger,’ Indigo hissed.

A shiver ran round the room as his words faded to charred silence.

Thorn took her hand and pulled her towards the door. It took every ounce of Phoenix’s self-control not to run.
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Zenith was waiting for Phoenix and Thorn outside the hut. ‘Are you all right?’

Phoenix shook her head. The way the chiefs had looked at her … Widge leaped back to her shoulder from Thorn’s, nuzzling her cheek.

Thorn drew a shuddering breath and all Phoenix’s thoughts turned to him. In the moonlight, the boy was ghostlike and she could see his hands were trembling. Suddenly what had happened to her didn’t seem important – strangers had looked at her with fear and disgust, but for Thorn it had been his own father who stared at him that way.

Phoenix reached for him.

‘Don’t.’ His voice shook. ‘Don’t be nice. You’ll only make it worse.’

Behind them, the chiefs’ voices rose in argument. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Zenith, leading Phoenix and Thorn away.

They passed tightly packed reed huts, light and laughter spilling out of them. Then they walked through the empty, open space of the marketplace until they came to a bench by the water’s edge. This side of the island was much quieter. The three sat down beside one another in silence.

Phoenix tried to think of the right thing to say. ‘Facing Indigo like that—’

‘I said don’t be nice!’ Thorn interrupted, his moonlit face scrunched into a shadowy scowl. Widge left Phoenix’s lap to creep over to Thorn’s. He allowed it, but his hands remained in fists.

Zenith stared up at the moon briefly and puffed out a breath. ‘Did you know it was the witches who invented the floating market?’ she asked. She almost managed to sound conversational except for how her eyes were now fixed on Thorn.

Silence.

‘It was about ten years after the Dark War,’ Zenith continued, warming to her topic. ‘The clans’ trust was beginning to fray, old resentments resurfacing. But in those years of kinship so much had been achieved. Trade between the clans had benefited them all: the mountain clan no longer starved in winter thanks to crops from the grass clan; the river clan no longer froze thanks to ymbre from the forest.’

Some of the tension left Thorn as he listened. His fists uncurled; a solitary finger reached out to stroke Widge’s fur. Phoenix made a tiny gesture to Zenith, encouraging her to keep talking.

‘The Hunting Lodge asked Icegaard if there was a way to create a neutral space where none of the clans ruled, so all would be on an equal footing.’ She paused, looking around. ‘The witches consulted the chiefs and the floating market was born. Since it is neither water nor true land, it’s a place that no clan can claim. We created the safe paths too, laid protections under them to prevent violence. Although –’ Zenith swallowed – ‘that magic needed to be renewed every few years. So, now …’

‘The safe paths haven’t been safe for a long time,’ Phoenix said, sorry for the way the other girl winced. ‘Maybe you could do something about that though?’

Zenith nodded.

‘That would make a big difference to the clans,’ Thorn said, glancing at the witch.

Phoenix swallowed a sigh of relief as she saw the colour return to his cheeks.

‘Here you are!’ Dog appeared behind them. ‘Thorn, facing Indigo like that was well done. And brave too.’

‘Is Hoarfrost …’ Thorn didn’t need to finish his question. It was strictly forbidden for Hunters to ever speak of their past lives. He had flaunted that rule right in front of an Elder.

‘He is not happy,’ Dog admitted. ‘But you were trying to act in the best interests of the lodge and all of Ember. Indigo is as difficult as they come –’ Thorn snorted – ‘but his warriors are proven and we need them. Hoarfrost knows that.’

Thorn nodded. Phoenix squeezed his arm, and he offered her a weak grin in return.

‘And Phoenix,’ Dog said, turning to her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘You didn’t get the warmest reception,’ said Thorn. ‘You’d think they’d be happy to have someone so powerful on their side.’

Widge returned to Phoenix’s lap and she buried her fingers in his fur. ‘I’m a harbinger of doom, remember?’ She’d been trying to sound unconcerned, but her voice wobbled. The fear she’d seen on the chiefs’ faces had shaken her more than she cared to admit.

‘I don’t believe any of that rubbish about you being a bad omen, and you’re an idiot if you do,’ Zenith said.

Phoenix raised her eyebrows, distracted from her own whirling thoughts. ‘So, I’m an omen of doom and an idiot,’ she said. ‘Great. I feel so much better. Thanks, Zenith.’

‘What?’ Zenith paused. ‘No, I didn’t mean …’ She gazed at Phoenix a moment, then laughed. ‘You’re joking.’

‘Mainly.’ Phoenix sighed, hugging her knees in and staring across the moon-silvered lake. ‘It wasn’t entirely unexpected though. When I first discovered my powers, even Dog said elementals were bad news.’

Dog whined softly. ‘I did not say that. Only that elementals rise in times of trouble and signify danger to come.’

Zenith shrugged. ‘That’s not what we learned at Icegaard.’

Phoenix looked at her, electrified.

‘Nara taught us that elementals do rise in times of danger, but to bring balance, not to signal destruction.’

Phoenix absorbed that in silence, her brain turning it over and over.

‘It means you’re a force for good, Phoenix,’ Zenith said. ‘You’re the thing that balances out the Master’s darkness.’

Phoenix shook her head. ‘I don’t want to balance him. I want to end him.’

Without moving, Zenith’s body seemed to coil tight next to her. Phoenix knew she was thinking of Icegaard, of everyone she’d known there. ‘So do I.’

‘Me too,’ Thorn muttered. ‘Finish him and get Six back.’

‘And Seven,’ Phoenix added, her voice catching. She missed her friends more than she could say.

Dog growled his agreement. ‘There might be a way,’ he said, his voice suddenly excited. ‘Hoarfrost has had word from Chief Karst. He claims the cave clan know something of the Master. Hoarfrost sent me to fetch you all.’
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Well, here we are at the end of the road – and what a journey it has been! When I look back over the five years it took to write this series, I’m filled with gratitude. These books have changed my life and there are so many wonderful people who’ve helped them on their way.

But first, I must thank you, dear reader! Thanks for sticking with Twelve/Phoenix/Starling through the many twists and turns of her adventure. Thank you for your letters and questions and enthusiasm for the series. Thank you for inspiring me to keep going and make the story the best it could be. Meeting some of you has been absolutely magical, one of my favourite parts of the whole publishing process. Without young readers like you, there would be no Fireborn at all.

Huge thanks also to all the booksellers, librarians, teachers and bloggers who have championed the series. It has been extraordinary to see how many passionate people there are out there, trying to get books into the hands of young readers. You are all utter heroes.

Each book in the series has challenged me in different ways, but this is the one that changed the most from draft to draft. Thank you to my outstanding editors Nick and Megan for their insights, which guided the story to a much stronger place. Thank you also to my husband Ben, and dear friends Annabel and Dashe, who read early drafts and gave invaluable feedback. I feel so blessed to have such great storytelling minds in my corner.

Eternal gratitude to my agent, Claire Wilson, who has been an enormous source of support and encouragement at every stage of the process. I still can’t quite believe she’s really my agent – what have I done to deserve someone so bright and talented and passionate?

To all the translators who have brought their outstanding skills to Fireborn, I am in awe of each and every one of you. Thank you for carrying this story across borders and allowing it to reach international readers.

Thank you also to my fantastic team at HarperCollins. I have felt your love for Fireborn throughout the series and you’ve all made this wild journey so magical. Extra special thanks to everyone who accompanied me on tour: Megan, Sarah, Aisling, Jasmeet, Ellie and Elisa – it was such a huge pleasure getting to know you all. 

The artwork in each book has been a constant source of joy to me. Thank you so much to Sophie Medvedeva for applying her outstanding talent so lavishly to both the covers and the illustrations. And thank you also to the amazing Virginia Allyn for her beautiful maps. Can you spot the small changes we made from book to book?

Huge thanks to my copyeditor, Jane Tait, and to Fireborn’s proofreaders. Each of you has brought such incredible attention to detail to the manuscripts and really helped the story to shine.

Finally, thank you to friends old and new who have been there for me in so many different ways. If you’ve ever asked me about my book, talked to me about what you’re reading or sat and written alongside me, then I’m talking to you! Extra special thanks to Jo and Claire, and to superstar writing buddies Karina, Melissa, Erika and Mary-Rose.




Keep Reading …
   
Read it all again …
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Twelve has spoken the Pledge and now she is a Huntling. She has given up her name to train in the art of fighting monsters and keeping the peace, and she won’t get to choose a new one until she has earned it.

But when the Lodge’s walls are breached for the first time, and a little girl is taken, Twelve is the only one interested in going after a child …

Teaming up with Dog, the Stone Guardian of the Lodge, Twelve ends up on an epic adventure that will change her life, her name – and her entire world.

Click on the cover to read more.




HOPE GROWS FROM THE ASHES …
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Twelve has become a hunter and chosen a new name to reflect her elemental power: Phoenix.

Three months after the destruction of the Hunting Lodge, a witch arrives from the frost palace of Icegaard, desperate for Phoenix’s help. Icegaard is in grave danger from an evil force called the Shadowseam, and if the witch-palace falls, all the clans of Ember will fall with it.

Travelling north, Phoenix and her friends, Five, Six and Seven, must battle frightening new monsters and find a way to defeat the Shadowseam. But as Phoenix learns to control her new power, the faceless Croke begins to haunt her dreams …

Phoenix will have to fight with everything she’s got to save Ember from mortal danger. But the price of survival may be more than she can pay.

Click on the cover to read more.
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