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​— The Beginning —
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“Who is he?” The man sitting alone at the end of the long table tapped its highly-polished surface with short neat fingernails. “You have a name?”

“His name is Ricky.” The room’s only other occupant was pacing the floor. His whole appearance suggested an extrovert character, from the long multi-coloured hair down to the scruffy boots – a direct contrast to the other man’s formal attire. “He’s already strong. Stronger than he realises.”

“Then he’s a danger, Calith. Do you accept that responsibility?”

Calith, the younger by at least two decades, was silent for a moment. “If needs be, yes,” he said finally. “He has a feel for the power; a natural instinct. He’ll learn.”

“You play with fire. Though I don’t know why that surprises me anymore.” The man sighed. “You’re sure?”

Calith nodded as he paused on the other side of the table. He bit his lip. “Let me talk to him.”

“No. You may watch – but no more than that.”

“Vayan, it’s too late for watching! It’s time for action.”

“I said no.” The man stood up to leave, picking up thin leather gloves from the table. “Now for once in your life, do as you’re told.”
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— Chapter 1 —
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She left the car unlocked. Ricky watched from the bench outside the corner shop, as the woman scrambled out of the red Fiesta, slammed the car door and ran into the supermarket without a backward glance.

He was up in an instant, casually strolling past the glass door and glancing inside. The woman was down the far aisle, by the chilled cabinet with a packet of bacon in her hand. She seemed to be examining it closely.

Silly cow. Why didn’t she lock the car? It was like hanging a sign over it saying steal me. He looked up and down the street. Same old houses, same old curtains twitching; same old bats thinking if he’d skipped college yet again, he’d be headed for a life of crime. He could almost hear them telling his mum, casually mentioning how they’d seen young Richard hanging around in that scruffy leather jacket – had the tech college really broken up for the summer so soon? But what did you expect when the poor boy had lost his father so recently? 

Once he’d made up his mind, Ricky had the car door open and was inside before he had chance to lose his nerve. The keys were dangling from the ignition, calling out to him. This was easy. Too tall for the driving position, he reached under the seat with one hand, jerking it back as he turned the key. The door of the shop didn’t even open as he put the car into gear and let the clutch up.

Three driving lessons and already he was a pro – down through the village and out onto the by-pass with barely a hiccup. He wondered how long it would be before the woman noticed her car was missing and called the police – time enough for him to run out to town and then abandon the thing in a car park. It served her right for not locking the doors. He smiled; it beat the hell out of another afternoon in the college lab. What good was science anyway, when it just got you blown up in some foreign desert?

Ricky took the next exit off the by-pass and headed towards the town centre. It was a wide road – one of those annoying dual carriageways that should be de-restricted but had a speed limit just to ensure that the traffic police hit their targets. He slowed a little; there was no sense in getting points on a licence he didn’t yet have.

As he took his foot off the brake, he caught sight of the blue flashing light in the rear-view mirror. He scowled; if he got done for joyriding now, it would blow his chances of an army career. Not that he liked the idea of the army much anyway – it was more his mother’s dream of him following in his father’s footsteps. Bitter memories came flooding back and for a second he lost concentration, the scrape of metal against metal jolting him back to the present. This was it – he had no choice now – and he put his foot down, hearing the whine of the engine trying to keep pace with his demands. The police car was behind him, flashing messages to him to stop, probably thinking he was drunk. Drunk would be good right now, but unfortunately he’d never been more sober.

The blue light filled his whole rear field of view. In the outside lane, he couldn’t have pulled in if he’d wanted to, not with another car on the inside, so he stuck his foot down instead, but the other car matched his speed. Then the sirens started behind him and he lost what little concentration he had left. Up ahead there were traffic lights at the junction with the High Street, maybe half a dozen cars queuing and he knew he should be slowing, braking, but he couldn’t. His foot seemed glued to the accelerator and the world was flashing blue at him, screaming in his ears. 

Instinct took over and he jammed his right foot down hard on the brake, wincing as the screech of tyres harmonised with the wail of the sirens. The car was skidding and he had no idea how to control it as it rebounded from the central reservation into the car next to him, the impact throwing him sideways. Then he hit the car in front, and for a second the world froze—

And stayed frozen. Although his breath was coming in deep shuddering gasps, it was all he could hear apart from his own heartbeat thudding in his ears. The rest was silence.

He lifted his head from the steering wheel. So this was death was it? Looking through the windscreen he could see that the other cars were immobile, the traffic lights stuck on orange, and pedestrians like waxworks on the pavement. Why wasn’t anything moving? He swallowed hard. He didn’t feel dead. On the contrary, he had the beginnings of what promised to be a stinker of a headache. So if he wasn’t dead, he had to be unconscious and dreaming. And anything was possible in dreamspace.

Ricky opened the car door carefully, grateful for the squeak of the hinges. He could still hear his heartbeat as he swung his legs out and sat there for a few seconds, trainers scuffing the tarmac while he waited for the dream to change or end. It didn’t, so he stood up, looking for signs of life and a feather caught his eye, suspended in mid-air. He reached out and closed his fist over it, feeling it soft against his palm; when he let go, it fluttered silently to the ground. 

Ricky fought down panic. This was a freaky dream. 

It isn’t a dream, idiot.

Someone had spoken. Ricky spun round, but there was no sign of anyone and it took another moment before he spotted a figure dressed in black and moving cautiously between the cars at the far end of the High Street. Was this the voice’s owner? Too far away, surely?

No! The voice sounded frustrated and distant, but he recognised it now. It was the voice from the dreams – the boy with the wild hair and temper to match. What was his name? And where was he, anyway?

I’m Calith. Can we save the rest of the introductions until later? Believe me, you do not want to meet these guys. 

Ricky saw there were now two figures moving towards him and too late he realised what a target he made in the open road. Too late, because even as he moved towards the back of the car, something whizzed past his ear, bouncing off the car with a metallic ping. They’d tried to shoot him—

Ricky, don’t panic. It’s just—

Shut up! Get out of my head! He was thinking to himself more than anything, and was surprised when it got a reaction.

I’d love to, but right now I’m trying to help you.

This was getting way too weird. Out in the middle of the junction with no cover, he wrenched the rear door of the car open and dropped behind it. Through the window he could see the object on the tarmac – a tiny steel dart no more than an inch long and fletched with a hint of yellow – lying innocently across the white line. He didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t look friendly, and he had no desire to investigate further.

The two people were closer now and Ricky could make them out more clearly. Both young men strikingly similar in appearance, they were dressed in black with dark hair and they were crossing the tarmac with a depressing persistence, like something out of a very low budget science-fiction film.

If he stayed put, he’d get shot – that much was obvious – so he twisted on one foot to see what cover he could find in the other direction. His heart missed a beat when he saw two identical figures converging on him, and he realised he was trapped. Ricky shook his head. The whole thing was ridiculous – this had to be just another incredibly realistic dream. The air was so humid and heavy that everything seemed unreal. He closed his eyes, willing the visions to disappear.

This is no dream, Ricky.

No! I don’t want this. Another dart shook him out of his immobility. Embedding itself in the cloth-covered interior of the car door, it proved that the second pair was within range, and Ricky only saw one course of action available to him. Diving across the back seat of the car, he crouched in the well behind the passenger seat and fumbled for the door handle on the other side, trying to fool the strangers into thinking he was hiding. Giving both pairs enough time to commit themselves to the offside of the car, he threw his weight forwards and half fell out of the other rear door, rolling and coming to his feet in a split-second. Then he was off at a sprint for the safety of the High Street, dodging between the cars for cover. With no thought for the overall weirdness of the situation anymore, he was more concerned with survival now, but he wasn’t a fool. With everywhere seemingly frozen in time, his four assailants were not in any hurry to complete their work. They had – probably quite literally – all the time in the world to catch him, and he couldn’t outrun them forever. No, the only way he was going to escape this was to take them out before they got to him, but four of them? Armed?

Why couldn’t he wake up from this nightmare?

A shout from behind made him stop, using a shop doorway for cover. Running wasn’t going to achieve anything. Then he remembered the town’s one department store. Perhaps he could shake them off in there and buy himself time to find some kind of weapon.

It won’t work, Ricky. Why won’t you listen to me?

He blanked the voice off, mentally pushing it to one side. He had enough to worry about without listening to dream-people in his head. Breathing quickly, he zig-zagged across the street and dived through the double doors; from behind the safety of reinforced glass, he could see the four figures standing motionless at the end of the street, black silhouettes against the early afternoon sun. They appeared to be deep in conversation, but then one broke away and pointed to the side of the building. Two of them jogged off in the direction indicated and the first pair moved purposefully towards the glass doors. Ricky considered bolting them, but he didn’t have time for all five, so instead he fled over to the stationary escalator, dodging display rails and shoppers as he ran. Flesh brushed against flesh as he squeezed past a middle-aged man on the step, and he shuddered at the clammy feel and wondered if he was still breathing. But there wasn’t time to investigate, not if he wanted to keep the small lead he had and he took the stairs two at a time. With the main doors and presumably the side entrance covered, he wondered if the fire-escape would fool them.

At the top of the escalator, he hesitated, scanning the departments for ideas before his eyes came to rest on a sports display. Wrestling a golf club free, he swung it experimentally, pleased with the solid weight in his hands. Just the feel of it gave him back some of his confidence. What happened if you died in a dream? Did you just never wake up again?

Dead is dead, Ricky. However you look at it.

Oh, you’re still there then? Schizophrenia, it had to be. He was going mad. 

Schizo-what? 

Will you get out of my head? He crossed to the top of the escalator and positioned himself behind a large rack of kitchen equipment. Hearing the sounds of footsteps on the metal tread, he held the club in both hands and prepared himself to do battle. Then he dropped it in surprise, as an arm snaked around his neck.

Ricky gasped, coughing, and stepped backwards. As the pressure lessened, he dug one elbow back and then swung round sideways, throwing his opponent hard against the display. There was a satisfying crash and a grunt and Ricky was about to make a run for it, when he felt a sharp stab of pain. Startled, he reached up to his neck and pulled away one of the tiny darts, throwing it across the floor in revulsion. If this was a dream, then why did it hurt?

“Oh, give it up, Ricky. This is too much like hard work.”

How did they know his name? Ricky turned to see one of them on the top step of the escalator, another close behind him. This one appeared to be in charge.

“Watch him,” he ordered his colleague, as he crossed and knelt by the youth who had tried to choke Ricky. “You all right?”

“I think my arm’s broken.” He scrambled to his feet, holding his left elbow gingerly and glared at Ricky, who was standing motionless, all the fight gone out of him.

“Serves you right. Saxen wants him alive and unhurt, not half-choked.” The leader turned to Ricky. “I suggest you sit down. I’m not going to catch you when you fall.”

Ricky didn’t move for a moment, wondering how anyone could possibly have got to the first floor of the store before he had. His neck stung from the dart; he felt dizzy and he grabbed hold of the shelving to steady himself. By now, the fourth member of the group had appeared and all four stared at him before their leader came over and took his arm. 

“Sit down, Ricky. It’s only a drug. Crude but effective and you didn’t exactly leave us with many options. You shouldn’t even be here.”

“Who are you?” Ricky tried to pull away, but couldn’t. His strength seemed to be disappearing and he was scared. There was a silence for a few seconds. 

“Ach!” With his arm still bent at a peculiar angle, his assailant turned away. “Who cares what Saxen wants? This hurts. Finish this yourself, Shanna.”

The leader raised his eyebrows sardonically. “I’m sure I’ll manage. You still with us?” This last was directed at Ricky, who shook his head.

Shanna half-smiled. “Well, you’ve made an enemy of Teris.” He paused. “Come on, Ricky. Sit down.” He laughed at Ricky’s expression.

Where was the voice now he needed it? If this wasn’t a dream, then neither were the pictures he’d been seeing in his head for weeks now. And nor was he – the kid with the hair and attitude.

I’m still here. What’s happening?

I thought you knew, Ricky retorted, realising for the first time that this alter-ego wasn’t omniscient and appeared to be asking him for information.

I can’t ...Sarcasm fading away into white noise.

What?

...eyes ... 

Whatever the connection was, he was losing it, along with the rest of his senses, which were blurring at the edges. The figures in front of him were distorting and he staggered backwards, crashing into a display case and landing in a shower of broken glass and china. For a moment he lay there and watched the fragments rain down around him in slow motion until darkness followed them and he went with it.
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“Wake up.”

Ricky’s eyes snapped open, although he knew he hadn’t been asleep. Was it possible to sleep inside a dream, anyway? He sat up, taking in his surroundings as the man at the end of the small and sparsely-furnished room turned and strolled back across the stone floor with a fluid grace that didn’t match his stocky build. Not that Ricky was paying much attention to his body – he was more captivated by the man’s striking colouring, or rather lack of it. Not pure albino, his eyes were steel grey, but his skin was pale to the point of translucence and his short and spiky hair was white-blond. He could have been anywhere between thirty and sixty.

The man grinned at Ricky’s expression. “A little disorientated? Don’t worry; it will pass. Drugs have that effect – I’ve never liked using them. Whatever else he may lose, a man should always retain mastery of his own mind, don’t you think?”

“What?” Ricky blinked hard, wondering when he was going to wake up properly. “Where am I? Should I know you?”

“No, I doubt that. My name is Saxen.” He laughed. “But I know you very well, although there’s one thing I must ask you directly.” He held out his hand, showing Ricky a small silver coin between thumb and forefinger.

“It’s just a—”

“I know what it is,” he snapped, the mask slipping for a fraction of a second. “A Kelrinnan protection ward – and a very minor one at that – but still of sufficient power to render you immune to my summons. What I want to know is where you came by such a thing.”

“It’s a what?” He was starting to feel like Alice down the rabbit hole – how many more impossible things could he be expected to believe? The man was holding what to Ricky looked like an ordinary five pence piece. 

Or was it? He stared hard at the coin and wondered if it really did have a pale blue glow around it, or whether it was just his imagination. But then the whole afternoon seemed like a chapter in somebody else’s story – somebody with a particularly warped sense of humour. Either that, or his drink had been spiked last night and he was still out of his head – talking of heads, at least the voice had gone now, if it had ever really been there.

Saxen had paced the tiny room again and swung round at the wall. “Whose protection are you under?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ricky protested, trying to stand but finding himself pushed back down. Cracked leather was slick underneath sweat and he wondered how long he’d been asleep. There was nothing in the room to give him any sense of place or time and it was unnerving.

“I think you do. Someone gave you a ward and I want to know who it was.”

Ricky shook his head. Weren’t wards supposed to be in hospitals? He sat up again, humouring his captor who was holding out the coin to him.

“This is basic stuff, Ricky. Watch,” the man commanded as he closed his fist around it. The coin began to glow more brightly through the gaps between his fingers, before the light flared and died. The hand opened and two fingers spun the coin through the air to be caught deftly by Ricky. Even he could tell that it had changed somehow – become dull and lifeless – and he looked up as the man spoke again.

“I can destroy the ward that easily,” he said, “but I can’t bypass the protection it’s placed over your mind, not without destroying your mind just as effectively. And I wouldn’t do that to you. Not yet.” He paused. “But you will tell me yourself, I feel sure.”

Ricky was silent, not missing the thinly-veiled threat.

“Well?”

Ricky fingered the coin. “I don’t know.”

“Of course you do. Something as basic as that would certainly not have sufficient power to block your own thoughts. It’s only designed to stop me accessing them.” Saxen crossed to the bed in two strides. With a finger under Ricky’s chin, he lifted his head and stared through him, rather than at him.

Ricky shivered. Powerless to resist, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the piercing gaze and he felt a feathery touch on his mind, light but probing. He tried to pull away, but the physical and mental grip tightened.

Be still. It won’t hurt.

Ricky tried to close his eyes, but he couldn’t even manage that. The voice in his mind was different from before, harsher and stronger as its physical owner held eye contact with him. This wasn’t one of the dream-people anymore.

Dream-people?

The man was teasing the edge of his mind, probing the memories and Ricky couldn’t help but recall the recent night visions, strange places and stranger people. And him – the dream boy. Calith.

Calith. As the name slipped through his conscious mind, Saxen recoiled, dropped the contact and stepped backwards. “Calith,” he repeated. “Ah. Now it all starts to make sense.”

“Calith?” Ricky was glad it was making sense to somebody. He knew the name and could even put a face to it, but no more than that. “You know him? He’s real?”

“Oh yes, he’s real.” He turned away. “Calith and I go back a long way.”

Ricky frowned. “They were dreams.”

“Does a dream explain that?” He indicated the coin that Ricky was still holding. “That’s Calith’s work, a pathetic attempt to stop me from learning of his involvement.” He smiled slightly. “He never could mind his own business.”

“Involvement in what?”

“Your dreams, Ricky.” He paused, seeing the look of total incomprehension. “I’ve no idea what Calith is up to – and you can tell him from me, by the way, that there will always be a place for him here. He’ll come home one day. I don’t know how much he’s said to you either, but he started all of this, not me.”

“He’s not said anything to me.” Except in his head – and that didn’t count, did it?

“Oh, he will.” The man sounded confident now from across the room, where he looked like he was pouring before-dinner drinks from a crystal decanter. “That’s another of his less-endearing qualities – he never shuts up once he gets going. Here,” he said, handing Ricky a glass of clear liquid. “Have a drink before you leave.”

“That’s it?” Ricky took a large swallow, thinking it was water, choked and spat most of it out. It tasted like neat alcohol. Saxen looked amused, but said nothing. “You’re going to let me go?” he asked after he’d got his breath back.

“Why shouldn’t I? Do you want to stay?” His voice was pleasant, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Ricky, when you come to me, it will be by your own choosing, I promise you that.” He crossed to the door and opened it, leaning out.

The dark-haired leader of Ricky’s abductors appeared, yawning. “You finished with him?”

The man nodded. “Take him home. And try not to damage anything,” he added. “I heard about what happened earlier.”

Shanna scowled. “Sorry. I should’ve stopped it sooner.”

“Teris will live with the inconvenience, I’m sure.”

Shanna nodded and gave Ricky a cursory glance as he crossed to the bed and crouched down. “Look at me, Ricky.”

“What?” Ricky tried to pull away, but Shanna grabbed his wrist.

“Keep still. This is a lot less messy than drugs.” He held Ricky’s chin with one hand, much the same way as the man had earlier, except that this time it wasn’t so much of a touch on his mind as a sledgehammer between the eyes. Someone switched the lights out and before Ricky had a chance to retaliate, he heard the sounds of horns blaring and engines revving—

Except this time he was on the outside. Leaning against a bus shelter, he could see the red Fiesta across the road; see the puzzled expressions as the police realised the car was empty.

He shivered, dropping a five pence piece into the gutter. Bending down, he picked it up carefully, turning it over in his palm.

What the hell was going on?
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He’s too small for words to describe it. Picture-thoughts crowd his mind and he can’t separate them from reality. He knows he’s different, senses that he alone can see these things and he knows he can communicate this way, if only there was someone out there he could talk to. 

And then one day, someone is.
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Dreams, always dreams. Sitting on the window ledge and watching the colours tumble across the horizon, Calith wondered if anyone else in the castle dreamed as much as he did. Sometimes he had trouble separating dreams from reality, as if his whole life had been a product of someone else’s imagination. It was an odd thought, and one which led him to spend inordinate amounts of time just sitting here, playing with his memories and reaching out with his mind, trying to touch the edge of the world and beyond, locate the source of the unease that had shaped his life so far.

Calith couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been afraid. Varying degrees of fear, certainly, but it had always been there, eating away at his mind as far back as he could recall. He didn’t know just what it was he was scared of either, only that it came from within himself and it was linked to his past. And the past was something he would much rather forget.

He shifted position on the wide stone ledge of the window recess. Leaning against one wall, with his knees bent and his feet flat against the opposite wall of the alcove, he chewed a strand of hair and gazed across the landscape. From this high up in the castle tower, the view was spectacular; wide grassy plains, punctured here and there by rocky outcrops, led all the way to the boundary-seals in the distance. Even from here, he could manipulate the colours of the seals, make them change and dance in response to his thoughts. Manipulative, that’s what Karsh called him, Karsh and some of the others who didn’t approve of the way he behaved, the way he treated Vayan as an equal despite the difference in both years and station. But then Vayan had always respected Calith’s abilities, rather than mistrusted them: after all this time, most of them still didn’t trust him. 

He was seventeen years old, at least he thought he was about that age, although he wasn’t exactly sure, and he’d been in Kelrinna about four years now, if years were how you counted time in this place. Yet it still didn’t feel like home – this strange and artificial world. He wondered if it ever would. Not that life before this place had exactly been perfect, but it was all he could remember with any clarity, although he could dimly recall a much earlier time when he’d had another name and another world. Ricky’s world.

Ricky. And there was another wedge they’d drive between him and the Alliance. Back to dreams again, but Ricky’s dreams this time and Calith knew he’d been dreaming about Kelrinna, sensed his presence sometimes in the castle and in his mind; but Ricky didn’t know what he was dreaming. Or the danger it could lead him into. And what was he supposed to do when Ricky was in danger? Leave him to it? Vayan knew he’d made the contact, so why the surprised denial?

“I distinctly recall telling you that contact was not an option at this stage,” the man had said to him, walking along the deserted beach earlier that day. Calith hadn’t bothered to comment, but kicked the dirty brown pebbles. It was an awful place but he came here a lot, liking the solitude and vast expanse of muddy sea. It was also one of the few places in Kelrinna where the view ran out before it got to the seals and there was a real horizon; maybe that was why he came here, to imagine that this world really did go on forever.

The wind blew his hair wildly and he pulled a strand from his mouth. Close to the water’s edge, you could see the artifice – the unreality of this place ­– no seaweed, not even a tide, just murky brown water lapping round his boots, wind-driven onto the pebbles. He’d often wondered why it wasn’t blue.

He turned his back on the sea. “I didn’t think—”

“That’s exactly the point, Calith. You didn’t think.” Vayan turned to face him, broad shoulders hunched inside a heavy coat. “You should try it sometime,” he added. “You might be surprised at the results.”

Hellfire, he could be pompous at times. Calith was about to reply when he thought better of it and shut his mouth. Bending down, he picked up a pebble and skimmed it inexpertly out across the water. “Look – a two.”

“Very good. Don’t change the subject.”

Calith sighed, tucking windswept hair behind one ear. “You knew what I was doing, Vayan,” he said, without looking at the man.

“After the event, yes. It’s called damage limitation.”

“Oh, and you didn’t know beforehand, right?”

“Calith, I don’t follow your every move. I’m not your keeper.”

“Then don’t act like it. I did what I thought was necessary. Ricky knows. I told you about the dreams, didn’t I?” He skimmed another pebble – a three this time. “And Saxen wants him ...” He trailed off, uncertain now. Four years since Vayan had rescued him and it was still so damned hard.

“Like he did with you?” Vayan took the third pebble from his hand and skimmed a perfect five. “History repeating itself?”

“I don’t know.” He hesitated. “I can feel him, Vayan, but I don’t know what he wants.” Except that it wouldn’t be anything of which Vayan or the Alliance approved. Vayan was Saxen’s complete antithesis – dark hair and tawny skin contrasted with Saxen’s white-blond colouring. Vayan’s moustache against Saxen’s clean-shaven translucence. Opposites in every way. But colours were deceptive, as Calith had realised four years ago when Vayan had set foot in the other camp and brought Calith back. The Alliance against Saxen’s dark faction. Two opposing forces and Calith had been a part of both.

“It’s nothing to do with you. You made your choice, now let Ricky make his, if that’s what will happen.”

“And do you think Saxen will give him a choice? At least let me talk to him, Vayan. Explain things.” Be his friend. There was more than just Ricky’s feelings at stake here.

Vayan pursed his lips, shaking his head when Calith offered him another pebble. “No,” he said at last. “Not so soon after what’s happened.”

“So we just hand him to Saxen on a plate, do we?” Calith stormed off, but Vayan wasn’t about to let the matter rest as he followed him and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him round.

“I hope you treat Karsh with more respect!”

“What?” Calith shrugged him off. “Why?” 

“Because he’ll be the one complaining. You know how he feels about you.” 

“It’s mutual.” 

“Yes – and neither of you make any secret of it, do you?” 

“The man’s ego is matched only by his mouth!” Calith scowled, but he was resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to win this round. You never could win with Vayan; the best you could generally hope for was agreement.

As is yours. The voice came silently into his mind, but Vayan’s tone was softer now and there was no anger.

Calith smiled slightly. And who was my teacher?

Guilty as charged.
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Guilty indeed. Calith took a large swallow from the glass of red wine that was precariously balanced on the window ledge next to him. He was supposed to be teaching – some of the newer recruits that Vayan had passed over to him – but he wasn’t a teacher, he had neither the patience nor discipline to keep control of half a dozen bored and frankly inept men, most of whom were a good few years older than him, and so he’d come up to his room instead, by way of the kitchens where he’d persuaded one of the cooks to part with an entire flagon of strong wine. Calith grinned – now persuasion was something he was very good at. Not that charismatic was a word Karsh would use—

Karsh. As the name chased through his mind, so the presence attached to the man made itself felt elsewhere in the castle and moving in the general direction of Calith’s room. He could do without another run-in with the man right now, but Calith swung his legs over the window ledge and stood up, kicking the wine glass over as he did so.

The knock at his door came barely a fraction of a second before it swung inwards. Calith scowled. Trying to cover up the broken glass would only look worse.

Karsh was a big man – in stature and in bearing – and whereas Vayan could command an audience by voice and manner, Karsh relied on intimidation. And the more Calith refused to be bullied, the more the man threw his weight around.

“Hello, Calith.”

“Karsh,” he acknowledged warily.

“I’m surprised to find you in here.”

“Then why was this the first place you looked?” Hellfire, why did he always react this way?

“Drinking again, I see?”

Calith didn’t answer as it seemed fairly obvious. “Was there something you wanted?” he asked instead.

Karsh glanced around the room and Calith followed his gaze. Small and sparsely furnished, the tower room still managed to give off an aura of extreme chaos, with empty wine glasses littering the table, a random collection of pebbles squatting in the corner and a pile of dirty laundry in the middle of the floor.

“Feel free to clean up,” he couldn’t resist saying. 

It got exactly the reaction he’d anticipated. “You live like a pig.” Karsh shook his head. “Still, what can we expect, given your upbringing?”

“Make your point, Karsh.” He was getting dangerously close to overreacting; he always did when Karsh wound him up this way and he wondered why he couldn’t seem to stop himself actively helping the man.

“Point?” Karsh laughed. “It’d be wasted on you, wouldn’t it, Calith? I came to find out why you’re not where you’re supposed to be.”

“With Vayan’s latest little band of protégés? Do me a favour.” There were a few people who lived their own lives elsewhere, but most of Kelrinna’s population – such as it was – lived here permanently. This small group that Vayan had delegated to Calith had come from Ricky’s world too – victims of a psychic experiment that had got out of control. The Alliance had brought them to Kelrinna but there was no going back for them. Not ever. Calith wondered whether what they thought they’d gained was worth the price they’d paid.

Karsh nodded. “Probably for the best. Never know what you might teach them, do we?”

“Do go on.” Calith was aware that he was gripping the edge of the table so hard that his knuckles were turning white.

“I’d hate to wake up one morning and find half of Venn outside.”

Calith was shaking now. “Get out,” he said quietly. He didn’t trust his voice not to betray the emotions that were bubbling close to the surface. Get the hell out of my room, Karsh.

Too close to the truth? 

The question came sliding silently back into his mind. What could he say? Karsh was never going to believe he’d changed, that he’d left Venn and Saxen and everything they stood for and renounced his old life. Yes, he’d once had different allegiances and a different master, but he’d made the choice of his own free will. Were they never going to let him forget the past?

Karsh was watching him closely. Too closely and Calith had to force the fury out of his face, not wanting to let him see how much power he had.

If you doubt my integrity, Karsh, I suggest we take this up with Vayan right now.

You’ve manipulated him enough already.

“Who? Vayan?” Calith laughed out loud. The absurdity of it took the edge off his anger and gave him enough composure to shake his head. “Go away and annoy somebody else, Karsh. I’m not interested in your petty accusations. You were there when I joined the Alliance – you examined my motives in excruciating detail as I recall.” And having half a dozen grown men crowding into his mind, rooting through thirteen years of childish rubbish was not the most pleasant experience he’d ever had, but a prerequisite of them even having him in Kelrinna at all, given his background. When you’ve grown up with the enemy, it was hard to ever make friends elsewhere. Yet they’d accepted him, surely that counted for something?

Apparently not in Karsh’s eyes. “You might fool some of them, Calith, but not me. You’ll never belong here.”

Careful. The red mist was building again and he fought to control his temper. He turned, slowly and deliberately pouring a fresh glass of wine, and taking a long swallow. “All right, Karsh. You’ve said your piece,” he said quietly. “I know what you think of me. Do you think you could leave me alone now?” Then he returned to his place on the window ledge and refused to look at the man again, knowing that if he did, he really would say something he’d regret later.

He felt the man leave after a few moments, but didn’t watch him go.
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