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Prologue




Erus city-state, 3004
AD

 


In the centre of Erus’s temple district, streams of
people came to pay their respects to the new Tiger statue. They
disappeared into doors at its colossal, shining base, then
reappeared some time later from different doors on the other
side.

But now they wore
dazed expressions as well as a tiny little mark right in the middle
of their foreheads, shaped rather like a squiggly-legged starfish.
The new physical mark served as a tracker, proof of loyalty…and a
means of control.

Everyone in Erus had
to pledge themselves to the Tiger in person. It didn’t matter who
they were already pledged to – they had five days to show up, or
else.

Chairman Luca
DeMannard, also known as Legion, watched sullenly from the nearby
council office along with his Halfling mother Lilith. He’d had to
get a Tiger mark as well to show his own allegiance. He’d managed
to get it on his hand rather than his actual head, but he resented
the intrusion. He was a Creature – mostly – and this was his body,
damn it! Or Luke’s, anyway. While Luca’s true Creature body still
lay safe and sleeping in the borderlands, he would be forced to put
up with the desperately unwelcome mark.

“And after I destroyed
the White Prince for him, too,” he muttered to himself. “That was
hard work, and dangerous. I could have died! And I sent him one of
Gerak’s old Princes of the Air too, not that he cares. So much for
being allowed to rule on my own.”

“Hush, Legion,” Lilith
said sharply from where she sat next to him, also overlooking the
scene. Her mark was bold and black on her forehead, but noticeably
smaller than those most wore. A perk of being one of the Tiger’s
semi-trusted people. “You are still the governor of Greater Erus,
are you not? With control of Memrys and Dailan just as you always
wanted. Stop complaining about the Tiger and focus on thriving. He
may be your father, but he has no parental affection for you, or
anyone. Support his reign and you too will be supported.”

Yes, that was right.
Luca’s parents were Lilith, daughter of the White Prince and
currently the world’s oldest Halfling, and the Tiger, the Other’s
original leader. Now the normal realm’s official leader too, if
from a distance. Full-blooded Creatures couldn’t set a foot into
the normal realm. They could only rule through their human or
Halfling pledges.

But as Lilith had
said, the Tiger held no fatherly feelings for Luca. He only cared
about what Luca could do for him. And now Luca was as bound as any
of these fools, unable to exercise his true independence and power
over this new, combined city-state.

He looked past the
statue to the glimmers of the Reamas river he could just see in the
distance. He’d wanted so badly to bomb the Dailan side – to prove a
point and because it would be amusing – but now he’d have to get
the Tiger’s permission to do so.

Hades. This was no
fun.

Lilith stood abruptly.
“I’m being called. You watch yourself, Legion – I won’t always be
here to do it for you.”

Luca – or Legion the
half-Halfling – was eighty-five years old. He did not need his
mother watching over him…or watching him.

But because Luca was
angry, not stupid, he kept his mouth shut.

Long may the Tiger
reign.

Ha.
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While humans
pledged themselves en masse in the cities, something even more
significant was taking place underground, right on the border
between the Other and normal realms.

In a deep cave he’d
visited many a time, the Tiger stood at the very edge of the Other
realm, as far as its invisible barrier would allow him to go.
Streams of power filtered into him from hundreds of thousands of
new, more solid tattooed pledges, making his manlike form larger
and stronger than ever before. The stripes and spots on his skin
gleamed where his armour exposed it.

But his full, rather
terrifying attention was fixed on a trio of humans directly on the
other side of the barrier. They wore red cloaks, had marked
foreheads, and were currently crouched around two sturdy, locked
cases. He watched avidly as they carefully opened the first one,
then withdrew a small wooden box, slightly battered by age. Then
the second case was opened, and one human pulled out a tiny leather
flask, the sort that hadn’t been used in many centuries.

The spirit’s blood. It
was the last, missing piece of the Anima Chest, which for the Tiger
was the most important object of power in the universe. He’d been
searching for it for as long as he’d known it existed.

The red-cloaked humans
moved as if to open the wooden chest, but he lifted a hand.
“Not you.” After what had happened the last time
he’d tried to use the Anima Chest – exactly four hundred and six
years earlier – he wouldn’t risk this going wrong.

Then finally a new
figure strode into view on the normal side of the barrier. Lilith
wore a shiny, pretty face and body like a human would wear a coat,
but the Tiger could clearly see straight through it to her real
face. (Which by Creature standards was perfectly adequate.) She
seemed a lot smaller than when he’d last seen her, but that was
just an impression caused by the way he’d doubled in size.

“As the
only free user of both realms, you are the one person I will allow
to do this for me,” he warned her. “But if you
betray me, there will be no place you can run.”

He felt the flicker of
her heartrate go up, but her expression didn’t change. “Master, I
have no need for the Anima Chest’s power, and there is no one I
fear more than you.”

It was the right
answer. But still, the Tiger pressed himself against the barrier as
Lilith opened the chest directly on the other side, within inches
of him. Inside were three neatly cut compartments, fizzing with
alter-power. Two were already occupied with a fresh-looking flower
and a mottled brown rock. The other was the right size for the
missing flask, and Lilith barely paused before setting it in
place.

For a moment nothing
happened. The chest didn’t look any different either, but suddenly
he could feel a warmth where it pressed against the base of the
barrier, right by his clawed foot.

And then when Lilith
lifted the chest as high as she could reach, pressing it against
the barrier, he pressed his hand against the other side…and grasped
the box.

Then, buoyant with
triumph at this long-awaited moment, the Tiger stepped through the
barrier into the normal realm.
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Mountain of Glass,
time very relevant

 


Amaranthus
stood in his Tapestry Room, studying the end of the tapestry that
represented the whole of human history. More specifically, he was
looking at one of the long, darkest grey threads that ran around
the edge of the entire room. Here, at the very end of the tapestry,
the thread had abruptly moved away from its place at the border and
into the middle amongst all the tiny threads signifying human
lives. And everything it touched, it tainted.

Amaranthus didn’t need
to touch the thread to know who it was. The Tiger, his former
Bright One, had escaped from his prison in the Other realm and was
now making his way across the human landscape, searing a path into
the soil as he went.

He’d seen this coming
since the start. For while the Creatures had an imperfect, limited
view of the future, his was as complete as it had ever been.

Then Amaranthus moved
to the centre of the round room. Here, a fountain sprang from the
centre of a gleaming, shimmering black rock – the Heart stone –
then ran out to cover first the Mountain of Glass, then make its
way as a river into the normal realm. Not just any river,
the River.

Amaranthus set his
hand against the stone’s slick surface. Then connecting his mind
with everyone who the River touched – from the immortal People to
his human friends – he said, “The countdown has started.
Whatever you do next, make it count.”

 



 Chapter 1

Not Quite Home

 


 


17 YEARS AGO

Elsewhise, the
borderlands, 2987 AD

 


Home. That’s what this place was, but after all these
months away – and the events before she’d left – the word no longer
seemed to fit.

Maia got out of her
hire-vehicle, stopping with one hand on its low roof as she studied
the view in the shallow valley below her. It had been a three-hour
drive from the outskirts of Erus city; a long way despite the high
speed even a tiny one-seater could reach. But that wasn’t why she
hadn’t been back before now.

“Aren’t you
forgetting something?” the vehicle’s auto-driver asked in a
cheeky tone. The hire company programmed all their AI drivers to
have personality, and Maia hadn’t cared much either way. She might
have even found the cheerful tone comforting, but its words made
her panic for a moment.

Jayel. Had she
forgotten the baby?!

But then a second
later, her small backpack came hurtling out of the space underneath
the seat and landed with a clunk on the grassy verge at her
feet.

“Here’s your
luggage!” the auto-driver told her with just a little too much
enthusiasm. “Thank you for your custom, and have a nice
day!”

The vehicle’s narrow
door slammed shut, then it lifted into the air and pulled away.

Maia stood on the
vehicle drop-off zone, rubbing her chest as if it would calm the
sudden, unnecessary panic she’d felt. Of course Jayel wasn’t with
her, she scolded herself. She’d very intentionally saved her
credits so that he could be cared for this morning, so that she
could come home for a visit without the difficult questions – or
without that particular awkward truth coming out.

It was just that ever
since Jayel had been born six months earlier, she’d lived and
breathed motherhood. Raising a child alone was no small task, made
harder by the fact that she was only eighteen.

Maia took in another
deep breath, then let it out slowly through her nose. It had all
gone so badly, so quickly, and people she’d considered friends had
abandoned her. They’d suddenly lost interest in spending time with
her – in supporting her in any way. She still didn’t understand
why. Perhaps today she’d find out.

With another sigh, she
began to walk down the sloping road into her hometown, her small
bag hovering along behind her. After a few minutes it fell to the
ground with a clunk, so she stopped to pick it up and carry it over
her shoulder. There was a reason that the hire vehicle had left her
so far out of town. This town was right on the constantly moving
borderlands, and everyone knew the borderlands were hellish on both
technology and alter-power. No one tried to drive into them,
because their vehicles would surely give out, probably at the most
inconvenient time. And if anyone tried to use their alter-power
gifts, they might find those too gave out randomly.

Everyone knew that if
you wanted the strongest alter-power, you had to go right into the
Other realm. That was why Maia had been brought up here. Her
mother, Davinia, was a skilled practitioner of just about
everything Other-related, and she proudly carried no pledges, but
instead owed favours to and was owed favours by myriad
Creatures.

Most of the people
living in these kinds of towns were like Davinia. Power-seekers,
hermits, loners, or people who wanted to unplug from the virtual
life that pervaded everywhere away from the borderlands. That, or
they had too much Creature blood to survive elsewhere.

After ten minutes
walking towards the distant town, the scenery abruptly changed and
Maia suddenly found herself right outside the nearest building. She
paused, looking back over her shoulder in confusion. The vehicle
drop-off now seemed quite close, a mere minute’s walk. She shook
her head then stepped into the town, knowing that the distance
might have changed again by the time she was ready to leave.

She made her way into
the town centre without any further interference. Unlike the
massively built-up urban areas within Erus city-state, the
buildings here were rarely more than three storeys high. They
ranged from ultra-modern to pretentiously old-fashioned: for
example, shaping plastimetal into antique white bricks.

As Maia walked, she
saw a few people scattered around. One or two met her eyes then
looked away. Even though she recognised a couple of them –
Elsewhise having a shifting population of only around ten thousand
– she didn’t approach them. Her real destination was just up ahead:
a narrow black door down a quiet alley, embroidered with red and
gold designs and simple text. Spellcaster.
Curse-breaker.

Well. It was easy to
be a curse-breaker when you were the one who set the curses in the
first place.

“Maia!”

Maia paused just
outside the door, one hand raised to the old-fashioned door handle.
They rarely used DNA scanners here, since if you meant harm, then
you ended up cursed. It was a simple and widely used solution.

She glanced behind her
to the source of the voice, and saw a slim woman, dressed all in
black and wearing the strangest hat. It had a wide brim, and was
shaped in a tall, pointed cone. Under the strange hat, the woman
was young and pretty, with scrolling brown symbols shifting across
the skin of her nose and cheekbones.

Maia did a
double-take. Not because the woman was strange – there were all
sorts of strange people here in Elsewhise – but because she finally
recognised her. And she was a girl, not a woman; barely older than
Maia herself. “Cahlie, is that you?”

The girl grinned,
gesturing towards her face and outfit. “I’m surprised you
recognised me. What do you think?”

“Ah…” Maia really had
no answer. What was Cahlie supposed to be?

“I’m an old-fashioned
spell-caster,” Cahlie said proudly. “Or I’m dressed as one, anyway.
It gets the tourists’ attention, then they buy from me. Then I take
it off at the end of the day. Come on, see my shop.”

Maia followed her
school friend into a nearby doorway, making approving noises about
the carefully created (and somewhat overblown) interior, but inside
she was wondering how her mother would have taken the competition.
Elsewhise was a small town, but there were only a couple of
spell-casters here, and the other lived right on the other side.
Not here in the same alley, and not thirty years younger.

Cahlie showed Maia
around the small shop, pointing out details in the décor, including
a gigantic metal pot. “And here’s my favourite bit,” she said
proudly, pointing to the wooden frame built over the pot. “It’s
actually a tiny doorway to the Other. Well, a partial doorway. I
use it to identify curses so I can break them.”

“Or make them,” Maia
pointed out.

Cahlie shrugged.
“Sure. Do you want to see how it works?”

Maia moved closer to
the wooden frame, studying it absently. Cahlie hadn’t even said a
proper hello or asked how she was, but then she’d always been
self-absorbed. It was why they’d never been close. She was one of
those who’d simply disappeared from Maia’s life sometime around
when she’d found out she was pregnant, and when everything had
fallen apart.

Meanwhile, Cahlie was
continuing her demonstration. She held up a tiny bottle, white with
faint cracks from age. “This is an ordinary bottle. I ordered it as
a pack of a hundred. But look what happens when I hold it under the
Other frame.”

She waved the bottle
under the wooden frame over the cauldron, and a criss-crossing web
of bright pink threads appeared over the bottle’s surface. Maia
caught a glimpse of multicoloured strands covering Cahlie’s own
hand before she pulled it away and the light disappeared.

“Did you see the
pink?” Cahlie asked. “It means it’s an alter-power blessing for
whoever holds the bottle.”

“I saw it,” Maia
replied, studying the framework curiously. Davinia had something
like this, but quite a lot larger…and messier. “But I thought
blessings were usually blue. Aren’t curses red or orange?”

“It’s pink, not red,”
Cahlie snapped, snatching the bottle away. “Just because your
mother makes blessings blue, doesn’t mean all blessings
are.” She shrugged a shoulder, her lip curling. “And maybe it’s not
entirely a blessing. It’s a love potion, so it depends on who’s
using it.”

A love potion which
would influence someone to behave differently than normal. Not
precisely Maia’s idea of good. “Alright,” she said mildly. “I
didn’t mean any offense.”

“Of course you did.
You’re Davinia’s daughter.” Cahlie wore a hint of a sneer, and Maia
was again reminded of why she didn’t spend a lot of time with this
girl, or mourn her loss as a friend. Her moods were mercurial, and
she clearly disliked Maia’s mother. (But then so did most
people.)

“So I heard you moved
away,” Cahlie continued. “Did you have Luke DeMannard’s kid after
all?”

Maia froze, her own
hand near the wooden frame. “I did have a baby,” she replied
evenly. “I didn’t realise the rumours were that my little Jayel was
Luke’s.” She’d also forgotten that Cahlie knew Luke. But then they
moved in some of the same circles.

“Well, if you’re going
to argue with him in public, then announce you’re pregnant, then he
leaves for Dailan…it’s not hard to figure out,” Cahlie said. “Don’t
touch that!”

But Maia’s hand was
already on the edge of the wooden Other frame. And to her shock,
her skin was lit up with a distinctive orange glow. Instead of
listening, she pushed her hand in further. The glow became a
distinctive curling mesh, all over her hand, then reaching up her
arm.

Chaos. “I’ve been
cursed?” Maia breathed in disbelief.

Cahlie abruptly pushed
the wooden frame flat, and the tell-tale orange lights disappeared.
“It looked pink to me. Something hereditary, maybe.”

“It was definitely
orange,” Maia argued. “Chaos, Cahlie. Let me see it again!”

“Are you going to
pay?”

Maia paused with her
hand halfway back to the wooden frame. She’d spent all of her
savings on this outing. She had no income beyond the base income
given to all Erusians, and she certainly had nothing to spare. “I
guess not.”

“Then you see nothing.
Get out.”

Chaos again. That was
rude. “Nice seeing an old friend,” Maia told her sarcastically as
she left the small building. She had somewhere to be, and the
interaction had left her shaken. But she had to be grateful that
she’d seen the curse. Her mother could help her remove it…unless
she was the one who’d put it there.

Two minutes later,
Maia was outside the same door she’d first been heading towards.
This time she took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders as she
mentally prepared, then opened the door.

She stepped through
into a long, empty concrete hallway. Strips of lights showed it was
empty through to its other end, where it disappeared suddenly into
darkness. Even though she’d grown up in this area, she hadn’t been
inside this place more than a few times. She remembered the feeling
of sudden heaviness, and the way the atmosphere would carry a thick
smell, like something had died just out of sight.

Unlike Cahlie’s place,
this place needed no decoration. It was, in itself, a permanent
doorway to the Other realm. Davinia always said that power should
show itself, and she lived it.

She was terribly
disappointed in Maia’s choices.

At the other end of
the hall, Maia stopped. The darkness was right in front of her, and
she anxiously played with the jewellery on her wrist where it was
hidden under the sleeve of her long top. She spared it a quick
glance as if to reassure herself it was still there. It was thin
and goldish-silver, an unknown metal that was incredibly
lightweight and impossibly bendable.

She’d twisted it to
wrap twice around her wrist, because it was actually a circlet
rather than a bracelet, made to sit lightly over the head. Its
thin, shining surface was inscribed with the same word over and
over. AMARANTHUS.

She muttered under her
breath, “Amaranthus, give me courage.”

A wave of relief came
over her at saying the familiar word of power. Not much, but just
enough to keep her moving. She quickly hid the circlet again under
her clothing, because she knew her mother hated that too.

Then she stepped
through.

The interior of
Davinia’s workplace was dark. Pitch-black, lit with a series of
ancient torches that flickered with green and blue flame, because
technology wouldn’t work here either. The air was icy cold. In the
near distance, a figure bent over a long, flat platform. An altar.
Alter-power sparks of different colours sprayed up and dissolved
into the air, and the figure stood upright.

“You’re interfering
with my casting,” Davinia said flatly. The torchlight revealed half
her features: pale, smooth skin and hints of deepest red hair. Or
was she paler than when Maia had last seen her? “What do you
want?”

“Good to see you too,
Mother,” Maia said with forced cheerfulness. “Your grandchild is
fine, thank you. I’m doing OK.”

Davinia’s expression
didn’t change. “I told you that if you were going to go through
with the pregnancy, you wouldn’t get any help from me. Don’t expect
me to make small talk. Why are you here?”

Maia’s heart sank.
She’d always known her mother could be a hard woman when she was
crossed, but she’d never experienced that for herself. Anni, her
older sister, had decided to settle for an ordinary life in the
city, and when she’d left, Davinia had acted as if she no longer
existed. But Maia had been the favourite – the talented one, almost
in her mother’s own image. Apparently that no longer mattered.

She dropped her
original idea, which was that she could somehow rebuild the
relationship and maybe even admit that not-so-little secret about
Jayel’s gender. Not today, clearly.

“I’m cursed,” she
blurted out instead. “I need to know how to break the curse.”

Davinia paused
briefly, then moved forward. “Come here.”

She grabbed Maia’s arm
and pulled her back towards the altar, then pressed her hand down
against its cold, sticky surface. Maia suppressed a shudder. She
knew what her mother did to do her job well, and she’d be washing
her arm as soon as she got out of here. But even now, she could see
the faint outline of a flickering orange mesh over her hand and
running up her arm.

Finally Davinia let
her go and stepped away. “It’s a strong one,” she said flatly. “Who
did you irritate so terribly, Maia?”

Maia paused.
“Actually, I thought it might have been you.”

“Not me.” Her mother
didn’t even seem offended. “But it’s a personal curse. Rejection or
isolation, not sure which, with something else underneath it.” She
let out a bark of humourless laughter. “It makes you like a bad
smell, so one wants to be near you.”

Maia’s heart sank, and
with it came a pang of betrayal. She had been rejected and
isolated from everyone she knew, from even before she’d known she
was pregnant. And it had all happened so quickly. Somehow she’d
gone from having a network of friends and acquaintances, to facing
disapproval and just…absence.

And Luke…Luke had been
the worst. He’d lost interest in her, and she hadn’t even been able
to find him in VR. She’d finally hunted him down to tell him he was
going to be a father, and he’d emphatically – and publicly –
rejected her. He’d even signed a document giving up any parenting
rights, and then he’d disappeared for real. She had no idea where
he was except that it was somewhere in the neighbouring city-state,
Dailan. There was no record of him even in VR.

“So maybe you aren’t
really angry with me,” Maia said in a low tone. “Maybe it’s just
the curse making you think you are.” Because how could she have
gone from being the apple of her mother’s eye, to being nothing at
all?

“Oh, I’m angry with
you,” Davinia replied coolly. “What a disappointment you’ve been.
You have so much potential… not like your older sister.
Nevertheless, you’ll need to get the curse removed.”

Oddly enough, that was
almost a compliment, coming from this woman. “How can we do
it?”

Davinia turned back to
the altar and began moving the objects arranged on it. “It won’t be
easy. You’ll need the help of a powerful Creature, or favours from
several.”

Maia waited quietly.
Both of them knew she had no Creature links. She’d remained
unpledged purposely, just like her mother, and just like many in
this area. It was Davinia who could pull the favours.

“I’ll call in those
favours for you on one condition,” Davinia continued. “Get rid of
the girl, and come back to me. I’ll allow you to start over.”

It took Maia a few
moments to realise what was being asked of her. Partly because
Davinia was one of the few who thought Jayel was a baby girl rather
than a boy – Maia having made up the lie in the desperate hope of
pleasing her man-hating mother. “I won’t give up my baby!” she
exclaimed in dismay. “You shouldn’t even ask!”

“Then you’d best be
finding a powerful Creature. And you know they’ll ask for a high
price.”

Maia went hot with
anger. Her fists clenched at her sides, and she was trembling.
“You’re my mother!”

“And I’ve given my
conditions,” Davinia countered. She cast a glance at Maia’s hands.
“And get rid of that junk while you’re at it. Two conditions
now.”

Maia looked down to
see the Amaranthus circlet had slipped down her arm and into sight.
It was glowing softly, the text standing out dark red against the
fine surface. She’d picked it up from an open market eighteen
months earlier. Something about it had caught her eye, and then it
had proven to have some kind of effect in the Other. But Davinia
and the others had scorned it, saying it was useless. Maia had
disagreed, and their insults had made her grip onto it all the
tighter.

But the Amaranthus
circlet was nothing compared to Jayel. That Davinia would want to
get rid of her own grandchild…

Maia went still, and
in that moment she made a decision. She would never depend on her
mother again.

She turned and headed
for the door. It took longer than expected, since this room was in
the Other realm. But finally when her hand rested on the
doorhandle, she turned back towards Davinia. “I’ll never fulfil
those conditions,” she said quietly. “And you – I guess you’ll just
be alone for the rest of your life.”

Davinia didn’t look
up. “It’s the Other. I’m never alone.”

The reminder of this
realm’s unseen Creatures made Maia shudder, and the coldness of
reply infuriated her. “And just so you know,” she added forcefully,
“Jayel’s a boy, not a girl.”

Davinia’s stunned
expression was the last thing Maia saw before she stomped through
the door, back to the normal realm.

 


Several hours
later, Maia stood outside the open door of an urban apartment. 42-G
Eastern Way was a slightly aged residence in a slightly aged area,
affordable and safe…enough. On the other side of the open door, a
younger, darker version of Davinia stood, rocking Jayel in her arms
as he sucked on one small, fat hand. His eyelids drooped,
indicating sleep was close.

“Thank you again for
taking him at such short notice, Anni,” Maia said. “I wouldn’t have
asked unless I was desperate.” She’d only been able to pay a carer
for the morning as planned. Luckily her sister was so flexible.

“I know,” Anni replied
placidly. She gave Jayel a kiss on the cheek. “And I never mind
helping my sister out, especially not with this gorgeous boy. I’m
just sorry I’ve been so busy. Back by dinner time, you said?”

Maia nodded. She’d
given few details along with Jayel’s care items and Anni hadn’t
asked for any. Maia was just grateful that her older sister had
been available. They hadn’t seen much of each other for years, not
since Anni had moved into the city to live a ‘normal life’, but
Maia was determined to change that. Just as soon as she could get
rid of this rejection and isolation curse… Of course Anni
had been too busy for her. But that wasn’t either of their
fault.

Having sorted out
Jayel’s care for the rest of the afternoon, Maia set off into the
temple district. Her long trip back from Elsewhise had given her
plenty of time to think, and there seemed to be only one clear
solution. She needed to pledge herself to a Creature, one strong
enough to break this curse, but disinterested enough to leave her
to her own resources.

Through her mother,
Maia had seen plenty of ways Creatures could misuse those pledged
to them. She hadn’t wanted to…but there seemed to be no other
choice. Besides, the vast majority of citizens were pledged. Surely
it would mean a better life for her, and for Jayel.

A new life.

Maia pressed one hand
against her Amaranthus circlet, tracing her fingers over its
familiar inscription. “Amaranthus, let this work,” she said,
feeling the faint tingle of alter-power being released into the
atmosphere as she spoke the word written in the metal. “Let me be
free. Pledged to a Creature, but as good as free.”

Is this the best idea?
Surely there must be another way.

No, there was no other
way. She’d have to go ahead with this plan. Let me be free.
Pledged to a Creature, but as good as free.

She murmured
variations of that statement all the way to the first temple she’d
chosen, a Creature known for strength and…well, unpopularity. Not
having anyone to ask, she’d simply done a quick VR search for the
number of people pledged per Creature, plus estimated strength. The
White Prince seemed the obvious solution as he had no known
pledges, and was one of the few Creatures that could gift flight to
humans. The informative VR session had described him as
‘reclusive’. That was OK, right?

Except now that she
was outside his – its? – mist-filled temple entrance, she wasn’t so
sure. There was a basic stone archway with a stylised stone carving
of a butterfly. But apart from that, the place seemed deserted.
With such a populated city, it was strange that even the
surrounding buildings seemed to be windowless.

Maia paused outside
the temple entrance, giving her circlet another quick pat. She felt
uneasy, and as usual, there was that inner voice telling her not to
go in, to find another way.

Her inner voice was
always overly cautious. She ignored it, as usual.

Then taking a deep
breath, she stepped through the entrance to the Other realm.

 


 


Later

 


Dark. It was
dark. And warm – no, cold. No, warm again. The hum of voices filled
her ears, the words unintelligible and strangely…ticklish against
her ears. More than that; something was tickling her arms –
all around her.

Maia shivered, and
suddenly she was fully awake. She lurched forward, utterly
disoriented and surrounded by darkness. The ground was hard and
cold underfoot, and all she could think was to get out!
There was a hint of light here, and here, and she
followed it blindly until she stumbled through a stone archway into
brilliant sunlight.

Chaos, it was bright
out here. The light was almost as blinding as the darkness had
been, but Maia carried forward, propelled by the urgent sense that
she had to get out of the place she’d just been.

A temple, she
realised. That was right, she’d been in the Other realm, after
going into a Creature temple.

The White Prince.

Maia stopped suddenly
as the memories came trickling back. She’d gone in to break a
curse, she reminded herself. But she couldn’t remember exactly what
had happened. There’d been a voice…

She shuddered, shaking
herself. Cursed Creatures. Faithless Luke had been right in that at
least – you couldn’t trust them. Even now, she felt terribly
disoriented, like she’d been asleep and had been suddenly woken.
Which in hindsight, she probably had been.

Maia glanced at her
surroundings. Now her eyes were adjusting to the light, she
recognised a few major buildings, but everything else was
unfamiliar. But then this was the first time she’d visited this
part of town. In the end she programmed her directions into a hire
scooter, then set off at pace.

But she couldn’t shake
that feeling of wrongness that had come from contact with a
Creature. Even as she reached Anni’s building and got into the
liftpod for floor 42, everything just seemed a little…off. And in
the hall, too. She didn’t recall the walls being this particular
shade of green.

It was lingering
confusion from that visit, she told herself. A visit that had
probably been a mistake, as she realised in dismay that she’d
misplaced her Amaranthus circlet. She definitely wouldn’t be going
back for it, not until she remembered everything that had happened
in there.

She huffed out a sigh,
shivering in place once more. All she wanted now was a hot drink
and to hug her baby. She’d worry about the curse some other
time.

The doors opened to
floor 42 and Maia stepped out into the hall. It was a short
distance, with only two apartment doorways, and she walked briskly
to the second one before pausing in confusion.

Had the neighbours
always had such dark, muddy footprints outside their entrance? She
would’ve thought the self-cleaning floors would deal with that. And
had Anni’s front door trim always been such a bright, shiny
metal?

But she surely hadn’t
been paying that much attention in the first place.

Jayel. She just needed
Jayel, and then everything would be alright.

She reached for the
door.
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Inside apartment
42-G

 


They were
going to have to go into hiding. Jon hated to think it, after all
the successes of the last few days, but it was indisputable. He sat
in his adoptive mother Anni’s living room along with half a dozen
others, recovering from the aftermath of an explosion that had
almost killed his neighbour Tarie and her family.

In the end it had only
blown out a single wall of the neighbouring home. The person who’d
surely set the explosive – their schoolmate Gavriel – was still out
there, free and able to try again. He surely would try
again.

“Right,” Tarie
announced loudly. She sat on the floor where she’d been for the
last half hour, with her hair looking a bit mad from the force of
the explosion and her eyes a little unfocused. She held a full
drinking glass in one hand, and there was a bit of greenery stuck
in her collar. “So let’s address the real issue. Like Da said,
we’ll never be safe as long as we stay here, because someone’s
trying to kill us. Me. Us.”

“We need to go to the
authorities,” Anni exclaimed. “It’s not right that you’d have to
leave!” She lifted a hand to her forehead where Jon knew her new
mark rested unseen. “We’ll have to leave, if the authorities
don’t help.”

“The authorities like
Luca?” Jon asked dryly. Never mind his carrier father’s promise
that they could dislike each other politely from a distance, like
normal dysfunctional families. That had been broken the moment Luca
tricked Jon into going to the White Prince – again – and Jon had no
doubt that Luca would drop them all in a volcano if he could get
away with it.

“Obviously not,” Tarie
answered. “But what do you do when someone tries to murder
you?”

Bets put up her free
hand, since the other was still tightly holding Jon’s, as it had
been for the last hour. He didn’t feel inclined to let it go. “I
typically leave the location,” she declared, her green eyes
earnest. “And the time period too, if at all possible.”

“The time
period?!” a couple of them echoed in unison.

“Are you saying you
travel through time?” Tarren asked with one eyebrow raised. He
looked very much like his daughter Tarie in that moment.

Bets nodded a little
warily as if aware she may have said too much, then shot a glance
at Jon. “Jon did too. ’Tis how we met.”

Suddenly all eyes were
on Jon again.

“Time travel?” Anni
exclaimed. Her expression suggested she wanted to believe him, but
wasn’t sure if she could.

Jon opened his mouth
to deny it out of habit – because only crazy people claimed they
travelled through time – then realised that half the people around
him had equally crazy lives and experiences. What was a little time
travel compared to spontaneously growing and shrinking, or setting
things on fire with your hands?

“You know how people
can lose time in the Other realm?” he tried to explain. “They go in
for what feels like a few hours, but come out and find that weeks
have passed?”

Some of the others
nodded.

“It’s like that,” Jon
continued, “but with Amaranthus, it’s not quite so…random. So yes,
I’ve travelled through time. And a bit more, which I’ll tell you
about when we aren’t planning to flee for our lives.”

The others seemed to
accept that, and Bets said, “What about Rokal-Max? Is he not still
searching for a way to rescue Tarie even now? We should warn him of
what happened here.”

Jon made a scoffing
noise under his breath. The idea of inviting his former worst enemy
to flee the city-state with them seemed a bit much when he hadn’t
even received a proper apology, but he knew it was the right thing
to do. “I suppose we can’t leave him unaware of the danger,” he
said. “Not now that he’ll be a target himself.”

“He’s not answering
his comm,” Tarie replied, holding up her own wrist device. “I’ll
try again later.”

Then Tarie’s little
sister spoke up. “Never mind that. Look at this!” Lydia had been
silent till now, but she lifted up her wrist comm, displaying a
good-sized holographic view of the Erus city centre and the Big
Three Creature temples. Those had recently merged so they were now
just the Extra-Big One’s temple, with a huge statue of
creepy Audaline in her swirling robes and striped skin.

Even as they watched,
the statue changed piece by piece. It grew until it was double the
size, at least as tall as Jon’s own apartment building if not
taller, and resembled an enormous seated cat. Sharp teeth, shining
gems set in its striped sides…and a head that turned to reveal one
blue eye, one yellow.

“Oh dear,” Bets
squeaked. “That’s horribly familiar.”

“Get this,” Lydia
continued. “They’re saying that Audaline is revealing herself –
itself as some Creature called the Tiger. And it says that
every major city now has one of these statues, and that every
citizen has to come to the statue and pledge their allegiance
within five days.” She looked up at the others, her eyes wide and
horrified. “It says that if you don’t, then you’re a traitor and
you’ll be…punished appropriately. What do you think they mean by
that?”

“How about we don’t
hang around to find out?” Jon croaked. “Anyone got any credit
chips? A vehicle?” It was rare to use physical credit chips instead
of digital, but many people kept a small supply in case the power
went out. Jon had never bothered to, since that hadn’t happened in
his lifetime.

“I’ve got a vehicle!”
Tarren said. “A good solid one, right Tarie?”

Tarie just groaned and
set her face in her hands.

Jon’s earlier euphoria
was gone. While whatever had happened with the White Prince was
significant, it was nothing compared to this. They might have to
leave their homes permanently, because there was no way any of them
would be going near that Creature statue.

The door sensor
chimed, breaking the heavy silence. “Hello?” a young woman’s voice
called, echoing through the speakers. “Anni, are you home?”

Jon looked across at
his mother, who was sitting snugly against Tarren. Their
neighbour’s arm was around her shoulders in a rather friendly
manner – but Jon didn’t have the energy to be bothered by it. Good
for them.

“Will you check who it
is?” Anni asked Jon quietly. “Set the door to ‘away’ if you don’t
recognise them.”

Jon moved to get up,
then heard the door slide open.

A moment later a girl
stuck her head into the room. She looked to be in her late teens:
lean with long, straight auburn hair, fair skin and delicate
features. “Oh. You’ve got company. Sorry to interrupt, but I really
need to pick up Jayel. I didn’t mean to leave him so long, but I
think I was stuck in the Other realm…long story.”

Pick up Jayel? Jon
frowned, turning to look at his mother.

But Anni had frozen on
the couch, her golden-brown skin draining into a pale, sallow
shade. “Maia?” she whispered.

The girl’s eyebrows
shot up. “Anni. Wow…you really, really need a good sleep.
And maybe a spa…and some makeup. You look tired! I guess my
boy kept you up at night?” She frowned. “I guess it’s been more
than a night, huh?”

In the dead silence
Jon could hear his own heartbeat pounding in his head. It couldn’t
be. It just couldn’t.

The others in the room
looked like toys with bobbing heads as they turned from the girl,
to Jon, to Anni – then back to the girl. Only Lydia didn’t seem to
understand that something was wrong.

Then the girl – Maia –
turned to Jon. Her young face showed only impatience and some
curiosity, and she cocked her head as she studied him. “Hello
there. You know, you really remind me of this guy I…knew,
Luke DeMannard. Are you related?”

Jon forced himself to
nod, but he couldn’t speak.

Anni got up off the
couch and walked over to the girl. She took her hands, staring into
her face. “Maia, where have you been?!”

Maia half-smiled,
pushing her sister away a little and glancing awkwardly at the
others in the room. “I wasn’t gone that long, surely? Come on,
where’s my little Jay-Jon? He must’ve been missing me, and I can’t
wait to see him.”

In unison everyone
turned to stare at Jon. But he just kept staring at the girl…who
was his birth mother…who wasn’t dead…

…and who thought he
was still a baby.

“Maia,” Anni said
carefully. “You’ve been gone for seventeen years. Jayel is…” She
turned to look at Jon where he was still half-crouched on the
floor.

Maia slowly turned
towards Jon too, and her expression of horror and confusion must
have echoed his own. “No,” she breathed, and he mouthed the
word along with her.

This couldn’t be
happening.

 


 



 Chapter 2

Tricky

 


Maia stared at the boy – or young man, rather, since
he appeared to be her own age and stood half a head taller. He now
stood an arm’s length from her, looking horribly familiar for an
absolute stranger. His olive skin was a shade or two darker than
her own, and his dark brown hair curled over his forehead and
around his ears, the colour matching his eyes. He looked like Luke,
as if Luke had a brother.

He looked
appalled.

Maia took a step back,
her heart pounding double-time as she looked around at the room of
unfamiliar faces. A dark-skinned, middle-aged man and two teenage
girls who might have been his daughters. A dainty young woman, with
unusually pale skin, brown hair and wide green eyes. And the boy
who looked like Luke…

Maia fixed her gaze
back on Anni, who at second glance still looked worn and lined and
faded, as if seventeen years had passed instead of a mere
few nights. But surely she’d been joking when she’d said that.
People couldn’t be stuck in the Other for such a long time without
realising what had happened.

But these people
didn’t look like they were joking.

Maia forced out a
laugh. “Ha. Ha ha, Anni. Good joke. Now where’s my baby?”

Old Anni – because
that’s what she looked like now – glanced back towards the
Luke-brother-looking guy. She looked stricken. “You were gone a
very long time,” she said hesitantly, and her voice cracked. “We
thought you were dead.”

“Where’s Jayel, Anni?”
Maia persisted. “Where is he?!”

“Um…” Anni bit her lip
and looked again at that one boy.

“I’m Jayel
Jonnamin,” the boy burst out suddenly. His voice was deep, and even
that reminded Maia of Luke. “But I go by Jon.”

No. No. No.
Just…no.

Maia spun on her heel
and marched through the nearest doorway, into a neat, galley-style
kitchen. There was no sign that any small child lived here, but she
persistently moved through every single room, including the
bathrooms, and made sure to check the closets.

She hadn’t paid
attention when she was last here, and Anni hadn’t properly shown
her around the apartment. But in the same way the exterior seemed
different, everything here didn’t seem quite right.

But when it was
finally clear that she wasn’t going to find Jayel here, she stomped
back to the living area. Anni had been following along behind her
like a ghost, her lined face creased in confusion, but the others
were exactly where she’d left them.

“You all think you’re
so funny,” Maia announced, setting her hands on her hips. She was
shaking, yet somehow numb, and it seemed a miracle that she was
holding it together. “You think you can play this kind of trick on
me and that I’ll fall for it, huh? That you’ll get some kind of
reaction? Well, the joke’s on you, because I’m going to go shopping
for a couple of hours, and you can keep watching my boy. And then
when I come back to get him, I fully expect all of this to be
sorted out.”

She made sure to meet
Anni’s eyes, then the horrible Luke lookalike’s, and even the tiny
pale girl’s. The last was watching her with an expression of
absolute pity, and it made her gut twist in fear. (No, not fear,
she quickly told herself. Annoyance.)

“I’m going out,” she
said again.

Then with nothing more
to do, and no other way to fight, she left.
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The girl
stormed out of the apartment, and for several seconds, everyone
inside just sat in silence.

“Was that…?” Tarren
asked finally.

Jon leapt up and ran
out after the girl who might be his mother. His mind was spinning,
because it didn’t make sense, and even if it was her, how
could she think he was a baby? Who could lose that many years?

But he was a
time-traveller, he admitted to himself. Such odd things happened.
Just…almost never.

He reached the hall in
time to see the liftpod doors close. He couldn’t wait for the next
one. He turned and ran back into his apartment, then across the
room towards the balcony. It took a bit of frustrated slapping and
commands – the balcony’s AI refusing to open the protective barrier
because he was in an agitated state – until finally he overrode it.
He leapt over into the air, barely letting the wind catch him
before he zoomed around the building to where he’d be able to see
her.

Jon came around the
corner just in time to see the girl step out of the foyer. From up
here, she was just a reddish-brown head with occasionally moving
limbs, but he recognised her even from this height.

He flew a little
lower, still making sure to stay out of sight, and followed along
as she half-ran down the road. He wondered where she was going.
With the tangled layers of buildings and roads, there was very
little direct sunlight, but somehow he managed to fly through a
patch of it. He saw his shadow fall over the girl, and she stopped,
looking up.

Strange, because with
all these vehicles moving around, what was one more shadow? But she
did look up, and their eyes met even from this distance.

Then an extra-large
vehicle pulled up beside her. A shiny, ostentatious vehicle that
Jon recognised easily even from this distance. The door opened, the
girl ducked down to get in, and the vehicle drove away into the
twisting streets.

 


Jon didn’t
follow the vehicle after that. There was no point. Instead he
turned and went back inside – the long way using the liftpods,
since his apartment balcony’s protective barrier had automatically
gone up again.

Bets was waiting in
the hall when he returned, with Tarie just behind her. “What
happened?”

He shook his head,
moving back through the apartment door. Inside, Anni and Tarren
appeared to be in conversation, with Tarie’s younger sister Lydia
nearby. “She got into Luca’s vehicle,” he said.

The room went
silent.

“Luca’s
vehicle?” Anni echoed.

“Well, that’s not
suspicious,” Tarie said with heavy sarcasm.

Tarie was exactly
right, Jon thought. These people knew what Luca had done to Jon
earlier today, how he’d tricked him into going straight into the
Other realm – into the White Prince’s temple. It all appeared to be
a convoluted way of ensuring Jon destroyed that particular
Creature, since he’d been prophesied as the first to ever do such a
thing.

But it was clear that
Luca – or the unknown Creature running Luke – didn’t care
whether Jon lived or died, and very much had his own agenda.

“Now I’ve had a chance
to think about it, it seems unlikely that my long-lost birth mother
should reappear, right after everything that happened with the
White Prince,” Jon said. “And right after that announcement by the
Tiger.” He glanced at his mother – his adoptive mother –
warily. “And I didn’t want to tell you earlier since everything was
happening all at once, but I found something belonging to Maia in
the Other, through the White Prince temple archway. I think…I had
assumed she died.”

There was a silence,
and Anni’s shoulders slumped. Suddenly she looked much, much older
than before. “If you hadn’t seen Luca’s car, I might have believed
a miracle had happened,” she murmured. “But it’s just another
trick, isn’t it?”

“It must be.” And yet,
Jon found he was disappointed.

“Better for it to be a
trick,” Bets said staunchly. “Imagine if ’twas true, and your poor
mother was searching for a babe that no longer existed.” She
frowned. “I could feel the Creature influence on that girl, but I
was too slow to use my flame. I wonder what she wanted?”

“What Luca
wanted,” Jon countered dully.

“The house,” Tarie
said suddenly. “She walked through the whole apartment and nobody
thought to stop her. I certainly didn’t see what she was
doing.”

There was a stunned
silence. “Chaos,” Jon muttered. “We better get out of here.”

Just then he got the
strongest sense. It was like a fist grabbing hold of his gut; not
painful, but unmissable. This time is important and limited. We
must make it count.

But before he could
say something, Tarren spoke up. “I just have the strongest feeling
that something important is about to happen. That…we have to make
this time count.”

It was almost word for
word how Jon had been feeling, and he turned sharply to stare at
Tarie’s father.

“That’s just what I
was thinking!” Tarie and Bets said at the same time. They exchanged
startled expressions.

Jon scrubbed a hand
over his
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