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      Betran coughed as a whiff of smoke drifted towards him from the fireplace. Leaning sideways on his stool, he hacked up a gob of phlegm and spat it on the mudbrick floor, then took another swig of ale to wash away the acrid taste of the coal fumes. The mood in the tavern was sombre, the low curved ceiling seeming to mute what little conversation there was to be had. Not that Betran was in any mood to talk with his fellow Trolans.

      Catching the eye of the man behind the counter, he raised a finger and pointed at his empty mug. The bartender narrowed his eyes, but after a moment’s hesitation swept up the mug and wandered over to the kegs lining the wall behind the bar.

      Golden ale streamed from the keg while Betran allowed his gaze to roam around the room. The hour was growing late, and the few customers in the underground tavern were finally beginning to disperse. The poorly constructed tables were almost empty, leaving only a few men sitting at the bar. Most of them were known to Betran, except for the man seated two stools down from him.

      His chest tightened as he stared at the stranger. Even seated, he was the largest man Betran had ever seen. Barrel-chested with arms like tree trunks, he seemed to radiate a power all of his own. He had been sitting in the gloomy tavern for over an hour now, downing tankard after tankard of the innkeeper’s finer ale. Betran had caught a glint of gold the last time the man had reached for his belt purse, and had been watching him ever since.

      Swallowing, he looked away as the man caught the attention of a barmaid and waved for another drink. She flashed him a smile as he slipped a silver shilling into her palm. It wasn’t long before she returned, the tankard almost overflowing.

      A few moments later, the bartender finally came back with Betran’s own mug. Scowling, he reached out to take it, but the man lifted the drink out of reach.

      “Ya got the coin for it, Betran?” he asked, his voice gruff from the days spent in the smoky tavern.

      Betran’s stomach twisted with anger as he glared at the man. He was well known here—had grown up just down the road in old Kalgan, before the Tsar had burned everything above ground-level to ash. Only a few thousand survivors lived amongst the ruins now, making do with what they could as they slowly rebuilt the former jewel of Trola. Normally, locals were only asked to settle their bill at the end of the night.

      But then, Betran shouldn’t have been surprised. It had been months now since he and the other labourers had finished restoring the bathhouse, and with no new prospects on the horizon, Betran was quickly growing desperate. Word had obviously gotten around he had little coin left to spare.

      Gritting his teeth, Betran reached into his purse and slammed a silver shilling down on the bench. “Good enough for you?” he snapped.

      The innkeeper only smiled and swept the coin into his pocket. “Good for now.” He placed the tankard in front of Betran and moved away.

      Muttering under his breath, Betran lifted the tankard and gulped down a mouthful of the cool liquid. His eyes flickered back to the stranger. He was already halfway through the new drink, making it his eighth in less than two hours. Betran had known strong men to slide unconscious beneath a table with less, yet the man still seemed alert. Only a slight swaying on his stool suggested the ale was taking effect.

      Betran shivered as the man looked around, the amber eyes seeming to stare straight through him. He quickly looked away, fixing his eyes on his tankard of ale. When he finally looked back up, the man had returned to his drink.

      Unconsciously, Betran dropped his hand to the knife on his belt. It would take only moments to follow the man into some darkened alleyway and drive the blade through his back. No one would miss the stranger—or the purse on his belt. Even a single gold Libra would be enough to feed Betran’s family for a month, and from what he’d glimpsed, the stranger had far more than that.

      How did it come to this?

      A sick feeling settled in Betran’s stomach as he contemplated his victim. Six years ago, he’d been an officer in the Trolan army, marching to glory against the Plorseans, determined to liberate his nation from the tyranny of the Tsar. But within the year, his dreams had turned to ash, scattered to the winds along with the remnants of the Trolan army.

      He had only survived because his cohort had been cut off from Kalgan while out on a scouting trip. Harried by marauding bands of Plorsean soldiers, they’d retreated into the mountains and watched from afar as the city fell.

      Now, six years later, Trola was a shadow of its former glory. Kalgan was slowly being rebuilt, but elsewhere the fields lay untended, towns and villages empty of life. Even here, much of the city remained underground, its former cellars and basements converted to taverns and homes, as though Kalgan’s occupants feared reprisal if they showed their heads above ground. But even the darkness could not hide them from the Tsar’s taxes; as things stood, an entire generation was hovering on the brink of starvation.

      Thinking of his wife and child back home, Betran sucked in a breath, steeling himself for the task to come. He clenched his fists, seeking to calm the trembling in his hands. Petra and his son, Onur, were relying on him. He had come here to drown his despair in ale, but now that an opportunity had shown itself, he could not allow it to pass him by.

      Courage, Betran.

      The thought made his heart beat faster. He’d been a brave man once, before the weight of poverty had dragged him down. What his former self would think of him now, he could only guess. Would he understand the desperation, the despair that had driven him to this point? Or would he despise the filthy man who sat silently at a tavern, contemplating theft and murder?

      His hands were shaking again. Clenching the hilt of his dagger, he ran his mind over the plan. There was no doubt the stranger was a fighter—and while he didn’t seem to be carrying a weapon, Betran had no desire to risk a direct confrontation. No, he would wait for the giant to leave and follow him, then strike when the moment was right.

      You are not a murderer, Betran.

      The thought came to him unbidden, but he pushed it aside. Thoughts of honour and morality in Trola had died along with its freedom. Few could afford such luxuries now. The city had become a place of corruption, where the strong ruled and the weak were used and discarded at will.

      Betran tensed as the stranger pushed back his stool and stood. Slamming a handful of shillings on the bar top, he swayed on his feet, then bid the barmaid goodbye and headed for the door.

      For a moment Betran hesitated. Then he stood and started after the man.

      As the giant strode towards the worn stone steps leading up to the street, a bang came from the door above. The sound of raised voices echoed down into the tavern. Betran froze as a group of middle-aged men came thumping down the stairwell. They stopped as they reached the bottom and found themselves face-to-face with the giant. A long silence stretched out as the five newcomers stared at the stranger.

      “You going to stand there all day, sonny, or are you going to get out of my way?” the stranger asked suddenly.

      Betran winced as he heard the man’s Plorsean accent. Until now, the stranger had only spoken in hushed tones, his origins disguised by the other noises in the tavern. The faces of the newcomers darkened as the one barring the way dropped a hand to the knife on his belt.

      “Plorsean, are ya?” His eyes narrowed. “You look familiar.”

      The giant stood in silence and returned the man’s stare. The other newcomers fanned out as the ringleader continued. “Yes, I do know you. You’re the Butcher of Kalgan. I heard you were dead.”

      “Apparently not.” The giant’s words were softly spoken, but they reverberated through the tavern.

      Betran retreated a step, the ale in his stomach curdling with sudden fear. Even the ringleader swallowed, but a glance at his friends seemed to restore some of his courage. Advancing a step, he forced a grin. “You’re a wanted man, butcher,” he growled. “Though most in these parts would kill you for free.”

      “They’re welcome to try,” the giant replied.

      “Might be we will,” snapped the man, drawing his dagger.

      In that moment, the giant surged forward. One hand flashed out, blocking the dagger’s thrust, the other snapping out to catch the ringleader in the jaw. A sharp crack echoed from the low ceiling as the man collapsed. He struck the floor with an audible thud, and did not rise again.

      Straightening, the giant swept his gaze over the remaining men. “You know my name. If any of you wish to stop me, you’re welcome to try. One way or another, I’ll be leaving through that door.”

      The men around the stranger wavered, their eyes wide, faces pale. Silently, the man started forward. His attackers exchanged glances. The man had almost reached the stairs when Betran saw the change come over them. With the giant’s back exposed, one man drew his dagger and leapt. The others followed, weapons in hand.

      As the first reached the stranger, he raised his dagger to strike. Before the blow could fall, the giant spun, his fist flashing out to catch his attacker in the face. The Trolan staggered back into two of his fellows, slowing their charge. The final man leapt past them, dagger held low.

      Roaring, the giant swung to meet his attacker. His hands swept down and caught the knifeman by the wrist. Before the assailant could tear himself free, he was dragged forward into a crunching headbutt. Betran winced as the man dropped without a sound. His dagger slid across the floor, coming to a rest at Betran’s feet.

      Beyond, the remaining three had recovered, but the giant was already closing on them. Stepping in close, he caught two by the head and slammed them together with a sickening thud. As he released them, their legs crumpled beneath them, and they slid to the ground.

      The last man, realising he was alone, tried to flee up the stairs, but the giant caught him by the collar. He cried out as he was hauled back, trying to bring his dagger to bear. The giant punched him square in the forehead, and the weapon slid from his suddenly limp fingers.

      Grunting, the stranger released the man, allowing him to tumble to the floor alongside his comrades. Silently his gaze studied the room. Betran shuddered as the amber eyes settled on him.

      “What about you?” the giant growled.

      His mouth suddenly dry, Betran jerked his head sideways. “No…no I’m good,” he stuttered. The giant stared back, seeming to see right through him. Betran glanced at the dagger lying at his feet. He quickly kicked it away, then drew his own blade from his belt and tossed it aside. Raising his hands, he nodded at the discarded weapons. “See?”

      To his surprise, the stranger chuckled. Moans came from the fallen men as he walked past them and slapped a hand down on Betran’s shoulder. “That’s good to hear!” he boomed. “I was meant to be keeping a low profile. The name’s Devon.”

      “I know who you are,” Betran said, staring up into the man’s grizzled face. “My name is Betran. You killed my brother in the battle for Branei Pass.”

      For half a second, a look of pain crossed the giant’s face. Then it was gone. “I’m sorry to hear that,” Devon said, shaking his head. “There’s a lot I regret, from my past. But that’s life I suppose. Can’t change what’s been—only what’s to come!”

      Betran found himself nodding. “I can believe that,” he lamented, thinking of their king’s foolhardy march into Plorsea. “There’s plenty I regret too.”

      Devon nodded. “The curse of old age,” he said with a grin. He studied the fallen men for a moment. “Don’t think they’ll be going anywhere for a while. Still, it won’t take long now for word to spread I’m in town. Don’t suppose you know where I can find someone by the name of Godrin.”

      A lump lodged in Betran’s throat at the mention of the name. Godrin was a former soldier turned crime lord, who’d all but taken over the impoverished city. He had built a reputation for himself during the war as a competent General, and been one of the few to survive the city’s fall. His cohort had mostly avoided the final battle and subsequent purge of the army, though there were conflicting rumours about how Godrin had accomplished this.

      All anyone knew for sure was that, in the aftermath of the war, Godrin had used his cohort to take control of a section of the city. His territory had only expanded since then. Those under his sway were forced to pay for protection, only adding to the burden imposed on the citizens by the Tsar’s taxes.

      Godrin was not a man Betran wanted to cross. And if the Butcher of Kalgan was looking for him…

      “Why would you be looking for a man like Godrin?” he asked softly.

      “I was told he might help me solve a problem.”

      Betran eyed the man. He sensed if he refused, Devon would become angry again. Yet if Betran took him to Godrin, and Devon killed him, Betran’s life would no doubt be at risk from Godrin’s conspirators. Biting his lip, he opened his mouth, then closed it again, unable to come to a decision.

      Grinning, Devon reached into his belt purse. His hand emerged with a Gold Libra, which he flicked into the air. Jumping in shock, Betran caught the coin before he knew what he was doing. Speechless, he looked from Devon to the coin.

      “For the bother,” the giant said quietly. “There’s another in it for you if you take me to Godrin. I swear, I’m not looking for trouble.”

      Betran hardly heard Devon’s words. He stared down at the coin, his eyes misting, and he quickly blinked back the tears. The coin would get his family through the rest of winter. With the coming of spring, the long task of rebuilding the city would resume and he would have work again. Biting back the emotion swelling in his throat, Betran found himself nodding.

      “I’ll take you,” he said quietly.

      Pocketing the coin, he waved at the bartender, who glared back at them, clearly upset about the unconscious patrons lying on his floor. Remembering the man’s earlier discourtesy, Betran only grinned and turned away.

      Stepping over the failed attackers, he walked towards the stairwell, then cursed as the thud of the door above echoed down to them. A slender stranger appeared on the stairs above. He wore tight-fitting black leggings and a sheepskin jerkin, matched with a fine woollen cloak. His cheeks were clean-shaven, and as he reached up and pulled back his hood, Betran saw there was some grey in his short black hair. His hazel eyes studied the tavern, lingering on the unconscious men, before turning on Devon.

      “Kellian, about time you showed up!” Devon boomed from behind Betran.

      The newcomer shook his head, a weary look passing across his face. “Yes…well, I see you’ve been making friends as usual.”

      Chuckling, Devon took Betran by the shoulder and gave him a friendly push towards the stairs. “Had to do something to pass the time. But you’re in luck: while you were busy sleeping, I found someone to take us to Godrin.”

      “Oh, joy,” the newcomer muttered, turning to push open the door.

      Betran and Devon joined him, and together they walked out into the streets of Kalgan.
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      Alana lay on the soft feather mattress and stared up at the panelled ceiling of the canopy bed. A mosaic of gold, silver, and precious gems had been set into the mahogany, depicting a creek running through a wooded valley—but in the past few weeks, Alana had spent so much time lying there she hardly noticed it anymore. Her thoughts were far away, lost in another life, in the sporadic images flickering through her mind.

      Images of her father and mother, of her brother, of friends and people she’d once known.

      Or so she had believed.

      She knew now those memories were lies, a fabrication, some foul construction cast over her mind.

      A tremor ran through Alana as she choked back a sob. Forcing her eyes closed, she sought the escape of sleep, though she knew it would not come. How long had she lain in this room now, staring into space, sleeping in fits and bursts amidst the silk sheets? A week? Two?

      She no longer had the will to care—how could she, when everything she’d ever known was a lie?

      Despite her best efforts, a tear streaked across her cheek as she recalled the words of the Tsar.

      My daughter, welcome home…

      From the start, she had tried to deny it, to fight and rage against the man. Yet even in those first few moments, his words had rung with truth, sending vibrations down to the very core of her being. In that instant, the hazy memories of her past had shattered, revealing the gaping hole where a lifetime of memories should have been. The truth had left her stumbling through the ruins of her mind, struggling to piece the fragments back together, to answer the one, impossible question.

      Who am I?

      The question had haunted her through the days and nights, stalking her through every waking hour, following her even into the sanctuary of her dreams. Always the answer seemed to shimmer just out of sight. She could not grasp it, could not quite bring it into focus. Finally she had given up, surrendering to the icy grips of despair.

      A sob tore from Alana’s chest as she felt the familiar pain. She couldn’t go on like this, empty and alone. She was a phantom, an illusion, some dream made real by an unknown power.

      Silently, she rose from the bed. The massive room stretched out around her, its furnishings of gold and silver speaking of a wealth she could only ever have dreamed of when living on the streets. Except she knew now that wasn’t true. This had been her room since birth, her sanctuary, the one place she should have known before any other. Yet even now she felt only a cold indifference for it.

      She stared at the painting on the far wall, of the nobles on the hunt, their bows taut, arrows ready to fly. When Alana had first woken after her capture, she had hardly glanced at the artwork, but on returning to the room, she’d found herself drawn to it. Studying it now, her eyes were pulled as always to the woman standing amidst the hunters. Blonde hair fluttered in an imaginary wind as the woman held her sabre high, a cry on her crimson lips. Her stone-grey eyes seemed to stare down at Alana, an accusation in their murky depths, a perfect reflection of her own.

      Thief!

      Alana’s stomach churned and she looked away, unable to gaze on her own likeness a moment longer. Heart pounding, she crossed the soft carpets, brushed aside the drapes, and stepped out onto the marble balcony. She paused as the wind struck her, its icy touch robbing her of breath. Tears cold on her cheeks, she stood there a moment, sucking in great gulps of air, struggling to lift her soul free of the despair that gripped it.

      Beyond the balcony, the rooftops of the citadel stretched out around her, the slate tiles and twisting crenulations falling slowly away to the city of Ardath. A thin haze clung to the city, but through it she could just make out the red-brick walls of the merchant quarter. The distant ring of bells carried from the three-pronged spires of the temple. Slowly the ringing faded, and was replaced by the sounds of the waking city.

      A lump rose in Alana’s throat as she listened to the shouting voices and clip-clopping of hooves on the brick streets. Down amongst the people was where she belonged, amidst the chaos and the noise. Not up here, surrounded by stone, amidst the trappings of the Tsar’s power.

      She stood at the marble railing and looked into the courtyard six storeys below. Basalt and limestone cobbles wound outwards from the central fountain in a spiral pattern, and small shrubs grew around the edges of the courtyard.

      A sudden resolve came over Alana, and carefully she climbed up onto the railing of her balcony. The wind swirled around her, threatening to drag her to her death. Her stomach plummeted into her boots as she looked down and saw how far it was to the ground. A sudden weakness took her. Her legs shook as she crouched down and gripped the railing with both hands. Struggling for breath, she clenched her eyes closed.

      What are you doing?

      Alana shivered. She didn’t know the answer. The wind caught in her bedclothes and her heart lurched as she wavered on the edge.

      “What are you afraid of?” she heard herself ask. “You don’t exist, Alana.”

      Tears burned in her eyes, but releasing the rail she straightened. Her throat contracted as she looked down into the courtyard. The spiral pattern seemed to be spinning, and she wavered on the edge, the edges of her vision turning dark. Fists clenched tight, she sucked in another breath. Her heart beat slowed, and her fear receded, giving way to the awful emptiness.

      “Alana!” a voice yelled from behind her. Over her shoulder, Alana saw Quinn appear in the alcove. Eyes wide, he stood frozen to the spot, hand outstretched. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry,” Alana whispered, tears blurring her vision.

      Before he could stop her, she closed her eyes and allowed herself to topple backwards.

      Her stomach lurched as she began to fall, and the wind howled in her ears. Air rushed around her as she screamed, the breath catching in her throat. She kept her eyes closed tight, waiting for the thud, the final flash of light as she struck hard stone, for her life to go howling into the void.

      The shrieking of the wind seemed to grow louder. It whirled around her, catching at her clothes, clawing at her hair, and somehow the sense of falling began to slow. Time stretched out, until unable to resist any longer, Alana opened her eyes. She gasped as she found herself hovering just a few feet above the cobblestones. Terrified, she thrashed against the wind that still buffeted her. Abruptly the vortex suspending her mid-air dissipated, and she fell the last few inches to the ground.

      Air rushed from her lungs as she struck the cobbles. Gasping, she rolled onto her side and clutched her stomach, her lungs straining for breath. She was still struggling to breathe when Quinn dropped from the heavens, his cloak whipping around him as gusts of wind, summoned by his Sky magic, slowed his fall.

      He blinked as he touched down, flicking a glance back at the tower. “Well, that’s a new trick…” he muttered. Shaking his head, he crouched beside her. “Alana, are you okay?”

      Alana cursed as she finally caught her breath. Pushing him away, she pulled herself to her feet. “Why did you save me?” she shrieked, shoving him hard in the chest.

      He stared back at her. “You don’t know what you’re doing, Alana,” he replied. “This isn’t you.”

      “I know that!” she yelled, swinging on him. She jabbed a finger at his face. “How do you think it feels, finding out that everything you’ve ever known is a lie? That everything I am is some…some construct?”

      Reeling back, Quinn held up his hands in supplication. Her words trailed off as she sucked in a breath. Her chest still ached from the fall and her heart was racing, the panic building within her. Wheezing, she staggered, her legs beginning to tremble. Alana slumped back to the ground and drew her knees up against her chest.

      Seating himself beside her, Quinn placed a tentative hand on her back. Alana flinched, but this time she did not pull away. In that instant, her hatred and fear of Quinn seemed small beside the desolation within.

      “Just breathe,” he murmured, rubbing her back. The silence stretched out, but when he finally spoke again, his voice was soft, reassuring. “I’m sorry. I should have come sooner. Your fath– the Tsar, he thought it best to give you your space.”

      “Why is this happening to me?” she croaked, trying to keep herself from sobbing.

      “It is…difficult to explain,” Quinn said. “But I’m here now. Maybe I can help.”

      Alana closed her eyes, still struggling to control her breathing. Quinn’s hand moved across her back in slow circles, his warmth and presence strangely comforting. The thought gave her pause. This was the man who had hunted her and her brother across the Three Nations. She had fought with every ounce of her strength to escape him, yet he had just saved her life with his magic. Sitting with him now in the quiet of the courtyard felt strangely warming, and she shivered at the familiarity of it.

      “Are you okay, Alana?” he asked into the silence.

      Shaking her head, Alana glanced at him. The sight still set her heart racing, but she fought the instinct to run. “Quinn…please…help me?”

      He nodded. His hand slid beneath her arm and he pulled her up. “Come with me.”

      Alana obeyed, taking his shoulder for support. She felt strangely exhausted, as though her plunge from the balcony had stolen away the last of her strength. If not for Quinn, Alana wasn’t sure she could have made it back inside, let alone up the long stairway to her room.

      Still in her nightclothes, she allowed herself to be led through the winding corridors and endless courtyards of the citadel. There were fewer guards now than on the first day she’d woken, though she hadn’t bothered to ask anyone where they’d gone. Those they did pass kept their eyes fixed straight ahead. Even so, Alana’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment. The silk nightgowns she’d found in her clothes trunk barely went down past her waist. In the life she could remember, Alana would never have worn such tight-fitting bedclothes, but here there’d been little else to choose from.

      Alana’s thoughts were jerked back to the present as warm air touched her cheek. Blinking, she looked around, surprised to find herself in a sprawling lawn and garden. Beyond the short-cropped grass and twisting rosebushes, the outer walls of the citadel towered overhead, the dull grey stone standing out in sharp contrast to the vibrant colours below.

      Pathways of red sandstone and blue marble twisted away from where they stood, threading their way through the green lawns and passing beneath archways of flowering vines. Despite the icy winds of winter beyond the citadel walls, the air here carried with it the touch of summer. The trees dotting the gardens were in full blossom, the reds and yellows and blues of their flowers seemingly aglow with magic.

      Despite the warmth, Alana found herself shivering. She knew this garden, had seen it in the dreams that had plagued her during her flight across the Three Nations. She had seen herself and her brother here, running across the lawns, playing in the distant trees.

      “I know this place,” she whispered.

      Quinn smiled. “That’s good.” Taking her hand, he led her onto the lawn.

      Alana was barefoot, but the grass was soft beneath her feet. Closing her eyes, she savoured the touch of sunlight on her skin, the warmth of the air, the distant chatter of laughter. Looking around, she sought the source. To her wonder, a troupe of children came running across the grass, closely followed by a woman in a sunflower yellow dress. Scarlet hair bobbed as she ran, her pale skin aglow with the morning sun. She wore no jewellery except for a pair of emerald studded silver bracelets, and there was a smile on her face as she watched the children.

      The smile fell from the woman’s lips as she saw them. Leaving the children to their play, she wandered over. Alana started to speak, but before she could get a word out, the woman swung on Quinn.

      “She shouldn’t be here,” the woman hissed, her voice taut with anger.

      Quinn’s eyes flashed and he stepped forward, placing himself between Alana and the woman. “Afraid of an audience, Krista?” he asked coolly.

      She glared at him, eyes narrowed. “Never,” she snapped, “but the children do not need the distraction. The boy, Liam, is taking his examination this week.”

      “We will not interfere, Krista,” Quinn said with a smile. “Now, I suggest you get back to your charges. They seem to have wandered off.”

      Krista glanced around and swore when she saw the children disappearing through an archway. She took off without another word.

      Chuckling, Quinn turned back to Alana. “You’ll have to excuse Krista.”

      Alana hardly heard him. One of the children had caught her attention. She started after them, eyes narrowed, trying to catch another glimpse of the boy. She could have sworn she recognised him. The breath caught in her throat as the boy she’d spotted glanced back. For a moment he stared at her, a frown on his young face, then he turned and disappeared through the arch.

      “That was the boy from the stepwell,” she whispered.

      Quinn rested his hand on her shoulder. “His name is Liam.”

      Alana shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “What is this?”

      “The truth,” Quinn murmured.

      Her breath coming in ragged gasps, Alana looked into Quinn’s eyes, seeking some sign of deception. He stared back at her, his face soft now, his forehead creased with concern. Gone was the steely glint of the Stalker who had chased her across the Three Nations. From the depths of her memories, she heard again the question in her dreams.

      Are you ready, Alana?

      She closed her eyes. For weeks she had fought the truth, clinging to the belief the Tsar and his people were evil. According to his laws, all Magickers were to be brought to the citadel. Once taken into custody, they were never seen again. The day her brother’s magic had woken, she had known they had to flee, or face death. But now…now everything was wrong.

      The boy she’d seen was the same one Quinn had arrested in the stepwell so many weeks ago. He should have been dead, and yet here he was, healthy and alive, happy…

      A sob tore from her lips as the last of her resistance crumbled. “Why is this happening to me?”

      “Your magic,” Quinn said.

      “My…magic?” Alana whispered. Her mouth opened and closed as she struggled to find the words to reply. “My…no…that’s not possible.”

      Clutching her chest, she staggered back, struggling to keep herself upright. Before she could fall, Quinn grasped her firmly by the shoulder.

      “It’s the truth, Alana,” he said as she steadied herself. Taking her hands in his, he held them tight. “You have the power to alter minds.”

      Silently, Alana shook her head. Her hands slipped from his grip as she sank to her knees. Wrapping her arms around her chest, she locked eyes with Quinn, silently beseeching him to take back the words.

      Instead, he knelt beside her, unblinking. “We believe that, somehow, your magic went wrong,” he continued inexorably, “that you lost control, and wiped away the memories of yourself and your brother. Your power must have imprinted another…reality over your own consciousness.”

      “How is that possible?” Alana croaked.

      “I don’t know,” Quinn murmured. “I have never seen you lose control before. All I can tell you is that you disappeared with your brother on his sixteenth birthday. We searched for you, locked the city gates and sent out men to search the streets. But for weeks, there was no sign of either of you. Not even your father, with all his power, could find you.”

      “It wasn’t until I sensed Earth magic near the northern gates that we picked up your trail. I didn’t know it was you though, not until that night in Sitton Forest.”

      Alana closed her eyes, struggling to comprehend, to make sense of this new reality. She thought back to their escape from the city. A cold breeze blew across her neck as she recalled her conversation with the ship captain, how he’d suddenly changed his mind and allowed them to depart.

      “How…how can…” she trailed off, fighting back tears.

      “I’m sorry this happened to you, Alana,” Quinn said. He paused, taking a breath. “But…you were happy here once. You had a place, a role in this world.”

      Tears welled in Alana’s eyes. “I don’t remember…”

      Quinn smiled. “Then let me show you,” he whispered, offering his hand.

      Trembling, Alana stared at him a moment. Fear spread through her chest as she wondered what fresh revelations Quinn had in store for her. It seemed that every word from his mouth further unwound her sense of self, making a lie of everything she believed in. A yearning rose within her, to flee back to her room, to hide beneath the blankets and block out the world.

      Yet there was no running from this truth. She could hide no longer. Swallowing back her terror, Alana reached out and took his hand.
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      Devon fell in with Kellian as they left the tavern. He was aware of his friend’s irritation, but couldn’t help but grin as he caught the man’s eye. After all, the unconscious men in the tavern were hardly his fault. Knowing it would be recognised, Devon had left his warhammer kanker at the inn, but in the end it hadn’t mattered: as much as he’d wanted to lay low, Kalgan was a small place nowadays, and his reputation amongst the survivors of the war was well-earned. Whether they succeeded in finding Enala’s contact tonight or not, they would have to leave the city by morning, or risk being hunted down by a mob of vengeful townsfolk.

      Thinking back to the wily old priest, Devon found himself wishing Enala had joined them on this quest. Recalling that last day in the gate tunnel of Fort Fall still filled him with awe. With fire and sword in hand, Enala had sliced into the Stalkers like a scythe through the wheat fields of northern Lonia. Only the arrival of the Tsar’s Red Dragons had prevented her victory. As it was, they’d been forced to flee on the back of a Gold Dragon the old woman had summoned.

      Devon would never forget that wild flight; yet as they’d soared high above the mountains, it had been sorrow, not joy, that had filled his heart. They had escaped, but Alana had been left behind, trapped in the vile clutches of the Stalker lieutenant, Quinn.

      His heart twitched at the thought of Alana, of what she must now be suffering for his failure. If only he’d managed to kill Quinn, things might have ended differently. Instead, a crossbow bolt had torn through his shoulder, all but incapacitating him. The wound would normally have taken months to heal, but after their escape, Enala had directed the dragon to a temple high in the Northland mountains. There, they had discovered an order of priests dedicated to the Goddess, Antonia. Several of the men and women there had possessed the healing magic of the Earth, and had quickly set about tending to the wounds of their visitors.

      The hairs on Devon’s neck stood on end as he recalled the soft green light that had seeped from the hands of the priests. His pain had fled at its touch, his wounds stitching themselves together before his eyes. Within minutes he’d been whole, without so much as a scar to remind him of the desperate battle in Fort Fall.

      The healers had taken more time with Alana’s brother, Braidon. The wound in his stomach had been deep, and the boy was barely clinging to life when the priests reached him. Hands raised, three priests had gathered in a circle, their power forming a glowing dome of green around the boy. For hours they had stood thus, unmoving, their eyes closed and brows creased, features like stone.

      Devon’s worry had reached a fever pitch by the time they finally lowered their hands. Shuffling forward, he’d barely dared to breathe as he searched for signs of life in the young man. Only as the last of the green light faded away did he glimpse the gentle rise and fall of Braidon’s chest, and that the wound in his stomach had vanished.

      Even now, Devon could hardly believe he’d witnessed such a miracle. During the war, he’d watched the Tsar’s Magickers decimate the Trolan army with their power. Yet there were few healers amidst their ranks, and their powers were never wasted on regular soldiers. Thinking of friends he’d lost to lesser wounds than the one Braidon had taken, Devon felt the familiar anger stirring.

      After the temple, Enala and her Gold Dragon, Dahniul, had flown them further into the mountains, to the hidden city of Erachill. It was there Devon had announced his decision to return to the Three Nations, and save Alana from the clutches of the Tsar.

      To his surprise, Enala had readily agreed, though she had left it up to Dahniul to decide whether the dragon would carry them. He could still remember the dragon’s soft voice in his mind, after asking why he would risk such a quest. Devon’s response had been simple and to the point.

      Because I do not desert my friends.

      A rumble had come from deep in the dragon’s chest, and Devon had felt an odd warmth spreading through his mind, even before the reply came.

      Then I will take you.

      Afterwards, Kellian had been quick to announce he would be coming as well, hopeless though their mission seemed. Devon had tried to dissuade his friend, but there was no changing the man’s mind once it was made up, and two days later they’d left the mountain fortress on dragon back.

      Enala had joined them for that first length of the journey, directing Dahniul south and west across Northland until they reached the northern coast of Trola. The dragon had landed near the ruins of Straken. There, priest and dragon had bid them farewell.

      “The Tsar will sense me if I journey further with you, my friends,” Enala had told them. “Now he knows I live, he will be searching for me. He won’t be taken by surprise again, and even I don’t have the power to fight the creatures he will send.”

      So Enala and Dahniul had bid their farewells and soared back into the northern skies, to Erachill and the boy they’d left behind.

      Devon found himself smiling as he thought of Braidon. The boy had wanted to come as well, to help save his sister, but he’d found the rest of the party aligned against him. No one wanted to face Alana’s wrath if she discovered they’d allowed her brother to return to the Three Nations. As it was, it was
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