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NALANI crouched behind the piles of fishing nets and wrinkled her nose. Rotten fish.

“Couldn’t you have chosen a more fragrant hiding place?” She poked Arifi in the ribs.

Arifi mock scowled at her. “This is the best spot,” she insisted. “It has the best view. Look! There he is.”

Arifi pointed to a man with curls, an open and friendly face and bright eyes. His muscles rippled beneath his loose top as he helped push a fishing skiff out into the water. His carefree laugh floated back across to them.

“Does he know who you are?” Nalani teased from their hiding spot. She suspected Arifi would have been quick to introduce herself.

“Of course he does,” Arifi tossed her long hair over her shoulder and stood with hands on hips. “Kahua and I have met up a number of times on the beach.” She grinned. “He enjoys swimming,” she added with a wink. Her expression turned more serious. “He is kind and generous and laughs a lot. He makes me feel special.”

Nalani wrapped her arms around her friend in a big hug. Arifi returned the hug after a moment of surprise. 

“You are special,” Nalani said. “You were and always will be my first and best friend.”

Arifi grinned mischievously. “Even more than Luca?”

“Luca is not exactly a friend, is he?” Nalani matched Arifi’s grin and they both chuckled. Nalani’s thoughts turned to Luca and the curve lingered at the corner of her mouth. He formed connections easily with everyone, thankfully. He had enthusiastically involved himself with all aspects of the family business. Apart from climbing the coconut palms. Arifi liked him too. When Nalani first introduced Luca to her, she had grinned and waggled her eyebrows.

“Any more like him in Karas?” she asked as she held the dark skin of her arm against his paler flesh. 

Nalani had pasted on a regretful expression and solemnly shaken her head. “I am afraid he is one of a kind.”

Luca’s cheeks had flooded with colour, and he had grinned awkwardly. He had soon become accustomed to Arifi’s teasing ways and even begun to tease her back. Nalani had been careful to include Arifi in many of the things she and Luca did. She also joined Arifi for some girl time – fishing and climbing and finally they could both talk about boys! Hence this trip to inspect the man Arifi had set her sights on.

“He looks just right for you, Arifi, and if he is kind and good to you, then he has my blessing,” Nalani intoned with her hands clasped before her as she had observed the Priestesses of Enara doing.

Arifi snorted. “As if I need your blessing!” She tossed her hair, turned and strode away. Nalani scrambled after her. Arifi giggled as Nalani caught up with her.

“So, when are you seeing him next?”

Arifi peered up at her through her ridiculously long lashes. For so many years Nalani had been envious of those and the huge cinnamon-brown eyes behind. “We are meeting tonight, at his house.” Arifi tucked stray hair behind her ear. Suddenly she seemed shy.

“It is serious then? For both of you?” Nalani asked, her voice serious now too.

Arifi nodded and gave a shy grin.

Nalani laid her hand on her friend’s arm. “I am glad for you.”

***
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Two days later Nalani double-checked the books that Luana had done earlier. All was as it should be. Luana had a real business head on her shoulders. It must run in the family, she supposed. Luana would be her assistant once she took over the business. Thoughts of Luana made the corners of her mouth turn down. Luana, the cousin she had not been able to meet until recently. Her mother’s niece. Nalani had one very misty memory of her mother’s family. A visit at the age of four. They didn’t stay long. She had vague memories of dark eyes peering at her, making her feel uncomfortable, like some exhibit on display. Needless to say, her mother’s parents had not approved of her marriage to Rua. He had a Gift. Nalani had learned all of this recently. As a child she had simply accepted that her family consisted of her parents and Aunt Ellara, her father’s sister who had been in her life for forever it seemed. Her father’s parents had died before her birth, and Ellara had come to live with Nalani’s parents. 

Poor Luana had been born into a family riddled with fear and loathing for the Goddesses’ Gifts. A family that had all retreated into itself once Nalani’s mother’s sister had died. Luana’s life might have been bearable if she had been born without a Gift. Nalani squared her shoulders. Well, Luana was out of there now and free to use her Gift whenever she wished. Nalani wished she could have known Luana as they grew up; it might have helped them both. But Luana had been forbidden from using her Gift or mixing with Rua’s family. Especially Nalani. Luckily, Luana was a strong and resilient girl and had soon bounced back once out from that oppressive house and family. 

Luana would also take care of things anytime she and Luca headed back to Karas. Nalani pursed her lips and pushed thoughts of Karas from her mind. She refused to think of difficult things such as living arrangements between Karas and Naia until she had to. 

Nalani pushed aside the books and wondered whether to join Luca. He had gone with Aunt Ellara to examine the silkworms. They, and the whole silk production business, fascinated him. He even enjoyed the strong acrid reek of the cocoonery. She began to stand, and her body stilled. Something ... in the back of her mind. A familiar itch. Her stomach flipped. The Gift! It had returned. For a while she had begun to wonder if she had lost it. If the healing of the Orb and the Darklings had meant she no longer needed it and it had become dormant or dead. This proved it was still here. Nalani wanted to laugh, shout, stomp and cry all at the same time. She still had a complicated relationship with her Gift. This time it itched gently, a mild touch, as it had been until the summer. So, this was unlikely to be a mission resembling the one that had taken her away from home to Karas on the mainland. But what could it need? The Darklings were all healed, weren’t they? Nalani concentrated. The sense she got was that it would like her to head to one of the other islands, not Ivaii this time. Nalani sighed and went to her room to begin packing a bag. 

Since it was only a short journey she wouldn’t need much. As she finished, hesitant footsteps came from the direction of the front door.

“Hello?” An anxious, diffident voice called from the open front door.

“Hello,” Nalani replied. She stepped out of her bedroom and headed towards the door, allowing her lips to curve into a welcome. 

A youngish woman with dishevelled hair stood in the doorway. She twisted her hands round and round each other. Something cool rushed down Nalani’s spine. This woman’s visit must be to do with her Gift waking.

“I had to come,” the woman said, almost pleading. “I have heard about ... about what you can do.” Her head drooped and her shoulders slumped.

“Come and sit inside and tell me what you need help with.” Nalani took the woman’s arm and gently guided her into the living room. She invited her to sit in one of the soft chairs. The woman perched herself on the edge.

“Is it true?” she asked breathlessly. “You are able to heal children that have ... changed?”

Nalani dragged in a deep breath. A Darkling child? How could that be? Though she had no idea what else her Gift might react to. “It is true. Tell me about them.” Nalani kept the urgency from her voice as the hairs pricked at the back of her neck.

“It is my daughter. We didn’t realise what was happening at first. Thought she was ill or behaving badly because of ... well, because of family matters. But it has got so bad now and we heard of Darklings and someone told us of you.” The woman’s voice trailed away.

“Tell me when it first started,” Nalani asked, placing a hand on the woman’s arm.

The woman met her gaze for a moment, her dark eyes wide. “It was in the summer. We didn’t know what was happening!” This last came out on a wail.

“It will be okay. I can help your daughter. Let me collect my bag and we will leave,” Nalani reassured her. She took a calming breath. It wasn’t a new outbreak. This Darkling would have begun to change before she healed the orb.

Nalani would tell Luca and her mother what was happening, on the way.

***
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“What does it feel like, to have the Gift back?” Luca’s breath stirred the hair on the top of Nalani’s head. She lay back in his arms where he sat propped against a coconut palm on the beach. The sun sank slowly in a stunning display of reds, peach and purple. As if the sea was swallowing the sun.

“Dismay. Relief.” Nalani shrugged and settled back against Luca’s warm, bare chest. The first few days he had burnt in the hot sun, until Ellara came up with a lotion to block the sun’s rays. She refused to tell Luca what ingredients she had combined. Nalani had her suspicions. As he had acclimatised, he needed it less often. His skin had taken on a warm bronze tone, though it still provided a pleasant contrast to her own skin. She ran a hand along his arm where it lay across her stomach. Sand had stuck to his arm where water from their swim had dried. Absently she brushed it off. Luca had learned to swim in Karas, though it was not something he did often, particularly after he hurt his leg. Now that he was healed and he had access to sparkling, warm water, he enjoyed a swim virtually every day. Especially if Nalani joined him. Often, Arifi and Kahua would also join them. Sometimes they would light a fire and cook fresh caught fish or shrimp over it until the stars twinkled overhead. For the first time in years, Nalani could relax fully and felt no desire to leave her island.

“I think overall I am glad it returned. I went through so much in Karas and it began to feel like a part of me. An alien part but still mine. I think I would be disappointed if it were gone forever. Though I cannot envisage what use it will be now. Surely, there aren’t any more Darklings lurking out there?” Nalani’s stomach lurched. She thought all the dark energy had been sucked back into the Orb. What if it could have spread further than the power of the Orb to draw it back? Could there be Darklings out there, far away? Although there were others similar to her too. Her father had mentioned them. Surely, if there were Darklings so far from Karas, it was their turn now?

Luca nuzzled at her ear making her shiver. “I hope not. I have plans for you that don’t involve you disappearing off to other islands,” Luca murmured. He pushed Nalani off onto the sand and his lips curved in appreciation as he stared down at her. Nalani’s stomach filled with butterflies. She tipped her head up into his kiss.

***
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Nalani’s hands gripped the letter from her father so tightly it crumpled in her hands. She stared out across the turquoise water towards the distant horizon. The overcast sky and the winter swell blocked out the smudge on the horizon that was the mainland. The Gift flared and hummed in her mind for the second time since she had returned home. Last time had been a few months ago now. When it was still late summer. The Gift had another new mission for her. She knew immediately where it wished her to head. This was not the same as the gentle itch for the Darkling girl. This was bigger. Being so much more in tune with it than before it sent her away to Karas, she had no doubts. She needed to return to the mainland. Further north this time. She took in the crumpled paper in her hands and gently smoothed it out. Her hands trembled, and excitement made her blood sing. The Gift had flared as she was in the middle of reading one of the letters from her father. It couldn’t be a coincidence. It couldn’t. The Gift was going to lead her to her father.
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​Chapter Two
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NALANI closed her eyes and gasped as the salt spray stung her face. She gripped the ship’s rail as it ploughed through the waves. The winter seas bullied the ship, so much rougher than on her last trip to and from the mainland. Luca’s warm arm snaked around her waist and pulled her into the warmth of his body. She raised her head towards him and his lips brushed her forehead. She opened her eyes as his laugh rumbled through her.

“Everything tastes of salt!” he complained.

He grinned down at her, his eyes so much bluer than the sky over the grey and lurching sea. 

“I wish we could have waited until spring,” she said.

Luca nodded, saying nothing. He knew she could not wait any longer. The Gift wouldn’t let her. He turned away to where the mainland hid behind waves and low-lying clouds. Nalani followed his gaze. That was where she would find her father. She was sure of it. Why else would the Gift send her back to the mainland? They had destroyed the source of Darklings, back in the summer. 

“It has to be my father.”

Luca’s arm tightened. “We’ll find him or what happened to him.”

Nalani blinked; she hadn’t realised she had spoken aloud. “I have to find him. I have missed him so much for all these years. He is also the only other person I am aware of who has this Gift. He will help me understand it, accept it fully and learn what it is truly capable of.”

Luca’s fingers tipped her head up so that she had to look him in the eyes again. He had a tiny furrow between his brows. “I understand you need to find out what happened to him. Who wouldn’t? But I don’t think you need him to understand your Gift. You can do that yourself.”

Nalani made a sound of agreement yet didn’t speak. After she had taken back her Gift in the summer and understood that she needed it to heal the Orb and stop the spread of the dark energy, she had accepted it as part of her. She no longer thought of it as a parasite or a curse. But it remained an alien part of her. Luca couldn’t understand what it felt like to be controlled by a part of you. Her father did. He could help her; no one else could. 

Nalani couldn’t help smiling as her thoughts dwelled on Luca. She had so quickly become accustomed to his presence. Her mother, her aunt and Arifi were all fond of him. She had never doubted it, yet it had been a relief to have it confirmed. It made life easier if all those you loved were on friendly terms.

Nalani invited Arifi to come with them to the mainland, as Arifi had asked to come last time, but Nalani had not allowed it. She was not entirely surprised when Arifi, somewhat regretfully, declined.

“I wish to stay with Kahua. I am certain he is the one for me and I can’t leave him to have an adventure with you. Besides, I am doing really well with Ellara’s lessons. I love the silkworms and the gathering and the weaving.” She shrugged. “I like the life I have.”

Nalani had understood A pang of envy jolted through her chest. What must it be like to own your own destiny and to not be manipulated by your own Gift? Then her thoughts had turned to Luca, and she couldn’t remain envious. Her Gift had brought her together with him. It might prod her into doing its missions, but it also allowed her to help children who no one else could. 

***
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A splash of cold sea spray against Nalani’s face brought her back to the present. She cuddled closer to Luca. They had spent months together on Naia, exploring the island and getting to know each other. They had only recently begun thinking about a return to Karas so that Luca could write up his research on the way of life of her people. Then, one day as she sat re-reading the letters from her father – again, the Gift had roared to life. The shock had nearly knocked her flat. It had to be sending her to find out what had happened to her father. To save him. Nalani pushed aside the whisper in her mind that asked why he had not come home. What could have kept him away for thirteen years? She could easily bring to mind his big grin, his gentle laugh and those eyes that were a reflection of her own.

“It will be good to meet up with Matteo and Allesandro again,” Luca said at her side, his voice pulling her back to the present and away from dwelling on the fate of her father. Something she did all too often now.

Nalani grinned. “Yes, it will, and Felipe, Akaran and Garthwin too.”

“Yes, I expect Felipe will have grown a lot in the last months. Isn’t he at that age?” Luca grinned too. “I know we had letters, but it isn’t the same as being with them.” He paused. “You are confident in your cousin’s ability to help your mother and aunt, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes, Luana is wonderful. She learned everything so fast.” Her Gift gave her an affinity with nature’s creatures, and silk production had increased with her influence. Nalani sneaked a glance at Luca. He stood close beside her, his eyes closed, and his lips curved up. They had skirted the topic of what their living arrangements were going to be, long term. They had just been enjoying each other’s company. They would have to talk about it sometime. Once this mission was over. Once she had found her father. There would be time to consider all the options then.

***
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One day out from Karas the sky darkened ominously, and a flash of light jagged across the mountainous clouds. Within a few seconds a resounding crash made Nalani jump. The waves reared and the ship tilted and dropped down the far side of the wave. A cold drop of water hit her cheek, and then another. She gasped as the skies released their load and she made a dash for the hatch. She was drenched before she made it halfway there. Luca stood at the hatch holding it open for her. His face was pale, and his mouth drooped.

“I don’t think my stomach likes this new movement,” he said as she joined him on the stairs leading downwards. 

“I understand fresh air is supposed to help with seasickness, but we are getting soaked,” Nalani said. 

Luca nodded and they returned to his cabin. It was as tiny as hers. Space was at a premium on a trading ship. The crew had to bunk together in one room right next to the hold. The tiny galley squatted along the narrow corridor from their rooms. She peered out of the porthole and drew back as water smashed against it from outside. The sea consisted of towering waves and deep valleys and even her stomach rolled occasionally from the steep hills and troughs as the ship ploughed on, and she was accustomed to the fishing boats that took the islanders from island to island. 

Adrenaline ran through her, and she bit her lip. Ships were almost never lost coming from the south. Now, if they sailed north of Karas, her silk could be joining the rest of the flotsam that washed up on the beaches to the north of Karas. 

For half a day they languished in the angry sea. The captain had ordered the sails furled. He couldn’t risk them being torn or their weight snapping the mast. Nalani dozed fitfully with Luca between helping him take tiny sips of herbed water that kept him from being sick, though barely. 

Her eyes opened. Quiet. The ship rolled gently beneath her. She turned her head towards Luca. His blue gaze met hers. 

“Thank Ailana,” he said with relief. Nalani rolled her eyes. He had taken to the islanders’ belief in a single Goddess, Ailana. He often thanked her rather than the myriad of gods and goddesses that the folk of Karas worshipped. Nalani was still not certain if she truly believed. After all, if she existed then she had given her the Gift that she once thought of as a curse. A Gift she still didn’t fully understand. A Gift that perhaps someone else would have controlled better. That would all change once she found her father.

The ship now made efficient time towards Karas, the wind now strongly in their favour and the captain assured them they would arrive in the morning, only a few hours later than expected.
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​Chapter Three
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NALANI’S eyes flickered as golden sunlight spilled through the coconut-sized porthole onto her face. She snuggled closer to Luca whose warm body lay curled behind her. The cabins were meant for one, but Luca often snuck into hers at night. Or she to his. They had become comfortable with each other’s company at night whilst on Naia and were not going to sleep in separate rooms now, even if it meant squeezing into a tiny single cot. Nalani rolled over and Luca grumbled quietly in his sleep. Something was different. Nalani pushed Luca’s arm off her and scrambled to the porthole, though there was little to see apart from sky. Was that a mast? Thudding footsteps came from overhead and there were scrapes and bangs coming from the hold.

“Luca.” Nalani shook him gently. He muttered and curled up tighter. She shook him harder. “Luca!”

“Wha ... what is it?” he asked blearily, blinking.

“I think we have arrived.”

Within a few minutes Nalani and Luca were dressed and up on deck.

“Ah. I was about to send for you.” The captain of the ship strolled towards them across the deck, with his distinctive rolling gait caused by his having one wooden leg.

“Welcome back to Karas.” He grinned, showing remarkably white teeth behind his thick black beard.

All he needed was an eyepatch and he would resemble a pirate. In her head, and to Luca, Nalani called him the pirate captain. Though no pirate would dare come so close to Karas. Nalani took in the bustle as the sailors unloaded all the trade goods the captain had aboard ship. They were docked at Karas. 

Mast ropes rattled and sails flapped, dock workers shouted, and seabirds screeched overhead. The cacophony jarred after the relative quiet of the sea, where the only noises were the slap of waves and the occasional crash of thunder. Nalani shivered; that had been a rough storm. With a salt breeze rifling her hair, Nalani scanned the dockyard and spotted a small cart and horse watched over by Akamai, a thin, serious young man from Naia. A grin spread across her face at the sight. He had been the island link in the silk business when she lived in Karas. When she returned home, it had been decided to carry on the lucrative silk business in Karas and he had volunteered to come to the city. The islanders were wealthier than they had ever been. Fishing boats had been repaired, new nets bought, and a school built on one of the furthest islands, so the children no longer had to be ferried across to the neighbouring island. All worthwhile expenditures. As long as the money didn’t change her people’s way of life, she had no problem with the export continuing.

Further to the south of the city, Nalani saw the tall factory chimneys partially obscured by the steam and smoke belching from them. It rose into the sky, turned back on itself, dropped and settled in a thick fog through the streets surrounding the factory. She pursed her lips. It would be unpleasant to live there. Could the New Assembly do anything to manage it? They could hardly shut down the factory without an alternative. 

As she and Luca thanked the captain and took their leave, Akamai spotted them and began to wave. His shirt shimmered and Nalani realised he wore Midnight Purple silk. A walking advertisement for their most expensive, though most popular, colour of silk. She grinned. 

“Akamai!” She grabbed him and gave him a hug. He stiffened at first and then returned the hug. When he drew back to shake Luca’s hand, he had a bemused expression on his face. Before the summer she would never have initiated such contact. With anyone. She had changed such a lot due to what had happened here. Although much of the change was down to her friends. They waited for the sailors to load up Akamai’s cart with the latest silk consignment, and their own packs. Now that Garthwin and the New Assembly were in charge, it was no longer prohibitively expensive to import foreign goods straight to the Karas docks, saving them an extra four days of overland travel.

“I have rented you a house in Bougainvillea Street,” Akamai said. “I think you know the street?”

Luca chuckled. “Oh, yes. We have fond memories of that street.” He turned to Nalani. “Do you suppose it will be the same house?” His eyes were bright, no doubt remembering the place that had been their base in summer.

Nalani shook her head with a laugh. “It is unlikely, but who knows? Lead on, Akamai.”

Nalani marvelled anew at the crowded space within the city. People thronged the roads, all with places they were in a rush to arrive at. A few people strolled, just out for a walk, but most gave the impression that they were already late for something. Carts shoved through the pedestrians in both directions. Akamai guided his horse and cart expertly through the throng.

“How are you finding city life, Akamai?” Nalani asked.

Akamai grinned at her. “It is different to island life, that is certain.” He waved his hand at all the people. “So many people, and everyone in such a hurry.” He chuckled. “I actually love it. Though it is not something I will wish to do forever.”

Nalani nodded. She, too, had enjoyed her time in Karas, yet had not wished to stay forever. Her gaze slid to Luca again. Would he wish to return here to live, permanently?

Akamai led them to Bougainvillea Street. A street that Nalani and Luca knew well. The bougainvillea were still a riot of pink, though in a month or two the flowers would die off. The soft and subtle scent embraced her, and she reached out to touch a petal. It brought back memories of her first awkward days with Luca. Hiding out in the house away from Galena and her Dark Patrol.

Akamai led them past the house they had inhabited in the summer. Nalani took in the newly painted windows and doors and the lack of rust on the tucked away gate to the side. Someone obviously took care of it now. Her attention lingered as they moved on. A pang of regret surprised her. For the sake of nostalgia, it might have been fun to occupy the same house. But this was a new part of her life. It was right that they stay somewhere else. She pulled her gaze away from the house. Luca regarded her and their eyes met. His lips curved and he took her hand. It appeared he, too, had noticed the old house.

Akamai stopped five houses further along. “Here you are.” He handed over two keys. Luca and Nalani grabbed their packs and turned back to Akamai.

“You would be welcome to come and see me, or to come and visit Faran. He still talks about you and what he has missed by not marrying you.” 

Luca made a choking noise beside her, and she nudged him in the ribs. “Faran just enjoys charming the women. I cannot see him settling down anytime soon.”

“If you say so.” Akamai shrugged with a grin and turned the horse around. As he set off, he gave a final wave.

“Shall we?” Luca indicated the door to their accommodation whilst they remained in Karas. Nalani’s Gift itched at the back of her mind; she would probably only be able to stay for a couple of days. Besides, she was in a hurry to find her father. She didn’t need the Gift’s urging.

This house didn’t have the same air of faded gentility of their summer safe house. The walls were painted a fresh cream colour and the wood of the floor shone with a golden hue. They dumped their packs in one of the bedrooms.

“I am starving,” Nalani said. “Do you think Allesandro and Matteo might have time to meet us somewhere for an early lunch?”

“I expect so. Allesandro works for his parents, so he is able to keep his own hours and Matteo ... well, he has always been a law unto himself.”

Nalani laughed. She couldn’t wait to see the two young men again. When she first met them, they had been more of an annoyance. People she would have to spend time with because she needed Luca. Luca had become so much more than she had first intended and so had they. She could not have succeeded without their help. Nor without Felipe and Akaran. They had all become friends. Something she had once regarded with suspicion. If you let people in and cared for them, they hurt you. She had learnt over the course of the summer that this was not true. They must arrange to meet with Felipe and Akaran too. 

After changing into a long dress, appropriate for a lady of Karas, Nalani grabbed a few essentials – coins and knives – and she and Luca left the house. They needed to find a messenger boy. This was one system that Garthwin had left in place. In one of the letters Luca had received from Allesandro – he tended to write far more than Matteo – he had informed them that Felipe had joined their ranks. 

They quickly located one of the messenger boys and Luca despatched him with a message for Allesandro. He would no doubt know how to locate Matteo. They arranged to meet in one hour at the teahouse in front of the university. Nalani chuckled as Luca handed over that location. She had once spied on one of Galena’s Assembly spies in that café.

“Hoping to pop into the university afterwards?” she teased Luca.

“No. They are not expecting me yet.” His eyes twinkled. “You have me all to yourself for weeks yet.”

Nalani hoped that would be long enough to complete her new mission.

***
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Nalani and Luca sauntered along the streets of Karas. They stood and watched the heavily laden cargo barges strain upriver from the harbour. Nalani noted that the ragtag men and boys with their fishing rods were still hunched down on the mud of the riverbank. Prosperity for all might be what Garthwin hoped for, but it would take a long time. She became aware of something on the skyline and raised her head. The azure dome of the central temple of Enara grazed the sky. 

“May we go and look at the temple?” she pointed at the dome. Luca squinted towards it with a quirked eyebrow.

“Really?”

Nalani chuckled. “I know I always mistrusted the Priestesses, and with good reason as it turned out. Still, their temple is beautiful.”

“True enough. Come on then.”

They wended their way slowly to the paved square that sat before the one circular building in Karas. They stopped and admired the carved columns and the sun flashing off the brilliant blue of the cupola. There were still servants in blue robes sweeping and tending the gardens, although the impression Nalani received was that there were fewer of them. Allesandro’s letters had mentioned that the New Assembly had cut all ties with the Priestesses and were scrutinising ‘irregularities’. It was unlikely to dent the popularity of this deity. They still had the central location, the gleaming marble centrepiece, and the sensuous dancing of the Priestesses. 

“What else would you like to see?” Luca asked.

Nalani shrugged. “There is nothing else particularly. Is there nothing you would like to visit or view?”

“Not really. It isn’t a place I am visiting for only the second time. I have lived here all my life.” He turned to Nalani. “Well, except for a few exceptional months on Naia.”

Nalani leaned into him. “We are going to have to talk about living arrangements some time,” she murmured.

Luca wrapped his arm tighter around her. “I know. Can it wait until we find out what happened to your father?”

“Definitely,” Nalani said emphatically, glad that they had the question out in the open yet relieved it could be put on hold for a week or so.

After wandering the streets of Karas and reacquainting herself with its bustling, hectic atmosphere, Nalani was ready for food and a seat. The overcast sky also threatened rain; something she had rarely needed to concern herself with in summer. She and Luca strolled towards the university. Nalani ignored most of the glances and stares she and Luca received as they walked. She had become familiar with the stares last time. They had made her feel uncomfortable and an outsider at first. Now she realised that most of them were not meant unkindly. She was different from Karas folk, much taller than most of the women here and her skin much darker. Also, she and Luca were such a contrast they were bound to draw attention. Luca was milk to her chocolate. She grinned. She had always loved that contrast, often admiring his skin resting next to hers.

The university building sat strong and squat before them across its own square, a testament to the ideals of the original founders of Karas. Sadly, it had been neglected by Galena’s Assembly. Nalani beamed at the gleam of windows and the paleness of its façade, decades of grime washed away.

“It appears that Garthwin is living up to his promises regarding the university,” she said to Luca.

“Yes!” Luca grinned. “I believe he was sending in experts to ensure all the old scrolls and volumes were preserved too. No more clouds of dust when students do their research.”

There were few customers in the teahouse. It was too late for the ones who came before their businesses opened, and too early for a lunch crowd, and they had a choice of tables. Nalani chose the table with the best view of the university square. They ordered a pot of tea and a selection of snacks, olives, and cakes. Nalani was halfway through her first cup of tea when the door was flung wide and two young men bounded inside. Before she could wave or stand, one of them shoved across the room towards them.

“Luca! Nalani! By the Pits, it’s good to see you both.” Matteo gripped Luca by the shoulders and dragged him up for a hug. They thumped each other on the back. By this point Allesandro had also made it to the table and he made a point of genteelly bending over Nalani’s hand and giving it a kiss before she pulled him into a hug. Then they swapped. Matteo embraced her enthusiastically and kissed her on both cheeks. After a moment he held her out at arm’s length and squinted at her carefully. He gave a theatrical sigh. “Oh. As beautiful as ever. Luca has all the luck.”

Nalani chuckled and Luca beamed. Matteo insisted on purchasing further food and a second pot of tea. After murmurs of appreciation and slurps of tea the four sat back and stared round at each other.

“Come, tell us the gossip from Karas,” Nalani said. “You know that you want to.”

“What possible gossip could there be in such a well-run city as this?” Matteo opened his eyes wide in mock innocence. Nalani raised her eyebrows.

Matteo threw his hands up with a chuckle. “You are right, there is some gossip.” His face settled into a serious expression and a jolt went through Nalani. He was so rarely serious.

“Although Galena is still in custody and will remain there for all the time she continues to rave about the city being ruined and exacting her revenge, some of her supporters are still abroad in the city. There have been a few attacks.”

“Attacks?” Luca queried, his cup partway to his mouth. “On whom?”

“Members of the New Assembly, mostly,” Allesandro said. “No one has been badly hurt. Yet.”

“Garthwin is stepping up his search for them. Many of them are known to the New Assembly and it’s just a matter of time before they’re found.” Matteo sounded confident. “Oh, you’ll like this.” He waved a hand holding an olive at Nalani. “Ferret has joined the ranks of people working with Garthwin. He had lots of very useful information.”

“I am certain he would have. He would have been able to dismantle the spy network in an instant.” She frowned. “That would make him a target for Galena’s supporters.”

“Don’t worry about him. He has many friends and allies in his district. No one’s going to get close to him,” Matteo grinned fiercely. “I only told you about it because the two of you should be careful wandering around the city. Some of Galena’s lot might still remember the part you two played.”

Nalani patted the knives on her hips. “Noted.”

Matteo grinned appreciatively. “I should have known you wouldn’t go anywhere without them.”

“Garthwin would very much like to talk to you. He said he had found some old information that you might find useful.” Allesandro rubbed his chin as he recited the words.

Nalani and Luca shared a glance. What information could he possibly have? If it were regarding the Frith, or Darklings or the old Assembly, it would be interesting, though hardly useful. Nalani’s skin prickled, and her Gift flared.

“Nalani?” Luca’s voice held concern.

“I think his information might concern our current mission,” she said.

Matteo’s head came up. “Current mission? You didn’t say you were coming back for a mission. I thought this was a social visit, or a return to the university. Tell all.”

“My Gift sent me back. It is leading me to my father.”

“Your father? But he disappeared—”

“Yes. Thirteen years ago,” Nalani interrupted Matteo. “But I am certain he came here, to the mainland. He must still be here. Somewhere.”

“Okay,” Matteo said.

The subject of her father was dropped, and the conversation centred around Allesandro settling into his parents’ import and export business and the fact he actually enjoyed it. They also talked about Matteo’s new venture. He admitted that he had set himself up as the person to talk with if you needed to talk someone else into joining you in business. He could be very persuasive. And charming. Many people would fall for that. Nalani smirked to herself; he had tried hard to charm her in the summer. He also appeared to help Garthwin with information gathering and had a hand in running the messenger network which had expanded since the summer.

“Felipe said he would meet us a little later. He leaped about like a drunk frog at the thought of seeing you both again,” Matteo said.

“It will be good to see him too.” Luca beamed. “I am glad he has found something to do.” He paused. “But shouldn’t he be at school?”

Allesandro chuckled. “He attends school. His messenger runs are early in the morning and after school and at weekends.” He shook his head. “I don’t have a clue where he finds the energy. It sounds exhausting. I never had that much energy even at his age.”

Nalani stifled her grin. Allesandro had never come across as being overly energetic. He had always asked to go to the nearest tavern for a drink when she was here before; she doubted that had changed.

Once everyone had finished eating, they set off for Main Street. Garthwin had moved the Assembly Headquarters back into the city. Back into its original building. The records office remained there too.
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MAIN Street had also been spruced up since her previous visit. All the windows and door frames had been painted, pots of colourful flowers sat outside many businesses and the stallholders appeared more upmarket. There was also a vibrancy and optimism to the place that had been missing before. Having the Assembly Headquarters back in the street had brought in new trade and new interest. It now matched Merchant Street far more closely. 

As before, the front door of the blocky, functional building across the square stood open. Matteo led the way, striding forward self-importantly. Nalani suppressed another grin. Inside the black and white tiles of the floor gleamed. Hanging above them was a simple chandelier with six oil-fuelled lights. On her first visit the largest Frith globe in the city had hung there. Now, thanks to her and her friends, there was no more Frith energy. The walls had received a repaint and were now a muted gold colour, though the enormous paintings of the city still hung there. An alert young lady sat behind the mahogany desk opposite the front door.

“Good morning, Alicia,” Matteo strolled over to her with his charming grin firmly in place.

The girl smoothed her hair, a light pink colour blooming in her cheeks. “Oh, Master Matteo, it’s you.”

From the corner of her eyes, Nalani saw Allesandro roll his eyes theatrically and pretend to simper.

“I’ll inform Assembly Leader Garthwin you have arrived.” The girl all but leaped to her feet and scurried away up the broad stairway. She disappeared around a corner. A few minutes later she came back, slightly breathless. “Please, come up.”

Nalani followed Matteo up the stairs. They were carpeted in red, and the deep pile absorbed all sound of their footfalls. Alicia took them along a corridor at the top - the carpet continued the whole length – to a dark wood door. She knocked and then indicated they should enter.

Matteo pushed open the door and Nalani followed. One pace inside the door she stopped and blinked. A man sat behind a desk against the far wall, a smaller version of the desk in the hall downstairs. Warm sunshine splashed across its surface from the window behind. This man couldn’t be Garthwin, could it? Gone was the tangled hair, the grime, and the street clothes. He looked up as they entered, and a grin flashed across his face. The same gap-toothed grin she remembered. 

“Garthwin!” she said. The clothes and the haircut made no difference. This was the man who had first befriended her in Karas. The man who had helped her on so many occasions. A tear trickled down her face as he leaped from his seat and hurried to her side.

“Nalani, girl,” he said and pulled her in for a hug. His clothes smelt of mild spices, sugar and fresh air. He smelled of the outdoors and as if he had returned after eating some of the pies from the pastry shop that Nalani had found in the summer. A chuckle escaped her mouth. He pushed her back to arm’s length and his eyebrow rose. He gazed down at himself. “I don’t look that funny, do I?” An expression of mock horror appeared on his face.

“No, no. You smell of vanilla and cinnamon. It reminds me of the pastry shop I found in the summer.”

“Might be that I recently went to a pastry shop in the northern district for my lunch,” Garthwin drew himself up and tried to appear extra dignified. He soon relaxed his posture again. “I don’t like to be cooped up for too long. If they had their way, I would never leave this building. But Alicia sneaks me out occasionally, tells the others I have an important meeting and must not be disturbed.” Garthwin chortled. “She’s a good girl, that one.” He slid his gaze towards Matteo, who carefully avoided Garthwin’s eyes. Was Garthwin warning Matteo off, or informing him that Alicia was worth pursuing? Nalani smirked. She would tease him with it later. Nalani took in the room. Shelves haphazardly stacked with books and ornaments lined the walls alongside paintings and underfoot thick carpets softened each step. The view from the window showed the square outside. The far wall held an unlit fire with a scattering of chairs before it and a low table between.

“Let’s sit and talk.” Garthwin indicated the chairs, enough for them all. 

A gentle knock on the door preceded Alicia’s entry carrying a tray with tea. She placed it on the table, peeped at Garthwin through her eyelashes, avoided looking at Matteo and left. Garthwin began pouring tea.

“Nice office, Garthwin. How is the New Assembly working?” Luca asked.

Garthwin groaned as he glanced around his office. “Hmm. I am still sorting through all the stuff left here from when this was the Assembly Headquarters. Don’t really like the paintings much either. I’m sure I’ll find somewhere to dump them and swap for some cheerier ones.” He grinned. After passing round the tea, he sat back. “One thing that resulted from the adventures over the summer, which I am pleased with, is a steady influx of magic-users. We have been particularly lucky with healers. Luca putting out the word after his leg was healed and before he left for Naia really helped.” 

“Why are you particularly pleased regarding healers?” Nalani asked. Of course, having healers was a great boon, yet Garthwin’s tone suggested they had a special need for them. 

“The people living close beside the factory have begun to report a number of problems, especially with coughs and trouble breathing.” He shook his head. “It’s hardly surprising with all the foul smoke the chimneys spew out. When the wind’s wrong it all drops into the streets. So, the healers have set up a clinic and are dealing with the symptoms. But I have asked a whole range of magic-users to try and come up with a solution to stop the pollution dropping into the city. I am confident they’ll find one too.” He smiled wryly. “If only they had built the Pits-cursed thing outside the city in the first place, we wouldn’t have this problem. Might have to consider building a new one and demolishing this one. Still, I will struggle to justify the cost.” Garthwin’s shoulders slumped briefly. “Anyway, I asked you to come and visit me because I found something in all the paperwork I have had to sort through. In the early days after the Frith experiments went wrong, they kept journals of what happened in and around Karas. Some are badly degraded. The previous occupants shoved them in storage without a care and others are missing pages. However, I did find a reference that I thought you might find interesting, Nalani.” He fell silent again.

What could he have found? Nalani waited for him to gather his thoughts, tension coiling in her chest.

“They had started keeping track of Darkling children from way back. I am not sure when that phrase was first introduced. The descriptions I found of what those children became...” Garthwin closed his eyes briefly, emotions flitting across his face. “They became little more than wild animals. Their bodies were wracked with pain and their minds filled with rage and violence. They lashed out at everyone and everything, causing terror, destruction and horror. Lots of people were injured; many died in those first days. They used to describe the children that went full Darkling as demons. I have discouraged such talk as much as I am able. It doesn’t help the survivors.” Garthwin sighed and took a long sip of tea “The documents I have read concerning the numbers of early Darklings that were killed do not make for pleasant reading. I find myself with some sympathy with the reasoning for setting up the Dark Patrol.” He held up his hand as Matteo and Luca protested.

“What they became and what they did with the children was despicable. Still, that wasn’t the original intention. Like much to do with the Assembly at that time, it became subverted by people like Galena.” Garthwin made a cutting motion with his hand. 

“What has become of the Darklings we freed from the HQ building? Are they recovering?” Nalani could visualise the wretched people brought out of the bowels of the building on the promontory outside the city. 

Garthwin pursed his lips. “We re-introduced some of them to society and their families and they are doing well.” He spread his arms. “Some of those that had been Darkling for many years are struggling. Their bodies have returned to normal; they are no longer visibly any different. Yet their minds are still disturbed. They are struggling to think as humans again, struggling to throw off the instincts towards violence and destruction that they gained as Darklings. Most of them suffer nightmares.” Garthwin stared out of the window. “The families are suffering too,” he said softly. “Guilt and remorse for having handed them over to the Dark Patrol, or for allowing them to be taken. For not doing more to find out what had happened to them. How do you re-acquaint yourself with someone that has been missing for decades, someone that was a child last time you saw them yet is now full grown? A couple of the oldest have no family left. It is all very sad.” He sighed deeply. “Still, I will accept this over what we had before, any day. The practise of incarcerating these children would just have continued. Our city has a lot it should be ashamed of.” Garthwin’s expression became bleak.

Nalani reached over and squeezed his arm. “But now it has hope and a lot to look forward to, thanks to you and the New Assembly.”

Garthwin smiled at her and shook himself. “I did not ask you here to talk of this. I wanted to talk about the findings in a different report. The report concerns happenings beyond Karas. About thirteen or so years ago.”

Nalani sat up straight. She carefully placed her cup of cooling tea on the table. 

Garthwin continued. “A report had come in of a small cluster of children beginning to turn Darkling in a village to the north called Pietrafalco. The Dark Patrol were dispatched to learn the truth and fetch back any Darkling children. Apparently when they arrived, though they were met with hostility, they were allowed complete access to the village. They didn’t find a single Darkling.” Garthwin sat back with a gleam in his eye as he settled himself more comfortably.

“By the Pits, you can’t leave the story there!” Matteo exclaimed. “Come on. Was the report wrong? Had they hidden the children? What?”

“None of those, Matteo,” Garthwin’s eyes gleamed. “Eventually one of the Dark Patrol, a young woman by all accounts, found someone who would talk. A man had come down from the far north and had apparently healed the children.”

Nalani gasped, glad she had placed her tea down, or she would have spilled it. Could it be? “Healed them?” she whispered.

Garthwin nodded. “Aye. The other members of the Dark Patrol are recorded as laughing off the report as misinformation obtained in the first place. There never had been any Darklings. Though someone must have thought the report had some credence as they wrote it down in the official journal. Nothing further was ever said; no action was taken to discover the truth of the matter. But it is there, in ink.” Garthwin found and held Nalani’s gaze. “If it is true, then there were others like you.”

“It might have been my father,” Nalani blurted.

A warm hand touched her knee and she peered round at Luca. “Why would he have come from the north, Nalani?”

She stared at him.

“Your father?” Garthwin queried. “Was he the same as you?”

Nalani turned her attention back to Garthwin. “Yes. He had the same Gift as me. He left thirteen years ago and never came home. He travelled here, to the mainland, and I believe my Gift is taking me to him.” She lifted her chin defiantly. She was certain of that.

“Well. I don’t know anything about that. But this man couldn’t have been your father. Well, you said your family looked like you. You know, skin colour wise,” Garthwin said awkwardly.

Nalani dipped her head, a hollow opening inside.

“The young Dark Patrol officer gave a description of this man. A rather vague description as it was at least second hand when she received it. However, it described a man with pale skin. Unusually pale skin, the report said.”

It wasn’t her father. However, that meant there had been another one with similar powers to her here on the mainland. Her father’s letters mentioned that he had once met one of their kind and had heard rumours of a couple more.

“Was he old or young, does it say?” Luca asked, an urgent tone to his voice, his words jolting Nalani out of her thoughts.

“Middle years, maybe. I think it said roughly that. Not young yet not very old.” Garthwin frowned. “That doesn’t help narrow it down.”

“No, but it means he might still be alive,” Luca said. He tightened his hand on Nalani’s knee. She stared at him, and excitement sparked. 

“He might have seen or spoken to my father; he would have sought him out if he heard of him. If my father went to that village, he might have heard much the same story. He might have searched for this man. We must visit this village of Pietrafalco,” she said.

Garthwin nodded. “Sounds like it, if you are after news of your father. If he came through Karas and headed north, it is the first town he would pass. A suitable place for a rest on a journey.” Garthwin sipped at his tea. “Have the boys told you about the attacks?”

“Yes. Galena’s supporters are attacking Assembly people,” Nalani said.

“Just you and Luca be careful out there. We haven’t rounded them all up yet. If any of them recognise you...”

Nalani showed her teeth and patted her knives. “We’ll be careful.”

After some friendly chat, Garthwin regretfully announced that he had to do some work. “I’m starting to wonder whether I should have stayed out on the streets.”

“I think this work suits you, Garthwin. You look younger and full of enthusiasm.” Nalani gave him a kiss on his cheek, and they took their leave. Matteo said farewell to the blushing Alicia, and they stepped out into the street.

“Nalani! Luca!” A voice shouted and a bundle of energy disguised as a boy hurtled towards them. Nalani braced herself as Felipe gave her a bear hug, almost jumping up and down in excitement.

“Luca was right. You have grown like a weed.” Nalani ruffled Felipe’s hair as he let her go and gave the same treatment to Luca. Felipe stood back and beamed at them, his face looking as if it might split in two. He went and stood next to Allesandro.

“Look, I am up to his shoulder now!”

“You will soon be taller than me if you keep growing at this rate,” Allesandro agreed.

Felipe returned to Nalani’s side. “How long are you staying in Karas? Are you back at the university or is there a desperate mission you need my help with?” His bright, eager gaze swept backwards and forwards between Nalani and Luca.

“Slow down. So many questions,” Nalani grinned. “We are here just for a day or so.” The grin dropped from Felipe’s face. “We will come back, though, as soon as I have done something.” Nalani held up her hands. “No, it isn’t a desperate mission. I am just searching for my father.”

Felipe’s eyes went round. “Oh. That’s big. I want to help.”

“I understand. But we are heading out of the city and quite possibly a long way north. I don’t think your parents would agree to that. Besides, you have school. And what would the messenger network do without you?” Nalani hated the disappointment on his young face. Still, they couldn’t risk taking him. She wouldn’t risk his life again. Not for a simple search for her father.

“We’ll take care of them,” Matteo said.

“What?” Nalani narrowed her eyes at Matteo.

He picked at something under a fingernail, avoiding her gaze. “Didn’t we say? Allesandro and I have taken some time off work. So we can come with you.”

“We have?” Allesandro asked. A glare from Matteo had him nodding rapidly. “Definitely. Time off.”

Nalani shrugged. “Okay,” she said.

Matteo’s mouth fell open.

Nalani turned an innocent expression on him. “What?”

“Er. Well, I expected some resistance.” Matteo blinked rapidly, almost at a loss for words.

“This mission isn’t like before. It isn’t a desperate mission to save children from becoming Darkling. It is only a search for my father.”

“Then why can’t I come?” Felipe muttered, crossing his arms.

“It will take us far out of the city and potentially towards the mountains,” Nalani said, widening her eyes at Felipe. “You two are adults and can decide for yourselves.”

Matteo and Allesandro grinned and began discussing what they would need to take. Felipe stood a short way off, arms still crossed and a mutinous expression on his face.

Nalani went and stood in front of him. “Why don’t you ask your parents if they will let you come with us out to the lake? I assume Akaran still lives there?”

Felipe’s expression immediately lightened, and he grinned. “Oh yeah. We meet up loads. She even comes into the city and my parents have met her and everything.”

“Good. We will go and see her. Perhaps we could stop there for some lunch, tomorrow. Then we will come back to the city to make our final preparations,” Nalani said. Her Gift warmed in the back of her mind. It wanted her to leave as soon as possible. For a moment that made Nalani consider staying longer, to resist the Gift’s call. But this was a search for her lost father. It was too important to her for pettiness. 

“That all sounds wonderful. We can stay that long?” Luca quirked an eyebrow at her.

“My Gift would like me to leave right now, but I will manage another day.” Nalani’s smile was weak. Still, Luca simply acknowledged her words and kept quiet.

Nalani stood back as Matteo, Allesandro and Luca discussed what provisions they would need for the journey north. Her thoughts had already flown out of the city and were visualising the hills and farms she had noticed last time. The land to the north was mostly given over to farmland and orchards for the city. What lay beyond that? Would they journey as far as the mountains? The only mountain she knew was the dormant volcano on Naia with its lush forests. From the maps she had viewed, and what she had heard, she knew that the mountains here were taller, more rugged and bleak. They reared over the land so high that nothing grew on the
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