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      Fehla had seen enough executions, some public rituals staged for entertainment and intimidation, and others private slaughters born of anger and hate.

      She had no intention of letting this turn out that way.

      The rain lashed against the walls as the wind howled, ripping at the shutters and threatening to tear them from their hinges. Lightning cracked through the sky, momentarily illuminating the room.

      There hadn’t been a storm this wild in months and Fehla was having trouble shaking the feeling it was a bad omen.

      “Your Majesty, you should lie still.” The physician watched her with mingled pity and fear in his eyes. “The damage is extensive. It’s a wonder you survived.”

      “We don’t have time, Grante,” she said, shivering as she swung her legs off the bed and grabbed hold of the bedpost beside her head. Her entire body was crying out against the effort of trying to move, but she had to ignore it. There would be time to rest later.

      She hauled herself to her feet and stood there, waiting for her legs to stabilize. A wave of dizziness crashed over her and she teetered, clutching the post so she wouldn’t fall. She closed her eyes, waiting for the sensation to pass, and when she opened them again, she found Grante hovering beside her nervously.

      “I’m fine,” she muttered, taking a shaky step towards the dressing table in the corner of the room.

      Grante had left his supplies on the table and the stench of the inducing tonic was so strong it curled her nostrils from a distance. She wretched and covered her mouth. Her stomach was empty, but the heaving motion was excruciating.

      She passed the cheval mirror by her wardrobe and caught a glimpse of her reflection for the first time in days. Her hair was matted and sweaty and her eyes bulged out from the dark orbits that betrayed her lack of sleep. Her nightdress was half-drenched in sweat and stained with blood along the hemline.

      She grimaced at the mirror and turned her attention back towards the dressing table where a small wooden box lay waiting.

      Somewhere nearby, she heard a door slam and an instinctive fear shot through her, causing her to hasten her pace. As she took a larger stride, she cried out in pain and clutched at the edge of the table for support.

      “My lady.” Grante hurried forward, looking terrified. “Let me help you.”

      Fehla brushed away his comment with a dismissive wave. “Here,” she said through clenched teeth. She opened the box to reveal a necklace.

      It was a simple yet elegant golden chain bearing a gemstone that, as far as Fehla knew, was the only one of its kind. The heavy pendant was walnut-sized and shaped in a tapered oval, but it was the stone’s colour that made it truly unique. It was pale and almost translucent, but also iridescent, with infinite colours that danced and sparkled in the light of the candles. Sometimes Fehla thought it looked like a glittering ocean, and at other times it was closer to a cloudy sky at sunset. It was the most beautiful necklace she’d ever owned, and its colours seemed to deepen and intensify over time, so that now it shone brighter than ever.

      Fehla had lived surrounded by magic for many years and she knew how to recognize it. But this necklace was something stronger than mere magic. Like life and love frozen in glass.

      “It’s”—the physician looked at the queen with reverence—“it’s exquisite.”

      “It was my mother’s—my birth mother’s.” Fehla tried to smile, but it twisted into a pained grimace. “And her mother’s before that. It has been passed down through my family from mother to daughter for generations. It is the only family heirloom I have, and whenever I wear it, I feel as if my mother is here, my sister… as if my entire family is here with me. And now I-I want my daughter to have it. When she’s old enough.” Her voice shook and she took a deep breath.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” Grante took the box from her and stared at it.

      A faint whimpering sound was coming from the cradle beside the bed. Fehla had to close her eyes to resist the urge to rush over to it.

      “We need to hurry,” she said.

      The darkness outside was thinning. Grante was supposed to be gone already, but the entire ordeal had taken longer than expected, even with all the inducing herbs.

      The castle would be waking up soon, and King Casréyan was due to return home later that morning. Fehla had orchestrated the delivery to coincide with his trip to the Ruins of Bratia, but she hadn’t counted on it taking this long. Fehla couldn’t let anyone discover the truth. She couldn’t let Casréyan see his daughter.

      The physician’s eyebrows pinched in commiseration. “My queen, have you considered—” He broke off, fidgeting anxiously.

      “Considered what?” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. Instead, she began making her way back towards the bed, wincing as she stepped.

      “Have you considered perhaps… running? You could just take them both and leave.” He sounded desperate and spoke in a rapid whisper, as if afraid of his own words. “I could help you,” he urged.

      Fehla laughed. It was a mirthless laugh, full of resignation and bitterness. “No, we can’t run. No matter where we’d go, he’d find us and he would kill us all. I know he would.” She pressed her lips together in determination. She’d made her decision months ago and there was nothing Grante could say to change her mind.

      Casréyan had never wanted children. Deluded into believing he’d live and reign forever, he didn’t believe he needed them.

      But the chaplain had convinced the king to marry and sire an heir.

      Just one heir, he’d told Casréyan. Just in case.

      Fehla suppressed a snort and shook her head. If only she’d known…

      But it was too late for that now.

      “You remember Schlana,” she said, giving Grante a hard stare as she continued moving slowly towards the bed. “She was a good woman, quiet and discreet, and she kept Casréyan’s attention away from me for a time.” Fehla shut her eyes, blocking out the image of Schlana’s mangled corpse, and the countless others before her. “They all do… for a time.”

      Casréyan was determined to have only one heir, and he’d already demonstrated how far he’d go to ensure it. How far he’d go to protect his throne.

      “I’m the queen. That gives me some protection at least. But my children—” She broke off, trying not to imagine the consequences if her plan failed.

      “My lady—”

      “You promised me you would do this,” Fehla said pointedly, as she arrived at the bed and glanced down at the faces of her two sleeping children cuddled together in the cradle. They were so small, so peaceful. “This is my only option.” She cleared her throat, turning her gaze towards the opposite wall, trying to ignore the pain she felt inside and out.

      The physician sighed in resignation. “Very well.” He bowed his head as he crossed the room to the cradle and lifted one of the sleeping babies out of it. “Are you sure you don’t want to hold her, Your Majesty? Just once?”

      Fehla shook her head rapidly, keeping her eyes trained on the wall across from her. They stood together in silence. Both overcome with the weight of what was happening, they listened to the rain pound against the walls and the thunder growl in the distance.

      When Grante spoke again, his voice was firmer. “I give you my word, my queen. I will protect your child and deliver her to safety far away from here. She will live a normal life somewhere Casréyan will never know about her.”

      Fehla nodded, still not looking at him, fighting back tears. “Go now.”

      “Very well.”

      The door to her chambers opened and closed quietly and she took a deep, rattling breath, trying to calm herself.

      After a while, she peered down at the cradle where her son slept peacefully and reached in, lifting him out. As she pressed the little bundle to her chest, tears began to stream down her face.
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            A FRIEND, A SISTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Catanya closed her eyes, waiting for the sense of calm that her surroundings usually gave her. She loved this secluded beach. She loved the smell of salt water and the sound of waves breaking against the rocks. It was her favourite escape—somewhere she could retreat to be alone with her thoughts, somewhere she felt safe.

      But today it wasn’t working.

      She opened her eyes and stared down at the sketchboard on her lap. How many times had she drawn this beach, trying to capture its raw beauty?

      It was a narrow coastal inlet, hidden at the north edge of the forest where the earth tilted away from the tree line. The beach was a blend of rocks and sand, strewn with an assortment of driftwood and seashells that gave it a wild, untameable quality. It was this quality especially that appealed to Catanya. She’d spent years trying to capture that sense of freedom on the page, never really succeeding.

      But this latest effort was the closest she’d ever come. Perhaps because she finally understood how trapped she was, she could appreciate its defiant wilderness.

      Just stay here, Catanya. Keep your head down and everything will be alright.

      Catanya rubbed her forehead, wishing she could forget everything.

      She had been sitting on this beach for hours, trying to sort out her emotions. Her mind was reeling. She was having trouble processing everything that had happened these last few days. It was too surreal. No matter how many times she replayed her conversation with Genna and Grante, a part of her still didn’t believe it. Or couldn’t believe it.

      She needed to keep herself distracted.

      Catanya shuffled the sheaves of parchment on her lap, searching for one with a square of clear space, then she laid it on the sketchboard and snatched up a fresh pencil.

      She traced the pencil across the sheet, outlining the shape of a man’s face with round, weary features and worry lines on his forehead. She’d met Grante for the first time a few days ago, but she never forgot a face, and that meeting had been particularly memorable.

      Catanya’s hand trembled, causing her next pencil line to jut out at an odd angle, slicing through the image.

      Grumbling under her breath, she rubbed the page with her thumb, trying to blot out the line, but it just smudged into a grey and black blotch on the page.

      Frustrated, Catanya tore the corner off the page and crumpled it into a ball, tossing it away so it landed in the sand nearby. Then she started rifling through the sheaves again. She lingered on a page with a series of images she’d drawn the day before. Images of things she’d rather not remember.

      The shining chalice and the old man in the shadows.

      And him.

      Catanya snapped the sketchboard closed and laid it down in the sand. She ran her hands through her hair, hugged her knees to her chest, and felt her pulse quicken yet again.

      She longed to forget, to go back and pretend none of it had happened, but she couldn’t.

      Catanya shuddered involuntarily as the memories of that fateful night came rushing back. The dizziness and pain had been excruciating, and then that strange, blinding light…

      She tried to push the memory away, not wanting to remember what had happened next. She didn’t want any of this.

      Catanya groaned and rested her chin on her knees, gazing out at the ocean. The water shimmered like a sheet of textured glass, giving the impression it stretched on forever. She wondered, not for the first time, what lay beyond the horizon.

      Hesitantly, Catanya reached down and opened her sketchboard again, flipping through the pages to one at the back.

      It was a busy page, filled with drawings that flowed together, pouring out from the centre: faces, horses, birds, trees, and more, all surrounding a long cedar lodge with several carved columns supporting its roof, and a series of dormer windows overhanging a lush garden.

      Camlee Lodge, a home for orphaned girls in the small village of Faltir.

      Orphaned girls. Right.

      Catanya gazed at the image of the home that had never truly been hers. Her resolve began to strengthen. She climbed to her feet, ignoring the slight tremor of her muscles, and stepped across the damp sand towards the ocean. The waves rushed at her feet, drenching her bare toes and the hemline of her dress, and tugging at the sand beneath her.

      One by one, she lifted her sketches off the board and laid them in the water, watching as the pencil lines bled together, and the thick parchment wilted and drowned, bearing her past into the depths of the ocean.

      When the last page had succumbed to the undercurrent, she returned to her spot on the beach, pulled on her shoes, and sat down to watch the sun set.

      After a while, she heard a rustling noise coming from behind her. She turned to see a familiar young woman emerging from the forest, her long brown kirtle catching on the brambles and branches as she moved.

      “Here you are,” said Diyah, relief in her voice as she yanked her dress free from the thorns. “I’ve been searching for you for ages.” She reached the edge of the trees and began to descend the steep, rocky slope towards the beach. “What are you doing?” She stumbled to a halt at the base of the incline.

      “I’m just… thinking.” Catanya squinted towards the setting sun. Diyah sat down in the sand beside her. She was observing Catanya closely, and Catanya knew what was coming next. “I’m fine,” she said before her friend could ask the question. “Really, I am.”

      Diyah snorted. “Well, that’s not true,” she said, turning her gaze out towards the water. “But we can pretend it is, if that’s what you want.” She flashed a warm smile.

      Catanya laughed and felt a burst of affection for her. “Thank you.”

      Diyah nodded, and they settled into a comfortable silence.

      Catanya and Diyah had known each other their entire lives. They’d grown up together at Camlee Lodge, and from the moment they’d met as children, they had been inseparable.

      Catanya could hardly remember the years before Diyah arrived at the lodge. It was as if those years belonged to someone else’s life. She and Diyah had been together forever. Catanya couldn’t imagine her life without her.

      She glanced over at her friend. Diyah’s wavy blond hair was shining in the sunlight and her silhouette was unusually vibrant, set against the beach like a perfect sculpture.

      Any other time, Catanya would have started a new sketch. She’d spent hours of her life drawing her friend’s face.

      Diyah was widely regarded as the most beautiful woman within miles of Faltir. Her hair fell in perfect curls that framed her face, and her wide brown eyes had a permanent shine in them that seemed to convey an enticing charm. But what most people saw as flirtation, Catanya recognized as a sign of her friend’s fiery temperament and impatience. Capturing that on the page was always a satisfying challenge.

      Catanya smiled to herself and turned her attention back out towards the water.

      “What is it?” Diyah eyed her curiously.

      Catanya shook her head, still smiling. “Nothing, I was just remembering a few years ago… the celebration when you officially came of age.” Catanya wrestled back a laugh. “What did the villagers say about you again? What did they call it, the Murina Passion?”

      “Yes, that’s it.” Diyah rolled her eyes. “People born in Murina are strange, volatile creatures. Didn’t you know that?” She sniffed and tugged at the leather strap wrapped around her shoulders, holding her work satchel in place. “Apparently, refusing to be paraded around the village in a ridiculous dress is unthinkable.”

      Catanya laughed at the scowl on her friend’s face. “Oh, of course it is. Ladies of Faltir should be proper and polite.” She sniggered.

      “Oh, right. Because that’s how you behaved when you had to do it?”

      Catanya pulled an expression of mock offense. “What? Doesn’t every lady show up to her celebration two hours late, unkempt and covered in pencil smudges?”

      They grinned at each other and laughed.

      “Oh, sometimes I wonder about this place, you know?” grumbled Diyah, running her hand through her hair. “I’ve never understood how they can be so small-minded.”

      Catanya sighed and looked around at her surroundings.

      Faltir was located at the furthest reach of the kingdom, nestled in the foothills of the Tirnifel Mountains. A thick forest blanketed the rolling highlands, and the many peaks and valleys gave way abruptly to the border of the northern sea.

      “It is beautiful here though,” she breathed. “It’s a peaceful place, full of simple people who aspire to lead quiet lives.” Catanya shrugged. “It’s not what I would want either, but it seems to make them happy… I suppose you and I have just never truly belonged.”

      “Definitely not.”

      Catanya couldn’t help but smile at the defiance in her friend’s voice. Diyah had always been driven, determined to effect change in the world. But Catanya was more artistic and imaginative, spending hours drawing, painting, and crafting, and trading her works at market.

      Catanya often dreamed of setting out on her own, selling her works to pay her way. The romance of it spoke to her—living as a wanderer, travelling the world and seeing the countless wonders from her childhood stories.

      She wanted to watch the tides of Brigmun Bay vanish, and to visit the Ruins of Bratia where the famous battles were fought. The great cities of Caerlon, Sidina, and Awnell called to her to walk their winding streets. She yearned to trek across the Tirnifel Mountains and discover what lay beyond them and she wanted to swim in the warm waters off the coast of the Tirimsi Desert. She longed to explore the far reaches of the kingdom, to learn its secrets. 

      Catanya had been thinking about this a lot lately. She’d spent her entire life dreaming of distant places and imagining grand adventures. Now that she knew the truth, she finally understood why Faltir never felt like home to her.

      But it was one thing to fantasize about leaving, it was an entirely different matter to actually do it.

      This wouldn’t be easy.

      “So”—she cleared her throat—“did Lady Genna send you to find me?” She grabbed a handful of sand and felt the coarse grains slip through her fingers.

      Diyah exhaled heavily. “She’s worried about you. We both are.”

      Lady Genna managed the lodge where Catanya and Diyah grew up. She was a strict, demanding guardian who opened her heart to every girl in her care. She loved them all like she was their mother.

      Until recently, Catanya had never realized how much she owed Genna for taking her in and giving her shelter all this time. She had never known how dangerous her presence was for everyone around her.

      Catanya turned to study her friend, a twinge of guilt nagging at the edges of her affection. She couldn’t bear to imagine what would happen to the people she loved if anyone discovered the truth about her.

      She grabbed another handful of sand, letting the grains slip away to reveal a small pink seashell in her palm. With a sudden wave of sadness, she flipped the shell over in her fingers, running her thumb across its ridges.

      “You’re going to leave, aren’t you?” asked Diyah, without taking her eyes off the setting sun.

      For a moment, Catanya was taken aback, but then she shook her head and snorted. Diyah could always tell what she was thinking without her having to say it.

      “I have to,” Catanya said as she tossed the shell back onto the sand. “I know Genna and Grante think I should stay, but I can’t. Now that I know… I’m sorry.” Catanya fought to keep her voice level. As much as she loved Genna and the other girls at the lodge, there was only one person she’d really miss in Faltir.

      Diyah didn’t respond.

      They sat in silence, watching the sun inch closer to the horizon. It reflected off the rippling surface of the ocean in a sparkling, watercolour imitation of the sky. The pinkish hues of the clouds brushed the vivid blue canvas as it melted into a blur of orange and red. The sunset was exquisite, and the brilliance of the colours reminded Catanya of the necklace she used to wear.

      She frowned and rubbed her neck, wishing she still had it, as if, somehow, it might have given her the answers she needed.

      “Well.” Diyah climbed to her feet and shook the sand off her dress. “If we’re going to leave, we’d better do it sooner rather than later.” She held out her hand to Catanya, who stared at it in disbelief.

      “We?”

      “I’m coming with you.” Diyah’s tone was matter-of-fact, a steely glint in her eye.

      Catanya opened her mouth to protest, but Diyah cut her off. “There’s no point in arguing with me. I’m coming with you.”

      “But Diyah—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t care where you came from or who your parents are. It’s you and me together, we’re family. And I’m not going to lose my family again. I can’t—I won’t.”

      Catanya wanted to protest, but once Diyah had her mind set, there was no winning an argument with her. And Catanya couldn’t help feeling a surge of relief. She reached out and took Diyah’s hand, pulling herself up to her feet. “Are you sure?”

      Diyah shrugged. “We’re in this together, Catanya. We always have been. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but whatever it is, we’ll face it together. Besides,” she continued with a thoughtful frown, “it could be rather exciting. Think about it. We can go anywhere. Faltir was never big enough for us, anyway.”

      “True.” Catanya grinned and bent down to collect her sketchboard and pencils. Something akin to excitement bubbled beneath her fear and anxiety. “And together, you and I are capable of anything.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it.” Diyah’s face was alight with enthusiasm. She had the familiar air of confident determination she wore whenever she was facing a new challenge. “So, where do you want to go? Somewhere we can find work? I was thinking Sidina, although maybe that’s not far enough. Hmm… Awnell City? We can ask Genna. She might have connections…”

      Diyah chattered on happily about leaving, without requiring much response. Catanya suspected her friend was trying to keep her distracted, and she loved her all the more for it.

      They climbed back up the slope and into the forest towards Camlee Lodge, where Lady Genna would be waiting for them. It wouldn’t be easy to convince Genna to let them go, but they owed her an explanation after everything she had done for them.

      The sun had set behind them and shadows engulfed the forest, making it much colder than the open air of the beach had been. Catanya was looking forward to regaining the comfort and warmth of the lodge. By now, the younger girls should be finishing their chores and winding down for the evening, and if they hurried, she and Diyah could join them for one last cup of tea before bed. After that, they would be free to talk with Genna undisturbed.

      Over the years as Lady Genna aged, she’d started relying on Catanya and Diyah more. The eldest girls at the lodge had always been expected to help educate and guide the younger ones, but recently Catanya and Diyah had taken on this role almost completely.

      Including themselves, there were currently twelve girls living at the lodge. When Catanya was young, there was half that number. It seemed like a sign of the difficult times how many girls needed shelter nowadays.

      Catanya was the oldest—her twentieth birthday had come and gone earlier that year—followed closely by Diyah, but the other ten girls had not yet reached adolescence. They would be a handful for Genna to manage on her own.

      But it was better this way. It was time for Catanya to leave. She didn’t belong in Faltir anymore. She wasn’t sure she belonged anywhere.

      “Do you hear that?” Diyah broke through Catanya’s reverie.

      Catanya stopped to listen. Somewhere nearby, she could hear the low thunderous pounding of hooves against the earth.

      “Horses?” She raised her eyebrows.

      Then another sound sent a chill down her spine. Somewhere ahead of them, people were screaming.

      “That’s coming from the lodge!”

      They broke into a run, careening through the forest towards their home.

      As the lodge came into view, they saw people running in every direction as a deep, angry voice shouted, “Round everyone up! Kill anyone who resists! She’s here somewhere, so find her!”

      Catanya saw one horseman chasing a tiny figure that was running as fast as its little feet would allow.

      “No, Alli!” she cried, dropping her sketchboard and launching forward to protect the girl. But before she had taken two steps, it was too late. The rider’s sword sliced through Alli’s fragile frame, and she crumpled to the ground, motionless. The rider barely slowed his pace.

      “Catanya!” Diyah grabbed her friend and pulled her back into the trees. “They’re here for you. You have to leave, now!” Diyah’s face had drained of colour. She was shaking with anger and grief as she tried to restrain her friend.

      “No, let go of me. We have to help!” Catanya struggled against Diyah’s grip.

      “If they catch you, then we’re all dead! Look at them, Catanya. Look at their uniforms.”

      Reluctantly, Catanya turned to look at them.

      The men were dressed in brilliant purple surcoats that stretched down to their knees above their glistening hauberks. Their sleeves and hemlines were bordered with gold embroidery, and their billowing capes were fastened at the side with a circular brooch. Across their fronts, they bore the clear image of the royal crest and royal insignia, which depicted a large bell-shaped chalice encircled by a wide, ornate crown.

      Catanya recognized the violet and gold colours of Caerlon and understood what her friend was trying to tell her.

      “Fírkon,” she breathed in a low, terrified voice.

      The fírkon were the elite soldiers of Caerlon. They were the kingdom’s most highly trained and ruthless warriors, and if they were here in Faltir, it could only mean one thing.

      “He knows… Cadyan knows.” Catanya thought she might be sick. She retreated a short distance into the trees, feeling helpless.

      “You have to go,” whispered Diyah. “Go now before they find you. I’ll help Genna and the others. Maybe I can distract the fírkon long enough for you—”

      “What?” Catanya snapped back into focus. “No!” She grabbed her friend’s arm to stop her.

      “Yes!” Diyah wrenched her arm out of Catanya’s grip. “I’m sorry, but this is bigger than us, Catanya. Don’t you understand? You could actually change things in Caerlon—tear everything down and rebuild. Think about it. You can fight. You’re the only one who has a chance against him. But you have to go now.”

      “I… I… no…” Catanya’s heart raced and she stammered, unable to speak.

      “We can’t let them find you. Not here, not now. I’m sorry.”

      Before Catanya could say anything, one of the fírkon spotted them. “Over there!” he shouted, pointing at them.

      “Go now!” said Diyah, sounding panicked as she pushed Catanya forward. Then she turned to run out of the trees towards the rider. “GO!” she called, as she disappeared into the chaos.

      Catanya’s head was reeling, unable to accept what had just happened. She needed to run after her friend, to bring her back. But when she stared at the scene, she spotted a pair of riders heading towards her. Diyah was right.

      Catanya turned and took off into the trees.

      Panic set in while she ran as fast as she could. Behind her, the sound of horses grew louder. A painful stitch pierced her side, but Catanya willed herself to keep running, to keep going. She owed it to everyone at Camlee Lodge. She owed it to Diyah.

      The sound of horses resounded everywhere, and suddenly she realized it wasn’t only coming from behind her. Someone was racing towards her from the side. She glanced back and lost her footing, tumbling to the ground just as the huge horse burst through the trees. She rolled over to see the rider towering over her in the patchy moonlight, triumph written on his face as he pulled on the reins to stop his horse. But the beast reared, and with its feet about to descend on top of her, Catanya raised her hands reflexively to shield herself. As she did so, she felt a strange prickling in her arms.

      A fleeting but eerie moment of silence blanketed them in stillness before a powerful gust wailed through the trees and a sudden and loud creak rent the air. Then came the ominous groan of roots being wrenched from the ground as an enormous fir tree teetered and crashed down between Catanya and the rider, sending a wave of debris billowing in every direction. The rider jerked his reins to avoid the impact, but the effort unseated him. He fell to the ground, while his horse bolted away in the opposite direction.

      Catanya scrambled to her feet, coughing as she inhaled the dusty air. Torn between fear and astonishment, she surveyed the damage. The fallen tree completely blocked the path and the rider was nowhere to be seen. She could hear the angry voices of other soldiers nearby, but she didn’t wait to find out what they were saying.

      She started running again.

      Catanya ran without stopping for what seemed like hours. Her lungs burned and she had sharp pains in her sides, but she urged herself to continue onward. The trees thrashed at her as she flew past, tearing her clothes and cutting her skin. But she didn’t care. Her eyes watered and her legs shook, but she kept running until she was deep in the forest, leaving Faltir far behind.
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      Diyah stumbled forward, the rope twisting and tearing at the skin on her wrists as someone dragged her through the door to Camlee Lodge. She turned to see Lady Genna, covered in blood and bruises, huddling on the sitting room floor with the remaining girls sheltered behind her. At least four fírkon were standing guard throughout the room. The man dragging Diyah tossed her unceremoniously onto the floor in front of them.

      “It’s not her,” he said before the others could ask. “She’s not the girl I saw talking with Grante.” He looked down at Diyah. “I don’t know who she is, but I caught her trying to help the other girl escape.”

      “Then I take it she did escape?” asked another man who was leaning against the wall, looking rather bored.

      “Obviously.”

      Diyah exchanged glances with Genna, who exhaled in slight relief. But Diyah had never seen so much fear on her guardian’s face. Genna was doing her best to look stoic, but her lower lip was trembling and her eyes darted back and forth, searching for an escape.

      Just then an older, grizzled soldier strode through the door, wearing a murderous expression. He had long hair that appeared oily and matted and a dark bristly goatee. Although he was shorter than the other men, he carried himself with a self-important air that declared him as the leader, the maífírkon. He let out a frustrated cry and kicked a nearby chair, sending it careening across the floor until it cracked against the cabinet.

      “Well, Slaedir, what do you want us to do with the rest of them?” asked the bored-looking man, indicating the prisoners. He seemed remarkably unfazed by his leader’s outburst. “They’re hardly going to be much use in the work camps,” he added, nodding at the terrified young girls cowering behind Lady Genna who, with her hands and feet bound, was struggling to shield them from view.

      “Kill them, I don’t care,” declared the maífírkon.

      “As you wish.” The bored man drew his sword.

      “No!” Genna screamed and Slaedir backhanded her, sending blood spattering onto the floor.

      Diyah lurched towards Genna, but someone yanked her hair and hurled her back so that she skidded across the floor and landed on the other side of the room.

      “Diyah!” Genna’s voice was strident and angry.

      Winded, Diyah rolled over and stared up at the gleaming sword above her, and the impassive face of the man holding it.

      “What are you waiting for, Julyán?” snapped Slaedir. “I gave you an order.”

      But Julyán stood fixed, staring at Diyah with a slight crease in his forehead. “You said she was trying to help the other one escape?” He addressed the man who had dragged Diyah into the lodge.

      “Yes, what of it?”

      “Well.” He deliberated before turning to face his leader. “It occurs to me that she might be useful.”

      Slaedir’s eyes flashed in displeasure. “How so?”

      “Information,” replied Julyán.

      Slaedir scoffed. “You think you can make her talk?”

      “Well, I don’t intend to give her a choice.”

      Slaedir’s face broke into a cruel smile, revealing his yellow teeth. “Very well, we’ll keep her.” He crouched beside Diyah, his pupils dilated as he stroked his beard. “Yes… she’s lovely, isn’t she?” He looked up at Julyán, whose face remained impassive. “We’ll take her to the city and if the king doesn’t want her, I’m sure someone else will.” He raised his hand to touch her chin, but she smacked it away. “Oho. Yes, she’ll do nicely. Keep her and a couple of children just in case, but kill the rest.”

      There was a brief pause, but then Julyán nodded and crossed towards Lady Genna.

      “No!” screamed Diyah. She attempted to block him, but Slaedir kicked her hard in the stomach. She coughed and spluttered, rolling on the floor in agony. Blinking tears out of her eyes, she looked up to see the fírkon surrounding her family.

      “No, don’t hurt them!” Genna struggled to shield the girls. “Just hurt me! You can kill me, but please—” Genna tried to fight, but Julyán was too strong.

      “Genna!”

      Diyah let out an inarticulate cry and moved towards them, but Slaedir kicked out again, this time hitting Diyah’s face and splitting her lip. And as Diyah struggled to reach her guardian, she watched in terror as Julyán pulled Genna’s head back and in one quick fluid motion drew his sword across her throat. She was dead before she hit the ground.

      The girls were all screaming and trying to escape as the fírkon surrounded them. Diyah didn’t know which way to turn, but when Julyán lifted Hahney off the ground, Diyah lost her head and charged at him, hitting, kicking, and elbowing every inch of him she could reach.

      “Don’t touch them! Don’t you dare touch them!”

      But even as she screamed and punched, she knew it was useless. She felt arms tighten around her, and something hard struck her head. The last sounds she heard before she fell into darkness were the high-pitched screams of nine little girls who were left completely unprotected.
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        * * *

      

      Diyah slid in and out of consciousness for what felt like days. Her brain was hazy, and she was barely aware of anything around her. She thought she felt herself being lifted and dragged, then jostled by horses. At one point, she caught a vague glimpse of a coastline and a campfire, but then she slipped into darkness again.

      When she finally awoke, she could hear voices all around her, but she couldn’t understand any of their words. Her body felt heavy, and her head was throbbing so painfully it made her feel sick. When she tried to touch it, she realized her hands were still bound by rope. And then she remembered what had happened.

      She sat up straight and opened her eyes to find herself sitting on a horse, crossing through a gate in an enormous stone wall. Steady rows of torches illuminated the path ahead. Her jaw dropped as she saw the great city of Caerlon stretched out before her, cast against the black sky like a never-ending maze of flickering lights. The streets snaked and climbed through the hordes of buildings, stacked together like cordwood.

      She twisted her head around, trying to take in her surroundings.

      “Stay still,” said the man sitting behind her, controlling the horse. He had one arm wrapped around her waist, holding her upright.

      “Get your hands off me!” She tried to smack his hand away, but the ropes restrained her.

      “If I let go, you’ll fall.”

      “Then let me fall. I’d rather be trampled to death by horses, anyway.”

      The man tightened his grip and ignored her. Diyah twisted and struggled, but it was no use with her hands tied.

      “Let me go!” she insisted.

      “No.”

      Diyah cast around and noticed the other riders, three of whom each held a young girl on their horse. She recognized Meya, Gréys, and Hahney. Hahney and Gréys were awake, their eyes wide with fear. But Meya was lying draped over the horse, unconscious, and her face was covered in bruises.

      Three. Only three were left.

      A white-hot rage shot through Diyah and she struggled harder than ever. “You bastards! How could you? They’re just children! Let us go!” Diyah cried out in rage and attempted to elbow the man holding her, but he tightened his grip, making it harder for her to breathe.

      “Do us a favour and shut her up, Julyán,” came another, oilier voice.

      Julyán? She craned her neck to see his face. Her anger only intensified.

      “You!” she shouted. “You killed her! Lady Genna! You killed them all, you loathsome, evil, barbaric—” Something struck her on the side of the head and she was almost thrown from the horse, but Julyán swerved to hold her steady.

      “Are you mad? You nearly unseated us both!” he yelled at someone Diyah couldn’t see.

      “I told you to shut her up!”

      Something trickled down Diyah’s cheek and she knew she was bleeding. She moaned and leaned forward, struggling to stay awake. She needed to fight.

      “We need her conscious!” shouted Julyán.

      Fear was creeping in. They were bringing her to the castle and they needed her conscious for questioning. They thought she had information about Catanya and they were planning to torture her to get it.

      Her stomach lurched as she looked over at the girls bound and tied on their horses. She couldn’t let this happen to them. She had to be smart, she needed to find a way to save them.

      The horses carried them up the winding streets and through the entrance of a second, smaller wall, where the city adopted a more spacious and developed appearance. Diyah suspected they had reached the wealthier district of the city, and she turned slowly to watch as an immense grey-stone castle emerged from the darkness.

      The castle was mounted atop a large hill, overlooking the ocean to the northwest, the city to the south, and dense forest to the east. The ramparts were massive with curtain walls that measured at least ninety feet tall, connecting the eight enormous towers and countless turrets that reached high into the dark sky as though trying to touch the stars. Dozens of castle guards were stationed along the wall-walk, while the fírkon patrolled the battlements.

      The horses’ hooves clattered against the wooden bridge as they crossed the ravine into the courtyard and slowed to a halt.

      If she hadn’t been so frightened and full of blind loathing, Diyah might have been impressed. They had stopped outside the stone stairs leading into a huge keep with dozens of mullioned windows and niches built into its façade. The moon cast an unearthly glow around the stonework and the air was dense with an otherworldly energy. It was as though every spirit who’d ever lived and died in Caerlon was now wandering its streets, restless and alone. It sent a shiver down Diyah’s spine.

      All around her, the riders were dismounting and then, without warning, Julyán swung her around and lowered her to the ground beside the horse. He jumped down beside her and put his hand tightly on her arm to keep her from running. She twisted and turned, attempting to lock eyes with one of the girls and assure them everything would be okay. But she couldn’t find them amidst the sea of towering men.

      “Let’s bring this sorry lot to the king,” said Slaedir, gesturing to the prisoners. “He won’t be pleased to learn that the girl escaped.”

      Diyah thought she detected a note of fear in his voice.

      “Hopefully one of them will prove useful.” Then Slaedir crossed in front of Julyán and wrenched Diyah out of his grasp. “I’ll take this one.” He gave her a nasty smile and pushed her towards the stairs leading into the front door.

      The faint whimpers behind her told Diyah that the girls were being forced to follow. As she stumbled up the steps and through the door into the entrance chamber, she could feel Slaedir’s breath on the back of her neck. It made her skin crawl.

      Diyah’s heart pounded in her chest. Any second now she’d be standing opposite a man she hadn’t seen in over ten years. They were children when they’d met the first time, but even then she’d known he would grow up to be exactly like his father.

      Diyah could remember the encounter as if it were yesterday. It was over a decade ago during Cadyan’s first royal tour of the kingdom in honour of his tenth birthday.

      She had been walking in the woods outside Faltir, collecting herbs for Elyán, the village physician, when she’d noticed a boy sitting all alone on a fallen log by the side of the river.

      She knew who he was almost instantly, with his high cheekbones and neat black hair, not to mention his superior clothes in the violet and golden colours of Caerlon. Her first instinct was to turn around and leave, but then she noticed the scuff marks on his clothes and the faint bruise on his face. He looked so lost and frightened that she took pity on him.

      “Are you alright?” she ventured.

      He jumped up, startled, spinning around to see who had spoken. Then he jutted out his chin in a haughty look. “Of course I’m alright, and it’s none of your business, anyway.”

      Diyah was taken aback. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I just thought you might be lost.”

      “I’m not lost!” he snapped, his face flushed.

      She tried to ignore his hostile tone. “I-I can help you find your way back to the village.”

      “Help me? You help me? Don’t you know who I am? I don’t need help. Especially not some little girl—some commoner like you.” He glared at her defiantly.

      “That’s not a very nice thing to say.” She scowled at him. “I was only trying to help.” She turned to walk away, but he stepped in front of her, blocking her path.

      “I’ve just told you, haven’t I? I don’t need anyone’s help.”

      “Get out of my way!”

      “You can’t tell me what to do! I tell you what to do!” he shouted. “You should bow to your prince, you filthy little brat.” He knocked the basket out of her hand and littered the ground with all of her herbs, smirking.

      “Hey!” She stooped to pick them up, but he shoved her away and then proceeded to stomp all over the herbs, crushing them under his boots.

      “Why are you doing this?” Angry tears filled her eyes.

      “Because,” he declared petulantly, “because I don’t have to give you a second thought. You’re meagre and… and weak!” He appeared to be casting around for words that were strong enough. “You’re just a commoner and I live far above you. I am the Crown Prince of Caerlon.” He lunged forward and pushed her. She hit the ground hard and smacked her head on a tree root protruding out of the soil. “Stay down there in the mud where you belong!” he cackled with a self-satisfied gleam in his eye.

      More tears burned in the corners of Diyah’s eyes. She moved to stand up, but the prince pushed her down with his foot.

      “I told you to stay—”

      “Let her go!” called a voice from behind them. Cadyan whipped around to see a tall boy with dark, wavy brown hair standing beside the river. The boy was much bigger than Cadyan, and obviously several years older.

      “Stay out of it, farm boy.” Cadyan sneered and turned back to face Diyah.

      “Leave her alone, or I’ll make you,” the other boy said.

      “Make me?” Cadyan snickered and looked at him again.

      The boy simply stared back, his expression impassive. Cadyan snorted disbelievingly and raised his leg to stomp on Diyah’s fingers. But before he could bring his foot down, the teenage boy hit him hard and sent him flying into the mud. Then the boy took a step forward and held out his hand to Diyah.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      The boy gave her a courteous smile and watched Cadyan scramble to his feet. “I warned you,” he said.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” sneered Cadyan, failing to sound menacing as he spit mud out of his mouth.

      “Yes.” The boy’s voice was perfectly matter-of-fact.

      “Yes? Don’t say yes, you rude… you impudent…” His face was red, and he stuttered angrily. “Do you know who I am?” he shouted. “Who my father is? You’re going to pay for what you’ve done.”

      “What, never been knocked into the mud before?” The boy grinned.

      “How dare you!”

      The boy’s face hardened and he advanced on Cadyan. “How dare I? How dare you hide behind your name and use your power to torment other people? You know, a truly powerful man wouldn’t need to make others feel weak so he can feel strong.” His eyes glinted in the light and he stood tall and dignified. “So you must not be as powerful as you’d have us believe.” He shrugged and turned to walk back to Diyah.

      “Watch out!” she called. Cadyan’s face had contorted into a mask of rage. He jumped up and charged towards the boy. The boy ducked aside just in time and Cadyan fell face first on the ground. He rolled over, choking and groaning. He had cut his forehead on a rock. Blood trickled down his face as his eyes filled with tears.

      “Come on.” The boy laughed as he grabbed Diyah’s hand and pulled her away into the forest, leaving the injured prince behind.

      And in this moment, as Diyah was being forcibly marched towards the now-King Cadyan, she couldn’t help wishing she were back in the woods with the teenage boy who’d rescued her—the only person she’d ever known brave enough to confront a member of the royal family.

      But this time no one was coming to save her. She was on her own.

      Slaedir pushed her towards a door at the other side of the chamber. It was an ornate door of ebony with gold inlay, large enough for a carriage to pass through. He pushed it open to reveal a massive throne room.

      The ceiling was over thirty feet high, held up with two parallel rows of elaborately gilded stone pillars. Enormous violet banners bearing the Caerlon coat of arms hung every few feet along the aisle, and the dark stone floor echoed with every step. The intricate leadlight windows set high in the walls tinged the room with flickering moonlight, but despite that, and despite the several dozen torches burning in brackets lining the walls, the room still seemed dark and unwelcoming.

      Several dozen fírkon and courtiers had gathered at the far end of the room, chatting nervously.

      And there, reclining arrogantly in his throne, was Cadyan.

      Cadyan leaned forward as the door slammed, and the chatter behind him died. When the light hit his face, Diyah had to stifle a cry as she noticed his hair. Nearly all of it had transformed into an otherworldly mixture of colours, reminiscent of the greying one might expect in a man twice Cadyan’s age. But these streaks were not grey; they were somehow both silver and opaque with hints of rose, turquoise, and violet. In the firelight of the candles and torches, the colours danced, their shimmering silver-white quality mesmerizing. It looked as though someone had poured a blend of melted pearls and opals over his head. The effect might have been beautiful had it not been combined with his angular face and cruel grey stare. He appeared distorted, nothing like the boy she remembered meeting in the woods all those years ago.

      His cold eyes scanned the party as they walked towards him, and then they narrowed as he realized Catanya wasn’t there.

      “Where is she?” he demanded in a quiet but carrying voice.

      “Your Highness—I mean, Your Majesty.” Slaedir’s face flushed at his mistake. He stepped forward and bowed. “Apologies, my lord. I regret to inform you that the girl escaped.”

      A dense pause lingered in the air.

      “How can that be?”

      “M-my lord?” Slaedir faltered and he shrank beneath the gaze that Cadyan gave him.

      “How can that be? Are you incompetent?” Cadyan’s words were full of malice.

      “N-no, my lord! She-she had help!” Slaedir sounded desperate. He pushed Diyah to the floor at Cadyan’s feet. “This one, Your Majesty. She warned the girl. She helped her escape.”

      Cadyan looked down at Diyah with indifference. He showed no sign of recognizing her. “I see. So you want me to believe that ten of the kingdom’s most highly trained fighters were thwarted by two unarmed peasant girls with no training and no skills?” He glared at Slaedir, venomous accusation flaring in his eyes.

      “No! Your Majesty, It’s just—”

      “What?” Cadyan spat with rancour.

      “Well, we almost stopped her when something… happened.”

      “What happened?”

      Slaedir cleared his throat roughly. “I was about to grab her when a massive tree fell and blocked my path. I was unseated and my horse fled, my lord.”

      Cadyan stared at him, his face impassive. “A tree fell and blocked your path?” he said with irony. The courtiers behind him laughed.

      Slaedir clenched his teeth. “Yes, sir, except”—he closed his eyes as though bracing himself to say what came next—“I don’t believe the tree fell of its own accord.”

      “What are you talking about, Slaedir?” Cadyan’s posture stiffened.

      “Well, I examined it, my lord. It was a perfectly healthy tree, no sign of rot or decay, and it didn’t just fall. Something tore it free from the earth. Some… force.”

      He looked at Cadyan apologetically.

      Diyah’s heart raced, as she understood what Slaedir was trying to say.

      “A force?” Cadyan gripped the arms of the throne so tight his knuckles turned white.

      Slaedir sighed. “My lord, I believe it was the girl. I believe she has magic.”

      A loaded silence followed this statement. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Cadyan started to laugh. It was a bitter, crazed laugh. He sprang to his feet and jumped down off the dais.

      “Of course!” He was still laughing. “Of course she has powers! Is this what you’ve been hoping for all along?”

      Diyah didn’t know who he was talking to. He was staring past them to someone near the door.

      “Well, Mother, tell me, you must be so pleased!” he spat. Then he started pacing agitatedly back and forth in front of the dais.

      Mother.

      Diyah twisted to see the woman striding down the aisle towards them.

      She was younger than Diyah expected, with a proud face and long dark hair flecked with grey. She wore a heavy burgundy dress made of fine velvet, the portrait neckline adorned with golden vines that climbed down the sleeves, winding tighter until they reached the wrists. A matching circlet of delicate filigree encircled her head.

      She presented an impressive figure as she strode towards her son and stopped. “How could you believe I take pleasure in any of the events that are coming to pass?”

      Cadyan scoffed. “Well, we all know who set these events in motion, don’t we?”

      Fehla’s face flushed and she glanced at the watching crowd. “I did what I needed to do,” she said, holding her head high.

      Some of the fírkon shuffled and exchanged nervous looks. Cadyan didn’t seem fazed to have an audience. If anything, he seemed emboldened by it.

      “Oh, and I suppose you needed to choose,” he said. “To choose which one of us stayed and which one of us left? How did you choose, mother?” He paused, his demeanour suddenly calm. “Tell me, how did you choose which child would live the normal life and which one would suffer, cowering under father’s rage? How did you decide who would grow up with him?” Cadyan was staring at his mother, a mixture of pain and fury in his eyes. “Tell me!”

      Fehla flinched involuntarily as he shouted it. “It was the hardest decision I have ever made,” she said. “Not a day goes by that I don’t regret it.”

      Cadyan’s lips curled back into a sneer. “Regret what, Mother, losing her or keeping me?” He scowled and strode over to the fireplace. “Well, at least Father got what he deserved. I made sure of it, and I’ll make sure she gets what she deserves too.”

      “Stop it, Cadyan!” Fehla’s face was red with anger. “You’re searching for enemies where there are none. You are acting like a spoiled child pitching a fit because he didn’t get his way.”

      “Except I’m not a child, Mother!” spat Cadyan. For the first time, he looked self-conscious, his eyes darting towards the surrounding onlookers. “I’m the king now. And the king always gets his way.” He straightened his posture and glared at his mother, daring her to respond, but she didn’t take the bait. “Well, let’s see. If you won’t take credit for this, we’ll have to find someone else.”

      Cadyan strode away from the fire and stood facing Slaedir. “I’m sure you did your best, Maífírkon,” he said in an artificial voice. “It’s not your fault that your best simply isn’t good enough for your new king.” 

      And without warning, Cadyan struck Slaedir hard in the face. Slaedir’s nose cracked audibly and blood poured down his chin. The surrounding courtiers gasped and a flurry of whispers broke out, but then Cadyan’s eyes burned gold and a horrified silence settled throughout the room.

      Slaedir sank to the floor beside Diyah, writhing and struggling to breathe against the invisible force tormenting him, his blood pouring into his open mouth. Then Cadyan started kicking him in the chest, punctuating each of his next words with a blow from his feet.

      “You. Miserable. Excuse. For. A. Fírkon.” 

      Muffled mutters and exclamations of shock ran through the room. Diyah heard nervous squeaks from the girls behind her. She turned to see them watching the scene, their faces streaked with tears.

      Cadyan stopped kicking and panted as he brushed his ethereal hair out of his face. Slaedir gasped and wheezed on the floor. 

      “Julyán.” Cadyan addressed the other fírkon. “Take the prisoners to the dungeons. Find out what they know. I assume that’s why they’re still alive?” He glowered at Slaedir who nodded stiffly, still trembling. “Very well. Now stand up and go with them. I expect you won’t fail me again. Do whatever it takes to make them talk.”

      Cadyan spun around and strode back to his throne, where he sat down, looking haughty and displeased. “Get out!” he called to the room at large. All the fírkon and courtiers scrambled for the exit.

      Diyah felt someone yank her to her feet and steer her towards the door. Meya, Gréys and Hahney were gathered beside her, their small bodies shaking with silent sobs.

      When they passed Fehla, Diyah attempted to get a closer glimpse of the woman she knew to be her friend’s mother. The two made eye contact, and Diyah thought she could read defiance in Fehla’s eyes. For one wild moment, she thought the queen might stop the fírkon from taking them to the dungeons, but then Fehla averted her eyes, allowing the girls’ captors to march them away. 

      Diyah’s head throbbed and she fought the urge to be sick. They were walking down a vast stone corridor, which ended abruptly at a black iron gate. Julyán pushed open the gate to reveal a set of treacherous steps descending into a dark, dank passage. Diyah stumbled when they pushed her down the steep stairs. Only the hand gripping her upper arm prevented her from falling. 

      When they reached the bottom, two imposing guards blocked their path. The guards wore full hauberks and coifs, with purplish grey surcoats that bore the Caerlon coat of arms. Each of them held a long wooden spear with a sharp, asymmetrical blade that glistened threateningly in the torchlight.

      “The king wants these prisoners escorted to a cell,” said Julyán. 

      “Aye, this way.” 

      One of the guards lifted a torch off the wall and unlocked a second iron gate. Behind it, stretching away into darkness, was a narrow passage lined with bars on each side.

      A damp, sour smell reached Diyah’s nostrils. As they walked down the passage in search of an empty cell, she looked around in horror. She didn’t know what she had expected, but it shocked her to see the prisoners chained to the floor. She couldn’t bear to think how long the poor wretches had been wasting away in their dark, filthy cages. Some of them had been starved to practically nothing, cowering in the corners of their prisons, shielding their eyes from the passing torchlight, and jumping at every faint sound.

      Julyán halted. “This man.” He pointed at the nearest cell. “How long has he been lying like that?”

      “Why does it matter?” It was Slaedir talking. He sounded bitter as he rubbed dried blood off his face before casting a cursory glance at the man in the cell. “He’s vermin, and he’s doing what vermin does.”

      “How long?” Julyán glared at the guards.

      “Not sure. Few days. S’been a while since the ships have docked. Can’t get rid of ’em, can we?”

      Diyah closed her eyes, still fighting the urge to be sick. 

      “Check if he’s still alive,” Julyán said.

      The guard unlocked the door and approached the motionless body. 

      “Oy!” he called. “Oy! You get up, vermin.” He kicked the man, but nothing happened. Then he bent down to check for a heartbeat. “Yeah, dead. Ice cold too. Been dead for a while.”

      “Well, hurry up and remove that corpse,” snapped Julyán.

      “What does it matter?” asked Slaedir. “Leave it to rot, for all I care.”

      Julyán’s face hardened. “We’re going to be stuck down here interrogating these prisoners. Do you want that foul, rotting stench to saturate the entire place?”

      Diyah glowered at him with disgust and contempt. He returned her gaze, his face impassive. Then he pushed her farther down the line of cells.

      As Diyah stumbled forward, she was surprised to hear someone call her name.

      “Diyah? No!”

      There was genuine anguish in that cry.

      A man rushed forward in his cell, stopping short as the chain on his leg reached its limit. He stared at her through the bars, looking distraught. His round face was badly bruised and bloodied. His left eye was swollen shut, but Diyah recognized him instantly.

      “Grante!” she exclaimed. “No! What have you done to him?” She struggled against Julyán’s grip, but he pushed her forward so she tripped over the uneven floor.

      “Diyah!” Grante called after her, grabbing hold of the bars and straining to keep her in view. “Diyah, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, they followed me. I—”

      “Be quiet, you,” shouted a guard as he banged his spear on the bars, rapping Grante’s knuckles and causing him to cry out in pain.

      “Stop it!” shouted Diyah. She struggled even harder, but it was no use. Julyán pushed her along the corridor, deeper and deeper into the dark, until Grante’s cries faded to mere echoes in the distance.

      Diyah closed her eyes momentarily, trying to calm herself. Then her heart sank.

      So that was how they’d found Catanya.

      Anger and sadness swirled through Diyah’s mind
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