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“That one’s The Thunderbear, right?” Nico’s thin finger pointed up at a group of sparkling stars in the northern sky. The young lad had grown a bit recently but he still remained skinny.

“That’s what my people called them,” Lilya replied. She and Nico were flat on their backs staring up at the black expanse. Her six-foot-one body taking up so much more room than her companion’s. The fire crackled cheerfully between them and Fiola had curled herself as close to its warmth as possible. The little furry dragonling enjoyed her creature comforts. However, even up this far into the Vigurian Mountains, Lilya wouldn’t describe it as cold, though it was certainly much chillier than down in Pevara. 

“So those stars must be the Scorpion.” Nico moved his finger to point to the left of the Thunderbear cluster. His tone was dubius. “Why do they give the stars such weird names?”

Lilya chuckled. “I have no idea, Nico. Maybe if you squint or drink too much ale, it looks more like a scorpion.” Lilya and Nico were spending their second night up in the mountains on a mission to take Fiola to visit her Fremling family. She had made a promise to the Fremlings, and to Nico. She raked a hand through her cloud of white hair with a sigh. The task was not as simple as she had hoped.

Nico scrunched his lips together as he tried peering at the constellation sideways. He released a breath. “I think they just wanted a good name and didn’t worry about what it really looked like.” He tilted his head back. “Now that one does look a bit like a crown.”

Lilya followed the angle of his head, spotting a group of seven or eight stars that could be described as crown-like. Last time she had hiked into the mountains with Nico, she had told him of the Thunderbear constellation, and he had declared that he would learn what all the stars were called. True to his word, he had visited Sarafina’s bookshop and was currently educating himself, and anyone else who would listen, about the names of the constellations in Vendisi’s night sky. 

Lilya brought her gaze back to the purple-furred creature lounging by the fire. That first time she and Nico had come into the mountains, they had been returning a mother Fremling and her three babies to their natural habitat. Baby Fiola had been different to the others. She had received an injury to her back leg whilst still in her egg when the mother fled from danger. The mother Fremling had asked Lilya and Nico to care for the damaged baby; it would not have survived the rigours of hunting for food around the icy glacier that was their home. Fiola lived with Lilya at Nuru’s villa, and Nico visited regularly. He felt a great responsibility for the little creature as he had been the one to discover them all when the mother became lost whilst trying to save her eggs.

Nico had cared for the creatures until the eggs hatched. Yet, to care for the energy-deprived mother Fremling, Nico stole honey from Nuru’s bees. Of course, the young boy hadn’t needed to steal it; Nuru would have gladly given him honey. But he had been desperately afraid that someone would believe the furry dragon was dangerous and harm her and her babies and so kept them secret. Lilya had tasked herself with locating the honey thief to help out her friend, who kindly offered her a place to stay during an unsettled time. She, a former Ice Guard warrior, had retired but didn’t know what to do with her life now. With Nuru’s encouragement and the help of the residents of Pevara, Lilya had unexpectedly found somewhere she wanted to call home.

Locating the Fremling’s glacier home was proving difficult. Lilya had paid a visit to the bookshop to see if Sarafina had any maps of the mountains, so she would have some idea where to locate the glacier. Sarafina had grimaced as she handed a tattered book to Lilya.

“I’m afraid this is all I have. No one has bothered mapping the mountains. There isn’t anything anyone wants up there, so why bother?” The bookstore owner patted at her thick hair, currently in a neat bun at the back of her head. It was an unconscious gesture, perhaps indicating Sarafina’s frustration that she had nothing better to offer her customer, and friend. 

“This is the rather rambling description by a gentleman who explored The Vigurians approximately fifty years ago. I believe he spent a week or so up there. He was a great explorer, but a deplorable writer.”

Sarafina had asked Lilya to sit in the bookshop and read the book as it needed repair.

“It isn’t high on my priority list, I’m afraid. Not a book many people would want to read,” Sarafina apologised.

However, as recompense, she made Lilya a cold drink and brought her a plate of biscuits. She had also shown Lilya the necklace that she wore, made from the claret-coloured stone Lilya and Nuru had given to her. The stone had been part of a large treasure hoard that the two friends had located using a magical treasure map. The stone complemented Sarafina’s liking for brown and muted red clothing.

It had taken all of Lilya’s patience to actually skim read all the way through the thick parchment pages sandwiched between fraying wooden boards. The author rambled and went off on tangents and talked about his life as a child, all in the midst of vague descriptions of the land around him. Eventually, she had gleaned an idea of which direction to head for. One other thing had stood out amongst the waffle. The man appeared to describe some large creature that had stalked him for a while. From his terrible writing, it was hard to obtain more than a vague notion of what it was, but Lilya knew she hoped it was just the explorer’s imagination. He hadn’t taken enough food with him and often seemed to forget he needed to sleep and so dived off into sleep-deprived paranoia. Or perhaps he had been paranoid before he set foot in the mountains.

“Has anyone else mentioned any strange creatures up in the mountains?” Lilya asked Sarafina.

“Such as furry dragons, you mean?” Sarafina’s smile was mischievous.

Lilya grinned. “Not just them. Nasty creatures. This explorer mentions something, but it could just be the ramblings of a slightly eccentric explorer.”

Sarafina pressed her lips together and stared at the ceiling. “There have been many rumours, though nothing confirmed.” Her expression this time was serious. “I would recommend being very wary and taking that great sword of yours with you.” Then she grinned. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, and none of the gossip mentions anything as terrifying as Ice Alfar up there.”

The book may have given Lilya a general direction, but now on this quest, the slopes conspired against her. Numerous trails and paths criss-crossed them, but every time Lilya thought she had found one that led in the right direction, it would dead-end at a cliff or on a small patch of coarse grass. However, she was reasonably optimistic that they were near. Her Nature Harmoniser magic had touched on something earlier, sharply reminding her of her years with the Ice Guard in the frozen North. It was a sense of smooth, cold hardness. Something she had not felt since she last strode across ice.

“Probably time to sleep now, Nico,” Lilya murmured to the boy. “I hope we will reach the glacier tomorrow.”

“And then we’ll see Fiola’s family again.” Nico’s excitement bled through his sleepy yawn. The lad pushed his mop of dark curls out of his eyes and settled down. His breathing quickly slowed and deepened. Lilya couldn’t find sleep so easily. Finding the glacier was just the first step. After that, they had to locate Fiola’s mother and her siblings. Would the Fremling recognise them after all this time? Would the siblings still be with her? Lilya had no idea how long the Fremling young remained with the mother after hatching. It had been over two months. It didn’t seem like a lot, but Fiola appeared full grown and reasonably self-sufficient.

Lilya glanced at the sleeping dragonling. She had imparted the news of their destination to Fiola via her Harmoniser power —it allowed the transfer of images, emotions and communication at some level. Besides, the little creature appeared to understand much of what was said to her even without the use of Lilya’s magic. Fiola had been full of anticipation as they readied for the journey, nearly tripping everyone up in her eagerness to be off. A far cry from the demeanour of Nico’s mother. It had taken a great deal of coaxing from Nico, Lilya and the new man in Orella’s life, before she would agree to let her only son hike so far into the mountains. Lilya couldn’t blame her; the boy was only twelve.

“Very nearly thirteen,” Nico had announced indignantly when his mother had pointed this out for the fourth time. Lilya had found the exchange difficult. She knew that she could protect him against any predators, plus he was an independent and courageous person. However, he did have a habit of rushing and acting without thinking first, which could prove dangerous deep amongst the jagged cliffs and drops. And there was the fact that Orella didn’t know Lilya that well. They had only spoken a couple of times before. And on one of those occasions, it was so Lilya could escort the boy into the mountains! That had been for one night. This trip was supposed to last one week. Tomorrow would be the third day. They needed to find the Fremlings so they could return within the agreed timescale. Allowing a near stranger to have responsibility for your only child for a week or two was a big thing. Lilya wasn’t certain she could be so brave. But Orella knew her son and how much the Fremlings meant to him.

Lilya patted her huge sword, Ice Fang, where it lay beside her, prodded her pack into a better shape beneath her head, lifted some strands of her white hair off her cheek, and closed her eyes. No point in worrying about what tomorrow would bring. Worrying never changed anything.

It still took her a little while to drift off because her mind wandered onto the pleasant subject of Fabian, her Watchman ... boyfriend? That sounded too similar to what teenagers would say. Lover? Heat washed through Lilya. It was an accurate description, but somehow, she felt embarrassed saying it, even in her own head – and it made the relationship sound less than it was. Fabian wasn’t just her lover. He was becoming a partner in her life and would always be a friend as well as a fine Watchman. 

After she and Nuru had returned from their treasure hunt adventure, Fabian had informed her that he had sent a message to Lord Bernardi – the highest authority in Vendisi – regarding the mercenaries roaming the land. So far, he had not heard anything back. But he hoped that they would be intercepted and encouraged to leave this land and return to wherever they had come from. In at least one case, that was Valthor, Nuru’s homeland. Lilya knew that whatever occurred, Fabian and the other Watchmen would help protect her and Nuru. Not that she worried about herself, not with her skills and Ice Fang, her magical, two-handed sword.

A wide smile grew across Lilya’s face as she remembered how good it felt waking up beside Fabian. How they had spent the night before she left for the mountains, saying goodbye. More heat enveloped her body, and she blew out a quiet breath. She missed him. On the nights when he didn’t stay with her at Nuru’s villa, or she with him at his shared Watchman accommodation – this only happened rarely when he knew Trey and Stefano would not be there – she missed him. It still surprised her how quickly she had grown used to sharing her life after so many years of being alone. Occasionally, it scared her; the thought of losing it all and how incredibly painful that would be. She had seen how devastated Nuru was after her husband, Jokull, had died, how the grief had been like a palpable weight on her shoulders. 
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Around mid-morning, Fiola made an inquisitive purring sound and tilted her head from side to side. She turned her emerald eyes to Lilya and chirruped excitedly, almost jumping up and down. Lilya woke her magic and touched the little dragon, aware of Nico demanding to know what was going on. The Fremling’s thoughts and emotions were all tangled and running over and through each other – but she seemed to be trying to tell them that she sensed other Fremlings ahead. There was also a notion of a new and interesting scent. Sharp, fresh, cold. Was it the glacier?

“Let’s go and see, Fiola,” Lilya said, and the purple Fremling bounded away along the narrow path.

“What is going on?” Nico asked again, glancing back and forth between the disappearing dragon and Lilya.

“She thinks she can sense others of her kind. And maybe the glacier,” Lilya replied, striding ahead faster after her pet.

“Wow. Do you think we’ve actually done it?” Nico sounded awed.

“We still must find her particular family, Nico. Even if we have found the glacier.” Lilya grinned at the boy striding beside her. “Did you doubt that we would find the Fremlings?”

Nico shrugged. “I thought we were going to run out of time. I know you want to get me back to my mum on time.” He turned a lopsided grin Lilya’s way. “She’d be mad at you if you didn’t.” The grin fell away to be replaced by a furrowed brow. “She’d be mad at me, too.”

Lilya chuckled. Nico caused his mother all sorts of minor worries, all unintentional, and he seemed to be genuinely sorry each time. He was just an energetic, adventurous, and independent youth. 

The path ahead disappeared around a corner, as had Fiola. Lilya increased her pace again to try to catch up. She rounded the corner and halted, Nico nearly careening into her back. The boy moved to stand beside her and gasped.

The path fell away, and the area opened into a valley. A great river of ice filled the floor below. It was cracked and uneven. Parts were a dirty brown and others a deep blue that sent a pang of familiarity through Lilya. The sides of the valley had been carved into alcoves and caves by the relentless scrape of the ice over millennia. Across the far side of the valley, there were large swathes of green dotted with bright colours. Grass and flowers. The rocks on that side also appeared more jagged and cracked, great fissures yawning wide and lumps of stone piled on flat areas where they had broken off from above.

“Look.” Nico pointed with a shaking hand at the glacier. At first, it had seemed barren, but now creatures were emerging from the caves in the slopes and heading purposefully in their direction. Lilya was greeted by the sight of blue, green, orange, and purple. Fremlings. 

Fiola stood a few feet in front of Lilya, all her attention focused on the approaching furry dragons.

“Come on, Fiola. Let’s head down there and see if we can find your family,” Lilya said. She and Nico scrambled after the dragonling, heading down towards the ice flow.

“Be careful once we are on the ice, Nico. It will be slippery, and some of those cracks look deep. You could break an ankle. Or a leg.”

“I will,” he called back, hardly slowing at all.

Lilya hurried to keep up so that if he fell, she might catch him. She did not fancy having to carry him out of here. Nor explaining to Orella how she had allowed him to break a bone.

As they neared the glacier, something tugged at her mind. Her instincts were giving her a warning. Nico had slowed as he finally set foot onto the ice, and so she turned back the way they had come and used her magic. Something paced along the path they had just jogged down. Following their trail. Lilya didn’t recognise it, but it seemed large and intent. She spun back to Nico.

“See if you can help Fiola find her family amongst that lot.” More and more Fremlings were now approaching, many of them the blue of Fiola’s mother. “I am going to stay here; something is coming.”

Nico turned wide eyes to her. “Something?”

“I think it is some kind of predator. I will try to chase it off. With this.” Lilya yanked on the strap holding her sword to her back and drew the blade. It had been some time since she had last swung the sword, and it felt good in her hands. 

Nico hesitated, but when he twisted his head to find Fiola, she had trotted quite a distance from him. He darted forward and then slowed as his feet slid. Lilya kept an eye on him for a while until she was certain he was being careful. Should she worry about what the Fremlings would do once they reached him and Fiola? No. They were intelligent and gentle creatures, and Fiola would be able to explain to them why they were there. Lilya took a stance on the path and waited. The animal that tracked her and Nico – or was it tracking Fiola? – glided closer. She would be able to see it any moment. 

When it crept around the corner above her, Lilya swallowed. It resembled a cat, if cats were almost as large as horses. Thick, mottled fur of grey and white covered it from head to toe, except for the tail. The whip-like appendage was black and hairless. Was that a blade at the tip? It appeared that the tail narrowed to a sharp, slicing point. Each claw was the dark grey of unpolished steel, and as long as her little finger. The head was much sharper than on any cat Lilya had ever seen, ending in a maw from which jutted very large incisors. Running along its back from the head all the way to the tail was a double row of white spines. 

The cat thing glared at her from ice-blue eyes. Lilya had to repress a shudder. They were so reminiscent of an Ice Alfar’s it was uncanny. The creature drew back its lips and issued a low growling hiss.

Lilya took a step towards it and pointed Ice Fang in its direction, the sword unwavering. “You will not get past me. I reckon you might be the thing that scared Fiola’s mother all those months ago. Caused her to run with her eggs.” Lilya swung the great blade from side to side, the cat thing’s eyes narrowed and followed its path.

“I am not letting you on the ice.” Lilya took another step forward.

The cat-creature issued another warning growl, its attention bouncing from Lilya to the sword and then beyond to all the Fremlings congregating on the ice.

Lilya gently sent her magic at the beast before her. Its touch was not like any other living thing she had encountered. It did not reek of evil as the Ice Alfar and their beasts did. But there was something dark and tainted there. Something unnatural and twisted. The animal recoiled from her energy. It shook its head and roared. Lilya braced herself as its hind leg muscles bunched. 

In a blur of movement, the cat beast leapt straight at Lilya. Ready for it, she dodged to the side, spinning to face it. The cat-creature was fast, it was already lashing out with dagger-like claws. Lilya caught them on her blade, a high-pitched screech marking the impact. It’s claws were as hard as metal! 

Lilya darted forward and slapped at its side with the flat of her sword. It growled with frustration and spun away from her. However, it was on her once more immediately, it’s jaws wide, allowing her a view of its razor-sharp teeth. Lilya ducked and rolled. The beast sailed over the top of her, almost catching her shoulder with a claw. Again, she swiped at it with the flat of her sword – she found she really didn’t want to hurt this thing, somehow knowing it was reacting from fear rather than aggression – landing a stinging blow to its left shoulder. The cat mewled and backed off, its lips drawn back and a low rumbling growl emanating from deep within its throat. 

Lilya took the opportunity to send out her magic again. Initially, it shook off her energy, but then, as if it was overcome by inquisitiveness, it reached out and touched it back. Lilya showed it that whilst she was here, she would not allow it anywhere near the Fremlings on the ice. That was who she was, who she had always been. A protector. And she had a sword to back it up. It should leave and find somewhere else to hunt. She told the creature that she didn’t want to cause it pain, but she would, and with her special sword, she most certainly could do it a lot of harm.

For a few minutes, they stared at each other. Then the cat thing gave a snort that from a person would have sounded disdainful, and it turned around lazily and stalked off. It allowed her a glimpse of its decision; it would hunt somewhere else for the time being. But it would be back.

Lilya stayed put until she was convinced that it had gone. Then she turned back to the glacier and scanned for Nico. He would be far easier to find than her purple Fremling amongst so many others.

Her breath caught in her throat as she spotted him. He knelt on the ice, and there were four Fremlings with him, all bundling together. Moisture gathered in the corners of her eyes as she strode down to join them. Fiola had been reunited with her family. Would Lilya now lose part of hers?
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Chapter Two
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As Lilya joined the boy and the small dragons kneeling on the hard ice to watch them play, the blue mother pulled away from the others and nudged Lilya in the knee. She once again connected to her magic. The mother Fremling was full of gratitude, both for the fact that she and Nico had looked after her baby so well, but also that they had brought her to visit.

Lilya tried to convey that Fiola could stay with them now that she was bigger. What she received from the mother was a sense that it was Fiola’s decision. 

The family of dragons played and chirruped together, including both Nico and Lilya in their games. Lilya sensed that there was a lot of communication between the creatures on a level that she couldn’t hear or see. But she managed to question the Fremling mother on what they usually ate, and it turned out that they would eat practically anything. After the babies hatched and had grown a little, they were taken to a sheltered valley – Lilya remembered it from her first trip into the mountains with the Fremling babies – which had a variety of plants and few predators. It would still have been difficult for Fiola to manage with her bad leg, and they didn’t stay there long, as they didn’t want to encourage predators to hang around. Lilya also tried to query the mother on whether she understood when people spoke. It was a very difficult concept to convey using her magic, but she thought that the Fremling admitted they could comprehend a lot. However, she was definitive in her assertion that this way of communicating was much better! Lilya was pleased to have her questions answered. They had been nipping at the back of her mind for ages.

All the while Lilya was on the ice, something else tweaked at her magic. She had tried to ignore it, but still, it was becoming an irritant, so she let her power range out. 

Dotted through the valley in both directions were patches of oddness. Places that tugged at the Harmoniser energy. Lilya sucked in a breath as she recognised the sensation. It was the same as the black rod in the treasure chest they had discovered earlier that summer. It was made from a crystal that could absorb magic and then release it again. If there were pockets of this crystal all through the mountains, it could explain why Vendisi had been spared from the terrible influence of the dark energy that had spilt from the city of Karas in their neighbouring country of Ravania many years previously. The magical energy might have been sucked into the black crystals.

The black rod in the treasure chest was something that could be used as a weapon; indeed, the mercenaries who had been sent after the treasure and harassed Lilya and Nuru on their hunt had been specifically sent after the rod. Their master was one of Nuru’s countrymen, trying to raise his House to higher influence in their society. An old flame of Nuru’s, Akida, had sent the map to Nuru, attempting to thwart the man. This musing caused Lilya’s thoughts to stray to Akida. He was now a guest in Nuru’s villa.

He had turned up at the Summer Festival just after Lilya and Nuru had returned from their treasure hunt. He was a charming and handsome man – with high cheekbones, a narrow chin and eyes as bright as Nuru’s – and it soon became obvious to Lilya that he and Nuru retained some affection for each other. She wondered what had occurred since she left. Akida and Nuru had spent time getting acquainted with each other again, with Akida explaining his situation to Nuru.

“After my oldest brother’s death, I became the Heir to the House of the Infinite Serpent. It was never a role I wished for. I felt trapped, and I nearly followed you into exile, Nuru.” Akida smiled wistfully at Nuru. “It was one of the reasons I ‘kept tabs on you,’ as you put it. If I couldn’t have freedom, maybe I could enjoy yours with you. Of course, I also wanted to ensure that you were safe.” Akida laughed somewhat self-deprecatingly. “I’m not sure what I could have done from so far away. But it made me feel better in a strange way, understanding that you were living a life of your own choosing. My younger brother, Kinga, grew into a strong and capable man. Far more suited to rule the House than me. You must remember him, he used to follow Khari and me around and get on our nerves.”

Nuru’s lips curved upwards. “Yes, he told me once that if Khari didn’t want to marry me, then he would.” The smile dropped from Nuru’s face. “He was too young to understand how it all worked.” She fixed an intense stare on Akida. “Why are you telling me about him?”

Akida fiddled with the embroidery on his umber tunic. When he had first arrived, he had worn clothing similar to the local fashions. Since then, he had begun to wear what Lilya assumed were the male fashions of Valthor. These included brightly coloured embroidered tunics with matching loose trousers. He and Nuru reminded Lilya of two exotic birds. 

“With the death of Khari and you leaving, the Houses went through a period of upheaval. Many things were discussed. Betrothals, succession, and how the Houses gained their power and influence. Some Houses called for great sweeping changes, others cautioned stability. In the end, there were some minor changes and an agreement that it would be constantly reviewed and that certain matters should be left to each House to manage. Such as the issue of succession.” 

Akida fell silent and chewed on his lip before raising his head and capturing Nuru’s gaze. “I am no longer the Heir of Infinite Serpent. That honour now belongs to Kinga. I am allowed to do what I wish as long as it is never to the detriment of the House. I have also never been forced into a betrothal.”

Lilya sat silently during this discussion, fascinated to learn so much regarding another culture and her best friend’s heritage. She also wished to know about this man who had brought upheaval to Nuru’s life. It was plain to Lilya that Akida wanted to renew the childhood friendship between him and Nuru, and perhaps he wanted more. Lilya needed to be certain that if he pursued her friend, it wasn’t going to cause her to have to choose between her new life and the old.

Akida had apologised for not speaking to her after Khari’s death, saying it had been his own guilt at what had occurred rather than his blaming her. Nuru had told him he had nothing to apologise for. “I’m the one who ran away because I couldn’t face my guilt or your pain,” she had told him. 

“You are not married?” Nuru asked Akida tentatively, after his comment regarding betrothals.

“No. I never found anyone to match up to a certain feisty girl from my childhood.”

Lilya had quietly left the room at that point. Neither Akida nor Nuru had noticed.

Something nudged Lilya’s knee, dragging her back to the present. It was Fiola. She sat and stared up at Lilya expectantly. The mother Fremling and the other two youngsters were gathered together a few feet away.

Lilya connected to her power and reached out. Her lip trembled.

“What is it, Lilya?” Nico asked softly. He had fear and hope written across his face in equal measures.

“Fiola wants to come home with us, and her mother gives her blessing,” Lilya manged to choke out. She stood shakily and thanked the other Fremlings. Nico dropped to his knees to give a final hug to the Fremlings that were staying. They said goodbye, and then Lilya, Nico, and Fiola turned their backs.

“Oh!” Lilya spun around again and quickly sent images of the beast she had driven away. It appeared the Fremlings were familiar with it and some other predators. It wasn’t a problem here on the glacier; there were too many Fremlings with their knock-out-gas breath. But on the occasions they ventured to the hot springs to lay their eggs, they were more vulnerable. They had a mating season so they could travel together, but the Fremling mother had been late to find a mate and so left the hot springs on her own. 

Fiola trotted at Lilya and Nico’s side as they clambered back up the valley side and away from the glacier. The little dragonling seemed unconcerned by the fact that she was once again having to leave her original family behind. And not just her family, but all of her kind. Maybe she thought Lilya would bring her back again someday. And Lilya would ask her. But not for a long while.

“Time to get you home, Nico, before I get in real trouble with your mother,” Lilya said.

She gave one final glance to the massed Fremlings and hoped that they would all be all right before resolutely turning for home.

***
[image: ]


Nico said goodbye outside the villa, cuddling Fiola and promising to visit soon, before he rushed off to report to his mother. They had made good time on the way back, simply retracing the straightest path rather than hunting around for the right direction as on the way to the glacier. Nico would be returning to his mother well within the allotted timeframe. For which he was relieved.

“She might have never let me go off on my own again!” he had told Lilya with horror in his voice. 

Lilya watched him hare off through the meadow and smiled fondly. Fabian had arranged for Nico to have a half-day with the Watchmen before they had headed off into the mountains; Martelli had been appointed the lad’s mentor for that time, since he was the only Watchman to have a child of his own. Nothing much had occurred, but Martelli had obviously managed to portray the job with the potential for excitement since Nico was filled with renewed enthusiasm for the role. Although, he did admit that he rather enjoyed working in Nuru’s honey shop, too.

“And not just because I get free sweets,” he said earnestly.

Nuru had decided that Nico had worked enough hours to pay her back for the stolen honey, but she had allowed the lad to continue working there part-time. This time for an actual salary. Nico had been overjoyed.

“I can finally really help Mum out.” Nico had been so proud when Nuru handed him his first wages. It wasn’t much as he didn’t do many hours, but he had been grinning from ear to ear when he pocketed the coins.

Lilya turned to the villa, which shone bright in the afternoon sunlight. She had mixed feelings about returning to her room. Naturally, she enjoyed being close to Nuru, and it allowed her to help with the bees. But she wanted a place of her own now. Somewhere she could host Fabian without feeling as if they were imposing on anyone else’s good nature. She released a deep breath. Finding a house to buy in Pevara was proving impossible. Hardly anyone left the town, and the few properties she had examined were far too small, or much too large. The sort of places that the young people would snap up, either just for themselves or to share. 

Fiola had darted off into the flowers in the fields, and Lilya scanned the meadowland beyond Nuru’s villa and then turned to face the other way. She couldn’t see the land to the southeast of Pevara from here, except in her mind’s eye. Who owned it? Maybe she needed to start making enquiries about purchasing a small portion of land and building a new home. She had no idea if that was within the rules. She would have to visit the magistrates and ask. She wrinkled her nose at the thought of talking about this with Drucilla. The woman appeared to like her now, as much as she liked anyone, but Lilya could imagine her disdain if she suggested building on land outside the town’s borders. Maybe she could meet with one of the others? Perhaps she could speak with Zappa, Fabian had described him as ‘one with common sense’. And she had saved Zappa and Drucilla from three ruffians not long after she arrived in Pevara. He might look on her kindly.

Lilya paced through the gate towards the villa, calling Fiola to join her. There was enough time for her to bathe and then head to the Watchmen’s offices to inform Fabian she had returned and could take up her voluntary role the next day, if he wished. Thinking of that position made her feel more settled. It was what she knew, what she was good at, without the terrible danger of protecting the North from Ice Alfar. It was good helping the young people control their magic and being a Beekeeper, yet she couldn’t really be all those different things, surely. She should stick to what she knew, what she was good at. She wanted to be useful to this town that had taken her in.

Lilya hoped that Fabian would be at the offices. It was probably inappropriate at his workplace, but she wanted him to take her in his arms and kiss her deeply.

“You’re looking mighty cheerful,” Massimo’s voice interrupted her pleasant reverie, and heat flared in her cheeks.

“Just glad to be back, Massimo,” she replied airily.

Fiola rushed to Massimo and demanded some fuss from the brusque man. He obliged. A small smile warming his strong, usually serious face.

“Glad to see the little dragonling came back with you, too. Wouldn’t be quite the same without her,” he said gruffly, straightening up once more. Something flashed on his finger, and Lilya spotted a brand-new ring on his right hand. She hid her grin at the sight. The new ring held a dark, rich red stone. It was one of those that she and Nuru had brought back from the treasure hoard.

“I like the new ring, Massimo,” she said gravely.

A hint of colour flushed the man’s cheeks, and he rotated the ring with his other hand.

“Well. Had to do something with the stone,” the Groundsman muttered. “Mistress Nuru is inside,” he added.

Lilya thanked him and entered the cool within. She passed through the outer foyer and into the inner courtyard. Should she announce her presence to Nuru, or go and bathe first? The decision was taken away from her.

“Lilya. You’re back!” Nuru stood beside the pool of clear water in the centre of the courtyard. She rushed towards her friend, and they hugged.

“And Fiola, you came back as well.” Nuru dropped to her knees and scratched the Fremling all over. Fiola hummed with pleasure.

Nuru peered up at Lilya, her eyes bright. “You must tell me all about your adventures.”

“Can I bathe and change first?” Lilya asked, her skin itchy with grit. When she and Nuru had gone treasure hunting, Nuru had foregone her usual flowing kaftan dresses for a set of brightly coloured tunics and leggings. Clothing that the local, rather talented seamstress, Sienna, had made for her. Sienna had made Lilya new trousers and shirts, but she preferred leggings for travelling. Not long after returning from the quest, Lilya had commissioned three new pairs of leggings from the woman. The rich blues of her current combination needed a wash.

Nuru pretended to sniff and then wrinkled her nose. “You most certainly may bathe first.”

Lilya aimed a theatrical slap at her friend. “I may not have bathed, but I did change my clothing.” She chuckled. “Nico insisted on walking about six feet away and nearly squishing his eyes out in his eagerness to prove to me that he wasn’t looking, even though I stood behind an outcrop. I think the idea of seeing a half-dressed lady filled him with horror.”

“That will change in a year or so,” Nuru said with a chuckle. “Now go.” She flapped an insistent hand at Lilya. “I want to hear your tale.”

Lilya hurried off. She also wanted to discover how things had been here at the villa. And most especially between Nuru and Akida.
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Once Lilya was ready, she found Nuru in the comfortable little sitting room that overlooked the villa gardens. Fiola was sprawled out in the sunlight pouring through the window, the shutters wide open.

Nuru gazed at the little dragon with a small smile on her face. She turned her head as Lilya entered the room.

“I am so glad the little girl came back with you,” Nuru said, after rising to give Lilya a quick ‘welcome back’ kiss on the cheek.

Lilya flopped into one of the soft chairs. “So am I. And I am even more pleased because it was Fiola’s choice. Her mother gave the decision to her.” Lilya blinked a few times to clear the prickle at the corner of her eyes.

“So, tell me all about it!” Nuru demanded.

When Lilya finished her tale, Nuru leant back in her own chair. “Well, that was a bit of an adventure.” She glanced at Lilya. “I don’t think I like the sound of that other beastie you discovered. Do you think there are many of them up there?”

“No one else has ever mentioned them, and Fremlings are ingrained in the local folklore. I think they must be quite rare. But the Fremlings are aware of them,” Lilya replied. Then she frowned. “Well, it. They’ve never seen more than one, though whether it is the same one, I can’t be certain.”

“Just so long as they, or it, stays up there in the mountains,” Nuru said.

The thought of that cat-beast coming down to Pevara sent a finger of ice down Lilya’s back.

“So, I assume you are going to go and see if you can find Fabian fairly soon?” Nuru asked with an arched brow.

“Naturally,” Lilya replied. Then she fixed Nuru with a stare. “And how have things been with Akida since I was gone?”

Nuru dropped her gaze to her lap and made a half-shrug, half-nod movement. “Fine. He has gone to the courier station on an errand for me this morning. I was talking to him about Raimondo, who sold me the bees, and how I haven’t been to see him since he retired. Akida volunteered to find out how much it would cost to hire a horse to take me into Corleus for a visit.”

“Yes. We didn’t have time to detour that far when we found the treasure.” Lilya paused. “It was nice of him to do that.” She hesitated before asking what she really wanted to. “Do you have any idea how long he is sticking around? And do you want him to stay?”

Nuru ran a finger over one of the blue flowers embroidered onto her cream kaftan. “I’m not sure.” Nuru raised her eyes to Lilya, her brows slightly lowered, giving her a bemused and concerned expression. “I can feel myself getting used to him being here. I enjoy his company, and sometimes it is just like old times. But then I start to worry that the longer he stays, the harder it will be if ... when, he eventually leaves. I mean, surely he doesn’t intend to remain in Pevara and I don’t think I could give all this up to return to Valthor.”

“Is it heading that way?” Lilya asked softly. “That letting him go might be that hard?”

Nuru still stared at Lilya, and now she sighed. “I cared deeply for him once; I easily could again. And I think he still has feelings for me,” she said softly.

“You need to ask him what his plans are, Nuru. You need to know if he is sticking around or expects you to return to Valthor. It would be awful to have to choose between him and Pevara in a few months when you ... when you have got even more used to him being here.” Lilya had almost said ‘when you’ve fallen in love with him again’, but had changed her mind. She didn’t think Nuru was ready to hear, or believe that, right now.

“Are you thinking about visiting Raimondo soon?” Lilya asked, changing the subject slightly.

“Oh. Well. Not for a few months. We only just got back from our treasure hunt. I don’t want to leave again just yet. The staff will get the idea that they don’t need me at all!”

Lilya and Nuru laughed. 

“Are you coming with me to visit Fabian, Fiola?” Lilya stood and glanced down at the Fremling. Fiola turned her head a little, opened one jewel-bright eye, ‘mewped’ and then closed the eye once more.

“I think that’s a no, then,” Nuru said with a chuckle.

It felt good to stroll away from the villa towards Pevara. A route that had become second nature to her. The air was still balmy but not quite so hot as it had been a month ago. There was a gentle breeze and it brought with it the subtle hint of green leaves and rich earth as if it had blown through the woods before reaching her. 

Nuru had told her that mornings would begin to cool off slowly from now on. Lilya looked forward to that.

Lilya had no idea where Fabian would be, yet hoped someone at the Watchmen’s Headquarters would know. She hadn’t seen Beatrice since she got together with Fabian, so she had no way to know if she would be met by the woman’s habitual scowl, or if being romantically involved with Beatrice’s boss would have mellowed the woman’s feelings towards her.

As she reached the first house on the outskirts of Pevara, she slowed. Repairs were complete, and someone had been in the garden weeding and planting brightly coloured flowers. From this distance, Lilya couldn’t identify them, but they made the place appear cheerful and lived in. At one point, Lilya had wondered if she might be able to purchase the house, but someone from out
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