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	To all the readers who have been waiting so patiently for the final instalment of Nina’s story. 

	I hope that you enjoy reading it 

	as much as I did writing it.
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Prologue

	I dreamed that I had died.

	The throne room was wide and open, with tall windows of stained glass and pale stone walls. The floor was white marble, and at the far end of the room stood a throne of polished ice. Behind the throne, the ice formed a circle of Hoarfrost, which stretched out to the balcony and down the mountainside towards the glacier far below. In my dream, the flaming embers on the Hoarfrost wavered and died, a faint wisp of smoke all that remained. 

	On the throne, a man dressed in dazzling splendour reclined indolently, flicking through scrolls with disinterest. He had a high forehead and a receding hairline, with close-set eyes and a mouth that was more inclined to frown than smile. When he smelt the smoke he turned, surprised, and then let out a loud cry of victory.

	‘Guards,’ he bellowed, ‘Prepare the palace and the kingdom for my coronation. At last, at long last, the Heir to the Ice Flame is dead.’

	From my position high above, I noted the cold, furious mixture of joy and success that spread across his features. If I could have felt anything I might have been scared, but instead I was floating away, hearing his words echo out across the throne room and then being shouted from the rooftops.

	Dead. The Heir to the Ice Flame is dead.

	 

	 

	 

	


Part One

	 


Chapter One: Erik

	She was gone. 

	That was all that I could get through my head in the days and weeks that followed the Trackers’ attack on the Underdark. In my mind I relived it, feeling her hand pull away and the desperation of searching, ducking between blade and arrow, calling and calling for her. One of the Tracker’s blades caught my side and I stumbled, rolling away, kicking out to knock him down. As he fell, I pulled the blade out and swung, the blood splattering against the ground. He gave a low moan and lay there, jerking slightly. But there was no time to stand around, another Tracker came towards me, grinning with maniacal energy. 

	‘Erik!’ Jesse called, ‘duck!’ She had taken one of the crossbows from a fallen Tracker and was aiming over my shoulder. I dropped down, wincing as the cut in my side twinged, and she fired, piercing the Tracker through the neck. I watched as he tumbled, frozen. I had not seen death like this before. 

	‘Where’s Nina?’ Jesse asked, loading another bolt into the crossbow. ‘She was with you last.’

	‘I don’t know,’ I replied, slashing out at a passing Tracker and catching his leg. ‘I think she got pulled away.’

	Stupid, stupid, stupid, the voice in my head railed again and again. You lost her. It was your job to stay with her.

	‘We need to find her,’ Jesse said, as she aimed and fired into the crowd. Together we began to make our way to the edge of the fighting, watching each other’s backs as the Dark Elves and Trackers fought around us. 

	‘Look,’ I said suddenly, pointing at a tunnel up ahead. There was a flickering light coming from deep inside. 

	‘Erik, Jesse,’ Rakael was leaning over a Tracker’s body nearby, ‘where’s Nina?’ 

	‘We were looking for her,’ Jesse said, ‘have you seen her?’ 

	Rakael shook her head, and then paused, her expression going blank as she pointed at the tunnel, ‘I saw a Tracker coming out from there. Maybe…’

	I didn’t wait for her to finish, but raced towards the tunnel mouth, grabbing a lantern from the wall and leaping over several bodies. The smell of burning was growing stronger and I covered my mouth, coughing. 

	If I hadn’t had the lantern, I would have missed her. She was leaning against the tunnel wall, one hand clasped over a wound in her stomach. Her red dress was stained a deeper crimson, and her skin was deathly pale. Beside her lay a curved blade, similar to the one I held. The kind the Trackers used.

	I dropped to the ground beside her, a wordless, primal scream ripping out of me. Her eyes stared past me, seeing something beyond our world and I knew deep down that she had gone somewhere I could not follow. But I couldn’t accept it. 

	‘No, no, no,’ I didn’t care that I was crying. I slapped her cheek, pressed down repeatedly on her chest as Stefan had taught me to do, tried to breathe for her, blowing air into her lungs. ‘No, no, no. Wake up, Gods, Nina, wake up. Come back. Please come back.’

	But she didn’t answer. Ever since she walked into that godforsaken kitchen at Mister MacMillan’s inn and had given me a new name and a new identity, she had been there. She hadn’t always been perfect– she nagged and argued sometimes, and she clearly didn’t understand the importance of having a protector– but she had been a sister. Nina had always stuck with me, but now she had left, and by the Gods it hurt. It was like losing Ma and Pa all those winters ago, but somehow worse. 

	‘We were supposed to protect each other,’ I whispered brokenly, ‘don’t go.’

	Some of those annoying white butterflies that thrived in the Underdark were fluttering down onto her head, her arms, the jagged wound in her stomach, stepping over her with their horrible little feet. I waved them away angrily.

	‘Get off her, get off!’ 

	‘Erik?’ Jesse called, ‘What…’

	‘By the Gods,’ Rakael gasped as she and Jesse reached us, ‘no.’

	Jesse let out a choked sound, ‘Nina.’

	‘Where’s that smell coming from?’ Rakael asked, covering her nose with a hand and peering down the tunnel towards the flickering light. 

	‘Erik,’ Jesse murmured as Rakael moved away to investigate the source of the burning, ‘Erik, you have to let her go.’ 

	‘No,’ I retorted, ‘She’s not…she can’t be…’

	‘She’s gone, Erik,’ Jesse was crying now too. ‘She’s d…’

	‘No!’ I shouted, refusing to acknowledge it, hating Jesse for not even trying to save her. She tried to pull me back and I fought her away, holding Nina tighter, her lifeless body heavy and cold. 

	‘Jesse,’ Rakael’s voice came to us from further down the tunnel, ‘I need you to come here. Now.’ Her tone brooked no argument and so Jesse left, wiping away her own tears with the back of a hand. 

	I don’t know how long they were gone for. I didn’t take much notice of what happened around me. I could hear the faint sounds of fighting coming to an end and people running back and forth behind me. I didn’t care. All that mattered was that I kept her safe. Albeit too late.

	Some knight you’re going to be. 

	Sometimes, when I felt small, I heard Mister MacMillan’s voice in my head, reminding me that my dreams were pointless. 

	What would a useless whelp like you know about being a knight? You couldn’t protect someone if you tried. Look at what happened to her – you failed.

	I clasped her hand tightly, sobs racking through me. She was so cold, her blood stained my fingers but I didn’t care. I continued to hold on until stronger hands came to pull me away.

	‘You can’t do anything for her, Erik,’ Leif said, ‘Let us take her somewhere fitting.’

	I watched as Tobias and Christoff lifted her onto a stretcher and followed them out to the cavern where not an hour ago we had been dancing. 

	A silent hush fell over the cavern as we emerged from the tunnel, and then more cries began to fill the air. But the Dark Elves weren’t just looking at Nina. Their masks were turned to look behind us, at the figure on the next stretcher. Lying there, in a pile of twisted, burned metal, was King Lysander. 

	‘The Trackers used some of that powder and set it alight,’ Jesse was telling one of the guards, ‘by the time we got there, he was gone. It took a long time to put the flames out.’

	The bodies of the Trackers were scattered around the ground, mostly ignored for the moment, as the Dark Elves had been focussing on tending to their own dead and wounded first. On seeing the king’s body however, a mournful dirge filled the air. 

	‘The king is dead,’ the Chief Counsel was intoning, ‘King Lysander is dead.’

	‘Erik,’ Tobias said over his shoulder, breaking my attention away from the Dark Elves, ‘you should go and break the news to her. It’s best coming from you.’

	I felt a heavy weight settle around my shoulders. ‘You should bring Nina back to her room. She will want to…’

	I couldn’t finish. 

	‘Go, boy,’ Christoff said gruffly, ‘Go and make sure that she knows.’ I nodded and navigated my way around the wailing Dark Elves and crying wounded, running towards the boats.

	 

	Lisette was mending one of Nina’s gowns when I entered their room. She glanced up at me, surprised as I abruptly pushed the door open. It took a moment for her to take in the blood stains, the dripping wound on my side and the tear tracks on my cheeks. She rose shakily, putting the mending down on the bedside table, next to a vase of orchids. 

	‘Lisette,’ I didn’t know how to begin, how to put the unthinkable into words. She reached out and grasped my hands, turning them over and inspecting them closely. Then she looked at me, her eyes large and questioning. 

	‘I tried,’ I stammered, ‘I was with her and then she was gone. Nina, she’s…’

	There was the sound of footsteps outside and Lisette rushed to the door, pushing me aside in her haste. The mad hope in her eyes was painful to see, the desperate longing to prove me wrong.

	Tobias and Leif laid Nina down on her bed, while Christoff held Lisette as the body was arranged. When the men had stepped back, she thrust Christoff’s hands away and fell beside Nina, pulling her into a tight embrace and rocking her back and forth. A high-pitched mewling filled the air and tore into me, as Lisette’s tears fell in an uncontrollable rush. Her hands hovered over the wound, as if she had the power to wipe it away, to bring life back into Nina’s cheeks. I noticed one of the white butterflies had nestled itself amongst Nina’s hair, trying to hide in the thick streak of white. 

	‘Get away,’ I said harshly, stepping closer and trying to brush it off. Lisette reached out and grabbed my arm, halting the movement, eyes wide and frantic. She shook her head, and then returned to cradling Nina, shoulders wrenching with sobs. I knelt beside her, holding one of Nina’s hands and wishing that I could wake up, that this was just a bad dream.

	When she had regained some of her composure, Lisette ushered the others out and gathered the wash basin and cloth. I averted my eyes as Nina’s dress was removed and Lisette began to clean the wound, her hands trembling. She noticed my discomfort and thrust a hand in the direction of the trunks, and I gratefully turned my back and began to search through the clothing.

	I didn’t know much about clothes. A dress was a dress. Some looked nice, others didn’t. As I peered through the trunk, I saw a range of outfits that Nina had never worn and never would wear, many of them highly ornamental and extravagant. They were courtly and regal, but they didn’t reflect the woman who had become my sister. 

	There were some things I knew she would want to have with her: her mother’s dagger, her father’s cloak. The dark leather soled boots that laced up to the ankle. As I found these items, I pulled them out and laid them to the side, studiously keeping my eyes away from the bed. I finally chose a dress of soft blue. It reminded me of her eyes after they had changed colour at King Aegis’ court. There were other shades of blue in the dress as well, with delicate embroidery around the skirt and bodice. It looked like the sort of thing she would have worn on a summer day. 

	Lisette had tossed the bloodied remnants of Nina’s clothes into the corner of the room, and I collected them, folding them. Deep down I wanted to cast them into the fire, to not have to see the deep stain that stretched across the red fabric. There was a curious gasp behind me and Lisette tugged my sleeve impatiently. 

	‘What?’ I didn’t want to look at the bed, but she wouldn’t stop. Reluctantly I turned and saw what Lisette was trying to show me. 

	There was a dark ooze around the edge of Nina’s wound, not the colour of ordinary blood but something else. 

	‘What is it?’ I asked. Lisette seemed to know more about potions than anyone else but at my question she seemed stumped. She shook her head bewildered, making a small gesture of protection across her chest. ‘Poison?’ I pressed, my insides twisting. Lisette nodded, face pale. With a fluttering of wings, the white butterfly landed on the wound and rested there for a while, flickering with soft light. 

	I made to wave it away again, but Lisette stopped me like before and my side twinged. She heard my intake of breath and paused, assessing me worriedly and starting to fuss. 

	‘I’m fine,’ I muttered, ‘It’s just a flesh wound. It’ll heal on its own.’

	I hated when Lisette fussed over me. It made me feel like a small child again, and while some people might enjoy that feeling from time to time, I didn’t. I’d been working hard to put the boy who was scared of the dark and loud voices as far into the past as possible. I needed to be someone strong, someone fearless, like the Scardian knights Ma had told me about before bed. Knights didn’t show weakness and wouldn’t let small things like flesh wounds interfere with their lives. 

	Lisette made me sit still while she dabbed some foul-smelling ointment across the cut and it stung terribly. I gritted my teeth and remembered that this wasn’t as bad as when the Tracker had left the scar across my face. I had learned a while ago that when Lisette was in a mothering mood, it was best to just sit and wait until she was done. She was usually efficient when she tended to cuts and bruises, but today she was distracted, the figure on the bed kept drawing our eyes, the unspoken heaviness weighing us down. 

	There was a knock at the door and Rakael entered, face drawn and pinched. 

	‘The Dark Elves are going to the Lake of Tears to pay their respects to the fallen,’ she said tightly, and for the first time I wondered if she was on the verge of crying herself. ‘We should accompany them. With the king dead, we need to ensure that we can still maintain the Dark Elves’ support for the cause. It’s what Nina would have wanted.’

	I didn’t argue, although I was tempted to. Nina had cared about Scardia, more than perhaps she realised. It was clear though in the way her eyes would flare up either with passion or anger when someone mentioned it, or in the soft loving way she would recount its old tales and history. It was impossible to deny that she had felt a stronger connection than most to her country, definitely more than I did. But I wasn’t sure that staying in the Dark Elves’ favour for their army would have been foremost in her mind. Nina would have wanted to pay respects to honour the fallen and their loss. She would have been more focussed on asking the Gods for a blessing for the departed souls. 

	Lisette nodded and together we followed Rakael and the other members of our party, joining the Dark Elves who were moving towards the Lake of Tears in a solemn procession. I had never been there before, and the dark, still water was slightly eerie. The Dark Elves were standing around the shore, lanterns flickering in their hands. The Chief Counsel held the king’s misshapen silver helmet, and knelt, placing it on a small raft decorated with glowing flowers and candles, before pushing it adrift. 

	‘Erthor, Creator of Night, guide our fallen to your kingdom eternal,’ he intoned, the raspy voice spreading to every corner of the cave. ‘Give us strength as we rebuild and grant us vengeance as we strike against those who harmed your Chosen.’

	‘Erthor, Lord of the Moon, guide our fallen to the Dark Beyond.’ Another voice rose in a mournful dirge and was followed soon by others. 

	‘Lionus, Lord of the Death, grant them peace in your kingdom.’

	‘Lady Sybilla, may they find comfort in your light.’

	As one, the Dark Elves approached the lake and sent their lanterns out, bobbing like small boats into the lake’s centre. Their voices merged and became uniform, repeating the same phrases over and over. And then there was a sudden hush as a wave of deep shadow fell across the lake’s surface, swallowing up all the lights. When it had faded, there was nothing left, save for an uncanny hush and then a flurry of white butterflies swarming out of a hole in the ceiling, filling the space with a flickering glow.

	The Dark Elves remained kneeling, their heads bent in silent prayer. Around me the others knelt too, and I followed suit, resting against the damp earth. I closed my eyes, picturing Nina’s cold figure lying against the tunnel wall. She had believed in the Gods– more so than I did. I couldn’t deny that they existed, but I had always felt like they blessed some and overlooked others– like me. Nina had been blessed, I had been one of the outliers– those who believed but were not acknowledged by the celestial beings as one of their chosen few. 

	It felt hypocritical praying to them, when I knew from years of experience that they did not answer the prayers of someone like me. I had asked for help so many times in the past, begged for it when Ma and Pa fell ill that fateful winter, and then after they had died and I was stuck with Mister MacMillan. Yet the Gods had never helped me. But I knew that Nina would have wanted it.

	Please, I thought, hands clasped together. Help me to avenge her. Bring her back.

	I thought, for an instant, that I felt a breath of wind, the tingle of something cold against my skin, but when I opened my eyes there was nothing there. Unnerved, I stood abruptly and left the cavern, ignoring the scandalised looks that Christoff and Rakael gave me. What did it matter to them if I left? They didn’t understand. They couldn’t understand. 

	The earth crunched under my feet as I broke into a run, blindly racing away from that cursed lake, from the Dark Elves and their creepy masks and from the overwhelming sense that there was something other in the darkness, watching us. Someone had to keep vigil over Nina. It should be me. My mouth twisted in self-mockery as Mister MacMillan’s voice filled my head again: Some protector you turned out to be, Olaf. You had one role – one job – and you couldn’t even do that.

	I pushed myself faster, trying to escape the words in my mind. Your fault. All your fault. If you’d been there, she wouldn’t be dead. 

	The bedchamber door was ajar when I arrived, panting. Instantly I was alert, gripping the dagger at my belt. Carefully, I pushed the door open and entered, ready to strike.

	There was a woman inside. Tall and willowy, with long dark hair and pale skin. She had dressed Nina in our absence in the clothes I had laid out. Nina’s hair was clean and loose, her father’s cloak clasped around her shoulders and her mother’s dagger clasped in her hands, which were crossed on her chest. If one had just been passing, they might have been tricked into believing that she was peacefully asleep. 

	‘Yes, I think that would be appropriate,’ the strange woman said to one of the white butterflies that was hovering nearby. She stretched out to the bedside table and lifted some of the white orchids from their vase, placing them carefully alongside the blade in Nina’s hands.

	‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I demanded, ‘Who are you? Get away from her!’

	She didn’t turn or acknowledge me, but instead fussed over the orchids in Nina’s hands, and then smoothed the folds of the blue gown.

	‘Didn’t you hear me?’ I said, the anger that seemed to have been constantly there since I found Nina’s body rose up into my throat. ‘Get away.’ I stepped closer to her, holding the dagger up higher.

	‘Tell me, Erik,’ the woman’s voice sounded familiar but I was positive that I had never met her before. ‘How far would you be willing to go to protect your princess?’

	‘How do you know my name?’ I asked cautiously, ‘I don’t know you.’ My heart was pounding with fear now too, and I stood feet away from her, unmoving. 

	‘But I know you, Olaf Henriksson.’ She met my eyes and I was pierced with a gaze as cold as the worst of the winter storms. ‘I know you more than you think.’

	‘Who are you?’ I asked, shaken that she knew the name I had tried so hard to leave behind. 

	‘You haven’t answered my question, boy.’ Her tone changed and became icy, and the room swelled with a fey ethereal power, like I had felt by the Lake of Tears. ‘How far would you be willing to go to protect your princess, she who claimed you as a brother?’

	I couldn’t speak. 

	‘She had faith in you,’ the woman continued, leaning back over Nina’s body and stroking the white blaze in her red hair. ‘The last thing she said was about you.’

	‘Stop it.’ My voice was ragged and burst out of me before I could stop it. ‘Shut up. The only way you could know that is if you were there, if you let her die, or if you killed her yourself.’ I gripped the dagger tighter, ‘I’ll kill you,’ I whispered, ‘by the Gods, I will make you pay.’

	She threw back her head and laughed, a clear tinkling sound that shook me even more than her anger a few moments ago. 

	‘You are quick to accuse and even quicker to threaten. But your heart is aching and so I will forgive your transgression this time.’ I stared at her, confused, as she continued, ‘your sister loved you, Erik. So, I ask you for the final time, how far would you be willing to go to protect her?’

	‘I would have done anything,’ I whispered through numb lips. ‘But it’s too late now, she’s gone and I can’t bring her back.’ The dagger clattered to the floor and I covered my face, ashamed of the sudden tears that burned my eyes. 

	‘You asked for vengeance,’ the woman mused, ‘and you asked for her to be brought back. You want more than the Gods can provide, Erik. But there is still a way for you to help your sister.’

	She had my full attention now and I lowered my hands, rubbing my cheeks roughly. ‘What do you mean?’

	‘The Lord of Summer is angry,’ she said, ‘his Chosen was taken before her time, before he could see his game play out. And I am angry too, for she was to be my champion as well. But I knew that the Underdark would not be a safe place, there are vipers waiting to strike when your guard is lowered. That was why I protected her.’

	‘How?’ I burst out, ‘she’s dead.’

	‘Her heart has paused, yes,’ the woman conceded, ‘but with your help it might beat again.’

	I stared at her uncomprehendingly. ‘What do you mean?’ I repeated cautiously. 

	‘Can you protect her, Erik?’ Her voice had faded to a whisper, as she gazed back at me, unblinking. ‘Can you ensure that she returns to her homeland safely?’

	I nodded. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to have her back.’

	She breathed out and a soft mist of snowflakes cascaded down onto Nina’s face. ‘That was the right answer. Take her home. Return her to Scardia’s heart and gather the tear of an innocent, the first drop of moonlight, a heart’s desire and the blood of a guilty man. Offer them to the Gods before the sun rises on the Winter Solstice, and you might see your sister again.’

	Her words confused me, and I gaped. Half of those things sounded impossible to find. She smiled, as though she could read my thoughts. ‘Don’t knights have to fulfil a quest of some sort to save a fair maiden?’ She asked gently, ‘succeed in this endeavour, Erik Olaf Henriksson, and there is nothing you will not be able to achieve.’

	She waved her hands and the snowflakes ceased to fall. As the last few landed on Nina’s features they sank into her skin, sending tendrils of ice out across her face, down her neck and arms to the tips of her shoes. I watched with horrified fascination as it hardened, encasing Nina in a protective shell, making her look like a carved ice statue. 

	‘She will be protected thus,’ the lady murmured, brushing Nina’s smooth icy cheek, ‘caught between life and death until midwinter. Be careful in your quest, Erik. There is a traitor amongst you, one who wishes you ill. Do not share too widely what you must do. And remember that if you cannot achieve your goal by the time the sun rises on the Winter Solstice, your sister will be forever lost in the in-between of worlds, and Scardia will never be free.’

	 


Chapter Two: Erik

	I didn’t know how to explain to the others what had happened. For ages I just stood rooted to the spot, staring at the place where the dark-haired woman had vanished, and at the ice sculpture on the bed. It was unnerving, and as my brain began to work properly and I reflected on what had just happened, I realised who she had been. Nina had spoken about her and had read to me the story of the daughter of Erthor and Fionne, who could control the powers of winter. I had never expected that I would see the Winter Spirit in person– she both terrified and awed me. 

	Mostly though, the main things that she had told me lingered in my mind; I had a quest– a proper one– and that someone had betrayed us. It made me automatically suspicious, thinking back over the movements of everyone in our party, trying to figure out which of them I could and couldn’t trust. I remembered the way Nina had been uncomfortable on the dance floor, how she had seen someone in the crowd and she had blanched. Could it be that she had known someone amongst us was not to be trusted?

	‘If only you could tell me who it was,’ I sighed, sitting next to her and touching her icy hand. The white butterfly waved its wings and I glared at it. ‘I hate bugs.’ 

	There was a gasp from the doorway. Lisette had returned and she wasn’t alone. 

	‘What happened to her?’ Dylan’s voice was filled with a mixture of shock, curiosity and awe. He had awkwardly caught Lisette as she slumped to the ground in a faint. A Dark Elf beside him helped to lift her into the room and then moved closer to Nina’s side.

	‘There is strong magic at work here.’ It was Alex, who had taken Dylan to the Archives days ago. They turned to me, ‘It seems that you have been given a task by the Gods, Erik. They must have faith if she has been entrusted to your care.’

	‘What do you mean?’ I was thrown by the statement, unwilling to admit that I had been given a quest and confused as to how Alex seemed to know about it. 

	‘Ah, of course,’ Dylan said, pulling out his monocle and peering closer. ‘It’s like a state of chrysalis. Fascinating.’

	‘What happened, Erik?’ Alex asked. ‘We heard that there had been an attack.’

	‘We heard that the Princess was dead,’ Dylan murmured, leaning over Nina and inspecting her minutely, ‘but it seems that that might not be true.’ He glanced up at Alex, ‘this is like what I read about in the Archives.’ He turned to me and I was shaken by the intensity of his gaze. ‘Tell me Erik,’ he pressed, ‘were you given a series of tasks to accomplish? Is there a way we can get her back?’

	Mutely, I nodded. There was a movement from the ground and I knelt down, gripping Lisette’s hand as she slowly sat up. Her eyes were wide, and she stared from Dylan to Nina desperately, making some quick gestures. I could almost hear the hope that was starting to fill her eyes. Can we get her back?

	I glanced around the room at the three of them, remembering what the Winter Spirit had said; there was a traitor in our midst. But I also realised that the likelihood of any of them being behind the Trackers’ attack was slight. Lisette adored Nina, as if she were her own mother, and Dylan and Alex had been in the Archives for days, they couldn’t have been involved. From all I had observed of Dylan, he was too absorbed in his work to have time to work against us. As for Alex– I barely knew them, but what reason would they have to wish Nina ill? They had been close to Aidyn and, no matter what I felt about him, he had seemed to care about Nina. 

	‘Erik?’ Dylan repeated.

	I moved to the door and shut it carefully, checking the hallway to ensure that it was empty before heading back into the room. I took my seat next to Nina again, resting a hand on hers, and told them everything about the Winter Spirit’s visit; how she had turned Nina to ice, her warning and the quest I had been entrusted with. I was grateful that the others listened while I spoke, holding their questions until the end. When I finished, there was a silence as they absorbed what I had told them.

	‘It is like one of the old tales,’ Dylan mused thoughtfully. ‘We will need to make sure that the others are not told about what you need to do, Erik. This will need to be kept secret until you can be sure who is trustworthy.’

	‘I think that the Resistance will be too fixated on the upcoming fight to assist you,’ Alex said gravely. ‘Their Leader is determined to rally her army sooner rather than later.’

	‘How will we be able to keep this a secret, though?’ I asked, indicating Nina’s icy form. 

	‘Perhaps,’ Alex said, ‘we can keep her hidden from view. A closed casket, no one will question that.’

	‘It seems only right that she is taken back to Scardia,’ I said, ‘Rakael cannot disagree with letting us bury her there.’ 

	Lisette nodded and gripped my arm, squeezing tightly. 

	‘It is incredible,’ Dylan had lost focus on the conversation and was inspecting Nina again. ‘It looks like she’s been turned into Hoarfrost. In the old texts, they detail how the Hoarfrost Glacier was considered the lifeblood of Scardia, and that its source was the heart.’

	Return her to Scardia’s heart. The words whispered in my ear, and I knew instantly where we were supposed to go. 

	‘Dylan,’ I asked, ‘do you know where the Hoarfrost Glacier begins?’

	But it was Alex who answered, ‘if I remember correctly, somewhere in the Northern Ranges.’ 

	‘Then that is where we will need to go,’ I said quietly. ‘Once we reach Scardia and gather the required items. So long as we get there before the Winter Solstice.’

	Lisette made an odd movement, shifting to reach out towards Nina and then withdrawing a shaking hand. I looked at her for a moment and realised what she was thinking.

	‘That’s her birthday, isn’t it?’

	Lisette nodded, her eyes not leaving the figure on the bed. 

	‘We should set about making preparations,’ Alex said firmly. ‘I will go and organise a casket to be made. You will need to make sure that she is not seen by the others.’ They held out a hand and the white butterfly fluttered onto it. ‘You will need to send word, my friend,’ Alex murmured, ‘let him know that all is not lost.’ 

	I watched, confused, as they departed. ‘What…?’ 

	‘Probably best not to ask,’ Dylan said, ‘I found that out at the Archives.’ He stretched and got to his feet, ‘I will need to go and speak to Rakael. She will be awaiting a report on what we found. I’ll see if I can convince her to agree to take Nina’s body back to Scardia, shall I?’

	Lisette gave a swift nod. No more was she the grieving mother, now her jaw was set and firm, and I knew that she, like I, was determined to succeed in our quest.

	 

	After that, things seemed to come together smoothly. Nina’s body was wrapped in a dark cloth and placed in a casket. Rakael had agreed all too readily to bringing Nina home; it seemed that the Princess’ body would serve as a strong incentive to rally the troops and the people of Scardia to support the cause. It made me feel uncomfortable hearing her discuss Nina in such a callous way, and the dislike I had always felt towards her only intensified. 

	The Dark Elves had become even more withdrawn and ambiguous, and from the anxious glances that Jesse would give Rakael at mealtimes, I knew that there was something wrong. The Chief Counsel had declared that a period of mourning would take place in the Underdark for seven days and nights before the council would choose a new king. I didn’t like the way he described it, his raspy voice eager with anticipation for more blood to be spilt between the three Houses, as their chosen members would fight for the position in the arena.

	Rakael was insistent that we would remain until a new king was chosen, although I had heard Jesse urging for us to leave sooner rather than later. Leif and Tobias were also keen to depart, they wanted to get back to the Resistance Stronghold to see their families again. Christoff alone supported Rakael’s decision to stay, shadowing her every move as she visited the different factions in the Underdark, seeking to rally support for her cause. She called for vengeance, to strike back at those who had cut down their king and comrades, to join the Resistance and be rewarded with blood. 

	Meanwhile, between sessions of the Dark Elves’ rigorous training regime, I was left to ponder the riddle of bringing Nina back. I wanted to turn to Dylan for help, but he was often sequestered away with members of the Resistance, going over the plans he had found in the Archives. He knew far more about the fables and stories than I, and might have some ideas about where we could find some of the requirements that the Winter Spirit had dictated. To my mind, they were strange, how was I supposed to find a drop of moonlight or a heart’s desire? Where was I supposed to find a tear? 

	‘It couldn’t have just been gathering incense and burning certain herbs,’ I muttered to myself as I kicked away one of the stones on the dusty path, ‘no, it had to be difficult.’ 

	If only Stefan was here. I was sure that he would have an idea about what the Winter Spirit had meant. But he was miles away, back in King Aegis’ court, or even on the way to Scardia by now. Nina had told me about scrying, and I wished that I could have that ability, it would be a relief to know what was happening in the High Elf Court, how our friends were, and whether the reinforcements from Velkra had arrived yet. Unfortunately for me, I had been born human, no drop of fey magic was in my ancestry and so I had no powers, save for the skills I was learning to hone. 

	I kicked out again at one of the strange glowing plants that were common in the Underdark, feeling a sense of satisfaction as it broke into pieces and scattered on the ground. I was just starting to think about turning back and returning to find Dylan, when a voice pierced the darkness, startling me.

	‘Erik? Erik, where are you?’ Jesse was striding towards me and I could tell immediately that something was wrong. 

	‘Jesse, what…?’ 

	‘Thank the Gods, I’ve been looking everywhere. You need to come quickly,’ she said, ‘Leif and Tobias are organising the carts to move out. There’s been a change of plans.’

	‘I thought we were staying for the ceremony to decide the next king,’ I said, jogging slightly to keep up with her. 

	‘That was before,’ she replied, ‘Rakael has changed her mind.’

	‘What’s happened?’ I pressed. ‘Tell me.’

	She gripped my arm and led me on as we entered one of the main caverns, where the amphitheatre stood ominously in the distance. We dodged in between Dark Elves who were moving towards the structure, angrily muttering amongst themselves. It sounded like a swarm of hornets buzzing when someone came too close to the nest, and I realised that the main source of the noise came from the amphitheatre. 

	‘What is it, Jesse?’ I repeated, as we drew closer to the rising hum. 

	‘There isn’t going to be a ceremony for the next king,’ she murmured, ‘The Chief Counsel, he…’ Her voice trailed off and she pulled me on. ‘We need to go, Erik. The Underdark is no longer safe for us.’

	Jesse led me towards a wide tunnel where the others were standing, waiting anxiously. Alex was starting to lead one of the carts- laden with Nina’s casket and multiple trunks- away up a steep track. Dylan and Lisette were in the other cart, and their faces relaxed when they saw us approaching.

	‘Hurry up,’ Rakael hissed, glancing behind us to see if we were being followed. ‘We have to get moving.’

	I scrambled into Dolce’s saddle, Jesse mounting alongside me, and we began to follow Alex’s cart. 

	‘Can someone please tell me what is going on?’

	Rakael’s mouth pinched the way it always did when she was annoyed that I had asked a question. Jesse answered, ‘the council are dead, Erik. The Chief Counsel’s men killed them while they slept. He is trying to claim the throne for himself. The other Houses are in an uproar, from what Alex said, there will be fighting amongst them for weeks now until a decision is made.’

	‘We need to move out now,’ Rakael said harshly. ‘We’ll need to make do with the soldiers we have got. The last thing we want is to get stuck here while the Dark Elves are fighting amongst themselves, especially as we cannot be guaranteed who will be standing at the end.’

	I wasn’t sad to leave the Underdark behind. I’d found it eerie from the moment we had arrived and couldn’t wait to feel sunshine again. Dolce paused to paw the ground, twisting to look behind us, unwilling to leave without Nina. 

	‘Come on, girl,’ I whispered, ‘it’s time for us to go home.’ And with a gentle nudge, the horse moved on after the others, heading back towards the surface.

	 


Chapter Three: Aidyn

	The moon was starting to rise. An owl hooted in the distance, the sound breaking through the silence. I raised a hand and then lowered it, indicating for the figures behind me to keep moving stealthily from tree to tree.

	We had been travelling for weeks, cutting through the Ombre Mountains to the Western Coast, where we set sail. For centuries our people had kept large ships hidden in one of the coves, out of sight from any passing traveller, though most sailors avoided the Western Coast as the waters were dangerous and rocky, with sinkholes waiting to tear unwary travellers down. I was sure that Rakael would be sending groups of soldiers after us, directing them to meet the Resistance in their Scardian Stronghold. I had been determined to get a decent head start, it would be noticeable if multiple ships travelled across the Meridian within a short time and we wanted to avoid as much attention as possible. 

	Our vessel wasn’t particularly large, and if Sybilla and Erthor hadn’t been watching over us, we would not have made the crossing successfully. It helped that Beck could call on some of the creatures of the deep to speed us along, and Fain could summon the wind to fill our sails, thus ensuring that our passage across the Meridian was short, swift and uneventful. The larger creatures who dwelled within the waves were calmed by Beck’s low voice and posed no danger as we traversed their waters. 

	I had assembled a small group of the few I trusted to help me infiltrate Icevale Keep. In my experience, having a smaller team made it easier to do what needed to be done, and it made me feel safer. Beck and Fain were the two brothers I was closest to. They were older than I, already with half-grown sons of their own, but had volunteered to assist before I could ask. Gawain had insisted on coming along, marching up to me not long after I made the announcement and telling me point blank that he would join me. I hadn’t been surprised: Gaelen had been Gawain’s twin brother. We had grown up together, and now that Gaelen was gone, we both wanted vengeance, to find the Tracker who had killed him and make him feel the pain he had inflicted threefold. 

	It had been midmorning when we had first sighted Scardian shores. We had taken to sleeping in shifts, snatching a few hours at a time while the others focussed on keeping our vessel both afloat and on course. I missed Alex, who still hadn’t returned from the Archives when we left, and I felt their absence. The rest of us were able to read maps well enough, but Alex had an uncanny ability to track and navigate without the need for constantly checking a scroll of parchment. They knew which stars to follow and how to find the hidden paths through a forest which would ensure we reached our destination in good time. 

	‘Aidyn, look!’ Gawain shook me roughly awake and I sat up, blinking. He pointed at the horizon, where white cliffs were coming into view. ‘We’ve arrived.’ 

	‘We’ll need to remain at sea for a few more days though,’ Fain said as he held up a map of Scardia. ‘According to what Rakael and the other Resistance soldiers told us, Icevale Keep is further around the coast. Here,’ he tapped a point on the map, ‘the Meridian spans the Eastern coast of Scardia. The Resistance Stronghold is to the west – near Tarheim.’ 

	I noted the marked town, near a mountain range and a good way in from the coast. The Capital was more central, with the Hoarfrost Glacier alongside it stretching all the way from the Northern mountain ranges down to the sea. ‘Icevale Keep should be around here,’ Fain added, indicating the point where the glacier met the sea. ‘It looks like we could moor in one of these coves along this coastline and make our approach overland.’ 

	I nodded. ‘The Keep will be under heavy guard. We will need to scout the area before deciding on how we should proceed.’

	‘We’ll need to find a safe location to set up camp once we get ashore,’ Beck added, ‘if you can scry then you will have a better idea about where the captain is being held. Once we get in, we don’t want to spend so much time there that we find ourselves trapped.’

	I looked back at the distant cliffs, grateful for the mask that hid the distaste I felt when the captain was mentioned. But I had volunteered to retrieve him, had signed and agreed to it under Father’s watchful gaze and I wouldn’t back out of the task, not when I knew that the prize was worth the cost. If I brought Markus and Keely to the Resistance Stronghold alive, I would no longer be confined to the Underdark. I could leave, escape the fate that my brothers had accepted without question, and experience something new. Furthermore, I would have my heart’s desire at my side, a shocking revelation that had struck me from the first time I danced with her. Before then I had considered the political proposal an efficient means to an end, a way to escape the Underdark and my father’s court, but then I had met her, and I realised why the Elders spoke so harshly about the dangers of loving another.

	She hadn’t reached out to me via the scrying pool since my departure which I found disconcerting, I had thought that she would try at least to keep abreast of our efforts to reclaim Markus and Keely. And, a small voice whispered, I had hoped that she would also want to see me. She was always there on the edge of my thoughts. Even now, I could almost see her reaction as we drew nearer and nearer to her homeland; her blue eyes sparkling with excitement, her red and white hair slapping against her cheeks in the brisk sea air, her warm smile. 

	‘Aidyn,’ Beck had rolled up the map and was stowing it away. Fain and Gawain were looking at me, clearly waiting for me to say something. ‘How long do you think you will need to find a way into the Keep?’

	I shrugged. ‘Perhaps a few days. It’s hard to tell.’ Reaching out, I made sure that my bags were secured nearby, sensing the beating of wings from within. 

	We will arrive soon, I thought, stretching the tendrils of my mind out to the creatures within the bag. 

	Wet. Cold. Dark. A flurry of soft voices answered, each one tumbling over the other. Want home. Warm.

	I drew my hand away and the voices quietened. ‘Once we have found a safe place to camp, I will get to work.’

	And so, we had tacked around the Scardian coast, noting the towns that stretched along the cliffs and seaside, their lights twinkling as night fell. On the third night, we pulled into a small cove with a pebbled beach. We unloaded the boat, bringing ashore our packs, and kept it moored out of sight. Even if it was found, no one would be able to trace our destination or our origin from what we had left behind. Next, we had to go overland, scaling the side of the rocky cliff which stretched around the cove until we got to the headland and determined the easiest way to cross the terrain. 

	‘We could use your father’s powers right about now,’ Gawain muttered as we climbed up the rock face, gripping into niches with our toes and fingers. I grunted in response, too busy trying to locate the next handhold. Above me, Fain was nearly at the top. Unlike the rest of us, he was a gifted climber and was used to scaling the rocky walls back in the Underdark. I saw him pull himself up and over the edge, and then moments later a rope was falling down towards us.

	‘Thought you might want some assistance,’ he called down, ‘otherwise at the rate you’re going, we’ll be here all night.’

	Beck choked out a laugh and grabbed onto the rope, pulling himself up first, Gawain next. I waited until the others had scaled the cliff face before grasping the rope and heaving myself up, hand over hand, keeping my eyes fixed on the moon instead of the watery grave below. Hands gripped mine and pulled, helping me climb firmly onto the clifftop. Fain began coiling the rope up again, reattaching it to his pack and we looked around, taking quick note of our surroundings. 

	Before us, rocky, frostbitten land stretched away, speckled with dark swaying trees and lights from a distant town. It was achingly cold and I was grateful to have the mask on my face. The wind cut through to my bones, making my breath catch at the sudden pain. From up above, the moon lit the clifftops, showing the crags that jutted out into the ocean, as the coastline continued as far as the eye could see. I shivered, acutely aware that summer had long passed, and winter was rapidly approaching.

	‘There,’ Beck said, pointing at a faint patch light in the distance. ‘That must be it.’

	‘There’s only one way to find out,’ Gawain said grimly, and hitching his pack further onto his shoulders, together we moved out.

	 

	It took a couple of days of travelling overland until we could see Icevale Keep more clearly. Now that we were no longer at sea, we had to pause during the day, hiding either in caves or snatching moments of rest under some of the gnarled trees, bent and crooked from the wind. It became harder to think clearly as we slept less and our rations dwindled, and it was a relief when we reached a small pine forest, slightly inland from the coast and within view of the Keep. We moved now from tree to tree as the moon rose, slipping through the darkness as easily as the shadows themselves, looking for a place to set up camp. 

	Dark. Home. The voices pressed on the edges of my mind; the small creatures beat their wings, desperate to escape from my bag. I gestured for the others to halt, and we paused as I reached into my pack, withdrew one of the moths and held it close to my face, whispering a few key words. 

	Safe. Find. Follow. The lunar moth fluttered away, a speck of moonlight dancing between the trees as it began its search. 

	‘How long will it take, Aidyn?’ Gawain asked, ‘we’ll need time to forage before daybreak.’ 

	‘And to find some fresh water,’ Fain muttered, ‘there’s only so much longer our flasks will last.’

	‘Be patient,’ I replied, listening intently.

	‘I’ll be patient once we’ve had some food and a decent rest,’ Fain said, Beck and Gawain grunting in agreement. 

	Wet. Close. I held up a hand, silencing them, and strode away following the patch of light. There was a small trickling not far away, and sure enough a small creek wound its way through the trees. It was incredible that the water hadn’t yet frozen entirely solid, although segments were covered with a thin layer of ice. 

	Safe. Here. The white light flickered and went down into the ground by one of the great trees. I approached slowly, carefully, noting the twisting undergrowth waiting to trip an unprepared traveller. There was a glimmer leading down, the light from the moth’s wings seeping through the roots. Together, the four of us closed our eyes and made the same gesture, willing the roots to move aside to allow us entry. With a creaking and rustling, an opening was exposed, revealing what could be considered a small cave. 

	‘Perfect,’ Beck said, ‘I’m going to find us something to eat. I’ll be back by morning.’

	‘I’ll join you,’ Gawain said, dropping his pack by my feet and slipping off into the darkness. I picked it up and approached the opening, sliding down the dirt into the space under the tree. Fain followed me, laid down his pack and curled up along one of the walls, falling asleep almost instantly. I was tempted to do the same, but the moth landed on my hand, flickering urgently. Something was wrong.

	Home. See. Its small mind was awash with images, and it was too difficult to sort through them. Carefully, I left the packs on the earth and climbed back out, moving the roots back into place to hide Fain from view. 

	Home. See. It was becoming insistent, darting back and forth in front of my eyes, unable to remain still.

	‘Slow down, little one,’ I murmured as I sat beside the creek. ‘Come here.’ I held out a hand and it settled down onto the black leather. The moon was now at its peak, shining down on us, and I sent out a prayer to Erthor asking for his guidance. My breathing slowed and I felt myself slipping away into a trance, half focussed on the moth on my hand, half on the reflection of the moon in the water.

	‘Show me, little one,’ I breathed, ‘show me what troubles you.’

	The moth flickered and when I closed my eyes, the connection strengthened. Erthor had gifted me with this ability long ago and I had honed it since, reaching the point where I could use the moths’ hive mind to my advantage. Under his light, their minds all came together, forming images that fluctuated and spun in front of my eyes showing me scenes back home in the Underdark. Sometimes it allowed me to see things in the moment, other times past events. I blinked and focussed, urging the lights to solidify. 

	Home. Danger. Lost. A chill of trepidation filled me as the voice spoke into my mind and I felt my breathing hitch. 

	‘Where is she?’ I whispered into the mist of flickering lights, ‘show her to me.’ Please, Erthor, let her be safe.

	The image before me became clearer and I froze. White light flashed off silver armour which was faintly glowing red, the heat shining in the darkness of the tunnel. The figure inside it moaned and cried, an awful, heart-wrenching sound. 

	Father. The moth drew closer to him, noting the heat and the smell of burning. There was a commotion from further down the tunnel, startling it back into flight. It followed the direction of the noises and clung to the tunnel wall as a figure rushed past. I noted ferocious eyes in a pale face twisted with scars. Rakael. She strode past the moth, heading towards Father’s body.

	There was a gasping, choking sound from the darkness and the moth approached cautiously. The light revealed her gradually and reflected off a blade that lay at her feet. She was clutching onto her side, face scrunched in pain, muttering something under her breath. 

	No, no, no. The moth landed on the hand clasping the wound, pressing to the crimson fabric that was stained darker from her blood. Nina’s eyes were turning hazy, struggling to focus on the world around her, they landed on the moth and I could sense her making a supreme effort. 

	‘Find him,’ she whispered, ‘keep him safe.’

	It was like she knew. Like she could sense me there with her in that moment, powerless to do anything, powerless to help. There was a tearing in my chest, a pain greater than any I had known before. I watched as she struggled for breath, the moth lifting away from her hand, and then the emptiness that was filling me entered her eyes, leaving them blank and unseeing. 

	I broke out of the trance and stared up at the moon, understanding for the first time how Erthor had felt when his Sybilla died. I understood how he had filled lakes and oceans with his tears; I sat there for a long time, wanting to cry, wanting to scream and beg the Gods to not be so cruel. But I couldn’t allow myself to. 

	‘Guide me, Erthor,’ I murmured, ‘Sybilla, help me to see clearly. Show me what I must do.’ Deep inside I was cursing myself, hating that I
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