

[image: Frostheart, Rise of the World Eater, Jamie Littler]



[image: ]



[image: ]
For all of you who climbed aboard the Frostheart
and joined me on this adventure
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FAMILY REUNION

It was an unusual sight indeed.

For the first time in history, the Pathfinders had assembled for war. A vast fleet of sleighs sped across the frozen landscape, led by Commander Ember Stormbreaker, now the most powerful person in the entire Snow Sea. She had vowed to rid the world of the Leviathan menace that plagued all of human-kin, and to fulfil her oath; each vessel under her command was armed to the teeth with powerful ancient weapons from the World Before.
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Racing ahead of them was another, smaller fleet. Unlike the glorious sleighs of the Pathfinders, with their colourful sails and proud insignias, these sleighs were jagged and rotten, their torn black sails stained with blood-red slashes.
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They were Wraiths, and they had led the Pathfinders on a merry chase to the very ends of the known world. Not that catching the sinister raiders was the Pathfinders’ main goal. Their true target – a Leviathan swarm of unfathomable size – had disappeared beneath the snows under the barrage of fire the Pathfinders had unleashed upon them. But the Pathfinder fleet would not give up the chase so easily. Wherever there were Wraiths, Leviathans were sure to be close by.

But perhaps even more strange was the fact that, for the first time in many years, fighting Leviathans was not the first thing on Stormbreaker’s mind. Her focus was entirely on the child she followed into the cargo hold of the sleigh known as the Frostheart.

The child, a boy from the far north named Ash, swallowed hard, butterflies circling wildly in his belly. He felt like he was walking through a dream, as though each step he took was on air instead of the solid wood beneath his boots.

Once below, Commander Stormbreaker made to speak, when she noticed someone else had followed them into the dark, creaking hold. It was Lunah, the Frostheart’s navigator, who was only a little older than Ash and just so happened to be his best friend.

‘Don’t mind me, just grabbin’ somethin’ for the cap’n,’ Lunah said, clearly doing nothing of the sort.

For a long moment, Stormbreaker watched the girl pretend to rummage through some crates. The Commander cleared her throat loudly, her cool, steely eye boring into Lunah.

‘Know what? I’ll come back when yer done,’ Lunah said, her face flushing as she rushed back up to the deck.

At last, Ash was alone.

Alone with this woman he barely knew, this famous Leviathan hunter.

His mother.

Ash’s thoughts churned and his heart thrummed against his ribs.

He’d imagined this scene countless times. During the lonely years in the Fira Stronghold, throughout his voyage aboard the Frostheart. So often it had been his final thought before he drifted off to sleep, a smile creeping on to his face – a thought he’d found comfort in and that had kept him going through it all.

The scene always went the same.

After years of searching, Ash would finally find his parents. His mum and dad would scoop him up into their arms as they cried tears of happiness, squeezing him so close he knew he’d never feel alone again. They would be proud beyond words that he’d journeyed halfway across the world to find them, facing countless dangers that would have daunted even the most experienced Pathfinder, so impressed with the brave boy he’d become.

But now that Ash was standing before his mother – or should that be Ember? Or … or Commander Stormbreaker? He wasn’t entirely sure what to call her – his imaginings suddenly seemed very childish indeed.

His mother didn’t cheer. She didn’t reach out for him. She wasn’t crying tears of pride or joy. She wasn’t even smiling!

Should he make the first move? His mother had the reputation of a hardened warrior to uphold: she couldn’t be seen cuddling. But now that they were alone … just maybe?

‘Mum …’ Tears stabbed at the backs of his eyes as he moved towards her with his arms open.

She took half a step back.

The movement was small, but to Ash it felt like a slap across his face.

He stopped in his tracks, a lump forming in his throat.

Maybe this is normal, Ash told himself. Maybe this is just how parents are with their children?

Stormbreaker’s one good eye stared at Ash with an intensity he could barely withstand. Her hands were balled into fists, her already intimidating build made more imposing by her large, rugged cloak. Ash tried to pull his shoulders back in the hope that he’d look bigger, like he really was her son, but he found himself shrinking further into himself under her gaze.

Why is she looking at me like that? Was she angry with him? Frustrated he’d managed to find her? Was she really his mother at all? All Ash knew was that he had to break the unbearable silence.

‘I-I’m sorry about the Shrieker …’ Ash croaked as he nervously tried to tie his fingers into knots. He probably hadn’t made the best first impression arriving on a Leviathan hunter’s sleigh riding a Leviathan. ‘I-I –’
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‘So you are a Song Weaver?’ Stormbreaker asked, the accusation punching Ash in the gut.

He nodded.

Stormbreaker’s face shifted, though whether it was from fear, hatred or something else, Ash couldn’t tell. ‘You took after your father then, in the end.’

The few times Ash had seen Commander Stormbreaker back in the Stronghold of Aurora, she had appeared as hard as stone, but in this moment she looked as fragile as thin ice.

Ash had almost come to terms with what it meant to be a Song Weaver, the few misunderstood and persecuted human-kin who could communicate with Leviathans through their mystical Songs, but seeing his mother’s reaction made his stomach clench. His brain flipped through the thousands of questions he’d planned to ask his parents when he finally found them.

Where have you been all this time?

Why did you leave me?

But now that, at long last, he had the chance, words abandoned him.

It wasn’t meant to be like this. They were supposed to be laughing and catching up and sharing stories. It wasn’t meant to be like this at all!

Stormbreaker broke the silence.

‘Why have you come here?’

Ash recoiled. Of all the questions she could’ve asked, after all the time they’d been apart, that was it? No how are you, or tell me about yourself, or even a little I missed you so much.

Why was he here? Surely it was obvious?

‘I-I came to find you,’ Ash said in a very small voice.

‘You should be with the Fira, where it’s safe,’ Stormbreaker said, as though he’d disobeyed a clear order. ‘I left you there for a reason.’

Safe.

Ash thought back to the way the Fira had shunned him, turned him into an outcast. If it hadn’t been for his yeti guardian, Tobu, Ash was sure the Fira would’ve left him in the wilds for dead.

‘They exiled me,’ Ash said quietly.

‘For being a Song Weaver?’ Stormbreaker’s expression was unreadable.

Ash nodded. ‘You – you never came back. I had no idea where you were, what had happened … I thought that maybe you’d left me forever!’

For an instant, Ash thought he caught a flicker of shame somewhere beneath Stormbreaker’s ice-cold expression. She stepped closer, reaching her arms out towards him. Her hands hung in the air, flexing with indecision, before she awkwardly patted him on the head.

Ash froze.

His senses burned and his heart cried out at her touch. It wasn’t a hug, but it was something. It was the closest he’d been to either of his parents since they’d left him all those years ago. He worried that if he moved, even dared to speak, his mother would disappear, and he would be left alone all over again. Stormbreaker smelled of leather and sweat, not quite how he imagined a mother would smell, but it was how his mother smelled.

My mother … my mother … Ash repeated in his head, again and again, as though saying it to himself enough times would make him finally believe it.

‘I had to protect you, Ash,’ Stormbreaker said, softer than before. ‘I knew that as long as there were Leviathans in this world, it wouldn’t be safe for you out here. After what happened to your father …’

‘What did happen to him?’ Ash blurted, although he already had a pretty good idea. He’d only recently discovered that his father, Ferno, had once been a Wraith – one of the cut-throat Song Weavers obsessed with revenge against the Strongholds for the way Song Weavers had been treated. Ash knew that his father had helped the Wraith leader, Shaard, gather what was needed to release the Devourer, the God-Leviathan that had the power to destroy civilizations. He knew that Shaard had taught Ferno the Devourer’s Dark Song, a Song that could force Leviathans to do a Song Weaver’s bidding, but which had also begun to slowly eat away at his father’s soul. And he knew that with his friend Rook’s help, his father had changed, seen the error of his ways, and tried to make things right before he fled far away to escape the Devourer’s mind-corrupting Song.

Ash knew all of this, but he wanted to hear it from his mother.

‘We lost your father many years ago. The Leviathans stole him from us.’ She said the word ‘stole’ with particular ferociousness.

She blames the Leviathans, Ash thought, his heart sinking, just like all the stupid stories. But Leviathans didn’t steal Dad’s mind and force him to run away. Only the Devourer’s Dark Song can do that. It was Shaard who led my dad into the Devourer’s clutches. If anyone’s to blame, it’s him!

Ash wanted to tell Stormbreaker the truth, that the Leviathans weren’t their enemies, that they had no power to control Song Weavers as all the legends claimed, but as he looked into her glimmering eye his courage failed him.

What if it made her angry? Ash couldn’t bear the thought of her not liking him, of not wanting him around.

‘On the day we lost him,’ Stormbreaker continued, ‘when you were still a baby, I made an oath to the fire spirits that I would defeat the Leviathan monsters once and for all. I swore on my life that I would make it a safer world for you to grow up in, a world where we could be happy … where we would be free to be a family again.’

A family again …? Ash could think of nothing he wanted more.

‘Do you … do you know where Dad is?’

Stormbreaker turned her head to the side, casting her eye down.

‘No,’ she replied finally.

Ash nodded. It was the answer he’d expected, but that didn’t stop his heart-wrenching disappointment.

‘It was Dad who left me a trail to follow,’ Ash said. ‘It’s why I’m here …’

Stormbreaker blinked in astonishment. ‘Your father guided you here?’

‘He hid clues in the lullaby he used to Sing to me as a baby,’ Ash explained. Stormbreaker was speechless. ‘You … you didn’t know?’

‘There is much your father never told me.’ She did not say the words kindly.

Ash swallowed, then went on. ‘The clues led me to the frost-heart, and then to Solstice, where I was meant to take the frost-heart for safety.’

He’d hoped his incredible journey to the fabled hidden Stronghold where human-kin and Leviathans lived side by side might’ve impressed Stormbreaker, but if it did, she gave no indication.

‘Frostheart?’ she asked. ‘You mean this sleigh?’

‘No … well, not really – it’s what our sleigh is named after. It’s the heart of a powerful Leviathan Ancient. It acts like some kind of key to the Devourer’s prison.’

‘Ferno and Shaard used to speak of the Devourer, the most powerful of all Leviathans. But I thought it was only a legend.’

‘Shaard searched the entire world for the frost-heart, and Dad wanted me to keep it away from him. But I … I …’ Ash flushed, his throat tightening. ‘I couldn’t. Shaard followed us to Solstice. He stole the frost-heart and his Wraiths kidnapped all the Song Weavers who lived there. The Wraiths are forcing them to fight on their side, even though they don’t want to!’

Ash paused, not for the first time noticing the similarities between the Wraiths and Pathfinders – how they’d both given the Song Weavers no choice but to obey their orders.

‘The Wraiths follow Shaard?’ Stormbreaker asked, looking confused. ‘Why would such creatures follow him?’

‘The Wraiths aren’t dark spirits, like everyone believes – they’re … they’re human-kin. Song Weavers.’ Ash was ashamed to admit it. People already greatly distrusted Song Weavers, and this awful truth would only reinforce their prejudices. Stormbreaker’s eye narrowed and Ash hurried on. ‘They’ve been turned by the Devourer’s Dark Song and follow Shaard unquestioningly, and they’ll force the Solstice prisoners to do the same! Shaard wants to use the frost-heart to unleash the Devourer from its prison. That’s where he’s heading right now!’

Stormbreaker’s gaze grew distant.
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‘I can’t believe I didn’t piece it together. It was all there in front of me …’

‘The frost-heart is calling out to the Leviathans for help,’ Ash said.

‘And that’s why so many Leviathans have gathered together,’ Stormbreaker continued. ‘To answer the call of this heart. We were amazed when we came across the swarm. The fleet had set out to test our new archeoweapons, but never did we imagine we’d come across so many Leviathans at once …’

‘They’re trying to save the frost-heart, and we have to help them,’ Ash said. ‘If Shaard releases the Devourer, I don’t think any of us will be able to stop it.’

Stormbreaker considered his words carefully, her brow creasing at the mention of helping Leviathans.

Ash bit his tongue. He just needed her to believe that Shaard was the real threat; that’s what mattered right now. He could show her later that the Leviathans weren’t the enemy. Ash half expected her to scoff at him, but instead she gave a curt nod.

‘I agree.’

‘Y-you do?’

‘I don’t know much about this Devourer, but I understand Shaard well enough to know whatever he plans will have terrible consequences for the Strongholds, especially if it involves some Leviathan breed we’ve never seen before. I will put an end to his madness once and for all.’

A cautious smile grew on Ash’s face. He barely dared believe it. His mother wanted to help! He had a sudden, overwhelming urge to throw his arms round her. He leaned closer, but Stormbreaker remained still.

‘I’m happy I found you,’ Ash said, trying to encourage her. ‘I missed you so much!’

Stormbreaker seemed taken aback by his words.

‘I’m … I’m happy to see you too, Ash.’ The slight crack in her otherwise firm voice was the only sign she was speaking the truth. ‘I just wish our reunion wasn’t in the most dangerous part of the world. You being here … complicates things. And I can’t afford any distractions. I need to focus; the fleet deserves that from their commander. They’re looking to me to lead us through this.’

Ash stared down at his boots, his belly feeling hollow. He wanted to do his mother proud, not be a nuisance.

‘This battle is bigger than any one of us. We are fighting for our very survival, and we must all do our part. And that includes you, Ash.’

Light suddenly spilled into the hold as the door to the deck slammed back. Stormbreaker’s scruffy first mate stood in the opening.
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‘Commander,’ he said urgently. ‘You’re needed up top.’

‘I’ll be right there, Jed,’ Stormbreaker said, before turning back to Ash.

She raised her hand again, but still seemed unable to decide what to do with it. Ash willed her to reach out and comfort him.

Without another word, she spun on her heel and headed up top to play her part.
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THE EDGE OF THE WORLD

These broken southern lands were known as the Rend for a reason.

Stretching far beyond the edges of the map, they were a gnarled, shattered place of colossal craters and crooked canyons so deep, tales said they were bottomless. The entire region looked as though it had been the scene of some extraordinary battle, where forces of unimaginable power had literally torn the world apart. As if in confirmation, countless relic-machines and deadly archeoweapons from the World Before lay scattered across the ice, half hidden and frozen. No wonder the Rend was known as a haunted, cursed place.

It was through this forbidden land that the Wraiths led the Pathfinder fleet for over a week, pushing forward against a blistering blizzard that grew in intensity the further they travelled. The Frostheart crew looked out at the mangled terrain in fearful silence. A penetrating wind whipped through their thick furs and bit into their flesh. It was so cold in the Rend, even for Ash, who was used to the numbing temperatures of the far north.

It’s like we’re in the heart of winter itself, he thought as he braced himself against the chill.

‘This place is freakin’ me out.’ Lunah shivered.

‘Aye, something sinister haunts this place,’ agreed Kob, the Frostheart’s squat deckhand, his large moustache bristling with unease. ‘I can feel it in my bones.’

‘It’s that ceaseless racket,’ Nuk, the large mursu captain of the Frostheart, huffed. ‘It’s been doing my head in for days!’

‘You can hear it too?’ Ash asked, surprised.

From the moment they’d entered the Rend, Ash could’ve sworn he could hear the land itself … Singing. The strange Song was nothing like he’d ever heard before. It resonated just under the surface of everything. It saturated the air. It danced between the ice and stone, its voice begging the Pathfinders to return the way they’d come.

At first, Ash had thought he was imagining it, this All-Song, but Rook, a Song Weaver far more experienced than he was, had confirmed she could hear it too. Not that this made Ash feel much better – Rook could be quite sinister at the best of times.

‘Even for us non-Weavers, it’s hard to miss an evil cacophony like that!’ Nuk said.

‘Hey! You think that means the rest of us can Song Weave now too?’ Lunah asked, taking a deep breath.

Nuk put a finger on her lips. ‘Maybe later, eh, dear?’

‘It is not the Song that is evil,’ Tobu added, standing protectively behind Ash, his arms folded against his chest. ‘It’s what’s ensnared beneath it.’
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Tobu was right. Ash could sense it too, and he suspected it was the reason Rook was hiding in the shadows of the main deck, her hands trembling as frightened whispers rasped from within her dark hood. A sinister presence lurked beneath the unending Song, straining against it. It wasn’t a sound, exactly, more like a sensation, a creeping dread that scratched at Ash’s mind. He constantly felt like he was being watched, hunted, even, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. But every time he spun round to see what it was, he found nothing. It was everywhere and nowhere at the same time, a hateful well of malice, radiating a loathing for all the world.

‘It’s the Devourer,’ Ash said with a shudder. ‘It’s really close now.’

Ash knew the other Song Weavers in the fleet could sense it too. Looking over to his mother’s sleigh, the Kinspear, running close alongside the Frostheart, he saw a group of Song Weavers huddled together at the sleigh’s prow. It was the only place the Pathfinders allowed them to be when they weren’t being used to power the sleigh’s archeoweapons with their Songs. He saw in their eyes the same fear he felt.

‘Wax might block it out,’ suggested Twinge, the Frostheart’s jolly cook. ‘I once knew a crew who had to sleep next to a terrible snorer, and they all stuffed wax into their ears, just so they could get some sleep. Worked like a charm, I’m told.’

Kailen, the fiercest member of the Frostheart’s crew, rolled her eyes. ‘That crew was us, and you were the ruddy snorer, you dolt!’

The crew chortled at this, but the laughs were joyless and forced.

‘At least we have a fleet-loada’ honkin’ great weapons to blast whatever nasties are skulkin’ around these lands. I’m just glad she’s on our side.’ Lunah dipped her head.

Ash followed her gaze and spotted his mother on the main deck of the Kinspear. She was giving orders to her crew, a look of fierce determination etched on to her face. Ash’s nerves twitched at the sight of her.

‘I still can’t believe she’s my mum …’

She seemed almost otherworldly – so confident and powerful. How could they possibly be related?

‘I still can’t believe she’s yer ma,’ Kailen said, placing a hand on Ash’s shoulder. ‘I mean – she’s a flippin’ legend! And you’re … well … you’re Ash!’

‘I dunno,’ Lunah said, examining Ash. ‘If we got you into a bigger cloak and some butt-kickin’ poses, I reckon you’d be the spittin’ image!’

‘You’re just fine as you are, poppet,’ Nuk assured him, and Ash smiled his thanks. Truth be told, he didn’t really know how alike he and his mother might be. They’d barely been able to spend any time together since their first talk in the hold.

She’s busy, Ash told himself, trying to stem the hurt in his heart. We’ll get to know each other once this is all over.

He tried to find solace in the fact that they were fighting for the same thing. She was going to help them stop Shaard.

So why did the look on her face make Ash feel so uneasy?

The next day brought the chase to an end.

The Wraith sleighs had run out of snow.

An enormous glacier blocked the path ahead, a mass of ice so gnarled and broken it appeared like a monster emerging from the swirling blizzard. Cornered, the Wraiths had no choice but to turn and face the Pathfinders, who had fanned out into a wide arrow formation, blocking their escape.

Maybe Nell didn’t know the way after all … Ash thought hopefully, looking at the trapped Wraith fleet.

Nell, one of the Elders from the Stronghold of Solstice, had been leading Shaard and the Wraiths to the Devourer’s hidden prison. Having lost hope that Song Weavers would ever be treated as equals by the Strongholders, he’d been persuaded by Shaard that they could use the Devourer to topple the rule of the Aurora Council and put Song Weavers in charge.

Stormbreaker and her first mate, Jed, had scrambled across a long boarding plank placed between the Kinspear and Frostheart, hoping to gather last-minute information from the crew, who knew Shaard better than anyone.

‘And which is his sleigh?’ Stormbreaker asked, peering through her eyeglass.

‘The largest one, surrounded by the others.’ Nuk pointed.

‘Naturally. Always getting others to do his dirty work.’
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‘That’s where we’ll find the frost-heart,’ Nuk confirmed. ‘The other Wraiths will do all they can to protect it. I suggest we strike for the heart rather than unleashing a full-out assault – send our best sleighs straight for Shaard himself, while distracting the others with our superior numbers.’

‘No need for any fancy tactics, Captain Nuk.’ Jed chuckled, his long beard tassels fluttering in the wind. ‘With our archeoweapons, we can blast ’em all to cinders.’

‘I don’t doubt it. But let us not forget there are still innocent Solstice folk aboard those sleighs, kidnapped by Shaard. They need our help, not a full broadside.’

‘The Song Weavers …’ Jed swallowed, clearly having forgotten them.

‘Of course we’ll do all we can to rescue them,’ Stormbreaker said to Ash’s relief.

‘Aye, commander, they’ll certainly be useful in our next battle against the wurms,’ Jed agreed, darkening Ash’s mood instantly.

Most Song Weavers had no desire to be dragged into a deadly war, but as it was only they who could power the deadliest archeoweapons; to aid Stormbreaker’s campaign, the Aurora Council had given her the authority to round up all the Song Weavers she could find to serve aboard the fleet, whether they were willing or not.

Even those Song Weavers who had been saved from the Wraiths a few days ago, scared and confused, had been divided between the Pathfinder sleighs to ‘do their duty’. It made Ash’s blood boil, and the fact that it had been done under his own mother’s order made it all the more bitter.

Ash snapped out of his thoughts as the ground gave a sudden tremble. There was an almighty rushing sound, and then an explosion of powdery white snow in front of them.

‘Leviathan!’ Teya, the Frostheart’s lookout, called down from the crow’s nest. ‘Dead ahead!’

The crew scrambled to the side and gasped. Not just one Leviathan, thousands of them! The entire swarm had resurfaced! A wave of serpentine bodies spilled out from beneath the snow, a confusion of whipping tails, scrambling claws and snapping jaws that roared out vicious war Songs. They rushed towards the Wraiths, determined to answer the frost-heart’s call and save it from Shaard’s clutches.

‘They’ve appeared to protect the Wraiths, just like you said they would!’ Jed grinned at Stormbreaker.

‘And we finally have the firepower to destroy them. After countless centuries of being nothing but prey … we have found our moment …’ Stormbreaker’s eye shimmered. ‘This is where we defeat the Leviathans and the Wraiths once and for all. Prepare to attack, now!’

Ash’s heart skipped a beat.

‘You – you said you were going to stop Shaard – not fight the Leviathans!’ he cried before he could stop himself. Both Stormbreaker and Jed gave him a puzzled look.

‘Of course we’re going to fight the Leviathans,’ Stormbreaker said. ‘They control the Wraiths. If we destroy them, we stop Shaard. The Leviathans are our true enemy.’

‘N-no! They’re not!’ Ash could barely get his words out fast enough. ‘I mean – they don’t have to be! The Leviathans fear the Devourer as much as we do – they’re the ones who imprisoned it in the first place! They won’t attack us; they only want Shaard!’

Jed chuckled, shaking his head as though he felt sorry for Ash. ‘Stop wastin’ the Commander’s time with yer childish nonsense, kid.’

‘It’s true – I swear it!’ Ash pleaded. ‘You don’t have to fight them!’

Stormbreaker looked at him, her eye glinting with … what? Anger? Worry? Whatever it was, Ash knew it wasn’t good. What he was saying went against everything she believed. But if anyone could persuade her on this, surely it would be her own son? Stormbreaker was the one person who could overwhelm the Wraiths and stop Shaard’s evil plan to release the Devourer, but only if she wasn’t distracted by a battle with the Leviathans.

‘They are ignorin’ us an’ chargin’ straight for the Wraiths, commander …’ Kailen pointed out, shielding her eyes against the biting blizzard.

‘Whatever it may seem like they’re doing, it’s a trick,’ snapped Stormbreaker. ‘The Wraiths and Leviathans work as one. They want us to lower our guard, but the moment we do they’ll turn on us.’

‘You’re wrong!’ Ash said, exasperated.

‘Ash – be quiet,’ Stormbreaker replied. ‘You’re too young to know what you’re talking about.’

Ash paled. Her voice was low, but it held as much power as a roar.

‘I must insist you listen to him, commander,’ Nuk urged. ‘I know it goes against what we Pathfinders have always held true. But we have seen Leviathans act in ways you wouldn’t believe.’

‘And I insist you remember your place, captain, and follow my orders,’ Stormbreaker responded.

‘Typically a Leviathan swarm will attack a Pathfinder sleigh on sight and rip it to pieces,’ Tobu said, his voice calm as always. ‘You’ve gathered the largest fleet of sleighs the world has ever seen, and suddenly they have no interest? Do you not think that strange?’

‘It’s cos we have ’em on the run!’ Jed said, slapping a hand on to one of his biceps. ‘They know they can’t touch us with our archeoweapons!’

‘Doubtful,’ Tobu grunted. ‘It’s because there are bigger things at stake here. Ask yourselves what those stakes might be.’

Ash took a deep breath, trying to muster his courage. ‘Shaard wants you to fight the Leviathans – it’ll give him time to unlock the Devourer’s prison!’

Ash did his very best to return Stormbreaker’s gaze, willing her to trust him. The very fate of the world depended on it.

Please, Ash thought. Please, please, please believe me!

But there was a hunger in his mother’s eye that would only be satisfied by Leviathan blood.

‘The Frostheart will remain at the back of the fleet,’ Stormbreaker commanded curtly. ‘You’re not to join the battle unless absolutely necessary, do you understand?’

‘What?!’ Kailen cried out, as though she’d just been accused of cowardice. ‘But you’ll need us! We can fight!’

Stormbreaker’s eyes flicked towards Ash, and it dawned on him that she was giving this order to protect him. She wanted him out of the way so she could carry on her vengeful crusade without distraction.

‘I need the Frostheart to guard the sleighs that carry the Solstice elderly and children, who have no place on a battlefield,’ Stormbreaker said. ‘You’ll cover our rear from any surprise attack. It’s an honourable, worthy task.’

‘So you intend to carry out this foolish attack?’ Nuk asked, folding her arms.

‘Please, Mum – please don’t do this!’ Ash begged. ‘You’re making a mistake!’

But Stormbreaker had already turned her back on him, her large fur cloak fluttering in the wind as she leaped up on to the boarding plank.

‘Protect the sleighs, Frostheart, and stay out of the fight. That’s not a request; it’s an order.’
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A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE

The crew of the Frostheart watched helplessly as the rest of the Pathfinder fleet charged forward in tight formation, speeding towards the Leviathans like an arrow.

Caught between two enemies, the Leviathans had no choice but to split their forces. One half continued towards the Wraiths, desperate to stop them from releasing the dreaded Devourer. The other half prepared to weather the Pathfinder charge.

Trapped at the foot of the glacier, the Wraiths began to Sing the Dark Song, their serpentine Song-auras lashing out at the swarm that rushed towards them, taking control of the leading Leviathans to use them as a shield against the rest of the oncoming attackers.

And that’s gonna make Mum think the Leviathans really are allied with the Wraiths, Ash fretted. Meanwhile the more we fight each other, the easier it’ll be for Shaard to get away!

At that moment, the Pathfinders unleashed a bombardment of frazzling energy upon the Leviathans, bursts of bright orange light glaring in the billowing snowfall. Leviathans screeched as they were engulfed in roaring balls of flame, rib-rattling booms shaking the Frostheart’s timbers.

‘Archeoweapons …’ Lunah whispered by Ash’s side, flinching with each explosion. Ash reached out for her hand and was relieved that, instead of making fun of him, she took it gladly and gave it a squeeze. He was frightened, but it gave him a strange sense of strength to know Lunah was too.

The cracks and booms of the archeoweapons were soon joined by a chaotic chorus of blood-curdling shrieks and thunderous bellows as the Leviathans and the Pathfinder fleet smashed together, splinters of wood exploding into the air as sleigh hulls were torn to shreds. Ash could sense the Leviathans’ frustration. They wanted to attack the Wraiths, but they knew they had to silence the Pathfinders’ archeoweapons or else they’d be annihilated before they got the chance.
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‘Three armies fighting each other, two of them fighting for the same thing,’ said Arla, the crew’s elderly healer, shaking her head. ‘What a waste.’

‘We should be there to catch Shaard,’ Kailen said, thumping the side rail with her fist. ‘Not sittin’ here with our thumbs in our mouths!’

Yallah, the Frostheart’s kindly enjineer, nodded in agreement, gripping her bow tighter. Ash shifted uncomfortably, knowing he was the reason the Frostheart had been ordered to stay out of the action.

‘Interesting that Stormbreaker has such concern for your well-being now, after so many years of being absent,’ Tobu murmured to Ash, sensing his troubled thoughts.

Ash hoped Tobu wasn’t upset. He didn’t want Tobu to think he’d mean any less to him just because he’d found his mother. And Ash had certainly not asked for special treatment, especially knowing how many other Song Weavers were being forced to fight against their will.

The Frostheart was one of four Pathfinder sleighs that hadn’t taken part in the charge, the others carrying the young and old of Solstice. Their enjins were still, their rigging groaning in the wind with uneasy anticipation.

A Pathfinder sleigh ahead erupted into splinters as it was torn in two by a screeching Spearwurm.

‘Anyone else not in quite such a hurry to get involved in that?’ Kob said.

Ash’s belly tied itself into knots, and he clutched his sunstone pendant for luck. He was ashamed to discover he’d felt slightly relieved when Stormbreaker had left the Frostheart. The feeling wracked Ash with guilt, and he tried to push it away. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing his mother so soon after finding her, but his frustration simmered over the fact that she was stubbornly fighting the wrong enemy. The Leviathans were trying to stop Shaard, just like they were, and if Stormbreaker had put her need for revenge aside for one second, the Leviathans and Pathfinders could’ve overwhelmed the Wraiths by now!

‘This is my fault,’ Ash said. ‘If I’d kept the frost-heart safe like I was meant to …’

‘We’ll have none of that, lad,’ Kob said. ‘That’s far too much to put on one person’s shoulders. Stormbreaker an’ Shaard both know full well what they’re doin’, an’ nothin’ you’ve said or done has made those decisions for ’em. We just have to stop Shaard any way we can.’

‘I fear this won’t be over until either the Leviathan swarm or Stormbreaker’s fleet lie in ruins,’ Nuk said sadly. ‘If I know Stormbreaker, only one side will leave this battlefield alive …’

Ash nearly jumped out of his skin as Rook suddenly appeared at his shoulder.

‘Sense it?’ she hissed into his ear. ‘Frost-heart’s Song? I cannot hear.’

Ash took a step away. Back in Solstice, Shaard had revealed that Rook had once been a Wraith. She’d used the Dark Song to force Leviathans to attack the Strongholds. Ash knew she was a changed person now, that she wanted to right the wrongs of her past, but he couldn’t help but feel uneasy around his once-trusted friend.

He considered what she said, however, and tried to focus on the call of the frost-heart – the Song he’d come to know so well. If he could find it, he would know exactly where Shaard was amid the chaos of the battle.

Ash pushed his mind past the thunderous clamour of the explosions, the war Songs of the Leviathans and the Dark Song of the Wraiths, focusing his attention on where he’d last seen Shaard’s sleigh, but he could find no sign of the heart.

He let his mind circle the area.

Still nothing.

Panic rising, he spun his concentration from here to there, reaching, searching …

‘I … can’t hear it,’ Ash said to Rook breathlessly.

‘Gone!’ Rook Sang urgently, her crows clicking nervously.

‘Be calm, boy. One breath at a time …’ Tobu said to Ash, sensing his distress.

Ash took a deep breath and continued to focus. And then, suddenly … There!

He caught the faintest whisper of it, distant and delicate, but unmistakable. The frost-heart was crying out to its Leviathan brethren for help, but they were unable to reach it, thanks to the Wraiths and Pathfinders blocking their path. As Ash centred in on its location, his belly gave a sickening lurch.

‘Captain!’ he shouted, pointing south-west. ‘The frost-heart’s not in the battle; it’s that way! Shaard must be moving it!’
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Nuk squinted in the direction Ash had pointed, but she could make out nothing over the chaos. ‘Withering whale wind!’ she cursed. ‘It’s just as we feared – Shaard’s using the battle as a distraction to slip away! Teya, Master Podd, do you see anything south-west of here?’ she yelled at the sharp-eyed lookout up in the crow’s nest and her right-hand vulpis on the bridge.

‘I won’t lie, captain, I haven’t been able to see anything for days in this blizzard,’ Master Podd replied from atop a pile of boxes he used to reach the tiller. The crew shared a worried glance.

‘Are we sure we’re all comfortable letting him steer?’ Arla asked.

Teya scanned the indicated direction with her spyglass. ‘Ice caves! Cut into the glacier!’

‘Valkyries curse him!’ Nuk said. ‘He’s skulking away while the rest of his fleet keep us busy out here, none the wiser!’

‘He’s gonna get away!’ Ash cried. ‘We have to stop him!’

Without needing to be told, Kob and Kailen raised the warning flags to alert Stormbreaker.

Come on, Mum, Ash prayed, watching in horror as the Kinspear blasted its weapons into the thrashing tide of Leviathans. Her sleigh raised its signal flags in response.

‘Stormbreaker orders us to ignore him and stay in a rearguard position,’ Teya called down, spyglass held to her eye.

No! Ash screamed in his head, his belly twisting. How could she do this? He’d told her that Shaard was the real enemy. Stormbreaker may not have been the mother he’d been imagining all these years, but Ash still wanted to believe she’d do the right thing.

‘Not the type to let go once she has the scent of blood, that one,’ Nuk murmured, before yelling, ‘Scratch that then! Yallah, let’s have some power!’ The propellers roared to life as Yallah turned the dials on the sunstone enjin. ‘Master Podd, guide us south-west, if you’d be so kind!’ The little vulpis saluted, pushing hard against the Frostheart’s tiller. ‘We’ll catch that slippery sludgeweed yet!’

‘What about Stormbreaker’s orders?’ Kob asked.

‘I’ll bake her a cake to say sorry once this is all over! I’m not about to sit back and watch the world end!’

Ash gritted his teeth. At least he could always count on his captain to do the right thing. The Frostheart zoomed past the other rearguard sleighs, whose crews eyed the passing sleigh with confusion. Alone, it skirted round the battle, heading towards the closest glacial cave. Enormous icicles jutted in all directions like jagged fangs, the yawning cave mouth delving into deep blue darkness that swallowed the Frostheart whole.
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INTO DARKNESS

Entering the ice cave was like entering another world. The Frostheart drifted slowly through the cavernous tunnel, whose glistening walls could’ve easily fit three sleighs abreast. Everything was cast in the most vivid blue light Ash had ever seen. From vibrant turquoises where light danced through the fresher ice above, to the deepest, darkest blue-blacks where it hadn’t been touched by Mother Sun in centuries.

The noise of the battle outside was now a distant rumble, the cave walls giving an ominous crack whenever there was a particularly large explosion. Ash said a prayer to the spirits to keep his mother safe, even though she was the one who’d put herself in unnecessary danger.

‘She’ll be all right,’ Lunah assured him with a smile. ‘Kickin’ butt: it’s a mum’s job, an’ ours are preeeetty great at it.’

Ash gave a smile back, though there was little joy in it.

The howling of the storm had turned into an eerie sigh that flowed through the cave like the breath of some colossal beast. The sudden quiet only helped make another sound all the clearer. The strange, all-encompassing All-Song of the land resonated throughout the ice. Ash shivered as he tried to imagine what could make a sound that loud and unknowable.

But held back by the All-Song was something even worse. The Devourer’s ominous presence steeped the caverns and tunnels in malice. It practically dripped from the walls, like the whispers of a thousand spiteful voices, making the air around them feel all the colder. Tobu stalked the deck with his bow at the ready, while Rook had shrunk into a corner, quivering and mumbling to herself.

‘It’s gettin’ closer …’ Kailen said, taking a few steps nearer to the rest of the crew. Even the usually unflinching Master Podd was twitching his big ears, his tail fur puffed out. Twinge reached out and wrapped his large tattooed arms round Kailen. ‘What do you think you’re doing?!’ she asked.

‘I don’t like it,’ Twinge replied.

Kailen made to push him away, but after a moment she relented. ‘Fine. But only cos it’s so cold.’

With no sign of Shaard’s sleigh, the Frostheart continued, further into the eerie cave, until it came to a fork in the tunnel. Yallah shut the enjins down, the sleigh sliding to a gradual stop.

‘Which way?’ Nuk asked as she climbed down from the bridge.

Lunah and Tobu examined the ice below for any sleigh tracks the Wraiths may have left.

‘Looks like they went that way.’ Lunah pointed down a tunnel guarded by the icy bones of long-dead Leviathans.

‘Bones. A bad omen …’ Yallah whispered.

‘How so?’ Nuk asked, joining the crew on the main deck. ‘We mursu decorate our floating Strongholds with the most spectacular bones you ever did see, repurposed from the gigantic beasts of the deep. We use them to build our houses, for tools and our jewellery. Not only do they look glorious, but they remind us how short our lives are, of the true, inescapable finality of death, of –’ Nuk’s eyes suddenly went wide. ‘Oooooh, wait, now I see it. Yes, it is rather ominous, isn’t it?’

‘Bone path it is,’ Kailen said, gripping her bow tightly.

‘Everybody ready?’ Nuk asked.

The crew nodded solemnly – all, that is, except for Rook, who sat trembling, her crows nipping anxiously at her furs.

‘Rook?’ Ash said gently as he approached. Her hood darted in his direction, her fiery-white pupils, full of fear, only just visible in its shadows.

‘Close. So close,’ she Sang, her voice almost as broken and harsh as when Ash had first met her. ‘Devourer’s prison here. Too close. Can’t fight it. Can’t win. Not this time.’

Her words sent a shiver down Ash’s spine.

The prison was here? He’d known they were heading towards it, but he’d kind of hoped they’d capture Shaard before they ever reached such a terrible place.

Ash wasn’t sure he had the courage to even look at the Devourer.

The glimpses he’d seen in the memory-spheres of the World Before had been nothing short of horrifying, and the thought of seeing it in real life brought bile to the back of his throat. All Ash knew was that the Leviathan Ancients of old, the most powerful that had ever lived, had still not been strong enough to defeat the Devourer, and had been forced to give their lives to imprison it instead.
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Will it be trapped in a massive cage? Ash wondered with fear. Reaching its claws out to get us? Or was it buried beneath this glacier? Ash’s skin crawled as he imagined a giant eyeball watching them through the ice. Does … does it already know we’re here? Will it force its Song into my mind until I go mad …?

All of a sudden, Ash had to fight to stop his knees knocking together. He’d thought, or rather hoped, that Nell had got lost, but instead he had led Shaard straight to where he needed to go. Ash tried to put on a brave face for Rook.

‘Now’s our chance to make sure the Devourer never escapes,’ he said. ‘We can stop Shaard. I know we can.’

‘Yeah, if fire-boy can do it, so can you, Rook!’ Lunah said, lifting up one of Ash’s arms. ‘I mean, look how noodly his arms are!’

‘Erm … thanks, I-I think?’

Nuk stamped her peg leg against the deck, calling everyone’s attention. ‘We’ve been through a lot together, our merry band! We’ve seen sights that Strongholders would never believe, heard sounds that could raise spirits or chill the bones. We’ve seen both the great and the bad; goodness, we’ve been at each other’s throats enough times!’

The crew chuckled at this.

‘We’ve lost old friends …’ Nuk continued, casting her eyes down before glancing up at Ash, Tobu and Rook. ‘But we’ve gained wonderful new ones too. Being a Pathfinder is an honour. Together we’ve saved lives. Together we’ve done our small bit to make this world a little less gloomy.’ Nuk took a moment to gaze at her crew with pride, each of them meeting her eye with steely determination. ‘It’s been a dangerous life. But it’s your bravery that stills my fear and gives me strength. Because you know what? I never once doubted we’d get through the danger. Never doubted that my crew had my back. Never doubted that my brave, brilliant Pathfinders would see me through to laugh, cry and argue another day.’

The crew nodded along, their hearts swelling and shaking off the Devourer’s hateful spell, smiling in spite of their fear.

‘Hear, hear!’ Kob and Arla shouted together.

‘We started this run, and we’ll see it to the end!’ Teya raised her fist.

‘There’s no other barnacle-heads I’d rather be with.’ Lunah grinned.

Even Tobu’s mouth was doing the rather unnerving, strained thing it did when he smiled.

Ash laughed, his heart leaping that he’d been lucky enough to find the crew of the Frostheart. He held out his hand to Rook, who looked at it as if she didn’t recognize what it was.

Ash swallowed hard. ‘I’m scared too, but we can do this. As long as we’re together.’

Rook’s
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