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        Nobody can resist his call…. not even her…

      

        

      
        The Piper’s music is alive, drawing souls from the world of the living to the domain of Death. Those who hear him have no choice but to follow - when the Piper calls you, you will do as you are told.

      

        

      
        Everything changes…even the unchangeable…

      

        

      
        Autumn is on the run from the Cult of the Hundred after witnessing something she should never have seen. She's fighting for survival; she doesn’t have time for distractions. That is, until she meets a man nobody but her can see. When he speaks, her body does what the Piper commands, but she’s not going to accept that. Not at all.

      

        

      
        A new song has begun…

      

        

      
        He’s played his tune for a hundred years, but no living human has ever seen him. Until Autumn. His music is only supposed to control those destined to leave this world, but to make Autumn stay with him, he might have to change the rules. Forever.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A quick word before we get started

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is set in a world very similar to our own, but a few hundred years before our time. The difference to our world is that technology, science and society have developed differently, as you will see once you get started.
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       This book is written in British English and uses some British expressions and idioms. Please don’t see these as spelling mistakes. We say mum rather than mom, use a lot of ‘s’ instead of ‘z’ (cosy, realise, …) and use ‘got’ as the past participle of ‘get’ (instead of ‘gotten’).

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      And finally, subscribe to Skye’s newsletter for updates about new releases:

      skyemackinnon.com/newsletter.

      You’ll even get a free book for subscribing, so it’s totally worth it.

    

  


  
    
      For Laura, Song of Soul’s fairy godmother who wished this book into existence

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It has been one hundred years since our children left.

        Mothers wept.

        Families were torn apart.

        They all searched for them.

        Not a single child was ever found.

        And amongst it all, the question, the oldest question there is.

        Why?
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      Him

      Time has lost all importance. It's a leaf on the wind, carried away into oblivion.

      Only the music counts. The Song guides me from town to town, compels me to do my work before leading me to the next place. It has been one hundred years since the day I first set foot on Earth, yet most of the time it feels like only a day has passed. Only sometimes do I feel the heavy burden of time, when I give in to the very human sensation of boredom.

      Every day follows the same pattern. It is reassuring that way. I don't have to change my ways. The Song never ends. And on and on I go, travelling the land, never seen, never noticed. Even the humans with the Song inside of them can't see me. They follow my call, eager and willing, yet they never get to know who's herding them to their destiny.

      I'm not a vain person, yet sometimes, I wish they could see me. I have not spoken to anyone since I was placed in this world. Lie. I have spoken to humans, whispered into their ears, but they never reply. They cannot hear me. I exist in the corner of their eye, in the shadows they fear, never seen. Some feel my presence, a shiver running down their back, the feeling of being watched, but none of them sees me.

      I understand why it has to be that way. They would never follow my call if they knew it was me. Most of their stories are wrong, but they have described my looks in many of them. The horns, the glowing eyes that resemble burning coals. I am not the devil in their fairy tales, but I certainly look like him. For a while, I styled my beard into a goatee to match their descriptions, but that got boring after some time since nobody could see it anyway.

      Today, the Song leads me to a village I've not been to before. That is becoming increasingly rare. It's a small hamlet, no more than twenty houses, all of them huddled together in defence of the wild lands surrounding it. It's taken me an entire day on horseback to reach it. A hundred years ago, I travelled on the back of the music, faster than the wind, but I have become tired of that recently. I wished for a horse and it came into existence, a large, black steed with fiery eyes and an insatiable appetite for apples. He doesn't need earthly food, just like myself, but apples help motivate him on dreary days like today. I have a couple of them stashed in the saddlebags, in case he throws yet another tantrum. He's a magnificent stallion, but he's also strong-willed and temperamental. Some days, I leave him in the stable and later wish him to wherever I've ended up. He doesn't like it, but it's not like I care.

      I stopped caring a long time ago.

      The village's gloomy atmosphere makes me want to move on and find a prettier place, but the Song doesn't allow for that. If I don't follow it, it'll make me pay. The Song is always hungry, always looking for its next victim, and I'm its tool, nothing more. The Song decides who I will lead from this world and into the next. I can't resist it any more than the humans can.

      I jump off my steed and offer him another apple. There's no need to bind him to a tree; he won't leave. He knows I'd just wish him back to wherever I am. He's more intelligent than mortal horses, although I sometimes wish that wasn't the case. He judges me for what I do, I know it. His fiery eyes hold disappointment whenever the Song leads me to a child. I've told him that I cannot fight the Song, but his disdain for my actions doesn't waver.

      Just a horse. His opinion doesn't matter.

      I walk into the village until I get to the house the Song points out. It's the biggest one with a sturdy, freshly patched roof. I walk through the closed door and two walls until I see the human I'm here to take. An old woman, at the edge of death. Those are my favourites. They don't have long to live anyway. Me pulling them into another world won't change much. It's a very different case when it comes to children. Those are hard.

      I take out my pipe and gently stroke it. I love it as much as I loathe it. The music it produces is beautiful, yet I hate what it does to people.

      As soon as I hold the pipe to my lips, the song fades. It always does that, now that it’s sure I will follow its command. It's like it isn't needed once I play the pipe and create my own music. My fingers dance on the smooth wood without my intervention. I never learned to play the pipe. It's almost like it plays me.

      Today's melody is slow and wistful. It matches the movements of the old lady as she gets up from her armchair and walks towards me. Her eyes are blank, enchanted by the music. I don't know if humans are aware of what's happening when they're controlled by me and my pipe. If they are, they don't show any signs of struggle. Most have passive expressions, but some relax, even smile. It makes me feel better about it all.

      This woman doesn't smile, but she looks relaxed as if she's dreaming about something nice. No nightmares for her.

      I never stop playing as I leave the house, trusting on the old lady to follow me. She shuffles along, barefoot and in nothing but her nightgown. It doesn't matter; her neighbours won't stop her. Once I play the pipe, humans will ignore my victim. They still see her, but they don't care that she's not dressed properly and is randomly walking down the street. It's a strange magic which means that families will never get to say goodbye to their loved ones.

      I have to walk slow to match the woman's pace. I want to be away from the village before I turn her over to the Song. It feels wrong to do it in such close vicinity to other humans, even if they can't see me. If they knew I existed, they'd be scared. Their entire lives would be different. They'd know that they could be taken from their life at any moment and that there's nothing they can do about it. Being powerless is one of the worst feelings in the world. I know it all too well.

      When we're far enough from the village, I stop and turn around, but don't end my tune. It's turned mournful, tearing at my heartstrings. I may not be human, but I do have a heart. The remains of one, broken and frozen in mid-beat.

      I look down at the woman with regret. I can't help what's about to happen. The Song is in control. I'm just the instrument, just like the pipe I'm playing.

      As soon as I decide that it's time, the tune changes into something that I can only describe as pure power. It's no more just one instrument playing a melody; it's an entire orchestra and choir that's thundering from all around us, so loud it almost hurts. The air in front of us begins to shimmer until a glass gate appears between the old woman and me. It looks like just an arch, which it is for me, but for her, it's a gate that will take her away from this world and into another.

      She still looks like she's sleepwalking. I sigh without stopping my tune. It's time to do what has to be done. The Song is ready.

      I stop playing and lower the pipe. The woman's eyes clear and she realises for the first time that she's no longer in her living room. Shock and fear spread across her wrinkled face. I hate this moment. She opens her mouth to scream, but the Song is faster. It grabs her and pulls her through the portal before her scream ever reaches my ears.

      As soon as she's through the gate, it disappears. For a blissful moment, there's only silence. I breathe in deep. If only it could last. This is the only time that I get relief from the Song that constantly plays in my head. I wish I could make time slow down, make this last forever.

      But no. The Song jerks back into existence, erasing the silence. It's already picked out its next victim and urges me to travel to them as fast as possible. I don't listen to the command. I'll ride there, slowly, at my own pace. The Song will have to wait.
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      Autumn

      The metal roof above me turns the rain into music. A whole orchestra of drums and cymbals plays in the night, making the gloomy shed a little less hostile. I’ve been waiting for hours for the storm to pass, but it’s not getting any better. The night will be over soon and with it, the cover of darkness I need.

      When I set off on my journey, I thought it would be safest to travel during the day. I quickly learned otherwise. Now I take advantage of the empty roads at night, riding my rusty bicycle without having to swerve carts and peasants.

      Pegasus is resting by my side. The leather on his saddle is torn in so many places that I doubt it'll stay on for much longer. He was old before I stole him, but it's better than walking. I've become adept at tightening bolts, reattaching the chain and patching up punctures. Still, I know that he won't last forever. He's already carried me for hundreds of miles and I'm nowhere near reaching my destination. I may have to replace him soon, but I don't want to think about that. Pegasus is my only friend, and yes, sometimes I imagine him responding to all the stuff I tell him. I'm probably going crazy, talking to a bike, but there are worse things. Starving, for one. My second biggest problem just now. 

      The shed I took shelter in is empty, not a single tin of food inside. I was luckier yesterday when I found a box of ancient biscuits and a bottle of slightly fermented apple juice in a cupboard in the abandoned house I slept in. I’ve got some dried fruit in my bag, but I’m keeping those for emergencies. One night of hunger doesn’t class as an emergency.

      I hum to myself in rhythm to the rain. How I miss my guitar. I would have been tempted to take it with me had it not perished in the fire. Maybe, one day, once I’ve found a new home, I’ll get one again. I think that day is still far away, but who knows. My luck might change. I feel like I deserve a bit of luck for once, but I doubt Lady Destiny sees it that way. She seems to delight in crushing every hope of happiness and safety.

      The rain stops at the same time the sun's first rays appear over the hills in the distance. Great. One night wasted. Now I need to decide whether to bunker down here until the evening or risk travelling during the day. I can't afford to linger here much longer. I don't know if they're still hunting me and I don't want to find out the hard way. Better to keep moving. 

      The sun beckons me outside. I leave the shed and stretch, letting the sunshine warm my damp clothes. Birds sing all around me, celebrating the end of the rain and the beginning of the day. It's a beautiful morning that lets me forget all my troubles for a moment. I smile and close my eyes. Has sunlight always felt this good? I soak it in, staying like that until a bell in the distance disturbs the peaceful sounds of nature. 

      As pretty as the bell sounds, I can't help but shudder. No matter where I go, how far I travel, the cult has always got there first. 

      They call themselves the Church of the Hundred, but I see them for what they are. A cult that brainwashes their disciples into following blindly, doing things they would never have done if they hadn't found the Church. Now, close to the anniversary, they're attracting ever more followers. 

      When I first learned about them, I thought they may be allies. Friends. I realised the opposite was true when they tried to kill me. Now, I stay away from their temples. Their bells are supposed to call for prayer, but for me, they're a warning. 

      That's the decision made. I'm going to leave even though it's daylight. Maybe I'll be lucky and find a new shelter around lunchtime; that would give me a couple of hours to sleep before darkness falls and I can continue more safely. 

      As soon as I'm back on Pegasus, I realise how sore my bum is. Yesterday's road was so full of stones and gravel that I'm surprised I don't have whiplash. Hopefully, the ride is going to be less bumpy today. I'm slowly reaching one of the more affluent areas of the countries, which could mean better roads. I don't know for sure though. Before all this started, I'd never been further away from my village than the larger town twenty miles away. All I knew about the world was what I'd read in books and heard from visiting traders. I almost wish I could turn back time and be back in that innocent state. I was happier then, not knowing what horrors hide behind every corner. What moves in the shadows. 

      The road is muddy and full of puddles. In no time at all, my trousers are drenched all the way up to my waist and their mossy green has given way to a dirty grey. The fabric sticks to my legs as I pump the pedals as hard as I can. I want to get as far as I can before finding somewhere to sleep.

      After two hours of pedalling, I still haven't met a single soul. It's unusual, but not unusual enough to worry me. Yet. Maybe there's a local fair going on that keeps everyone busy. I accidentally stumbled upon one two weeks ago and let myself have a bit of fun. The crowds were thick enough for me to disappear within them, just another reveller amongst the many. I'd spent one of my precious coins on a bag of candied nuts; an impulse buy that I later cursed myself for. There had been jugglers and dancers and fire eaters. I smile at the memory. It had been one of the best days of this journey. I hadn't realised how much I'd missed being around other people, even if it was strangers.

      I get to a bridge, an arch so steep that I get off Pegasus in order to push him up rather than try and pedal. At the top, I take a moment to stop and look around. With how bad the road has been, I've barely looked up from the muddy ground, afraid I might hit a rock and crash.

      Rolling hills spread far into the distance, painted a myriad shades of green. Any painter would be jealous of this colour palette. The road snakes its way around the hills, staying mostly level; perfect for Pegasus and me. Far away on the horizon, a city rises above the hills. I'm not sure what city that may be, but it's a big one. I think I'm too far south for it to be the capital, but I can't be certain.

      I'm going to avoid that city. Yes, I could hide in the crowds, but I'd rather not risk being seen by the wrong pair of eyes. Members of the Church are everywhere. Many wear their black robes to show their allegiance, but not all do. They have spies in all parts of the countries and all levels of society. I learned that the hard way.

      The river beneath the bridge is roaring furiously, fed by last night's rain. Foam swims on top of the rapids, reminding me of whipped cream. My mouth waters. I'm hungry already, but I need to ration my food. Later, I promise myself, when I've found a place to bunker down.

      I scan the landscape again in search of other settlements. There are no houses or even shelters I can see, but a thin curl of smoke rises in the distance. Maybe a farm, maybe more. It's probably another two-hour ride unless the road starts going uphill. Hopefully not. My thigh muscles have become used to the daily strain, but with the little amount of food I'm getting, I don't want to expend too much energy.

      With one last look at the gorgeous green hills, I get back on Pegasus and let him roll down the bridge, enjoying the wind stroking my hair. The air is still fat with moisture, giving off that comforting smell of dust after rain. Petrichor. My favourite word.

      The further I get, the better the road is becoming. Fewer rocks are getting in the way and I can let my thoughts drift without having to pay as much attention. Not that there is much to think about. I don't want to linger on my past; it's too painful to remember all that I've lost. And my future...I'm not sure if I'll even have one. I can only run for so long. This can't be the rest of my life. Always on the run, always looking back. No.

      Instead, I focus on the present. The smell of the flowers lining the road. The sound of crickets hiding in the tall grass that sometimes strokes my legs when I get too close. Birds are singing far in the distance and a murder of crows passes over me, suspiciously quiet.

      A bad omen, right? I look up, kind of wishing I was up there with them, flying so much faster than Pegasus can carry me - 

      I fly through the air, twisting, landing, crashing. I hit the ground hard. Pain shoots through my body, but before I can even cry out, darkness claims me.
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