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THE blackened, broken ruin was bleak against the blue sky and the woods beyond. The rangers scoured the wreckage for the third time. Elin sat on a tumbled stone, elbow on knee and chin in hand. The acrid reek of charred wood filled her nose. Though she knew it had to be her imagination after all this time. She watched Kai as he examined the wreckage. His dark hair mussy, his tall, lithe body bending occasionally. She could imagine the intensity in his warm grey eyes.

Kai had asked the rangers to do one final sweep of the debris. Elin knew it was for her sake. He understood that she had felt conflicted at leaving Sten here and if he had died because of it... 

A few of the mages looked askance at the wreck of stone and wood that used to be a tower and maybe wondered why they were expending so much effort. Nevertheless, this had once been Sten’s home, and they had to be sure he hadn’t been here when it was destroyed. Sten had lived in this unused watchtower all her life. He had volunteered to wait here alone, but she still felt some guilt for his loneliness, even though she only discovered him recently. The first time they came exploring Ferranzia. Elin smiled as she recalled her prickly meeting with Kamaria and the rangers. So much had changed since then. She had once been the girl with uncontrollable magic who was forced to leave every village she stayed in. Then she had been befriended by the mages and rangers. Kamaria had taught her how to control her powers and they had all shown her how to trust. They had accidentally released Kamaria’s falsely imprisoned great-grandmother, discovered that the previous High Mage was the one using dark sorcery and she had fled, so now they were on her trail in order to bring her to justice.

Rage flashed through Elin again. Abria, the previous High Mage, must have done this; no one else would have. Yet it was so unnecessary! However, her betrayal of the mages who served her showed that she was evil and capable of anything.

Kai strode over to Elin and sat beside her.

“I’m as certain as possible that Sten wasn’t here when this happened.” He waved his hand at the rubble. “Someone ransacked the building and then blew it apart. Probably with mage fire.” Kai glanced at her and away again. They both knew it had to be Abria. “The fire wasn’t hot enough to destroy all signs of him.”

Cold crawled down Elin’s spine. ‘All signs of him’ meaning his bones. 

“I think you’re right. Sten wouldn’t have kept anything from Abria anyway. But what was she looking for?” Elin’s brows drew down.

“The location of Sirash, I imagine,” Kamaria said, stepping up beside them. “If she has come here to attempt to regain access to the Source, then the place where magic sprang from would be a good place to start.” Kamaria’s smile was wry, and her mouth turned down at the corners and became a grimace. “Kere knows what she will do when she arrives.”

“On the bright side, she might disturb the black wyrm,” Thornleigh mused, ambling over to join them. “Maybe it will eat her, and we’ll be done.” His tone was cheerful at the thought.

“Even such a creature as that would spit out her bitter body,” Juma said sagely.

Elin found herself chuckling as an image of the giant black wyrm – a bat-winged serpent with a dog-like snout and mane – swallowing Abria, then spitting her up again and rushing to the lake to rinse its mouth out rose in her mind.

“There is also the lake serpent,” Elin added. “It will probably have woken up again. I don’t think my magic would keep it asleep this long.”

“Ah, such pleasant thoughts,” Thornleigh said. “But Abria will probably find some way of dealing with them.”

“Well, on that cheery note, shall we head off?” Kai sprang to his feet and held his hand down to Elin with a smile. “We should go. It’s a couple of days’ ride to Amna.”

All the mages and rangers were mounted within a few minutes, and they turned their horses eastwards. 

Beitris made some barbed comment about wasting time; however, Elin pushed aside the sharp reply that leapt to her lips. She didn’t want to bother with an argument. Besides, she wasn’t as irritated by them as she had been at the start of the journey. Now Kamaria had realised she didn’t need their counsel or approval. 

The group headed down the valley that led away from the ruins of the watchtower.

“Someone you knew used to live there?” a voice spoke from behind Elin, and she twisted in her saddle to see them. It was one of Dalili’s mages, as Elin now thought of them. She couldn’t keep calling them the ‘black robes’. Especially as many of them no longer wore robes of black that had once distinguished followers of Dalili from any other mage. Now they wore the colour that fit with their magic’s affinity. Red for those that were best at offensive magic, blue for weather mages, green for healers and yellow for those best at defence. Though they had no blue robed mages with them at all.

Elin nodded to the enquiring mage. “A man named Sten. He was there the first time we entered Ferranzia and told me what he knew of my parents and Sirash. He had lived there all alone for almost eighteen years. Waiting for me to return.” Elin shook her head and turned away.

“He volunteered to do this?”

“Yes. All because he believed in the prophecy my mother gave them that suggested I could return magic to this land.”

“Brave man.” The female healer mage, who Elin recalled was named Mackenna and had been one of the black-robed mages to enter Draoheach, drew her horse away again and re-joined the others. She was a slim woman and young. Her long chestnut-brown hair was tied in a single braid down her back though she often wore it in a ponytail. Her appearance – once a reminder of the Virin Asran assassins that had been sent into the empire and tried to kill her and her friends on their first journey to Ferranzia – now just sparked a memory in Elin as she examined the woman. She squinted as she tried to drag it closer to the surface. During that first journey and the battle with the assassins, Juma had called them to inspect the corpses. There had been some that were not from Virin Asra – a secretive country to the southwest of the empire. One renowned for its highly trained assassins. The people Juma had shown them had straighter hair and slightly paler skins. Methisti. They had believed they might be from Methisti, a free country just over the southeast border of the empire. Another country rising in fear of an imminent invasion by the emperor. Yet Mackenna was an empire name. Elin made a note to herself to befriend the mage and satisfy her curiosity about her origins.

The followers of Dalili were not as separate from the Draoheach mages as they had been. Perhaps they would meld into the main group by the end of the mission. The suspicion between the two groups was fading. It had all been caused by Abria when she falsely imprisoned Dalili for the use of dark sorcery. Something which they now knew Abria was responsible for. Elin found her eyes drawn to Beitris, Connall, and Tomas. They still rode close to Kamaria and within the main group of mages, although they seemed more remote than Dalili’s mages. 

The group followed the stream that ran along the centre of the valley, as Elin and the rangers had done last time. However, this time they would continue the full length of the valley eastwards rather than turning off north. At the valley’s end, it opened up onto a grassy plain that held Amna. The capital city of Ferranzia. 

Elin could still recall the feelings churned up inside her after hearing what Sten had to tell her. She still had many of the same emotions. Anxiety, shock, and anger that her parents had left this burden on her. Sadness that she would never meet them and rage at Helvig. His arrogance and greed for unlimited power had caused the magical energy of Ferranzia to be twisted out of shape. The backlash had resulted in a massive earthquake and every Ferranzian losing the ability to access magic. Apart from her. But her parents had seen it coming and sent her to safety as soon as she was born. They also hoped she would be able to put it right. Elin glanced around at her companions. But if none of this had happened and she had remained in Ferranzia she would never have met her friends. Her gaze rested on Kai. Nor would she have met him. Her heart lurched at the thought. She couldn’t regret her friends or him.

They crossed the stream so that it burbled along to their left. It would slowly widen and they needed to be south of it this time. Both Kai and Kamaria recalled that the maps they had viewed previously at Sten’s tower had not shown any bridges, and they didn’t want to risk getting stuck on the wrong side of a wide river and so need to make a long detour. 

“Are you going to collect more stones, Juma?” Elin teased as he eyed the sparkling water of the stream.

He drew himself up. “No, I collected enough from here.” He grinned. “But if there are more shiny ones further on, it might be a different story.”

Elin giggled. “Maybe we can fish again. They were odd looking albeit tasty enough.”

Juma’s head bobbed enthusiastically, making the beads in his black and thickly-braided hair chink together. “I brought proper fishing apparatus this time. Just for such an eventuality.”

Elin let out a full-blown laugh, and the rangers joined in. 

“What is so funny?” a bemused Riona asked from nearby. 

“The Gisnians love their fish, and last time we rode this way, Juma created a fishing rod out of a stick and some string. The fish were strange, but they tasted good,” Elin said.

“Oh! We don’t get to eat much fish in Draoheach. I don’t suppose you would catch one for me?” Riona said with a pleading look in her blue eyes.

“Ee. Just for you, as you ask so nicely. How can I resist that look? Like a kitten asking for attention.” Juma gestured to Riona’s face, where her expression had turned to surprise. She giggled with her mouth hidden behind a hand, her blonde curls bouncing. She might be older than Kamaria, yet she was still young.

That night when they set up camp, Juma dug out some hollow sticks from his pack and slotted them into each other. Next, he threaded some string through a hole at the top and along the length, allowing him to pull on it to shorten or lengthen the amount required. Dangling from the end hung a wickedly sharp hook. He smiled in satisfaction once it was assembled and then pulled a small, wrapped bundle from his pack. He extracted something from it, and with his tongue in the corner of his mouth, he wiggled it onto the hook. 

Elin shuddered at the thought that he had carried dead worms or bugs for this purpose. Rangers were always well prepared, but this was extreme! Juma strolled down towards the stream that had widened to twice its size since the start of their journey. A few of the younger male mages accompanied him. After a few minutes of peering at him as he settled on the stream bank, Riona leapt to her feet and scurried down to the water’s edge to watch. After some fierce whispering, Brid strode away from her two male friends to join Riona. Ross and Shaw’s glowers matched before they turned their backs.

“It’s nice to see the mages and rangers beginning to mix,” Kamaria said. “Maybe we could encourage it further. Mages shouldn’t think of themselves as above everyone else. We all have our places in the world, our roles, and none are more worthy than others.”

“That’s very philosophical of you, K,” Kai said. 

A pleasant warmth radiated through Elin’s right side where she leant against Kai, and she tried hard to dismiss images of being closer still and maybe without clothes... She focussed on Kamaria’s conversation. She could think about such things when they reached Amna. Not now.

“I do occasionally have these deep thoughts, you know.” Kamaria laughed. “I think it’s mostly Elin’s influence rubbing off on me, though. Reminding me of my background. My mother and I weren’t rich, and she had to work hard to feed me. I’m not sure I’ve ever told her how proud I am.” Kamaria plucked at the grass beside her knee, avoiding eye contact.

“When this is all over, you should take an extended visit to Gisni and tell her everything you wish you’d told her before. Maybe you could even take Dalili with you. I’m sure your great-grandmother would like to see your mother. Her granddaughter,” Elin said. Unfortunately, Dalili would never get to meet her own daughter, Kamaria’s grandmother, again. She had died many years ago.

Kamaria’s eyes came up, and she met Elin’s gaze. But, in the shadows cast by the fire, Elin couldn’t make them out clearly.

“I should have been a better daughter. At least I have a chance to make things right.” 

Elin knew that Kamaria was thinking about Elin’s parents and how she could not speak with them and make things right. 

Kamaria bit at her lip. “Maybe you could come too. You are as a sister to me.” Kamaria rushed out the last words, and emotion ached through Elin’s throat. Kamaria thought of her as a sister! It wasn’t the same as having her own family; however, it was an improvement on anything she’d had before except Bowen and Tenille, who had been as close to being her real parents as anyone could be.

“I’d like that. Both having a sister and meeting your mother,” Elin’s voice cracked on the last word.

“Right. That’s settled then,” Kamaria said briskly, clearing her throat. “I’m going to see how many fish Juma has caught.” She scrambled to her feet and hurried off. 

Kai’s arm slid around Elin’s shoulders, and he pulled her head to his chest.

“Are you alright?” he asked softly. 

She nodded into the soft fabric of his cloak. “Yes. Just got a bit emotional, the whole no family thing.”

“That’s understandable,” he said. He shifted position and gently tipped her head up with his other hand. His grey eyes found hers, and she lifted her face higher so that her lips brushed his. His breath escaped him in a rush of air as he pressed his mouth to hers, and all her sadness and regret floated away on the sweetness of sensations darting through her body.

***
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Juma had helped some of the mages fashion fishing gear from sticks and string, and they caught enough fish for everyone to taste. Cullen had proven particularly skilled and money had changed hands between himself and Torrin. Apparently they had made some type of bet. Which Torrin had lost. She handed over coin with a good-natured belly laugh and told him he was a better fisherman than mage. 

“We keep telling Juma he is a better fisherman than ranger,” Zahara said with a mock shake of the head. “But he will not listen.”

Juma opened his eyes wide in pretend shock and pounced on Zahara to tickle her. Nevina obviously had to intervene and it soon deteriorated. 

“Oh, I may be sick if you don’t stop,” Nevina said with a groan. 

“Stay away from me then,” Tristan had edged away around the fire, trying hard to keep the mirth from his face. 

Elin laughed along with their friends. However, it did not escape her notice that some of the mages looked on with scandalised expressions, though she couldn’t tell how serious they were. Many of the same mages had turned their noses up at the strange blue fish, most with laughter on their lips. Though Beitris turned away in disdain. Elin did note that Connall’s gaze lingered hungrily on the fish; despite that, he didn’t reach for any. She pursed her lips and set a small portion aside. She also noted with interest how Juma had spent a long time helping Brid learn how to cast. His dark hands masked her pale ones as he showed her how to grip the stick. 

As soon as Beitris excused herself and headed away out of sight, Elin snatched up the fish and scooted over to Connall. She ignored the glare that Tomas threw her way.

“Here,” she said, holding out the fish.

Connall’s eyes widened, and his gaze darted to her and around at the other mages.

“She’s not here, and no one else is watching.” Elin grinned at him. “This is my land, and I say you may try some.” She tipped her head to one side, and a grudging smile spread across Connall’s face. He tentatively took the fish and scooped some into his mouth.

“It’s actually quite good,” he murmured.

Elin gave him a wink. “I won’t tell her if you don’t.”

Connall sniggered and Elin sauntered back to Kai.

“You look rather smug,” he announced as she settled herself back beside him,

“Just making friends with The Three,” she said. “Well, one of them anyway.”

Kai’s eyebrow rose.

“Doesn’t hurt to cultivate the opposition,” she said with a grin.

Kai leant down and kissed her on the nose. “No. It doesn’t. Though it saddens me that we are considering some of the mages in our company as ‘the opposition’. We have enough to worry about with Abria.”

Elin released a tight breath. “Yes. I’m not sure they are exactly against Kamaria, Dramas, and Nevina. But they have their own agenda, and I worry they might hinder Kamaria somehow. She is a strong and caring leader but she doesn’t seem to have confidence in her own abilities yet.”

“We will keep an eye on them. And you can continue your sneak charm attacks, and by the time we reach Sirash, they’ll be our best friends.”

“Hmm. Not sure anyone could win over Beitris. She’s colder than that stream. Though Connall, maybe. No idea what might get through to Tomas either. Yet.” She gave Kai a sleepy grin. Tomorrow was as good a day as any to attempt to work out what made Tomas tick.
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Chapter Two
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KAMARIA snorted with laughter. “So you just waited for Beitris to leave and then gave him the contraband?” 

“It was just a piece of fish!” Elin retorted with a snicker.

“Ah, but it was weird foreign fish provided by one of those rangers.” Kamaria imitated Beitris peering down her nose, and a giggle escaped Elin.

“That’s exactly the way she looks! What is her problem, anyway?”

“The same as a lot of mages. They’ve, we’ve, been made to believe we are special, as if we are somehow better than non-magic folk. It isn’t new. Mages have felt this way since before Draoheach. Probably since there were mages, sometimes it makes mages like Abria. Though she wasn’t the first. Before her, plenty didn’t want to be tied down by following the rules of a High Mage or being beholden to the emperor. A group in the early days of Draoheach went so far as to leave before the first emperor finished his conquest. There are all sorts of rumours about them. They became known as the Fallen Mages. But it is unclear whether they fell out of favour or fell into evil. Abria admired them. Well, those that didn’t stick around because they wanted to practice all magic without restrictions.” Kamaria rubbed one of her hair beads between her fingers; it hung loose and kept bumping her ear. “I don’t think they were all like that. But those probably fell into evil. Fallen Mages would suit them. And her.”

“Well, now Dalili and the new Mage Council can start to correct some of their false beliefs,” Elin said with conviction.

Kamaria smiled absently. They could make a start; however, this way of thinking had been ingrained in mages for centuries.

***
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The next morning Kamaria couldn’t help but notice that Elin seemed distracted. Her amber eyes were distant and she played with strands of her copper hair. Would they find others with similar traits when they reached Amna, the capital of Ferranzia? Certainly no one in the empire resembled her.

“Bronze for them?” Kamaria said. “Are you contemplating the joys of Leaf Bud, which according to my calculations, we have now entered? Spring at last!” Kamaria scanned around and huffed. “Not that anything looks different yet.”

“Hmm? Oh. No, I wasn’t thinking about Leaf Bud. I hadn’t realised we’d started the new month yet. No. I was just trying to think up a way of involving Tomas with the rangers,” Elin replied. Her eyes gleamed mischievously. “Are mages like him able to form their magic into darts or arrow shapes?”

“Yes. They should be able to,” Kamaria replied warily. What was Elin up to?

A grin spread across Elin’s face. “Then the mages can shoot those, and the rangers can take turns with Brann and Thornleigh’s bows, and we’ll see who can fire the fastest, the furthest and the most accurately.” The mirth dissolved from Elin’s face. “But if the mages win easily, they will feel even more superior. No. It’s a terrible idea.”

“Actually, it’s not, Elin. Mage fire is deadly, yet it isn’t that accurate, particularly over long distances. I also believe Brann has the ability to shoot his arrows further than any mage could shoot a magic arrow. I think you might have something.” Her idea might work to lower the barriers between the two groups. It certainly couldn’t make things any worse. Elin nudged her horse away from Kamaria to talk it over with Kai. He tipped his head back and laughed, and Kamaria saw the eager grin on his face as he went to spread the word to the rangers.

“What’s going on?” Dramas asked as he came up beside Kamaria. His horse snorted a greeting to Mara, who ignored the male horse.

“Elin has just come up with a competition to broaden the mages’ appreciation of the rangers.” She explained the idea to Dramas, who promised to spread the word amongst the ranks of mages. 

“I’ll warn the healers to watch out in case of any misfires.” He snickered. “I’ll also be there to douse any forest fires.” He laughed again and pulled his horse around to spread the word as Kamaria frowned. Misfires and forest fires? She hoped he was joking.

By the time they stopped for lunch, a buzz of excitement was running amongst the mages. Kai stopped them early so the competition could be held before food. The mages observed closely as the rangers found a sturdy tree at the edge of a group of pines. Its trunk was broad enough for their task, and the bark not too hard. Brann declared it perfect for an arrow to sink into. They marked off two hundred yards.

“Why that distance?” a mage queried. He sounded genuinely interested. Kamaria noticed it was one of Brid’s friends, though she couldn’t decide if it was Ross or Shaw.

“It’s just a starting point. Probably the middle distance of the range of my bow,” Brann said, patting the weapon he held in his arms.

The mage’s eyes widened. “The middle range? Oh.” He narrowed his eyes at the target and grinned. “This could be quite a contest after all.” He dashed away to join the group of red-robed mages who all wanted in on the competition. More glances raked the area from the starting point to the tree in the distance. Calculating appraisal or shakes of the head followed. Kamaria suppressed her smile. The mages finally considered the rangers worthy opponents.

The rangers and mages agreed on three competitions. The first involved the defensive mages setting up a shield so everyone could shoot with abandon and compare how far the mages and the rangers could fire. Elin, Juma, and Riona would be the final judges of who shot the furthest. Beitris had very politely asked how Elin could be impartial since she was sleeping with a ranger. After a moment of silent fuming Elin had responded that her best friend was a mage, and she would not allow her integrity to be questioned. 

“I meant nothing by it, Elin,” Beitris held up her hands as if to block an attack. Her smile was strained and sad. “I certainly didn’t mean to cause offence or make you angry.” Her tone was meek and calculated to make Elin seem as if she were the one who was unreasonable in her reactions. Oh, Beitris was cunning. Elin turned away, presumably deciding to ignore her and just do her job.

The second task was to measure who could fire twenty arrows or arrow-shaped magic in the shortest time. Brann’s quiver held twenty arrows, the reason why they settled on that number. Again, they would raise a shield to prevent arrows and magic from going astray.

“I want all my arrows back,” Brann stated firmly. “One disadvantage to physical arrows,” he acknowledged. “I need to go and fetch them.”

A few of the mages laughed good-naturedly. 

“At least you don’t have to keep making them each time. You can just grab them from your quiver,” Cullen said.

Brann bobbed his head, “True, true.”

Brann, Tristan, Thornleigh, and Zahara would shoot for the rangers. An argument ensued among the mages as to who would shoot for them. Although eventually, they whittled the number down to four red-robed mages. To Kamaria’s surprise, two of them were Dalili’s mages. Torrin and Shona – the Draoheach mages consisted of Ross and Skena. Skena was a tall and thin mage, with dark hair, almost black in some lights, who also happened to be the mage who had first confronted Abria when she tried to abduct Elin. A pang of guilt ran through her. She had never thanked the mage for intervening. Yes, she had been a member of the brown-robes and probably under orders from Master Caden, but she had set herself at risk. 

Apparently, Ross and Shaw had tossed a coin to decide which of them would compete. Torrin saw Kamaria’s expression and smirked. “We have more experience with fighting, and they watched our training.”

Kamaria lowered her head. She hadn’t realised they had been training. She decided not to show her ignorance of this fact. She pulled her lips out of shape. Was she really cut out to be a Councillor? There still seemed so much she wasn’t aware of.

She scrutinised the mages avidly as they created their first arrows. Since it was something most of them had never done, they had been allowed as much time as needed for this first arrow. However, by task two, forming them as fast as possible would be part of the test.

Thornleigh strode to the mark for the first round. He raised his hands and bowed theatrically to applause and laughter from both camps. Three yellow-robed mages raised a shield in a long corridor down the valley to protect everyone from stray shots. This test was not about accuracy. They were also ready to erect a barrier at the other end if necessary. 

Thornleigh drew back the bow and let the arrow fly. He then fired two more, with Tristan and Kai shouting encouragement. Elin, Juma, and Riona paced off the length.

“Three hundred and fifty yards is the furthest!” Juma crowed as he returned. Shouts and calls arose from the crowd. It sounded to Kamaria as if a few bets hung on the outcome of these competitions. She smiled to herself as she realised the odds had suddenly shifted. The mages had underestimated what the rangers could do. 

The first mage stepped up with their arrow of shimmering red energy and let it loose. They fired twice more before Zahara took her turn. 

“Show them how it’s done!” Nevina called.

Zahara turned to blow a kiss towards Nevina before turning back and concentrating on the task.

It was close by the time Brann, as the last contestant, took his place at the mark. The mages were ahead by fifteen yards. A hush descended over the crowd as Brann reached for his first arrow; he had the second nocked before most had realised the first had gone.

“Well, we know who’s going to win the speed contest!” someone quipped. 

“Come on, come on! I’ve got three brights says he’s going to shoot the furthest,” Cullen declared. 

Kamaria blinked. She had assumed the mages would bet on the mage competitors. Maybe it had started that way...

“Four hundred yards!” came the shout from Juma. 

Whistles and cheers and boos erupted. Thornleigh slapped Brann on the shoulder heartily enough to make him stumble.

“Oops. We need you for the other rounds, too,” Thornleigh said with a wide grin.

The other two tests went in much the same way. The mages could fire their first ten energy arrows faster than any rangers except Brann, who kept pace with them. After that the mages slowed until all the rangers were faster on the last five. At two hundred yards, the rangers all had more accuracy.

Later, when everyone trooped back to the fires and slumped around them ready for food, the conversation was loud and cheerful.

“I would never have guessed. I never considered how well-trained the rangers were.”

“Did you see how fast that Brann was? And even the girl could shoot faster than us.”

Elin’s smile as she sat down beside Kamaria was as self-satisfied as a cat with cream.

“Listen to them!” she said. “And look at their faces.”

“Yes, aren’t you smart,” Kamaria said with her own grin. “I think you’ve done more for mage versus non-mage relations than a diplomat could do in a decade.”

Elin giggled. “It was fun as well.”

When they set off for the last afternoon of their journey towards Amna, the group was much more integrated than before. Connall and Tomas had briefly ridden away from Beitris to chat with Brann, Tristan, and Thornleigh. Although by the expression on her face, Kamaria knew Beitris would try to reign them back in later.
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AFTER three days and nights travelling through the pine-scented winding valley with the river slowly broadening as more streams tumbled out of the hills to join it, they spilled out onto a wide plain. Waves rippled through the long grass around them. As the riders pulled up to scan the landscape, the horses took the opportunity to tear up the sweet and abundant greenery. 

Over the course of the three days leaf buds had begun to unfurl and Elin spied the first flowers. Some she recognised – crocus and tulip – but others of silver and purple were new to her.

Ahead, over the grass, two rows of low hills humped against the horizon. Amna sat nestled at their foot with the hills to the east and south. The ridges seemed jagged and somewhat crooked, especially the ones to the south. Amna had once sat at the confluence of two rivers that rushed out of these hills, and long ago the water would have provided a border to the north and west. However, now, the northerly watercourse lay dry and half-full of shrubs and saplings.

The city itself sprawled to a vast size. At least, it appeared so to Elin, who had never seen anywhere larger than Cheros or Averwick. It glowed a soft pink as the sunlight hit the stonework of its buildings. A stone wall enclosed half of the city. To the south and southwest, all that was left of this once proud structure were a few overgrown mounds. New wooden buildings had been constructed outside the original city limits. As Elin stared around, she understood why. Many of the structures in the city’s southern half consisted of no more than ruins, rounded stubs jutting upwards. They had been left there to rot. Here and there stood a single stub of wall or half a building. In another direction three-quarters of a structure remained next to rubble. Trees, bushes, and grass vied for the opportunity to reclaim these man-made structures for nature.

Hunched above and beyond the city to the east sat a low building of the same pink stone. An earthen path led out of Amna and up to this building.

“That must be the new government building Sten mentioned,” Kamaria whispered. “I don’t know why I’m whispering. It just feels wrong to talk normally whilst looking at what remains here. It must have been beautiful once.” She frowned. “I’m sure Sten said the government building was small. They must have added to it since he left.”

Elin’s chest tightened as she regarded what had once been her parents’ home and remained the capital city of Ferranzia. She was awash with different emotions. Anticipation of what she might find, combined with a large dose of anxiety. What if her parents’ house was one of those in the southern area and no longer existed? There was also a sense of sorrow and loss at the state of the city. A city she would never see as her parents had. 

The sad ruins should have been cleared away and new homes rebuilt there, not stuck in the shadow of the hills. The remains of the city wall showed that it had been tall and strong, and the stones so carefully positioned that one could barely see where they joined. The buildings within the city appeared warm and inviting in their unusual pink. Elin wanted to run her hand along their surfaces. She had never seen stone that colour.

“Come on.” Kai took hold of Elin’s hand and squeezed it. “It won’t get any easier the longer you leave it. And this lot are becoming fidgety.” He pointed over his shoulder at the mages. “They are hoping for inns with soft beds and hot baths.” Kai grinned. “So am I. Particularly the soft beds.” He eyed Elin in a way that made her tingle all over and heat flush through her.

Elin twisted her head to take in the group and to keep her face away from Kai. She didn’t want her blush to give away how much she, too, looked forward to a bed. A big one that she could share with him.

“There’s rather a lot of us. We’ll probably need to spread out over a few inns,” she mused.

“Unless we receive invites up there.” Kai pointed to the government building standing alone beyond the city. “It looks big enough to house us all.”

“It might just be full of meeting rooms and grand entrance halls. There might not be bedrooms,” Kamaria said. “Though the Hall at Skiring seemed to have more than its fair share of bedrooms.” She lifted her shoulders. “Only one way to find out. We need to get ourselves invited up there. Let’s see if there are any guards at the city limits.”

Elin’s hands sweated and her heart jumped harder in her chest as they approached the western river, which still flowed strong and wide. A new wooden bridge spanned the water ten feet from the original stone bridge. Elin regarded the old stone bridge with clouded eyes as their horses clattered onto the wooden boards. It still remained an impressive structure though some of its stones lay tumbled in the river below, water surging with a low rumble over and around them, white and foamy. An arch soared over the river course, pillars at each end carved with chalices. It was a familiar motif in Ferranzia, where everything had once revolved around magic. Elin drew her eyes away, not wanting to be reminded again of the task before her.

Half-way across the bridge, she spotted two guards loitering at the far end. They stood in the shadow of the city wall, its jagged edge just to the left of where the bridge deposited travellers. The wall stood four times the height of a man. Elin blinked as she contemplated the force of nature needed to collapse such a wall. 

The guards wore golden caps on their heads and gold and pink uniforms. Each had a long sword at their hip and tall spears rested against the edge of the wall. Both had pulled themselves upright as Elin and her companions approached. Their stares were wary yet full of curiosity and perhaps a hint of excitement. Presumably, guarding the bridge was usually a boring job. Their hands hovered near their swords, but they didn’t draw.

“Halt,” demanded one guard striding towards them. “State names and your business in Amna.”

Kamaria edged her horse forwards, Nevina and Dramas flanking her. She cast an expectant expression back at Elin. Oh. Kamaria thought her presence might help sway the guards. Elin didn’t believe they would need much convincing to send a delegation of mages to the government building. Though perhaps Kamaria worried they might be viewed as a hostile force and be detained. Elin wasn’t sure her presence would make any difference, but she squeezed Cloud alongside Mara, who huffed a welcome.

“We are a peaceful delegation from Draoheach in the Empire of Kinchere and seek an audience with the Governor of Amna.” Kamaria’s voice was authoritative and firm. She displayed no hesitation on the word ‘governor’, though they had no idea what the leader of Ferranzia called himself. Or herself. Elin realised they had no idea if it was a man or a woman. They had no information at all.

The guards exchanged glances, though their facial expressions gave nothing away. One rubbed an eyebrow, and then his gaze fell on Elin. His eyes widened slightly. It was a minimal thing, yet Elin spotted it. He tipped his head sideways as his eyes narrowed.

“You aren’t empire born,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“No,” Elin replied, managing to keep her voice steady though her pulse beat in her ears. “I am Ferranzian.”

“And from an ancient bloodline, if my eyes don’t deceive.” The guard mused to himself. He stared for a moment longer, swept the group with heavy regard and jerked his head once.

“I will escort you to the Hall myself,” he announced, grabbing a spear. “I think Jarla Solvej will wish to speak with you.” He stepped forward and turned to his colleague. “Vilmar, remain here until I return.”

Vilmar gave a sharp jerk of his head; nevertheless Elin didn’t miss the glance from the side of his eyes that tracked them as they left, a regard filled with curiosity, resignation, and then to boredom. At the same time his partner escorted the intriguing visitors to the Hall.

Their guard introduced himself as Sergeant Gregors and then closed his mouth to a firm line that told them he had no interest in small talk. Since she needn’t worry about what to say to him, Elin indulged her curiosity about her parents’ home city. The ruins lay to their right and the bright, busy city of old lay to their left. The devastation formed a curve with a distinct and sharp boundary. It was as if someone had drawn a circle around something in the southern part of the city and decided everything within that circle would be ruined. 

At the centre of the circle stood a few tall pillars. They were all snapped at varying heights, still it remained obvious they had once been as tall as a two-storey building. As she examined them with a critical eye, she began to make out the outer walls and the pattern of rooms. That had been a large and imposing building.

“What was that building?” Elin enquired, pointing towards the ruin.

The guard glanced at her and followed her finger. His shoulders tensed, and he turned away quickly. “The old Hall, lady,” he replied, his tone clipped.

The old Hall. Where Lord Helvig ruled from. Was that where the machine had lived? It would explain the pattern of destruction. It had radiated out from the machine’s location in a giant circle that took out half the city. Her parents had been right to fear for her safety. Though they had survived, there had been a chance that no one here would. Something in her heart eased. A piece of resentment slipped away. They had done what they thought was best for her and their beloved country.
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Chapter Four
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ELIN stared around her as their route took them through the edges of the occupied part of the city. Men in smart tunics and trousers of bright reds, greens and blues strode down paved roads beside women in floaty dresses equally as brilliant. There seemed to be a lot of silk and velvet on show. Half of their city might lie in ruins, but they were not living in poverty here. 

The men’s hair was cut short, while the ladies wore theirs braided and often pinned on their heads. Chatter and laughter followed them as they rode, though significant pauses in the conversation occurred as they passed, with a rise to new heights afterwards. There was no hiding their foreignness here.

Elin also noticed a few double takes towards her. Gazes fastened for a moment on her eyes. She dipped her head and tried to examine the city from lowered eyes, disquiet writhing through her. She had thought that here, in her own country, her appearance would be deemed normal. However, it appeared she was still different. Freak whispered voices from her past. ‘The eyes of the oldest witch and wizard bloodlines of Ferranzia’ was how Aksel had described her when they met. Were such bloodlines rare in Ferranzia, then? Or had people heard something of the prophecy her parents had spoken of, and it was obvious who she was? Anxiety spiked. Would all these people now view her as some sort of saviour? 

She had hoped to remain anonymous as she travelled through Ferranzia. It would not be easy if everywhere she went, she was recognised as the child that had been removed before the Catastrophe and therefore survived with magic. The one destined to return magic to them. I don’t know how! She wanted to shout at them. Elin took a deep breath. At least she was here in Amna, where she might finally solve the last piece of the puzzle.

The surviving old parts of the city were filled with shops, houses and people going about their daily lives. The aromas swirled around them: earthy vegetables, sharp herbs, and the tang of raw meat. They also saw great round cheeses, piles of candles, and bundles of silk, velvet, and other materials in eye-watering shades.

It was a relief to Elin’s senses when they drew out of the city onto the earthen path which wound upwards into the eastern ridge towards the new government Hall.

The new Hall was a low sprawling building made of the same pink stone as the rest of Amna. It was obvious it had begun life much smaller and had been added to through the years. A multitude of windows flashed in the sunlight from the upper storeys – though none were larger than a foot wide; however, the lower floor remained hidden behind a palisade of wooden stakes. Sergeant Gregors led them towards an open gateway. Two guards stood to attention as he approached, struggling not to show their interest in the mounted group behind him.

Sergeant Gregors waved them to a stop ten feet from the gate guards. “Wait here,” he said tersely.

He strode to the guards and held a low conversation with them. One slipped inside the gate as Gregors returned to them.

“Please dismount and lead your horses inside. There are stables to accommodate them all.” He glanced at the horses sourly. “Though one or two might need to share stalls.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Kamaria replied breezily. “I doubt we’ll need to stay long.” She gave Elin a sidelong glance, but Elin avoided lifting her head. She couldn’t commit to a timeline when she had no idea how to find her parents’ house or what she might find there.

With a few grumbles, the mages and rangers dismounted and began to lead their horses through the gate. It was just wide enough for a two-person carriage to pass through. Within lay a wide area with stables to one side and what appeared to be barracks to the other. The ground was earth, packed down hard from numerous feet and hooves. Beyond stood the Hall itself, all pink stone and thick glass windows. A solid door stood open at the front yet revealed little of the interior, just shadows.

About a dozen men occupied the open area wearing the same uniform as Gregors, and a few more came hurrying from the stables to attend to their mounts. All packs were carefully removed and placed on the ground.

“I hope we will be accorded the respect we are due, and a servant will be assigned to carry our bags inside. Even in a backwater fort, I would expect that at minimum.” Beitris’ voice was filled with disdain, and although she spoke low, it was loud enough for Elin and Kamaria to hear. Kamaria turned her head slightly towards Elin and rolled her eyes theatrically. Elin had to suppress a giggle.

“Do you think anyone would notice if we left her here?” she asked.

“They will pay us to take her away with us, more likely!” Kamaria returned.

Movement at the door drew Elin’s attention back. Seven people had exited the Hall. They all wore grey and gold uniforms, though the woman to the front had a purple sash at her waist. She came forward alone and gave a formal, though shallow, bow of greeting.

“Welcome, visitors. It is an honour to greet guests from so far away. Jarla Solvej has granted you the courtesy of making rooms available. For freshening up before she meets with you. I am sure you must all be travel weary and would welcome a change of clothing and a bath.” Somehow the woman managed to convey a hint of disdain without a change of facial expression or tone.

“That would be most welcome,” Kamaria replied with her politest smile.

“I wonder what the rooms are like?” Kai’s voice was soft in Elin’s ear and full of speculation. She swallowed as a delightful shiver ran through her.

The six other attendants hurried forward at a peremptory signal from the lady and grabbed packs. One or two struggled under their loads but politely refused any help.

“These attendants will show you to the guest wing and bring refreshments shortly. I will fetch you later when Jarla Solvej is free and you are suitably refreshed. Oh, and you are expected to relinquish all weapons in the entrance hall.” With that, the purple-sashed woman spun on her heels and withdrew inside the Hall. The mages and rangers left to follow the silent attendants.

The entrance hall was nothing remarkable. A wooden floor, plain walls, and steel wall brackets for the torches. Ordinary torches with orange flames that flickered as they passed by. Earthenware pots containing miniature green trees or tall flowers that had yet to bloom lined the edges of the area. No grand staircase graced the entrance hall, just doors that led away into the interior. Four guards stood against the walls, watchful eyes glued to the visitors. One of them opened a door at his back and stepped towards them.

“Place your weapons in this room. Please. You understand that we cannot allow complete strangers to keep their weapons in the place of governance for all of Ferranzia,” the guard announced firmly.

Most of the mages were not affected by this decree, as their weapon was their magic. However, the rangers were not so happy.

“They will be taken care of, won’t they?” Thornleigh asked, standing close to the guard. He was taller and broader, but still, the guard kept his composure.

“Of course. I know how important a weapon is to a man.”

Thornleigh nodded in approval and unbuckled his sword belt before marching over to his pack – the servants had halted just inside the entranceway whilst this process was underway – and lifted his bow and quiver. Then he made his way to the open door and peered inside. He made a noise of vague satisfaction and disappeared within. With a few mutters and deep sighs, the other rangers followed suit. Brann cradled his bow and glared at the door and the guards.

“I’m sure they will look after it like it was a baby, Brann,” Tristan said, slapping Brann on the shoulder.

Once all their weapons were stowed, the guard made a great show of locking the door and pocketing the key.

“Quite safe,” he said, patting his pocket.

“Hmmph,” Brann murmured with a deep furrow in his brow. 

“Please, follow us now.” The quiet voice came from one of the attendants, though Elin couldn’t tell which one. She and the others followed them to a door at the left side of the entrance hall. A corridor stretched out before them. Windows on the left allowed a glimpse of the yard to the front of the Hall. The passage turned right and opened into a long, carpeted area with cushioned benches, some low tables, and pots of flowers. The flowers appeared hastily picked as some stood askew. The arrangements had been created for their benefit. Leading off this seating area in all directions were doors – the guest wing. 

With quiet efficiency, rooms and packs were assigned to the correct mage or ranger. When Kai attempted to place his bags within the same room as Elin, the attendant refused. She kept her eyes downcast as she asked if they were husband and wife.

“No, but what—”

“I am sorry. I have my orders.” The girl was becoming distressed.

Elin laid her hand on Kai’s arm. “As long as we have rooms next to each other, it will be fine.” With her eyes, she tried to tell Kai that it hardly mattered if he was assigned a different room. It wasn’t as if they would be locked in.

Kai huffed and relented, entering the next room quietly enough. Elin heard Zahara’s raised voice further along, arguing with another attendant about sharing a room with Nevina. Elin quirked her lips. No matter what the attendant decided, nothing would keep those two apart.

Elin followed her attendant into her own room and thanked them absently as they placed her bags down and withdrew. The room was not as well appointed as in Skiring or Governor Zhang’s home. It was larger than her lodging at Draoheach and had burnished wood floors with blue, pink, and black rugs scattered across it. The bed was neatly made with a large chest at the foot. A narrow window let in a dim light that left strange patterns across the walls and ceilings as it scrambled through the ripples and bumps of the glass. Elin paced over to the window and peered out, laying a hand against its cool surface. She could see little through the uneven surface. 

A knock on the door made her jump. Her brows drew down. It couldn’t be the attendants with food already? The woman had suggested they had time to bathe first. Elin strode to the door and pulled it open. Kai stepped inside and closed the door behind him, his eyes glowing mischievously. Though when he spoke, his voice was serious.

“I am quite certain that my bath is not at all suitable. I came to check on yours.” 

Elin’s lips curved upwards as, still with an utterly serious expression, Kai took hold of her hand and pulled her towards the opening on the far side of the room. Inside sat a large claw-footed bath with pipes resembling the ones at Draoheach.

“Hmm,” Kai murmured, pretending to examine the bath. He turned back to Elin, undid her cloak, and dropped it to the floor. He slid his hands up under her tunic, so they rested on the skin of her back. His hands were warm and firm and his scent, presence, and the touch of his fingers as they stroked along her sides all enveloped her.

“Do you think your bath is suitable?” he asked huskily. “I think we might need to share, though. Just so they don’t run out of hot water.”

Elin pressed herself closer to Kai, a giggle turning to a soft release of air. “I think we will just have to make the best of it,” she agreed.

***
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Later, Kai gently ran a brush, and then his fingers, through her long hair. He gathered it and let it fall.

“Your hair is amazing,” he said. “Like all the colours of autumn.” A grin spread across his lips. “Or a kadjur hunting cat.”

Elin’s lips twitched. “I think I prefer the hunting cat to a bunch of dead leaves,” she said. “Now, you’ve messed it all up. You’ll have to brush it out again,” she told him severely, before ruining the effect by giggling.

“Yes, my lady.” Kai bowed low and solemnly began brushing her hair again.

Elin laughed. She had missed being alone with Kai on the journey here. “I don’t suppose you know how to braid?”

“I could learn,” Kai replied with a lopsided smile.

Soft voices sounded from out in the communal area when they were both dressed and Elin’s hair braided into neatness once more. 

As the two exited they were met by milling mages, rangers, and attendants bearing food. A few eyebrows raised at the sight of them leaving the same room. There were also a few grins, knowing glances, and smirks. However, Elin
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