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Chapter One
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Ember

The day had begun innocuously enough, but then again, all infamous days of fear and horror

do, in my experience. And this one was no different.

“Ember, have you seen Ione?” my best friend, Axan, asked me as he came over. He dropped his books on the table and sat down opposite me on the oak bench, brushing his wavy, strawberry-blond hair from his cornflower blue eyes with a pale hand. 

I shook my head. “Not since this morning,” I said, glancing across the quiet dining hall. “You can see her later, though—she’s guarding the SongStone with me tonight. Tag along and you can catch up with her then.”

“I might do that,” Axan nodded, opening a book. “Or I could get you to pass on a message for me.”

“Give her your own message, idiot,” I said, grinning at him and tucking a strand of light-red wavy hair behind my ear.

He put on a feigned expression of indignance. “I am your senior EvenSong. You should treat me with respect and do as I say. I am twenty.”

“As of a couple of months ago. And so am I, now, too. I’m only just behind you, so you can forget it. Deliver your own message.”

“The impudence of these young Songs,” he said, flashing me a grin. “Just because they hear the LandSong they think they can get away with anything, but I’m only letting you get away with it because you’re like a sister to me.”

“And I only speak to a senior EvenSong like that because you’re like a brother, Ax.” For a moment, a little stab of pain hit my chest. My brother...

Axan didn’t notice and started studying his book.

The LandSong had first come to me on my tenth birthday. Initially, the melodious, enchanting music of a distant harp and flutes on the evening of that birthday had confused me, until I’d realized the time had come for me to finally hear the Song of the Land. Many times, my brother had told me how my eyes had glowed for the first hour after my birth, as they did for all Songs, so I knew it would happen one day. Being born in the evening, I was destined to be an EvenSong.

I looked up and out of the dining hall windows to the scene beyond, admiring the beautiful view across the sweetly perfumed gardens of the SongHall in the golden light of late afternoon. A breeze swayed the brightly colored flowers and lush green shrubs lining the pathways up here on the top of the garden plateau. You could spend hours wandering along the verdant oval spiral of terraces, with their waterfalls and pools, that ran around the plateau on their winding journey to the SongHall at the summit. The lush vegetation and water attracted a plethora of wildlife, all living together in peace and unity; nature as it should be, in balance and at its best.

“What did you do this morning?” Axan asked.

“I was in the library, studying the history books on Canticum,” I said. “You know I found one on the Songs and the history of the SongHall. It wasn’t very big, and it looked old. It had a faded red leather cover and gold lettering, but it had various rites in it that legendary FullSongs could perform.”

Axan scoffed. “For the Song’s sake, FullSongs, indeed,” he said, shifting in his seat. “Like they ever existed.”

“They’re supposed to have been real, even if it was centuries ago,” I said defensively.

“Whatever. Did you see Prince Lysander while you were in there?” Axan asked. “Apparently he was in the library today, meeting with the HeadSong about something.”

I shook my head. “No, I didn’t,” I said. “I’m beginning to think the HeadSong is mentoring him as well as the Songs, he spends so much time here.”

“But he can’t even hear the LandSong.” Axan put his book aside. “Have you noticed how he also spends quite a lot of time with Quinn?”

I nodded. “Perhaps he’s trying to learn more about the LandSong and how the Songs help protect the land and its people—after all, he will be King of Canticum one day.”

“True.”

I glanced out the window and down toward AllSong Palace, the home of the Queen of Canticum and Prince Lysander. It lay far below in AllSong City, which surrounded the base of the SongHall’s plateau. The jumbled homes of the citizens sat nestled together in their various shades of beige sandstone. The palace sat proudly amongst them, its white towers reaching into the sky, green flags fluttering at the pinnacles of their majestic peaks. Beyond the city, the sun reflected off the Song Sea before the mainland rose to take its place, grand and verdant as it spread to the horizon.  

“Do you know who else is on guard duty tonight, Em?” Axan asked, glancing toward the servery from where the smell of cinnamon and apples drifted on the air. 

“Me, Ione, and Quinn,” I said.

“Who’s the DawnSong?”

I shrugged. “No idea. Quite often it’s Calix, but he’s in bed with flu, so it won’t be him tonight. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Axan grunted. “You best hope it’s not him,” he said, glancing in the direction of the dining hall entrance. “Or you’ll have a miserable night.”

I followed Axan’s gaze. Phoenix stood in the doorway. The DawnSong caught my eye as I looked in his direction, and frowned at me. I smiled back politely, the sun streaming in the window behind me, illuminating his body.

I didn’t actually know Phoenix: not properly. No one did. He rarely spoke to anyone, and only ever looked at me to scowl, although what I’d done wrong, I didn’t know.

My gaze raked over him as I took in his light beige skin, the color of sand, glistening in the rays of the setting sun, and his tied back, shoulder-length dark brown hair which sometimes escaped at the sides. He held his tall, lean, muscular frame in an almost regal way as he carried his sword on his back, the straps wrapping themselves over his broad shoulders and chest. I hesitated as I reached his eyes. Eyes that harbored an old hurt, a sadness even, that lurked deep within his purple irises like an open wound that would never heal—and never failed to tug at my heartstrings. 

“I don’t think he’s quite that bad,” I said, turning back to Axan as Phoenix made his way to the far side of the dining hall and sat at a table alone. The DaySongs, Lily and Eirene, glanced at Phoenix, whispered to each other, and started giggling. Phoenix ignored them.

“He’s proud, aloof, and too reserved for my liking,” Axan said with a sniff. “Typical DawnSong.”

“You don’t even know him,” I said. “Leave him alone, and he’ll leave you alone.”

“He leaves everyone alone. He doesn’t have any friends, at least not close ones.”

“There’s Calix. He’s friends with him.”

Axan sniffed. “If you can call it that. Phoenix prefers his own company.”

“Then he won’t be bothering you, Ax, will he?” I glanced back toward Phoenix. Reading a small leather-bound book, he ignored all around him. He was an enigma.

“Hey! Stop gawking at him. I said, ‘Do you fancy some apple pie?’” Axan asked, getting up.

“What? No. And I wasn’t gawking,” I snapped. Maybe I was. “I’m going to have my evening meal soon. If I have pie now I won’t have room for it a little later.”

“There’s always room for pie.”

“You’re always thinking about your stomach. You’re just like Quinn.”

Axan shrugged. “I’m a growing man. I need plenty of food to sustain me.”

“You’re a pig.”

“And you are far too frank, my Lady EvenSong. I’ll be back in a minute.”

I sighed, smiling as I watched him make his way over to the servery. We’d both arrived at the SongHall on the same day eight years ago. We were both twelve-year-old Songs, wet behind the ears, with no idea what our calling would mean for us both, or the responsibility involved. Even now, my powers as an EvenSong sometimes confused me. The two of us had quickly become close friends, to the point he’d become like a brother to me.

I swallowed.

Axan stood at the servery chatting happily to Nessa, one of the serving girls. She smiled at him, her face flushing as she talked. I frowned. He’d better watch out there.

My fingers suddenly tingled. A distant harp began its early evening song, clear and bright, quickly joined by a flute, then another, their melodies winding around each other in a dance of joy. My irises burnt and eyes warmed for a moment as the power of the LandSong’s EvenSong filled me. High above in a tower, the SongBell chimed once for the changing of the Songs.

“Why do your eyes always glow so brightly when your powers start?” Axan asked, returning with a large piece of delicious smelling cinnamon and apple pie, and a glass of water.

“How should I know? It’s not as if I can see them,” I said, half wishing I’d told him to bring me some pie after all.

“Their lilacky-blue glow sometimes seems to be brighter than the sun.”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” I frowned. “I didn’t even see your eyes glow.”

Axan choked as he swallowed a mouthful of pie and grabbed his water, taking a swig. “That’s because you weren’t looking at me when they did.”

“You know, it’s never seemed fair to me that we, and the DawnSongs, only hear the LandSong for four hours each day, and the Day and NightSongs get to hear it for eight. Why isn’t the LandSong divided equally between us?”

“Probably because dawn and evening don’t last as long as day and night, plus our powers are stronger, Em.”

“You think so? I’d have thought being a DaySong, able to nurture the plants and animals, was fairly powerful. And what about the NightSongs’ healing powers? They can turn barren soil to fertile earth, even heal people. Aren’t they strong?”

Axan scooped some pie onto his spoon. “Of course they are, but being able to control the weather like a DawnSong, or light, heat, and fire like us EvenSongs, is far more powerful, don’t you think?”

“But we can’t use our powers for as long,” I huffed, not convinced. “And I’d like to travel like the other Songs do.”

He sighed. “You do get to travel sometimes.”

“Only once a year for a couple of days so we don’t go crazy. That doesn’t count, Ax.”

“Traveling isn’t our thing.” Unperturbed, he took another mouthful, then spoke as he ate. “That’s for the others. EvenSongs protect the SongStone, you know that. The Stone channels the LandSong, keeps the land in balance with nature. Without it, the whole of the natural world would suffer and collapse. The Stone lives here, and we have no choice but to stay close to AllSong and the SongHall because of it. That’s our fated task. The others may help us guard it, but ultimately, the SongStone is our responsibility. We wouldn’t want someone making off with it, would we?” He shuddered.

I grunted. “I suppose you’re right.” I glanced over at Phoenix. “But I’d still like to travel.”

****
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Just before nine o’clock in the evening, Axan joined me as I made my way to the SongChamber. The LandSong was about to leave me, and all the other EvenSongs, and would move on to the NightSongs, and to Ione. She stood in the antechamber, drumming her fingers impatiently on the wall as she waited for us, her deep brown eyes lighting up as we walked in.

“I thought everyone was going to be late,” the NightSong said, her light sepia skin glistening in the torchlight that surrounded us. Her angular face cast strange shadows over her skin. Although just over a year older than me, she stood several inches shorter, which had always irked her.

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m never late. And this one has tagged along to see you.”

Ione narrowed her eyes, flicking her black ponytail over her shoulder. “Why? What do you want?”

“I need to talk to you about next week’s SongPageant,” Axan said, “You know, the one we’ve been put in charge of for the Songs that are graduating?”

Ione groaned. “I hoped the HeadSong had forgotten he’d mentioned that to us.”

Axan shook his head. “No, he’s not forgotten.”

“Damnation.”

I smirked. This would be the second graduation since Axan and I had finished our training and started taking our turns guarding the SongStone, something we all took very seriously.

“We need to arrange a time tomorrow to sort everything,” Axan continued.

“Fine,” Ione said with a nod. “I’ll see you in the library tower at nine.”

“Sounds good.”

“So, I’m stuck with you two tonight, am I?” Quinn’s voice cut into the room. The twenty-three-year-old DaySong sauntered into the antechamber. His dark eyes, almost as black as his short hair, sparkled in the flickering light. His deep sepia skin and his nearly six foot, heavy build, made many fear him, but I only knew him as a puppy—a sometimes grumpy puppy—but a puppy all the same. “Right you are, then.”

“I think we’re the ones stuck with you,” Ione said, giving him a mock glare.

Quinn laughed. “That’s my Ione. On form as usual.”

She grinned back. “Of course.” She frowned. “Actually, I’m surprised you’re here—I heard you had one of your fearsome migraine headaches.”

He shrugged. “It passed quite quickly today,” he said. “For a change.” 

“So, do you know who the DawnSong is tonight? Because they’re going to be late,” I said as the door to the SongChamber opened and the previous Songs, who had been on guard, filed out.

“It’s me.” Phoenix entered the antechamber, his ever-present scowl directed at me as usual.
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Chapter Two
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Phoenix

I followed Ember, Ione, and Quinn into the SongChamber for our guard duty. The torchlit room stood at the top of the SongHall tower with views over the city below. At this time of night, AllSong City reminded me of the night sky with its lights twinkling like constellations. Tonight, though, the far western side of the city appeared brighter than normal, and I didn’t believe it to be because of the newly risen full moon. Golden-red light flickered in the distance. I frowned. What was happening over there tonight? Some sort of party?

I glanced around the room. At the center, on a plinth, sat the all-powerful SongStone. At just over two inches across, it would sit happily in the palm of your hand. The round, warm-brown Stone shone in the light, its colors reminiscent of the earth with swirls and streaks of lighter, golden colors that glistened and shimmered, making it appear like a living eye. It had become legendary, like the FullSongs who could once wield its power. Ordinary Songs couldn’t use it. We just protected it.

Ione and Axan chatted on the far side of the room—although why he’d come here this evening, I didn’t know. It was Ember representing the EvenSongs tonight, not him. I caught Ione’s deep brown eyes glow as the LandSong passed from Ember to the NightSong. Time for our watch to begin.

Ember stood talking quietly to Quinn. Her wavy, light-red hair, very close to Axan’s in color, fell slightly short of her shoulders, shifting as she moved. Her body tensed as she glanced in my direction. The white scar she had—that ran from an inch above her left eyebrow, missing her eye, and resuming for another inch or so below to her freckled cheek— didn’t diminish her looks, but rather enhanced them. At least to me, it did. She’d been lucky not to lose her eye when the long-ago incident had scarred her. 

Two years younger than me, she was a striking young woman, but I knew little about her. Although the Songs trained together we’d rarely spoken, but then I never really spoke to anyone unless I had to. I stayed on the fringes; I found life easier that way. I hadn’t ever really attempted to make friends here. The closest I’d come to a true friend, a mentor even, was Calix, but I kept him at arm’s length, too. I contented myself with being in AllSong, and away from North Port. That’s all that really mattered to me. Besides, I didn’t know who I could trust these days. 

I squinted at Ember in the golden torchlight, my eyebrows knitting together. Whenever I saw her, she always seemed to be bathed in bright light—maybe it had something to do with her being an EvenSong, but she always appeared to glow, and I had to squint to look at her. I studied her—three or four inches shorter than my six foot, she had a lovely figure, not that I really cared about that sort of thing, girlfriends and the like. None of that interested me in the slightest. I didn’t need the added complications of love. Not that fraternizing with other Songs was allowed. That was against the SongRules. And to fully love and Join with someone, as it was called for the Songs, meant you would lose the LandSong forever, and I had no intention of doing that. I loved it too much, and what’s more, the LandSong was my protection.

“You think we should have a parade? All the way up from the city?” Ione’s eyes looked ready to pop out of her head.

Axan shrugged. “Why not?”

“Because it will take forever to get up here,” she said, fiddling with the gold embroidered cuff of her black and navy NightSong’s tunic. 

Because of our vigil, all the Songs were in their appropriately colored formal tunics with black britches and boots. Ember even had a golden thread in her hair running through a small plait she had at the right side of her head, alluding to the EvenSongs’ special bond with the Stone. Having been discovered centuries ago by an EvenSong, they had been its formal custodians ever since.

All the Songs had different tasks, along with their different powers. Mine was to protect the land through the weather.

Ember’s eyes met mine as I walked over to take my place beside her.

“Good evening,” she said, a little smile flickering at the edges of her lips.

I nodded, “Good evening.”

Since Ember had arrived at the SongHall eight years ago, there had been two things about her that had mesmerized me. Firstly, her cheery disposition always made her seem like a bubbling spring of happiness. Secondly, her lovely, deep lilac-blue eyes made me want to drown in them. Whenever I glimpsed them, I felt a little spark of warmth in my chest—but I couldn’t fathom why.

“Are you filling in for Calix tonight?” she asked. “I hear he has the flu.”

“Yes. On both counts.”

“I hope he’s not too ill?” She crinkled her nose up in an attractive manner.

“No.”

She grimaced slightly, a little cloud passing across her face; she’d obviously hoped to coax a little more from me. I didn’t want to get into some deep conversation. It wasn’t my style. I’d always been reserved; my upbringing had seen to that.

I glanced out of the window again. The red-gold light in the distance had expanded further across the city. Strange. A little shiver ran down my spine. Songs alive. It couldn’t be, could it?

“Maybe Calix will—”

I cut her off, grabbing her arm.

“Look.” I pointed out of the window.

“What?” She followed my gaze and gasped. “By the Song, the city’s alight!”

As she spoke, the SongBell started to ring, only it wasn’t the single chime to signal the changing of the Song, but the spinechilling sound of the alarm. The crash of the antechamber doors bursting open echoed in the SongChamber and I instinctively drew my sword as Ember grabbed her own, her eyes wide.

“AllSong is under attack!” The HeadSong swept in, his umber skin crinkling around his gray eyes, his gray cloak swirling about him. “You must protect the SongStone and get it away from the SongHall. Now!”

“Surely we’re safe on the plateau?” Ione asked, knife in hand. “We can defend it well enough from whoever is attacking.”

“No one’s safe anywhere.” 

Lysander, Prince and heir of Canticum, stepped into the room, chest heaving. Three years older than me, he had the bearing and confidence of royalty. His eyes caught Quinn’s as he looked around the room, the sword in his hand stained red with blood, and his muscles taut.

“Has the Empire of Leaves decided to invade?” Ember asked. “I thought we’d sorted out our differences.”

“No, not the Empire ... it’s the Rotian,” he said, his thick, dark brown, wavy hair in his eyes, sweat beading like diamonds on his light beige skin.

“What?” Quinn blanched. 

“Are you sure, Your Highness?” Axan half-whispered. “I need to get to—”

Lysander nodded, his light blue eyes slightly wild and his handsome face strained as he gasped for breath. “They breached ... the west walls a short while ago and started ... setting fire to anything they could.” The Prince’s rich blue and silver tunic in the colors of the Royal House of Canticum had bloodstains on the front, and looked somewhat dishevelled. Had he run up here from the palace? 

I glanced back out the window. I should’ve realized sooner that the golden-red glows were fires taking hold of the city, the evening breeze only serving to fan the flames this way. Below me, on the garden plateau, fighting had already broken out; Songs fought for their lives—and ours. Some fell as the Rotian cut them down. Although not my friends, they were fellow Songs, and I clenched a fist at the senselessness of it all.

“But the Rotian?” Ember asked, her usual sunny expression replaced by a strained, pale face. “I thought they were rumor, myth, and certainly nowhere near here.”

“We always knew they may return,” the HeadSong said, his white beard and long white hair shifting in the breeze coming in the window. “They will never rest, never rest, until he is recalled to this world. We just had not expected it now.”

“He’s real?” 

“Yes, my dear, I’m afraid so. And if he is released, as the six of you are here, you must find a way between you to bind him once more, only this time for good. But enough, we can tarry no longer. They will be here soon. They are coming for the SongStone, and we will not let them take it.”

“What do we do?”

I glanced at Ember. Her lovely eyes had a determined look in them—she was incredibly loyal to the LandSong and I rather pitied anyone who tried to take her on.

“Flee AllSong, and take the SongStone to the SongMaster on Albion Isle,” the Prince said.

I looked sharply at Lysander. Albion Isle sat far too close to North Port for my liking, and my stomach twisted at the prospect of going anywhere near there again, but the Prince’s grim face made any discussion impossible.

“But if the Rotian are coming up the road, how will we get past them?” Quinn asked, his fingers playing anxiously with the hilt of his sword.

“There is a secret passageway that will take you down inside the SongHall plateau and out into the city,” the HeadSong said, rubbing his chin. “I will show you. You must make your way to a boat I have at a secret location, and escape across the Song Sea to the northern coast, and travel north from there.”

“You’re not coming?” Ione asked, eyes wide.

“I cannot. I am too old to keep up with you. This appears to be your destiny, not mine.”

The ring of distant swords, and the shouts of men fighting, drifted in the windows.

“You have no time to lose,” the HeadSong said. “Come, this way, come. Axan, bring the SongStone.” He handed Axan a velvet bag.

“Me?” Axan hesitated, taking hold of the bag. “For the Song’s sake...”

“You are the eldest EvenSong here, and it is your responsibility now.”

“But Ember—” Axan glanced at her.

“Is your junior,” the HeadSong said. “You are the senior EvenSong. This is your burden now. Bring the SongStone.” The HeadSong strode out of the SongChamber, Lysander following in his wake. 

Axan glanced at Ember, then reached out and carefully took hold of the SongStone and placed it in the black velvet bag the HeadSong had given him. 

We left the chamber, weapons drawn, hurrying after the HeadSong and the Prince, the sound of fighting getting ever closer. The metallic smell of blood and death hung in the air, and my muscles tensed at the prospect of having to fight our way out of here. But fight we would, all of us, because not one of us would give up the SongStone to the Rotian, and not one of us would allow them to bring him back from his sealed tomb.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Ember

My pulse thudded in my ears, and I tried to control my breathing as we ran down the tower steps, our feet echoing on the white stone stairs. Why Axan thought I should be responsible for the SongStone was beyond me. It was his responsibility now, not mine. I glanced at him as we hurried along. Although beside me, he appeared to be only in body, as his eyes and mind were far away somewhere else entirely.

“This way,” the HeadSong said, taking a torch from the corridor and ushering us into a storeroom at the tower’s base. Ione also grabbed a torch from near the door.

Lysander let us all go in first, then paused. I turned back as he stepped away from the door and swung his sword. It ricocheted off the steel blade of a Rotian. Phoenix lunged forward, striking at another, taking him down as Lysander ran his assailant through. The Prince and the DawnSong made quite a pair. They exchanged a tense grin, and joined us in the storeroom, Lysander grabbing a torch from the corridor before closing and locking the door behind him. 

A grating sound set my teeth on edge. The HeadSong had moved to the far side of the room with Quinn and Axan, and they were shifting a large stack of heavy wooden crates away from one side of the floor.

“Did you know about the secret passageway?” Ione whispered to me.

“What?” I shook my head. “No, I didn’t have a clue,” I said as a trapdoor appeared from under the crates.

The HeadSong opened the door.

“This will take you to the northern edge of the city, a short distance from the North Gate,” he said. “Go northwest until you reach the Song Sea. In a half-moon shaped cove, you will find a cave with a small boat and provisions.”

“Will this boat be big enough for all of us?” Ione asked anxiously.

The HeadSong rubbed his chin as he thought, then nodded. “Yes, yes. There will be plenty of room for you all.”

The wooden door rattled as a fist pounded urgently at it.

“We saw you go in, Phoenix!”

“Your Highness, please let us in, they’re after us!”

“Lily and Eirene,” Quinn murmured.

The banging continued as the DaySongs hammered at the storeroom door. Lysander and Phoenix looked at each other, and Phoenix’s hand went to the door lock.

“No!” The HeadSong reached out toward Phoenix. “You cannot. It’s too dangerous. The Rotian will be out there and we can’t risk them stopping you. Your mission is too important.”

“We can’t leave them out there to die,” I protested.

Eirene screamed, “They’re coming!”

“Go!” Lily yelled.

The sound of running feet followed by the ring of steel came through the wooden door.

Phoenix’s face blanched. “Songs alive. HeadSong, please...”

The HeadSong shook his head, his face grim. “Their destiny is not yours.”

Wide-eyed with horror, Lysander glanced at Phoenix.

A shrill scream echoed around the building, followed by a sickening thud.

“Lily!” Eirene screamed.

Eirene’s yell of fear and terror reverberated down the corridor. The hairs on the back of my neck rose. A shiver ran down my spine. Surely we could have helped them?

A sudden bang at the door made me jump as something—a body?—slammed against it ... once, twice, three times.

My blood froze.

Eirene screamed, “No! Plea-”

The noise of a blade slicing through flesh and bone filled the air. 

A horrible gurgle followed.

What I assumed to be Eirene’s dead body landed heavily on the stone floor outside the storeroom door with a dull thump. Blood seeped under the door making Lysander back away, a sick look on his face.

“Shift ‘er,” came a coarse voice. The sound of Eirene’s body being dragged away from the door followed. The door handle turned, rattled, but the locked door didn’t budge. “Locked. Move on. Find as many Songs as you can, and kill ‘em.”

I wanted to throw up.

Footsteps moved away. We all looked at each other in the flickering torchlight, the flames casting hideous shadows over our ashen faces.

“I-I need to get to Nessa, Em,” Axan whispered in my ear.

“You’ll never get to her now,” I murmured. “With any luck she’s escaped this, after all, she lives down in the city, doesn’t she?”

He nodded. “The southern side.”

“They came in from the west, so she’s probably fine.”

“I know, but ... I want to be sure.”

“We’ve no time to waste,” Lysander said grimly, striding past us, torch in hand, moving to the opening in the floor. “Quinn, you go first, then Ione. Axan, you go in the middle with Ember, Phoenix and I will bring up the rear.”

I’d never seen Ione look so ill. Her usual bravado had fallen away. Was she trembling?

“Go straight to the SongMaster on Albion Isle,” the HeadSong said. “Do not stop, do not tarry. Go directly there as fast as you can and give the SongStone to him. Do you all understand?”

We nodded. It looked as though my wish to travel had been granted, and now I didn’t want to leave the familiar SongHall—but staying wasn’t an option.

“Prince Lysander will lead you, but Axan, you are now responsible for the safety of the SongStone, the LandSong, and the whole of Canticum.”

Axan nodded, a wild look around his eyes. Rather him than me. There was no way I wanted to be responsible for everything.

“Now go, go,” the HeadSong said. “And take care. May the LandSong guide you.”

“Half an hour earlier and the EvenSongs could’ve lit the way for us with their powers,” Quinn muttered, grabbing a torch from a box in the store, and lighting it from Lysander’s. 

“I’m so sorry I can only heal and not produce light,” Ione grumbled. “Even your DaySong gifts are useless to us right now, so don’t have a go at me.”

Quinn grunted. “I’m only saying we could do with Axan and Ember’s powers.”

Axan flinched as Quinn led the way down into the tunnel.

“What’s wrong with you, Ax?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Axan said, following after Quinn and Ione, who had now both disappeared down the ladder attached to the shaft below the trapdoor, still bickering. 

Phoenix took another torch and the HeadSong lit it as I followed after Axan, the light of the storeroom quickly becoming a golden square above me as I made my way down the ladder.

“Good luck, Your Highness,” the HeadSong said.

“And to you—but what will you do?” Lysander asked.

“Cover the trapdoor and await my fate.”

By now I’d reached the bottom of the ladder, Phoenix joining me. He glanced at me as the HeadSong spoke, a look of sadness flickering in his eyes. I blinked tears away. The old man had been a mentor to us all, and now he was preparing to meet his death whilst covering for us.

Lysander climbed down off the ladder as the trapdoor shut, plunging the tunnel into darkness. The golden flicker of the torches illuminated our strained, fearful faces, the sound of the flames crackling and the distant dripping of water echoing around the musty tunnel.

“Let’s go,” Quinn said grimly, leading the way.

“Here,” Phoenix said, passing me his torch, the flames stuttering in the cool air.

“Don’t you want it?” I asked, taking it from him, his fingers catching mine.

He shook his head. “Might need this,” he said, indicating his sword.

“Thank you,” I nodded and hurried down the passageway with Axan. 

A short distance later we started down a set of seemingly never-ending steps. The staircase could’ve been going into hell itself, the way it went on and on, twisting around and around into the darkness. It could be dawn by now for all our surroundings could tell us, but I knew dawn was still hours away, and when it came, Phoenix’s eyes would glow and show he now heard the LandSong as he came into his powers. We climbed down in silence, each of us privately mulling over the shocking events we’d witnessed. Eventually, we reached the bottom of the staircase.

“We must be under the city now,” Ione said.

“At last. My knees are killing me,” Quinn muttered. 

“I think your knees will be the least of your concerns today.”

Quinn snorted. “You think so?”

“Unfortunately, I do.” 

“Is the Queen safe, Your Highness?” I asked, turning back to Lysander.

He swallowed. “I don’t know if my mother is safe, or not. I hope so, but she sent me from the palace to the SongHall the moment the city came under attack by the Rotian. So...” He shrugged.

Phoenix’s eyes clouded at the news; maybe he wasn’t as cold and aloof as I’d thought.

“She’s surrounded by guards. I’m sure she’s fine, Ly,” Quinn said, then flinched. “I mean, Your Highness.”

“Forget all this royalty business,” Lysander said quickly. “We’re going to be together for some time and all the honorifics will get rather wearing for all of us.”

“If you’re sure, Your ... Lysander,” Ione said, splashing through a stagnant puddle, the scratching of rats skittering away in the distance making me shudder.

“I’m sure.”

I knew the prince fairly well, but not well enough to call him by his first name. That had all changed with the Rotian attack. I wondered how many other things would change now because of it? All my belongings, not that I had many, lay back in my room in the SongHall. Would I ever see them again? All I had were the clothes on my back, and my weapons: a sword and knife.

Suddenly, everything felt daunting, overwhelming to the extreme, and I felt like the passageway walls were closing in around me. How could we possibly do what the HeadSong had asked? How would we evade the Rotian all the way to the SongMaster? I gasped for air, my lungs screaming for oxygen as it became increasingly difficult to breathe, waves of hot and cold rushing through me as terrifying thoughts tumbled through my mind.

“Deep breaths,” Phoenix said from beside me. I hadn’t realized he’d moved up to walk next to me as Axan had hurried on ahead, unaware of my erratic breathing. The DawnSong gazed at me intently.

“I-I can’t think straight,” I forced out.

“You’ll be fine, don’t worry. Just breathe.”

Never before had he said so much to me in one go, yet the worry and concern in his eyes said ten times more. I nodded, doing as he said as we continued along the passageway. It took a few minutes, but eventually I had control of my breathing again and the tunnel didn’t feel as if it was about to collapse on me. 

“We’re at the end,” Quinn said. “There’s a few steps and a bolted door.”

“Should we put the torches out?” Axan asked. “We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

“Good idea,” Lysander said. “Get ready to unlock the door, Quinn. Have you got a firm hold of the SongStone, Axan?”

“Yes,” Axan replied.

I held my sword at the ready as the others prepared their weapons. 

“As soon as we’re out, we head for the North Gate and on to the coast, understood?” Lysander asked.

We all nodded.

“The most important thing is that Axan and the SongStone get away from here. From now on, our first priority is to protect that Stone.”

My mouth dried as my pulse thundered in my ears at his words. An hour ago this whole scenario had been unimaginable. Now I found myself in some sort of hideous nightmare. I looked toward the door where Quinn had taken up position. What would we find on the other side of it? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but we couldn’t exactly stay here.

“Ready?” Quinn asked.

“Ready,” Lysander said, extinguishing his torch. Everyone followed suit. 

Quinn undid the bolts, the metal scraping, making me wince. He opened the door and the horrifying sound of shrill screams rushed toward us like rats leaving a sinking ship. Waves of acrid smoke and burning flesh attempted to smother us, and the metallic smell of blood assailed us as we stepped out into the city. Flames reached skyward all around from the buildings lining the street that the passage door had opened out onto. I turned back the way we’d come and glanced up. Smoke drifted across the sky, veiling the moon for a moment, before moving away and revealing its hidden shame. I gasped in horror. In the distance atop the great garden plateau, engulfed in flames, blazed the SongHall.
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“LandSong, preserve us,” Quinn swore, his hand on his sword, fingers caressing the hilt.

Ione glanced at him, a flash of irritation in her eyes as she adjusted her cuff.

“No time to gawk,” Lysander said, grabbing Quinn’s arm and looking around at the burning city. The look in the Prince’s eyes almost broke me. This was his city. His people. And they were dying right in front of him as the Rotian destroyed his heritage—and ours. 

I couldn’t actually see any of the Rotian in the vicinity, but the bloodied bodies of men, women, and children lay in the street, and the noise of fighting wasn’t far away. How many of these attackers were there? A whole army? 

Axan grasped a wide-eyed Ember’s hand. “For the Song’s sake, Em, come on, we need to move.”

Ione crouched down beside an injured boy. He lay in a crumpled heap in the middle of the street, unconscious. He’d sustained a blow to the head, his pinkish-white skull just visible through the deep gash on his temple where a copious amount of blood flowed down the side of his face, staining his shirt. “Maybe I can heal-”

“We have no time,” Lysander said, his voice close to breaking as he grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. “I may dearly want to help my people here, but you heard what the HeadSong said: no distractions. We have to get away now. If the Rotian get hold of the SongStone it won’t only be the people of AllSong that suffer, but the whole of Canticum.”

Ione swallowed. She nodded, unable to tear her eyes away from the badly wounded boy. We may well need her on this journey. I just hoped she didn’t get injured because NightSongs couldn’t heal themselves.

The sound of fighting got closer.

“Let’s go,” Lysander said, leading the way toward the North Gate.

We hurried along, keeping to the shadows as much as possible, heading for the gate. The scenes that greeted us at every corner only impressed on me the brutality and cruelty of the Rotian. They’d shown no mercy to the people, whether high or low born, old or young—I even saw one of the EvenSong’s bodies amongst the carnage. Houses and shops burned, their heat radiating out into the streets and alleyways. The choking smoke, the smell of blood and death, was all too familiar to me now, and nausea twisted in my chest. Too close to home.

As we reached the main thoroughfare, I caught a glimpse of the distant AllSong Palace. Fire had broken out in the grand building, licking at the great structure. High above it on the plateau, the SongHall, wrapped in flames, vied with the palace for the most horrific and appalling sight of this nauseating evening. I glanced at Lysander. His expression as he looked at his burning palace could only be described as one of pure devastation, for not only had he lost his home and many of his people tonight, but he had also possibly become Canticum’s king.

He looked at Quinn. “Can’t do this now,” he murmured. “I can’t...”

“Just concentrate on escaping, Ly,” Quinn said quietly, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about anything else at the moment. We simply need to get out of here.”

The Prince nodded, and followed Quinn and the others toward the gate with me bringing up the rear, checking around us for any potential trouble.

The closer we got, the more we came across citizens trying to flee, until a crowd stood between us and freedom. But the gates sat closed, and guarding them stood a dozen Rotian. Every time a citizen approached, they were immediately cut down. A group of six men lunged forward, yelling defiantly, only to meet a grisly end as the Rotian sliced and stabbed them, hacking them to death in front of their screaming families. Blood formed puddles on the stone road. The crowd roared, women shrieked, children cried, and most began to back away as smoke drifted amongst them. To my left, Ember disappeared into one of the few untouched buildings. Where was she going?

“What do we do?” Quinn asked. “We’ll never get through that lot.”

“The East Gate?” Ione asked.

Lysander shook his head. “It’ll take too long.”

“What about the South?” Axan asked, his eyes lighting up.

“Even longer. No, we must get through here, somehow. The HeadSong’s boat is to the northwest. We don’t have a choice. We have to get out this way.”

One of the Rotian yelled with pain. We all looked up. An arrow had buried itself in his right shoulder. Above me on a low rooftop, Ember swore. She raised her bow again and let loose another arrow. This one hit another Rotian in the leg.

“By the Song, I wish I had my bow. This one really pulls to the right,” she said. She raised it once again, arrow nocked, aimed, and let it fly.

I couldn’t help but smile. Where she’d found that bow, I had no idea, but she was obviously quite resourceful. The intense, righteous look on her face, visible in the flickering light of the fires, made her look like some sort of avenging spirit as her hair glowed in the red-gold of the surrounding flames. 

Another Rotian fell. The crowd took advantage of the situation that had suddenly turned against the city’s attackers, and surged forward, taking on the remaining Rotian, breaking through the gate and streaming out into the countryside. The Songs followed their lead, heading to the North Gate.

I glanced up at Ember. “Come on.”

She looked down at me, nodded and disappeared, a moment later exiting the building with the bow over her back and a quiver at her waist. I held my hand out to her. She hesitated a moment, then took hold of it and we ran for the gate. We didn’t stop until we were out into the open, moonlit countryside. After the smoke and blood, the night out here smelled of starlight. The heat of the burning buildings quickly faded, replaced by a cool, damp, salty breeze that blew in off the Song Sea, a stark contrast to what we’d just endured.

The crowd that had exited ahead of us scattered in all directions as they made their escape from the burning city. Where they’d go, I had no idea. AllSong City sat on a large island at the center of the Song Sea. They’d need boats to take them to the mainland, and I feared the Rotian may already have scuttled any that were moored in the harbors around the island. The people would be as trapped on the island as they had been within the walls of the city itself.

As we reached the edge of a small wood I turned back, half expecting to see Rotian on our heels, but there were none. Probably too busy concentrating on the center of the city. Ember paused, looking back too, the golden flames reflected in her shocked eyes. The palace and city continued to burn. The SongHall stood like a torch rising high above the city, flames reaching into the sky from its peak as if they could touch the stars, illuminating the surrounding landscape in a hellish orange-red. How many had died tonight? How many Songs had been put to the sword? I feared Calix would have been amongst them. My one ‘sort of’ friend.

“Why?” Ember asked, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

“I don’t know,” I said quietly.

She glanced at our still joined hands, and let go. 

“Sorry,” I said.

She looked at me, a little frown on her face. “No problem.”

“Good shooting, by the way.”

A little color returned to her cheeks. “Thanks. It was the least I could do, and we had to get out of there.”

The others had paused too, staring in disbelief at our burning home. 

“I-I can’t believe it,” Axan said. “Nessa...”

“She may be okay, Ax,” Ember said, stepping forward and slipping an arm around his shoulders. I watched the way she tried to comfort her friend, something no one had ever done for me.

“And she might not,” he mumbled, face taut.

“All this for the SongStone?” Ione asked, her eyes glassy.

“We can talk later,” Lysander said, a haunted look on his face. “We have to find that boat and get away before the Rotian realize the SongStone isn’t at the SongHall and start searching for us—because they will.”

Quinn narrowed his eyes, turning toward the Prince. “You know more about this than you’re saying, Lysander.”

“Not now, Quinn. Later. Once we’re away from here,” Lysander said, taking a deep breath and turning his back on his burning home. He headed into the trees. Ember and Axan followed, her arm still around his shoulders. Ione and Quinn exchanged puzzled glances and moved after them. I took one last look at the burning city, and joined them.

We hurried through the moon-bleached trees, trying not to trip on the shadowy roots and dead branches, forging on toward the Song Sea. Owls hooted in the distance; Nightjars answered their mates’ calls in the trees around us. Every now and then, the undergrowth rustled, the only evidence of wildlife out in the night.

“The animals and birds, they all know something’s wrong,” Ione said from ahead of me. “I can feel their nervousness, and there’s nothing I can do to ease their suffering. If it was a physical malady I could do something.”

“I’m not surprised you’re sensing it,” Quinn said. “Your NightSong abilities aren’t only about healing, you sense things too.”

“And I don’t like it. The land, the animals—it’s like they’re holding their breath, waiting for something awful to happen.”

“It already has,” Axan said grimly, brushing his hair from his eyes. “You’ll probably feel something of the sort in the daytime, Quinn.”

“And I’m not looking forward to it,” Quinn said, shifting a branch out of his way.

They weren’t the only ones who’d feel this. I would too, once I heard the LandSong at dawn. Only for me, I feared it would be
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