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To my agents Jodie and Emily, whose navigation skills were vital in helping me find my way through the wilds
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SONG

They shouldn’t have been out on the snow.

‘The snow hides death,’ the Fira people would claim, one of the many cheerful sayings taught to their children as soon as they were old enough to learn. And with good reason. The snow was a deadly place to be.

But the ball wasn’t that far away.
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A quick jog and grab, and it would be theirs. And yet it might as well have been a million miles away. There it sat, a dark speck against the endless white plain. The four children looked at it in silence. They didn’t move. They didn’t dare. Each of them was tense, ready to run at the slightest noise.
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Ash, the smallest of them, gave a shiver, and tucked his hands under his armpits, trying to soak up all the warmth he could from his furs. His breath puffed out in a white cloud. Next to him his friend Flare sniffed, and wiped the snot dribbling from his nose with his sleeve. Flare always had a snotty nose. It was almost as if he wasn’t used to the cold, which was strange, really, as there hadn’t been a warm day in living memory.

‘We could get that,’ he said, sniffing his large nose again. ‘It’s not that far.’

And it wasn’t. But still, no one moved.

‘You get it,’ Shyne told Flare, her freckles doing nothing to soften the hard scowl that seemed forever etched into her face.

‘What?! I’m not going out there! Ryse kicked it over the battlements – it should be him who gets it!’

‘Ash passed it too hard! He always does – he lost loads of balls when he lived with me,’ Ryse said, his chubby cheeks raw from the chill.

‘Yeah, he lost all mine when he lived with my family too,’ Shyne agreed.

‘OK, OK! I pass too hard. I get it!’ Ash said.

‘Anyway, it’s your stupid ball,’ Ryse pointed out to Flare.

‘Exactly! It’s my ball, and I want it back!’ Flare retorted.

‘There’s another ball back at yours, Flare,’ Ash said, trying to stop the argument. ‘Why don’t we just play with that? We’re already too close to the snow – we’re not meant to be here …’ He was shivering terribly now, and not just because of the cold. He gazed at their Stronghold high above them, nestled safely on its cliff-top perch. From this distance it looked even smaller than usual, trapped and isolated amid its endless white surroundings. Ash wanted nothing more than to run back up the winding, raised wooden stairway and in through the front gates. Back to safety.
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‘Ash is right. Leviathans have been seen about, Lurkers no less, and I don’t want to become any stupid Lurker’s breakfast …’ huffed Shyne.

‘We’ll just be a second!’ Flare snapped.

Still no one moved. A cloud passed over the morning sun, strengthening the shadows across the snow plain. It got colder. Quieter. There wasn’t a sound. Nothing, except for the whispering of the wind, and the occasional sniff from Flare. The cold breeze bit into Ash’s face.

‘Guys –’ he began.

‘FINE! I’ll get it! WOW, you guys are such cowards!’ Ryse said. ‘Keep watch. If the grown-ups see, they’ll kill me.’

‘It’s not the grown-ups I’m worried about …’ Ash muttered. Looking out at the snow, he saw only unbroken, glistening white. It didn’t seem possible that anything could be hiding beneath. But that’s what Lurkers do best … they hide.

Ryse stretched his arms out and rubbed his hands together, preparing to make the trek to the ball. It was probably a whole two hundred steps away. That was far. Far enough to have the children shaking in their boots.

After a moment’s hesitation Ryse finally made the first careful step off the wooden platform and on to the snow.

He froze.

The other children held their breath.

Nothing happened.

The children breathed out in relief. As quietly and quickly as he could Ryse trotted over to the ball. His ulk-fur boots made a gentle pff pff pff pff noise as he padded through the snow. He was about a hundred steps away from the ball now.

Fifty.

Twenty.

Ash could barely watch, yet he couldn’t bring himself to look away. Sweat trickled down his neck, despite the cold.

Ten steps.
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Five steps.

One.

‘I’ve got it!’ Ryse cried, hoisting up the ball. He quickly covered his mouth with a hand, shocked at the volume of his voice.

‘Bring it back!’ Flare whispered as loud as he dared. With a nod Ryse began to jog back.

‘He’s gonna make it!’ said Shyne.

Ash laughed in relief.

Then: FWOOM!

Snow erupted into the air like water from a geyser. The children staggered back as freezing slush rained down on them. Out of the snow-chasm rose three large shapes. ‘Lurkers,’ Ash gasped, his voice strained with fear.

The creatures were wet, sleek and serpentine, longer than two men, with six frost-white eyes that blinked slightly out of order, and gaping jaws filled with ice-sharp fangs and drool-slick tongues. Despite their graceless scrambling gait, they moved with terrible speed – so quick, in fact, it was hard to make sense of their spiny crests, scrabbling claws and whip-long tails – they just looked like a writhing mass of horror to Ash.
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‘They’ve cut him off!’ Shyne screamed. And she was right. The Lurkers had blocked Ryse’s path back to the village and were already racing hungrily towards him. Ryse was frozen to the spot in fear.

‘We need to tell the grown-ups!’ Ash yelled, but he needn’t have bothered. A lookout on the watchtower above had already seen the commotion.

‘LURKERS!’ he bellowed. ‘HUNTERS, TO THE BATTLEMENTS!’

Meanwhile the Lurkers were nearly upon Ryse, who simply stood there, whimpering in terror.

‘Ryse, RUN!’ Ash yelled at the top of his voice. This seemed to snap Ryse out of his trance. He dropped the ball and began to sprint, trying his hardest to skirt round the approaching Lurkers.

Suddenly a hungry, violent noise grew, echoing across the plain, terrifying in its fury. It was the Song of the Lurkers. Harsh ragged howls and screeches pierced Ash’s ears, and his belly gave a sickening lurch as he felt the hateful emotions of the Leviathans. This was a war Song.

‘HUMAN. CATCH. KILL.’

Ash and the rest of the children clutched at their heads as the Song tore through them. The air round the Lurkers shimmered with blood-red energy, an aura of snake-like tendrils writhing and reaching for Ryse with as much ferocity as the monsters themselves.
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On the battlements Fira hunters used slings to launch rocks at the beasts, but they did little damage as they bounced off their slimy hides. Cumbersome harpoon launchers fired too, but the beasts were too close to the wall and the giant harpoons flew wide of their mark. One Lurker was almost upon Ryse, its jaws open wide … but before it could chomp down on him, another Lurker leaped in its way, determined to be the first to get the meal. They fell in a tangled mess and collapsed to the ground in a wave of snow.

Ryse used the opportunity to sprint round the writhing mass. He headed straight for the wooden platform where the children were waiting in terror.

‘COME ON, RYSE!’ Ash shouted.

Ryse ran as fast as his little legs could carry him. The monsters finally untangled themselves, snapping and hissing at each other in frustration, before continuing the pursuit. Ryse was nearly at the platform, but the Lurkers were inches behind him.

‘They’re … they’re coming this way!’ Flare said. ‘I don’t want my ball that much!’ And with that he turned tail and legged it up the staircase, Shyne close behind.

Ash, however, remained, waiting for Ryse with his arm outstretched. Ryse finally made it to the platform and grabbed Ash’s hand. Ash pulled him up, screaming, ‘GO, GO, GO!’ Together they ran up the rickety stairway that led back to the safety of the village gate. But they’d only taken a few steps when a Lurker tore through the wooden posts that held the stairs aloft, shattering the wood in a shower of splinters. The staircase gave out a low groan before it started toppling towards the snow.

‘Keep going!’ Ash shrieked. The two boys tried to outrun the collapsing stairway, but they were too slow. The stairs trembled and swayed beneath them, and then Ryse lost his footing, sliding down towards the waiting jaws of the Lurkers below.

‘HUNT.

KILL.

EAT.’

‘HELP ME!’

screamed Ryse.

Ash didn’t know what to do. Ryse had managed to catch hold of the step, but the stairs were falling down round them. The gate was still so far away. The hunters were streaming through it, but they wouldn’t make it in time to help. Ash’s head spun, and the sight of the writhing Lurkers below made his belly churn.
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Ash was desperate. Desperate to survive, but that wasn’t all. He could feel an overwhelming urge bubbling up inside him, something that had been tugging at his spirit for as long as he could remember.

It was the desire to sing.

It would have seemed crazy, absurd, funny, even, had he not been feet away from a pack of ravenous beasts. But it also felt like the most natural thing to do. He couldn’t have said why, but deep down inside he felt certain he could stop this if only he sang at the Lurkers – something to fight back against their terrible Song. He could see no other way out.

I shouldn’t.

His people would exile him for sure. All the terrible rumours … they would be proved true. He would show himself to be the monster the Fira had feared him to be for so long.

No. I can’t … I won’t. I’m normal!

The stairs creaked and groaned as they drew the boys closer to the gaping, snapping maws below. Ash gritted his teeth and made a decision. He opened his mouth …

And then there was a terrible thwack, and below them a Lurker reared up, shrieking in pain, an arrow protruding from one of its many eyes. The creatures spun to face their attacker, and Ash followed their gaze. A hunting party had returned from the wilds, and they were racing across the snow towards the children. At their front stood Ash’s guardian, the mighty yeti warrior Tobu, bow in hand, already reaching for another arrow from his quiver. As he approached he shot Ash a terrifying glare – almost as if he’d somehow sensed Ash was about to sing.
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Even among all the chaos, Ash’s heart sank. Another thing I’ll be in trouble for.

‘THIS WAY!’ the hunters called, waving their hands, whooping and making as much noise as they could to attract the Lurkers. ‘COME ON, YOU HORRIBLE THINGS!’ The Lurkers howled and scrabbled towards them, and the hunters scattered in different directions so the frantic Lurkers didn’t know who to follow. Almost immediately a large harpoon from the battlements tore into the side of one of them, pinning it to the ground with a deep thunk. It screeched a final blood-curdling scream before going limp and still. Blue lifeblood began to envelop its entire body, like frost freezing over a puddle, and in mere moments the creature had turned into glistening ice. It was dead.

Realizing the danger they were in, the remaining Lurkers dived under the snow, burrowing away and out of sight, their prey forgotten.

Ash felt the world go quiet, silent but for the sound of the hunting party rushing towards him and Ryse.

They were the last thing he saw before his head hit the wood, and everything went black.
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A RUDE AWAKENING

Song Weaver.

The name had flashed through Ash’s mind like an accusation the moment he’d blacked out, and now he turned it over and over in his head, dimly aware that someone – no doubt Tobu – seemed to be gently carrying him home. The term was like a shadow, following him wherever he went. And Ash didn’t even know what it meant. He just knew it was bad news.

Truth be told, Tobu was just the latest in a long line of reluctant guardians who had been tasked with looking after Ash since his parents had disappeared. His parents had been Pathfinders, a fact that filled Ash with both pride and sadness. Pathfinders were fearless traders, and also the last hope of human-kin, a final effort to connect the scattered Strongholds into some sort of unified civilization. Only a few years after he had been born, Ash’s parents had set off aboard their sleigh, the Trailblazer, leaving him in Alderman Kindil’s care as they had so many times before. It was the last the Fira ever saw of them, and so began Ash’s time being fostered by the Stronghold. Before Tobu he had been living with Charr and her family, and it had all been going fairly well. Right up until he’d sung.

Song Weaver …

Ash knew he shouldn’t have. The Fira were so scared of Singing – of Song Weavers, whatever they were – that music was forbidden in the Stronghold. And there had already been rumours going around about who Ash was – what he was. But he had done it anyway.

In Ash’s defence he had only sung a lullaby – the lullaby his parents had used to sing to him before they left. Ash couldn’t help singing it to himself as much as he tried. The urge came so often, he rarely realized he was even doing it.

Ash would sing it for comfort, to feel like his parents were still around. It was almost all he had left of them after all. He would hum it quietly to himself when he pulled on his animal-hide tunic and fur cloak in the chill mornings. He’d sing it under his breath while at lessons, learning to hunt, practising archery and hunter sign language – though he would clap his hands over his mouth when he became aware of the fierce looks the other villagers were giving him. He would roll the few words he remembered through his head at night, a warming blanket of memory to send him to sleep. It was innocent. It was harmless.

But that wasn’t a good enough excuse.

Not for his guardian, Charr, at least, who had whipped Ash right out of his bed and taken him to Alderman Kindil’s stone-lodge in the dead of night. ‘He was Singing!’ she’d whispered, her voice strained with fear.

‘I-I wasn’t!’ Ash had squeaked in a very small voice. It was a lie, but it was all he could think of to say.

‘I can’t do it, alderman!’ Charr had said. ‘I have children of my own to think of. I can’t risk it. My home is no place for a –’ Charr’s eyes darted from side to side, as though she was afraid to say it – ‘a Song Weaver.’

The hairs on the back of Ash’s neck had prickled. That name again.

Ash had stood beside his guardian before the large wooden doors of the alderman’s lodge. Warm, inviting light spilled out through the opening the alderman stood in, but he made no motions to invite them in.
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‘I am no coward,’ Charr continued, though she had certainly looked scared. ‘But I am no fool either. The Leviathan attacks are getting worse. Every winter that passes, they get more hostile, and we lose more of our people. You can barely hear yourself think for their Singing these days – and the boy Sings more ’n’ more too – just like them! The Leviathans hate us, and they’ll use the boy for evil, you mark my words. I’m sorry, but he can’t stay with me.’

Alderman Kindil, the large, imposing hunter-leader of the Fira people, had let out a long sigh. He looked tired. While he might have had shoulders as wide as a sleigh, his beard was touched by grey and wrinkle lines etched his face, creasing his many scars. The air of wisdom and strength he carried was only slightly ruined by the big fluffy slippers he was wearing.

Ash had felt like his heart was in a terrible, painful grip. The tears were becoming harder and harder to hold back. Moved on again …

Seeing his expression, Charr had reached out as if to hold him, to comfort him, like she had used to. But she had hesitated, before pulling her hand away. ‘I am sorry, Ash. Truly.’

Kindil had scratched his head, thinking. ‘Although he has broken Fira law, I can’t imagine his singing was anything more than some childish rhyme he’s made up.’ Ash had gazed up at the alderman with hope, but was met with a look that suggested he was still far from off the hook. ‘As much as it pains me I clearly cannot persuade you to look after the boy. But it is the duty of the Fira people to care for Ash. If you will not look after the child, we must find someone who will.’

Ash’s face had flushed red with shame. He knew the alderman was running out of options. He had gazed at the still, empty village round him. Passing Pathfinders considered it to be a small Stronghold compared to those further south, and Ash guessed that must’ve been true, but it was the only Stronghold he had ever known. It consisted of fifty or so stone dwellings that surrounded the alderman’s central lodge, like a protective ulk herd, all nestled behind the high stone walls, sat upon a snow-covered cliff that raised the Stronghold from the dangerous snows below. Tall watchtowers stood at each corner, connected to the walls by bridges made of stone or ice – stoic sentinels that guarded against the hidden enemy that threatened them all. The Stronghold also had a tannery and a sleigh dock (which was empty more often than not), but that was pretty much it. Everyone knew everyone and they did what they could to help one another. You had to when you practically lived on top of each other and were cut off from everyone else in the known world.

Ash had spotted a giant walking close by, carrying a large ulk carcass over its shoulders as though it were nothing but a sack of redroot. The figure had snow-white fur, a long tail, and was clad in ornate armour, a spear slung over its muscular back. It was Tobu, the mysterious yeti-outsider. All Ash knew about him was that he’d been cast out from the yeti lands in the World’s Spine Mountains years ago and been accepted into the Fira Stronghold before Ash had been born. Yeti were rarely seen outside their own lands, and were rightfully respected as powerful warriors. Even Alderman Kindil had to look up at him, and Kindil was the biggest man in the Stronghold by far.

Ash was scared of Tobu. Most of the Fira were.

Kindil must have spotted Tobu too, as the next thing Ash knew, he was hailing the beast.
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‘Tobu!’ Kindil called. ‘A word, please?’ Tobu looked surprised, but strode over and grunted a greeting, his white fur matted with the blood of the ulk he was carrying. ‘Tobu,’ the alderman began, ‘you are a valuable member of our Stronghold, a staunch defender of our walls and an unsurpassed hunter. We are happy to have you.’ Tobu seemed a little taken aback at the compliments, but nodded his thanks. He was a yeti of very few words. ‘You will remember that you swore an oath to do whatever the Stronghold required of you in return for sanctuary within our walls?’

‘I remember,’ Tobu had said. For a creature so large, he had a very quiet voice. This made him all the scarier to Ash, who took a step away.

‘Well, the Fira have great need of you now. This boy, Ash, needs a guardian, to raise him, to protect him, to turn him into a strong Fira hunter. I’m delighted to announce that this guardian, Tobu, is now you.’

Ash’s heart felt like it had stopped. Tobu dropped the ulk carcass, which fell to the snow with a sickening thwump. The yeti flexed his considerable muscles, balled his huge fists and gritted his fangs, taking in a deep breath. Even Charr looked like she might intervene.

No, no, no, no, no! Ash thought in desperation. This can’t be! Anyone but him! PLEASE. He’ll have me for his dinner! I don’t want to become boiled-boy broth!

‘I-I must object,’ Tobu’s deep voice rumbled, holding up his blood-soaked hands in protest. ‘I’m no childcarer. It is …’ The yeti had looked at Ash with distaste, Ash careful not to make eye contact. ‘It is a task that I am not equipped for.’

But Alderman Kindil was having none of it. ‘Now, now,’ he said, raising his hand. ‘We have taken you in, Tobu. We have given you a home, safe from the terrors of the wilds. And in return this is what you must do for us. I thought a yeti’s oath was as immovable as the mountains from which they hail?’

A low growl came from deep within Tobu’s chest. He breathed hard, his nostrils flaring. But finally he relented, giving a small nod. ‘It is so.’

‘Excellent!’ the alderman cheered.

But Ash had thought it anything but.

And over the next month Ash had become quite familiar with that feeling. Tobu’s draughty watchtower home lay on the outskirts of the village, just beyond the Stronghold’s eastern wall, the small space they shared filled with the strong, bestial, tangy scent of the yeti. It was cold and lonely out there, away from the village fires, with only a long, narrow bridge of ice connecting the tower to the rest of the Stronghold. All Fira children were trained in the arts of survival, but Tobu trained Ash harder than anyone else in the Stronghold, and he made it quite clear how he felt Ash’s progress was going. ‘I have seen rocks with more agility than you,’ he had said.

Indeed, the morning of the fateful Lurker attack had started like any other – with Tobu shaking Ash awake at the crack of dawn, violently swinging his hammock to and fro.

‘It’s so early …’ Ash had groaned, squinting at the cooing pigeons who lived in the rafters of the tower.

Tobu grunted. ‘Let us hope it is not too late to make you into a hunter.’

Tobu had been as keen as ever to fit in a training session before breakfast. ‘Breakfast’ was perhaps a bit of a strong word – it was more a collection of roots Tobu had gathered, still dirty and unwashed from the wilds. Including redroot, Ash had noticed, pulling a face. Ash hated redroot. It was the favourite food of the Fira people, who respected strength and perseverance above all else. Like them, the redroot was tough, and it required great amounts of strength and perseverance to chew the stupid thing. And just like the flames that the Fira worshipped, the redroot was as hot and spicy as placing a burning torch in your mouth. Passing Pathfinders would trade the Fira furs and fabrics for it, but always with slight reluctance.

‘I don’t really like redroot,’ Ash had said. He wouldn’t normally complain, but Ash felt like he needed to make a stand against at least one of the bad things that was happening in his life, even if it was just his breakfast.

‘Thought all Fira liked redroot,’ Tobu had replied.

‘I don’t think I am Fira. Not any more,’ Ash mumbled. Ever since he’d been chucked out of Charr’s dwelling, the villagers had given Ash a wide berth, whispering what he’d done as he passed. They avoided making eye contact with him, and if they did, their smiles would quickly disappear. Ash had become used to this, but it didn’t stop him from feeling like he had a stone in his stomach. I don’t even know what I’ve done wrong, he would think to himself. It can’t just be my singing, can it? I know I’ve broken the taboo, but it was just a lullaby. I’ve never hurt anybody!

‘Don’t eat it then,’ Tobu had said, picking up a wooden stool that seemed no bigger than his giant hand. He laid it down carefully and managed to almost delicately balance his considerable bulk on to the seat, the stool’s wooden legs creaking and straining. He tucked into his own redroot. With grim satisfaction Ash noticed a spice-induced tear well up in one of Tobu’s eyes.

Ash had tried to take a bite from his root, but the ruddy thing was so tough he had to gnash and gnaw at it, until he finally succeeded in ripping a bit off, his hand slamming painfully on to the table with the sudden release. He had held his throbbing hand, looking down at his plate and breathing hard.

‘I have told you before,’ Tobu noted, ‘you must practise patience and perseverance, boy – you must –’

‘Why did you leave your clan?’ Ash interrupted, deflecting another lecture. Tobu was very fond of them. But Tobu said nothing. He crunched through his root.

Ash tried again. ‘What are the yeti clans like?’

‘Eat,’ Tobu answered, furrowing his brows.

Ash gulped down a piece of the root he’d been chewing for at least ten minutes. He took another bite and winced. So Tobu wasn’t in the mood for chatting then. No surprise there …
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After they had choked down ‘breakfast’, and Ash had floundered his way through another lacklustre morning training session, it had been time to join the other children of the Stronghold for yet more delightful training. Tobu and Ash had walked into the village together, as Tobu was going to join the daily hunt for food and supplies vital to keeping the Stronghold alive. As they parted, Tobu had given Ash what was clearly meant to be an encouraging push to send him on his way, but instead sent him flying.

Ash could’ve sworn he saw the closest thing to a glimmer of humour he’d ever seen in Tobu’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Ash. It is easy to forget just how light and frail you are. I will do better to remember.’

‘Hurry up there, young Ash!’ called out the cracked, elderly voice of his teacher, Light Bringer Hayze, who stood close by with the other giggling Fira children. ‘’Tis no time to be lounging in the snow; you have a lesson to attend. Yes, yes, indeed!’

Light bringers, the clerics who spoke with the fire spirits, were responsible for keeping the flames of the Stronghold alight, which was sometimes the only light the village had in the dark, cold north of the Snow Sea. They were also charged with bringing the light of knowledge to the Stronghold’s children.

‘Now gather round, children. If you blizzard-babies don’t want to end up as monster food, I suggest you clean out your ears and listen good to what I tell you, yes, indeed!’ declared Hayze as Ash joined the rest of the class atop the southern wall. The old man leaned on his staff, sunstone shards hanging from his furs like glowing amber rain. He nodded at his own wisdom, flecks of spittle glinting in his beard. ‘To be a hunter – to leave the safety of our walls – is to face near-certain death!’ The children gulped as one. ‘As you all know, there is no greater enemy to the human-kin of the scattered Strongholds than the Leviathans. Lurkers, Hurtlers – no matter their type, they’re all deadlier than starvation, worse than any Wraith raid. Yes, more deadly even than the freezing fury of the Ice Crone herself!’ Hayze gestured dramatically at the barren snow plains around them. ‘The ravenous beasts hide under the snows, always watching, indeed, always waiting, ready for anyone brave or foolish enough to set foot upon the snows. To survive such a threat you must learn the tried and proven secrets of the Fira hunters, passed down for generations, indeed!’

As he spoke the light bringer paced in front of the class, his chin frantic in motion as his mouth pulled up a line of drool that had tried to get away. Ash stood beside Ryse, Shyne and Flare, the only children in the Stronghold who didn’t seem to believe that he might be a Song Weaver. They were the closest thing he had to friends, and they were all doing an outstanding job of avoiding eye contact with Hayze in case he asked them a question.

Suddenly one of the children called out in alarm, pointing over the side of the battlements. ‘Light bringer! Wh-what’s that?’

The snow below had been disturbed. Something was moving underneath it.

‘Aha! What did I tell you?’ crowed Hayze. ‘They’re here! Gather round, children, and you will see something so awful it may turn your hair as grey as mine.’

Ash was shoved hard as the class surged forward to get a closer look. ‘Outta the way, Song-freak!’ sneered Thaw, a lanky, smug-looking older boy. Thaw was by far Ash’s least favourite person in the Stronghold, followed closely by his guffawing, boot-licking lackeys Raze and Frai, who stepped in line behind their leader. Ash said nothing, but got as far away from the bullies as he could before peering over the battlements.

The children held their breath.

All was still.

All was quiet.

Then: ‘THERE!’ cried Hayze in his most spit-spattering whisper. The snow had surged forward, leaving a trail behind it. There was something below, something that had sensed the sounds of the Stronghold, perhaps the vibrations of the western gate creaking open as the hunting party had set out. The trail moved fast, snaking towards the Fira cliff. The children gasped.

Ash’s throat had gone dry, his fingers gripping on to the stone wall. The trail was almost there – it was so close, and then suddenly … a tiny little snow hare popped his head out from under the snow.
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The children let out a collective groan of disappointment. The hare hopped over to the base of the cliff, twitching its nose. It left a few little droppings to show that the cliff did not interest it, and with a last adorable twitch of its nose it burrowed back under the snow out of sight. Hayze cleared his throat. ‘Yes, well. Ahem. Of course, the Leviathans are unpredictable beasts, and you can’t always be certain when they’ll attack. But rest assured they WILL, yes, yes, indeed!’

‘Erm … sir?’ one of the children said, pointing at their friend who had had a bit of an accident in the heat of the moment.

‘Spirits above, what a mess!’ Hayze had cursed, pulling at his beard. ‘This is not how you become a brave hunter, no indeed!’

‘Come on,’ Ryse had hissed at the gang. ‘This’ll take a while. Fancy a quick game of sparkball while the old man’s back is turned …?’ The friends smiled at each other. Of course they did. And what could go wrong?

As it had turned out, rather a lot.
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THE SOUND OF WIND

Ash came to with a start, gasping and thrashing before realizing he was back in the safety of his hammock, no longer dangling for his life above the hungry jaws of Lurkers. He must have passed out properly after Tobu had brought him back to the watchtower. His head hurt, and he felt as though every muscle in his body had been thumped by a walloping walrus.

After getting dressed, Ash pulled back the hanging furs that offered him the smallest amount of privacy and found Tobu waiting for him on the other side, frowning with a confusing mixture of disappointment and concern. Ash waited, but the yeti said nothing.

‘Tobu, I-I’m sorry,’ Ash said at last. ‘I know we shouldn’t have been messing around out there. I tried to tell them, but –’

Tobu interrupted. ‘You must learn to control the urge.’

Ash was confused. ‘What? To play sparkball?’

‘The urge you have to sing,’ Tobu growled.

Ah.

‘I didn’t –’

‘You nearly did. I saw it in your eyes.’

There it is, Ash thought. Proof Tobu has super-yeti senses. You can’t hide anything from him!

‘You were moments away from ruining everything for yourself. For us both,’ Tobu said. ‘You know the Fira laws. You are forbidden to Sing. And it was no mere child’s song that nearly escaped your lips.’

How did Tobu know all this? ‘No – but … it felt like I had no other choice! I wanted to save Ryse … to save myself … and I-I don’t know why, but I felt like singing would’ve helped, as if … I dunno … as if … singing would’ve … calmed the Lurkers down …’ Ash trailed off, realizing how ridiculous this must sound.

‘It does not matter what you felt. You know the rules, and you must obey them.’

‘When the Leviathans Sing … I can hear them. I can hear them saying things,’ Ash confessed.

For the briefest moment Tobu looked shocked.

Ash went on. ‘I tried telling one of my other guardians about it once, and they just looked at me like I was insane. But I’m not – I know I’m not. The Leviathans talk to me … and I think I could sing back if only –’

‘No.’ Tobu’s voice was low, but firm. ‘You must never do that, Ash.’

‘What do you know about it anyway?’ Ash mumbled, deliberately too quiet for Tobu to hear.

He heard it all the same. ‘Enough to know you should never Sing. Whatever you might feel, you will need to find other ways to defend yourself against the Leviathans, the same as the rest of us.’ Tobu turned and headed towards the weapons rack that leaned against the wall. His every move was filled with strength and purpose, reminding Ash just how scared he was of his new guardian. Tobu chose a sling from the rack. ‘Come,’ he said.

Ash was aghast. More training?! ‘I was nearly eaten today! Can I not have a bit of a break?’

‘Do you want to be a hunter?’ Tobu growled. ‘Do you want to survive the next time a Lurker attacks you?!’

‘Y-yes,’ Ash replied in a small voice.

‘Then come.’
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Ash squinted at the pebbles Tobu had piled up as a target a fair distance away. He took a steadying breath, then began to swing his sling, the stone pulling at the cord, forming wide swooping circles.

‘You’re too tense. Breathe,’ Tobu advised, standing ominously behind him.
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I am breathing, Ash thought, his temper rising. I’d have trouble being alive if I wasn’t.

He let the stone fly, and watched it gracefully arc into the air, then clack off a nearby boulder. Ash cursed.

‘You’re too impatient. You’re not concentrating as usual.’ Tobu really was excellent at telling Ash what he was not good at.

‘I’m much better with a bow!’ Ash complained (though this was not entirely true).

‘You are not using a bow. Focus.’

Ash huffed, then placed another stone in the pouch of the sling.

‘You must listen to what the world is telling you,’ Tobu said. ‘Feel the shift of the snow beneath your feet, the sturdiness of the earth far below that. Feel the caress of the air around you, the way it cradles you, moves you. Listen to the sound of the wind, and what it’s saying.’

Tobu was meant to be teaching Ash how to survive, and he was talking about wind!? If Tobu wanted to hear wind, he should hang out with Flare.

Still, Ash tried having a little listen. He heard the wind all right, but it didn’t seem to want to tell him anything. He felt the snow underneath his boots, sure, he felt how cold it was, and how much he wanted to go back inside. He felt the air, sharp and harsh with every breath he took.

He released the stone, and missed the target again.

And again.

And again.

Spirits, he hated slings. He ground his teeth in frustration.

‘You’re not listening!’ Tobu growled.

‘Well, it doesn’t help when you’re yelling at me!’

Tobu looked as though he was about to yell something, then stopped, and sighed. ‘It was wrong of me to shout. But did the Lurkers stop roaring as they hunted you?’ Ash remained silent. ‘They did not.’ Tobu answered for him. ‘It is when things are most chaotic that your focus must be at its strongest.’

With that Tobu took the sling from Ash, gave it one smooth swing and sent the stone flying towards the target, neatly knocking off the top pebble. Ash became aware that his mouth was hanging wide open.

Handing the sling back to Ash, Tobu climbed up the ladder back to the watchtower.

‘You can do it if you concentrate. Continue until you hit the target – you might surprise yourself.’

Unlikely, thought Ash.

And he turned out to be right.
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KEEPSAKES

Later that night – much, much later – Ash slumped into his hammock, exhausted. He’d finally managed to hit the stupid target, and pain cramped his calloused fingers. High up in the rafters, Tobu lay silent and still in his hammock. But despite how tired he was, Ash could not sleep. Every time he closed his eyes he saw slithering serpentine bodies, glistening fangs and frantic rending claws.

Tears burned their way down his cold cheeks. The Lurker attack had been terrifying, and he wished more than anything that someone would just hold him and tell him it would all be all right. He thought of Tobu and laughed bitterly under his breath. Not likely … It was at times like this that Ash missed his parents the most. He might never have known them, but he felt sure that they must have loved him and would know how to comfort him now.

Where are you? he called out in his head. Mum, Dad … I need you.

Rubbing at his eyes, Ash got up, dressed and slipped out on to the watchtower roof, the chill air biting into his furs. The village lay ahead, so close and yet a world away. Ash had always felt disconnected from the other Fira, but he now felt further away than ever. He could see lantern light shimmering behind the high walls, shining like stars amid the night sky, the only light within uncountable leagues. It looked comforting, Ash thought, beautiful, even, if a little lonely. Or was that just how he felt?

The clustered dwellings were too numerous to count. And yet, no matter how big the village seemed, when you were forced to remain behind its walls, it began to feel very small indeed. It began to feel a lot like a prison.

It might have been cold, but Ash rather liked it up here on the roof.

It was peaceful … and it was the only place he could go to secretly listen to the mysterious Songs that were carried to him upon the icy breeze.

And he was in luck, for tonight the Leviathans were Singing in chorus.
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Unlike the rest of the Fira, Ash found the sound soothing. He couldn’t hear what they were saying – maybe they weren’t saying anything – but the Song itself was calm and mournful, the deep howls and eerie keening a world away from the rabid war cry they’d screamed that morning. As snow whipped through his messy black hair, Ash dug inside his furs and pulled out an ocarina. It was the one gift his parents had given him before they disappeared, and he treasured it.

He raised the ocarina to his lips. No one would hear him play up here. Not if he played quietly.

Besides, Tobu said no singing; he said nothing about playing instruments. Ash began to join the Leviathan’s melancholy melody. He allowed the Leviathan Song to envelop him, and, for a moment which seemed to last an age, it took him to another place. Somewhere away from Tobu, away from his loneliness, away from his problems. A place where he felt safe. A place that felt like home.

And despite what Ash had been through earlier that day, he felt the familiar craving to answer it with a song of his own.

Ash pulled the ocarina away, and shook his head to clear it, to try to break himself from the Song’s spell. I have to stop doing this. I have to. It’s dangerous. Tobu made that clear enough.
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He settled for murmuring his parents’ lullaby under his breath.

‘This is not farewell, this is not goodbye,

Our love for you will never die,

Over the horizon, to Mother Sun’s light,

We’ll be waiting to hold you tight,

Walls can be broken, and left behind,

Follow the paths and you will find …’

He could only remember a handful of the words, but he was positive the melody would be something he remembered forever. Ash’s heart swelled every time he heard it, the loving message wrapping him in a blanket of calm, protecting him from all the terrible things that had shaken his world. It felt like there was a kind of magic to the words, a magic that filled him with hope. And sometimes when he sang he thought he could see vague, blurred visions of faces. And if he tried hard enough, he could sharpen the edges. Like the memories could be touched, and lived in.

Warm, cosy firelight. Two smiling, happy faces, looking down at him with nothing but joy. They were his parents, he was sure. But just as it seemed like they were crystallizing into focus, they would blur again, lost to the blizzard of time, and Ash would be alone again.

Sometimes he even dared to believe the lullaby was a message left by his parents, some kind of hidden secret telling him where they had gone and why. He had obsessed over the lyrics he remembered, going round and round in circles, trying to find their meaning.

Walls can be broken, and left behind,

Follow the paths and you will find …

It wasn’t hard to think it was telling him to leave the walls of the Fira Stronghold, and perhaps head east, towards Mother Sun’s light … She did awaken in the east after all. But of course that was impossible. East, west, south or north, no one got far beyond the walls, not even the hunters. There had to be more to it, something he was missing.

But deep down he knew it was all nonsense. It was a fantasy born of his loneliness.

After all, it was only a lullaby.

Suddenly a shadow fell upon him.

Ash whipped round and with a gasp saw Tobu standing behind him. The images of his parents’ faces still burned in his mind’s eye, but they were disappearing like ghosts in the sun.

‘I told you not
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[image: The adventure continues in Frostheart 2: Coming Soon]
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