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Chapter One
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Ember

The sunny, warm day had begun harmlessly enough, just as another now infamous day of fear and horror had. But this day was different. This was far worse. I just didn’t know it yet.

I awoke next to my new husband. The sun shone through our inn window, the waves of the adjacent sea breaking gently on the beach below us, and the LandSong softly twisting its spiraling melodies of harp and flute in my mind. A beautiful, intoxicating sound.

My eyes snapped open.

The LandSong.

I wasn’t supposed to hear it now, let alone at dawn—I wasn’t a DawnSong, and if the rumors were true, I should have lost the powers associated with being a Song last night when Phoenix and I had Joined. So why could I hear it now? And at this time of day?

But it wasn’t just the LandSong. Something else felt different too. Not necessarily wrong, just ... different. I felt in tune with the weather, with the sea crashing in the distance. I could sense the gulls flying overhead, their cries of joy filling my mind. The grasses and trees outside the inn were calling to me, delighting in my presence. I could still sense the land as I had as an EvenSong, the stone, the rock, the very earth just as before, just not at this time of day. And I could sense nature as a whole, its health and purity.

This was so wrong. And yet so right.

I turned over and looked at Phoenix. He lay next to me, his bare, lean, muscular chest rising and falling where the covers had slipped back to his waist. The “G” brand on the light sandy-beige skin of his chest, given to him by the North Port Guild of thieves, glistened in the morning light. He was staring at the ceiling, his shoulder-length, dark brown hair—normally tied back with the odd, escaped strand at the side—was loose and dishevelled, his forehead furrowed, and purple eyes clouded.

“You feel it too, don’t you?” he asked in his rich voice without even looking at me. He was two years older than my twenty years, and the most handsome young man I’d ever known, and I couldn’t see that ever changing.

“I don’t just feel it, I hear it, too,” I said.

He moved over onto his side and looked at me. “You hear it?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “You hear the DawnSong?”

I nodded. “Not as loud as the EvenSong used to be, but it’s definitely there.”

He frowned. “You’re right, it’s softer than before ... but why? I don’t understand. I thought we were going to lose the LandSong, lose our powers, once we Joined last night. Not have them increase in some way.”

“I don’t understand it either,” I said. “It’s frightening, and yet wonderful too.”

He nodded, then took my pale hand and kissed it. “When we get to the SongHouse in Fourham we’ll see what we can find out. I don’t know what’s happened, but there is one thing I do know.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

“Last night was the most incredible night of my life, and I wouldn’t change it for anything,” he said, his eyes totally sincere.

I smiled at him and reached out to caress his cheek. “And neither would I. It was ... perfect. More wonderful than I had ever imagined.”

He raised an eyebrow. “So, you’d imagined, had you?”

Blood rushed to my face and I turned away. “Maybe.”

Phoenix pulled me back toward him until my face was just inches from his. “And so had I.” He slipped his hand into my tangled, wavy red hair and kissed me, slowly and languidly. “Hmm. You’re amazing.”

“So are you,” I said breathlessly. “I love you.”

He smiled. “And I love you, too.” He turned onto his back. “Do you think...” he hesitated. “If we can both hear the LandSong all the time—could we be FullSongs now?”

I took a sharp breath. “You think that’s even possible?”

He shrugged. “Well, you shouldn’t be able to hear the LandSong at the moment, and we both feel, I don’t know, different somehow. I guess we’ll see once the DawnSong finishes and the DaySong begins.”

“I’d always assumed that FullSongs were born—do you think that actually they were Songs who were changed after they Joined with each other?”

“I don’t know, but it would make sense I suppose.” He raised his left arm, resting the back of his hand on his forehead. “Maybe that’s what’s happened, and that’s what we are now.”

I nodded. Then frowned. His little tattoo was more obvious as he changed position, and I took a closer look at it.

“Your tattoo? What is it of?” I asked.

He twisted around to look at it on the inside of his upper left arm. “A rose, I think. I’m not entirely sure. It’s been there ever since I can remember. I asked Thom about it once, but he didn’t know what it was. I do know the Guild didn’t give it to me.”

“It’s quite beautiful, you know,” I said, studying it. It was a rose, opening up with a tiny “M” inside one of the two little leaves. Next to it sat a pale brown freckle that made it look like the rose had a third leaf.

He grinned at me, pulling me closer and into his strong arms. “You think so?”

“I know so,” I said, kissing him. Something niggled at the back of my mind, something about roses and arms, but I couldn’t place it. Never mind, I was too busy to worry about that right now. From the way Phoenix had wrapped his lean, muscular body around me and was kissing me, he obviously didn’t want to get out of bed just yet. And now, neither did I, especially as I could feel him hardening against my hip.

“You fancy going again?” he asked, gently chewing on his bottom lip as he gazed at me.

“Didn’t you have enough of me last night?” I asked winsomely. He’d driven us headlong into sweet oblivion twice in the dark hours, and the second time there had been no hesitation or nervousness about it, just a sure and steady diligence. He was purposeful, as eager as I had been, and thoroughly relentless. The pleasure we’d given each other, and derived from our love making, was beyond anything I’d anticipated. I was amazed he still had enough energy, and stamina, to consider it again already—I was impressed.

“I could never have enough of you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “We’ll be late for breakfast,” I said, trying, unsuccessfully, to suppress a smile.

“We can skip breakfast, and meet the others after. We’ll still be ready to leave when they are. We’ll just have to be quick.”

He was keen.

“You’ll have worn yourself out by then if you’re not careful. You’ll be shattered before we even leave the room.” I grinned at him.

“I certainly intend to try,” he said, his eyes sparkling and his pupils dilating. “If you’d like to?”

I nodded and smiled. “Always. I suppose we can, as long as we’re quicker than last night. We don’t have that long, even if we do skip breakfast.”

He grinned and straddled my naked body with his, his length hard for me. Leaning over, he brushed his velvet lips tenderly against mine, making my heart race, before opening them with his tongue and claiming my mouth with gentle intent. His mouth was warm, and I melted into him, wrapping my arms and legs around him, deliberately rubbing against him so he moaned. He pulled back a little.

“Quicker than last night? That won’t be too difficult,” he said huskily with an impish grin, lips red.

I couldn’t help but giggle, crinkling up my nose at him. “They were both long, drawn out affairs, weren’t they? And quite exquisite.”

“They were indeed. Well, let’s see what we can do about perfecting a short, exquisite version, then.” And he carried on where he’d left off.

His hand traveled down my side, his thumb caressing me as he moved. He broke our kiss, his lips blazing a scorching trail from my mouth to my jaw, down my neck and across my collar bone, then lower still. I sucked in a breath of delight as he paused in his ministrations, cupping my breast in his hand and bringing his lips to me, then licking, sucking...

“Em, you’re a delight,” he murmured, paying similar attention to my other side before moving lower.

“I may be,” I squirmed under him, “And I love what you’re doing to me, but you aren’t making this quick.”

He glanced up at me, a little flicker of a frown on his face. “You’re ready for me now?”

“Let’s see, shall we?” I suddenly shifted position, and he rolled onto his back with a yelp.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking control. You’re too slow.”

Phoenix huffed as I straddled him. “Em? What are you- Oh!” He held his breath as I guided him to me. Slowly but surely, I took him inch by glorious inch to the hilt. His body jolted, then he groaned deeply with delight as I settled on top of him. “Yes, you’re definitely ready for me. And you can take control more often,” he said, his voice husky. “Whenever you like...”

I carefully leaned forward and kissed his lips. “Whenever?”

“Whenever.” He groaned as I started to move on him. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” As I got used to the position and the glorious sensations sweeping through me like the tide, I moved with more purpose. He reached up, running his hands from my shoulders down over my chest. I gasped with delight as he teased me, then ran his hands lower, urging me on as he bucked his hips.

“You can ride me whenever you like, my dear wife,” he said, his voice coming out just short of a feral growl. “As often as you want.” Glancing at where we were joined, he groaned. “Beautiful. So beautiful.”

His fingers gently found the place I’d been hoping they would. I was already so sensitive to him that in a matter of moments he had me trembling, gasping with delight as he swept me toward ecstasy. Crying out softly, so as not to disturb anyone, I collapsed onto him, my body going limp as I clenched around him, waves of pleasure storming through my body. He moaned, jolting under me as I throbbed around him. As I started moving again, his hands went to my hips, urgently urging me to rise and fall until he arched his back, his breathing deep and unsteady as he held me to him, shattering inside me with a flood of warmth. My mouth found his, muffling his climactic roar, as I felt him pulsing deep inside me with his own ecstasy.

He wrapped his arms around me as I leaned forward on top of his chest, holding me to him as his body finally relaxed, totally spent, the desire and pleasure I felt, also moving within him. We stayed like that, clinging to each other for a few moments before I pulled back. Still breathing heavily, his eyes were dark, and slightly unfocussed with the haze of pleasure coursing through his veins.

When he spoke, his voice was still husky, his breathing heavy, “I want ... to be the only man ... to ever hold you like this. To ever ... love you like this.”

I smiled, gazing into his eyes. “You will be. I promise. And I want to be the only woman to hold and love you like this.”

The little lopsided smile that I loved appeared. “I promise that I’ll never love another. Never take them to my bed.”

“So, you don’t regret Joining with me?” I asked, grinning at him.

“That ... is the very last thing that I will ever do.”
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Chapter Two
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Phoenix

Ember rose from me, and collapsed on the bed. I pulled her to me, wrapping myself around her. I could lay like this forever, entwined with my new wife, tangled up with her. This time had felt quite different, with her in control, riding me with determination. It’d been quite erotic, especially when she’d come for me, come on me, in such an exquisite fashion. In fact, the last several hours, since she’d come to my room last night, had been amazing, and I was full to overflowing with love for her.

She turned toward me. “Quick enough?”

“Yes.” I ran my fingers through her hair. “It was delightful. You like the quicker version?”

“I like all of it. Fast. Slow. Everything in between.”

“Good, because so do I.”

As we finally dragged ourselves from the bed and dressed, I surreptitiously watched her, marvelling at the fact she had consented to be mine, that she loved me just as passionately as I did her, and I rejoiced in the fact that I was now hers. She glanced over to me and I looked away, my cheeks burning. Watching a naked woman dress and undress would take a while to get used to, but would be something I didn’t think I’d ever tire of, not if it was Ember.

“I know you were watching me,” she said, a mischievous, almost wicked, little glint appearing in her eyes, “But then, I was watching you, too.” She grinned at me, her lovely wavy red hair slipping in front of her eyes for a moment before she tidied it up. The white scar that ran from about an inch above her left eyebrow, missing her eye, and resuming for another inch or so below onto her freckled cheek, glistened in the light. A result of an accident when sparring with her brother, she’d been worried that it’d spoilt her looks, but to me, it gave her character and made her even more beautiful; and I’d told her as much.

“I can’t help it when the view is so beautiful,” I said, gazing at her soft curves. Now she was going pink. I still had my boots and tunic to put on but paused to yawn.

“I said you’d tire yourself out.” She giggled.

“Anything for you, my love.” I yawned again.

A sharp knock at the door stopped me in my tracks.

“Phoenix, are you in there?” Ione’s voice cut through the silence.

We both froze. Ember looked at me, her gorgeous lilac-blue eyes wide, and shook her head. Neither of us were ready to tell everyone about this yet, about us.

“Hang on,” I called back.

Ember dashed toward the bathroom, doubling back for her pack, and tunic that was lying crumpled on the bed. I quickly straightened the bed and, shirt still untucked and no boots on, went to the door. Once she’d pulled the bathroom door closed, I opened the bedroom door.

Ione stood in the hallway, the light from the window at the end shining on her light sepia skin and black ponytail, her hands on her hips. She was dressed in her tunic and britches, all ready for traveling. She looked up at me with a little frown on her angular face, narrowing her deep brown eyes. I was a year older than her, although sometimes you wouldn’t know it.

“What took you so long?” she asked indignantly.

“I was making myself decent,” I said, tying my hair back. “What do you want?”

She let it pass. “Quinn’s got one of his migraine headaches this morning, so we’re leaving late, probably after lunch, if that’s all right with you?”

“Fine.”

“Have you seen Ember this morning? I can’t seem to find her anywhere.”

Thinking quickly, I nodded, hoping my face wouldn’t turn red. “I went for an early walk. I had a fairly sleepless night and thought it might clear my head,” I said. It wasn’t all lies. It had been a fairly sleepless night. “I saw her as I got back here—she was on her way downstairs. She said she was skipping breakfast and going for a walk on the beach.”

Ione nodded. “She’ll probably run into Lysander then. He’s just gone down there, according to Tyrion. He can tell her what’s happening.”

I nodded.

“Well, I’m off to take a bath,” Ione said. “Didn’t get the chance last night. Someone else had already booked one. Anyway, I’ll see you at lunch, then we’ll move on.”

“See you later.” I watched her as she moved off down the corridor, then shut the door and locked it, leaning against it, my shoulders sagging with relief. She seemed to have been quite happy with that.

Ember appeared at the bathroom door, now wearing her tunic. She gave a little sigh, and ran over to me, flinging her arms around me. We hugged for a moment, then she started to giggle.

“Well done. You’ve thrown her off our trail for now,” she said. “But for a moment I thought you might have to explain why, having been out for a walk, you were just now getting dressed.”

I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “I didn’t think of that—thank the Song Ione didn’t either. I guess I’d have had to spin her another yarn if she’d questioned me.” I sucked my bottom lip as I looked at my new wife’s invitingly pink lips.

“Yes, you can,” Ember said.

“What?” I frowned.

“You can kiss me, then I’d better go down to the beach and find Lysander, or our cover will be blown.”

I gazed at her. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

“Because I was thinking it too,” she grinned, before going up on her tiptoes and meeting my lips with hers. We kissed for a few moments, then she dropped back down. “I’d better go. What are you going to do?”

“I think I’ll stay here and have a rest.”

Ember had been right. The exertions of last night, and now this morning, were catching up with me—that and the limited sleep we’d had. This seemed the perfect opportunity to make up for it and regain my strength. A little nap, lunch, and then we could set off.

“Told you so,” she smirked. “I’ll find Lysander, then come back and have a rest with you.”

I nodded.

“You could still go for breakfast if you wanted?” she said.

I shook my head. “Your brother might be there and as much as I like him, I don’t want to buckle under his questioning.”

“You wouldn’t buckle, and Tyrion’s a puppy dog. He wouldn’t question you.”

“He knows about last night, and boys talk.”

“Not when it’s about their sister they don’t.”

“Good point. But all the same, I think I’ll stay here,” I said, pulling my shirt off and moving back to the bed.

She hesitated for a moment, watching me, then stepped forward and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. “I love you.”

I smiled. “I love you too, Em.”

She grinned and then turned toward the door. She peered out into the corridor.

“I’ll see you soon,” she said, and shut the door behind her.
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Chapter Three
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Ember

I hummed to myself as I made my way downstairs. I could honestly say I’d never been as happy as this since I’d left home for the SongHall at age twelve, eight years ago. Even then, I wasn’t entirely sure I’d known a time when I’d been happier. I slipped out the back of the inn to avoid anyone who happened to be in the dining area, and stepped out into the bright sunshine.

“I wasn’t sure you were ever going to emerge.” Tyrion sat on a bench overlooking the sea, sitting in the shade of the building so as not to burn his pale skin.

“Shh! Ione thinks I’m taking a walk on the beach,” I said, hurrying over to my big brother.

He grinned at me, his thick, sandy hair hanging over his turquoise eyes. “She’s gone for a bath. So?”

“So, what?”

“It must’ve been rather good if you’ve only just left his room.”

I slumped down beside him. “Yes. It was rather. Although I’m not sure I feel comfortable talking to you about it.”

He snorted, flicking his hair from his eyes. “Don’t suppose he will, either. Not that I want the gory details—I just want to know the two of you are happy—him in particular, especially with what’s coming his way.”

I frowned. “What’s coming his way? What are you talking about?”

Tyrion’s oval face blanched. “He still doesn’t know, does he? I really should have said something before, but I never got the chance to speak to him in private, and I didn’t think it would really matter yet. But now the two of you are Joined it’s going to affect you, too. I should have told you before, Em, I’m sorry. Plus, I wanted to talk to Lysander at the same time, really.”

“Tyri, will you stop rambling and tell me what you’re on about?”

“Tyrion, are you out here?” Ione’s voice came from the inn.

“By the Song! She can’t find me yet. Tell me later,” I said, bolting from the bench and running off down the path to the beach before she could see me. I thought she was in the bath. She couldn’t have been that quick, surely? I sped on down to the beach, only slowing when my feet were crunching on shingle and sand. I paused to get my breath back, looking up and down the beach for Prince Lysander.

Prince.

Phoenix’s tattoo.

The Royal Rose Emblem?

My breath caught in my throat. No. It couldn’t be, could it?

Was that what Tyrion had meant? Although if it was, how had he found out?

Ice ran through my veins. Did the North Port Guild know?

I scanned the beach. Where was Lysander? I needed to speak to him. Now. Just in case. My heart thudded hard in my chest. The prince had told me months ago about the Royal Rose Emblem given to all royal babies, but I’d thought no more about it. Why should I? But suddenly things were beginning to fall uncomfortably into place ... or was I just overthinking as usual?

Lysander had told me about his dead baby brother, Mazarin, the scion of the Royal Family of Canticum. Or, his presumed dead baby half brother who should have been king because he was a full-blood son of the King and Queen, unlike Lysander, who was only a half blood.

Walking along the beach in the distance, I caught sight of Lysander. I headed toward him—I didn’t want to run and cause a fuss if I was wrong. But, if I was right, as this niggling sensation in my head that sparred with the LandSong that shouldn’t be there, suggested, then... I felt nauseous at the thought.

Lysander looked up as he saw me and smiled, his light blue eyes sparkling in the light. “Hello, Ember. Out for a morning stroll?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“Quinn’s got one of his migraine headaches, so we won’t be leaving before lunch.”

“That’s fine.” I nodded, and looked at the prince—properly looked. His skin was the same light, sandy beige as Phoenix’s. The shape of his eyes was the same, and although he had brown, wavy hair, lighter than my husband’s, he held his similarly shaped body in almost exactly the same way. I’d never noticed before. Never even thought about it and now ... it made my heart stutter. They were brothers?

“He gets them from time to time,” Lysander continued. “I think it’s probably all the constant travel, and changing from the sea voyage to land. Still, he’ll be fine later, I expect.”

“Lysander, can we talk for minute?” I asked.

Lysander paused. “Of course. Anything for my Royal Councilor,” he grinned, but his smile quickly faded as he looked at me. “This is something serious, isn’t it?”

“It could be, but I’m not sure. I think it is.”

He rubbed his forehead. “Come and sit down here,” he said, gesturing to an old log that had been washed up on the sand. “So, what’s this about?” he asked, once we’d sat down.

I stared out at the water, not sure quite where to start. My stomach churned and my hands turned clammy as I tried to decide what to say.

“Ember? You’re worrying me now.” He took hold of my hand.

I took a deep breath and turned to him. “That Royal Rose Emblem you told me about. What does it look like?” My heart lodged in my throat as I spoke.

He raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t expecting that, but it’s fine. Why not take a look for yourself?” He pulled his shirtsleeve up to reveal the rose tattoo.

I gasped.

“Whatever’s the matter?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I-I think I have—the ghost of your brother.”

“What?”

“Assuming only the Royal Family have those tattoos, then I know where your brother is,” I said, my heart racing, my breathing shallow.

“They are ... but are you sure?” Lysander’s eyes were wide with shock and amazement. “Exactly like this one?”

I nodded. “Exactly like that. With a freckle near it that looks like a third leaf.”

He gasped. “Mazarin had a freckle. He’s still alive? Mazarin’s alive?”

“And he’s a DawnSong, yes?”

“Yes, my brother was a DawnSong,” Lysander said quietly. “I saw his purple eyes glowing in the hour after his birth, at dawn.”

Phoenix’s eyes were purple. My heart clenched. This is what Tyrion was talking about. He knew. That document the Guild wanted Phoenix to sign, it must have had something to do with all this—they knew.

“W-where is he?” Lysander asked, gripping my hand painfully, probably without realizing it.

“In his bedroom,” I said. “It’s ... it’s Phoenix.”

Lysander’s wide eyes filled with tears. “What? Phoenix?” He shook his head, forehead furrowed. He took a deep breath. “You know, now you say it, somehow I’m not surprised. There are so many things about Phoenix that remind me of Father,” he paused. “Does he know?” he asked, his voice trembling. “Does he know he’s my brother?”

I shook my head. “No. I think you should talk to him, be the one to tell him.”

Lysander nodded. “I-I’ll go and see him now.” He got up and shakily took a step forward. “You’ll come too?”

“If you want me to?”

“Yes. I think it would be best. This isn’t going to be easy.”

I stood up and we headed back to the inn. Ione and Tyrion were sitting on the bench, suddenly shifting position as we approached, but I didn’t take much notice. My mind was busy doing somersaults.

“Lysander, I wanted to talk to you about-”

“Not now, Ione,” Lysander said, curtly. “Later.”

She frowned at him and then looked to me. “If that’s what you want?” She started fiddling with the material of her cuff.

Lysander nodded, and I followed him into the building and up the stairs to Phoenix’s room. I walked up to the door and knocked on it.

“Who is it?” Phoenix called.

“Me,” I replied.

The door opened. Phoenix stood there in just his britches. From the tousled look of his hair, we’d woken him up. He smiled at me, then squinted at Lysander.

“If I knew to expect company, I’d have dressed first.” He gave me a quizzical look, ushered us in, then his eyes narrowed. “What is it, Em?”

“You’d better sit down,” I said.

“But-”

“Do as she says.” Lysander shut the door behind us.

“All right,” Phoenix said, looking confused. He went and sat on the edge of the bed. I perched on a chair that lay against the wall next to the bed, as Lysander stood in front of Phoenix, then started pacing up and down. “Will one of you tell me what’s going on? You’re scaring me.”

Lysander stopped pacing and turned to Phoenix.

“May I see the tattoo on your arm?” the prince asked.

“Why?” Phoenix asked, a slightly belligerent note to his voice. “What’s this all about?”

“May I? Please?”

“Fine. Take a look.” Phoenix thrust his arm out toward Lysander before glancing at me. “What’s going on, Em?”

“Just let Lysander take a look, please,” I said. “He may know why you have it.”

Phoenix turned back to the prince. “You do?”

Lysander took hold of Phoenix’s arm, and looked at the rose tattoo. The color drained from his face as he studied it. “All this time, you’ve been right under my nose.” His voice wasn’t much more than a whisper as he shook his head.

Phoenix’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Lysander. “What are you talking about?”

Lysander let go of Phoenix’s arm and took a step back, then he took a deep breath as his eyes turned glassy.

“All royal children are given the Royal Rose Emblem by the time they’re three months old,” Lysander said.

“So? What’s that got to do with me?” Phoenix asked.

“I had a younger brother who was abducted when he was a baby.”

Phoenix nodded. “Prince Mazarin. I know. I heard about him when I did my stint in the palace studying the royal histories. All DawnSongs do. It’s part of our training—the other Songs don’t though. It’s just us, something to do with the lost prince being a DawnSong so the King and Queen decided to set up a study program for all DawnSongs to remember their lost son.”

“So you know about him, then?”

Phoenix nodded. “It was a compulsory part of our studies.”

I suddenly realized that my new husband was clutching at the bed sheets. My heart skipped a beat. He knew where this was going already.

“Mazarin was abducted just after he’d received the Royal Rose,” Lysander said. “He was taken by the Rotian in the hopes they could fulfill one of the two prophecies and use his blood to awaken and free the SongSlayer. He was never heard of again, but we knew they hadn’t succeeded, because the SongSlayer didn’t return. Even so, we thought Mazarin dead, killed in their malicious attempt to free him.”

The color was slowly draining from Phoenix’s handsome, sandy-beige face. “And?”

“No other child has been given that mark since.” The prince hesitated. “You never saw the design during your studies?”

Phoenix shook his head. “Never. Our tutor said something about it not being common knowledge so it couldn’t be copied.”

Both Lysander and Phoenix were trembling.

“You can’t be saying...” Phoenix was shaking his head.

Lysander nodded. “It’s you, Phoenix. You’re my lost brother.”

“You can’t know that,” Phoenix protested. “Not for certain.”

“My missing brother had purple eyes. He was a DawnSong—I saw his eyes glow myself in the hour after he was born. He had the Royal Rose Emblem tattooed on his arm a week before he was taken, right next to a small freckle that’s similar in shape to a leaf. And if you look closely at it you’ll see there’s an “M” inside one of the two leaves—“M” for Mazarin.” Lysander was clenching and unclenching his hands as he spoke, trying to contain his emotions. “Take a look.”

“I don’t need to,” Phoenix said. “I know it’s there.” He took a deep breath. “As far as I’m aware, Thom found me on a beach, washed up after an early morning storm near Redcliffe. No one ever knew who my parents were.” He looked up at Lysander, glassy eyed. “You’re saying I was studying in the palace at the same time you and my parents were there, and none of us ever knew?” he asked, struggling to keep his voice level.

Lysander nodded. “I’m so sorry.”

Phoenix choked back tears. “But now we do. I have a brother,” he said, looking at the prince.

Lysander was trying to hold back his own tears as Phoenix shakily got up and the two young men suddenly stepped toward each other and embraced. I suddenly felt quite out of place, intruding on such a private moment, and a couple of tears fell from my own eyes. I knew exactly what this meant to both of them. They were both shaking with the emotion of it all and I considered trying to slip quietly out of the room, but concluded I wouldn’t manage it without them stopping me, so I just sat silently as they slowly came to terms with things.

Lysander stepped back. “All this time, my little brother has been with me.” He started to laugh. “I’m so happy to have found you.”

Phoenix grinned. “Not half as glad as I am. To finally know who my true family is, is just ... so wonderful. And to have a brother like you? I’m so pleased.”

Lysander glanced across at me. “So, you have a royal boyfriend?”

“Looks that way.” I sniffed and stood up, not sure whether to tell him that Phoenix was more than just a boyfriend now.

“Although not just a royal one,” Lysander said, looking back at Phoenix. “You do realize you’re the rightful King?”

Phoenix flinched. Shook his head. “No. I’m not ... I can’t be. You’re King. I’m younger than you.”

“Only because you weren’t around.”

King. I shuddered. Bile rose in my throat.

Any color that had returned to Phoenix’s face promptly left. He swallowed and sat back down on the bed.

“If you’ve done your studying you know I’m not the Queen and King’s son—we only share a father. The Queen was your mother, not mine. You’re a full-blooded prince and I’m only half blood. You were the heir before you were stolen. It only passed to me because you weren’t there. You are the rightful King, Maz.”

Phoenix shook his head, shocked by the revelations. “Really, I’m no king. I don’t know the first thing about it. You’ve been trained for it. And anyway, I don’t want to tread on your toes.” A little smile began to appear on his face.

“Believe me, you’d be doing me a favor,” Lysander said, a smile creeping on to his face. “I’m not sure that Canticum is ready for me and Quinn.” He paused. “But not only are you King, but you’re a SongKing too, so you’re extra special.” Then he looked at me and glanced back at Phoenix. “Just as long as the two of you don’t Join, we’ll be fine,” he said with a nervous little laugh.

Phoenix’s smile vanished. “What?”

By the Song.

The second prophecy.

I sat down heavily, my heart racing. What had we done?

Phoenix frowned at me, then looked back at his new brother. “What do you mean?”
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Phoenix

“If I’m King of Canticum, I think I can Join with whoever I like,” I said indignantly. I wasn’t going to have my new brother tell me who I could and couldn’t Join with now, just because I was King.

King.

I shuddered. It didn’t matter. Ember and I had already Joined and it couldn’t be undone. It was too late.

“No, you can’t, actually. Ember will tell you that,” Lysander said.

I glanced at her. She sat at the side of the room, her pale face was as white as the new snows on the mountains. She looked at me, her eyes full of ... what? Horror? But why?

“What’s the matter?” I asked, still looking at her. “What’s he saying?”

Ember looked to Lysander in a mute appeal for help.

Lysander turned to me. “There’s a second prophecy about the SongSlayer. If a SongKing joins with another Song in pure and true love, the LandSong will be renewed but the SongSlayer released,” Lysander said. “Quite why is beyond me, but there it is. Just don’t forget it.”

My heart lurched. No. Surely something so evil couldn’t come from something so pure? I looked back at Ember. She looked as if she was either about to pass out or throw up.

Lysander looked at us both and frowned. “Wait. Y-you haven’t ... have you? It only takes once...”

“We’ve got that covered.” I winced. “Last night. Twice. And again this morning.”

Lysander’s eyes widened in horror and shock. “Under other circumstances I’d say well done, but on this occasion...”

I caught a little flicker of amusement in Ember’s eyes, but only for a fraction of a second, before the fear returned.

“This is all my fault.” I shook my head.

“It’s not your fault, Maz, you didn’t know. But you did,” Lysander said, turning on Ember, his fists clenched.

“Hey, wait a minute.” I stood up.

Ember raised her hand toward me, and I sat down again.

“I only realized he was King this morning, when I saw your tattoo, Lysander,” she said, bowing her head. “Up until then I hadn’t seen it and didn’t even know what yours looked like. You’d only ever told me about it.”

“Didn’t you see it when I almost drowned?” my brother asked.

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t. Even when I did see it I didn’t realize the full implications of it—I hadn’t even thought about the prophecy until now.”

“But surely you saw Maz’s tattoo last night. Why didn’t you realize then?” Lysander asked.

“I didn’t notice it last night because my mind was on other, completely different things, not tattoos.” She looked up, a little color returning to her cheeks. “By the time I saw it and put two and two together, it was too late.”

For a few minutes we all sat in silence.

“Are we sure the SongSlayer’s been released?” I asked. “Because we Joined?”

Lysander shrugged. “I guess only time will tell that.”

“So, what do we do?” Ember asked.

“Well, it can’t exactly be undone.”

“And I wouldn’t want it to be,” I said, gazing at Ember. Her expression of horror lifted as she gave me a wan little smile.

“Neither would I,” she murmured.

Lysander sighed. “Which is all well and good, but we don’t know exactly what the two of you may have unleashed, having sex like that.”

I raised an eyebrow—he’d been spending too much time with Ione. “We didn’t have “sex like that”. We Joined, made our vows—for life. It wasn’t some spur of the moment thing, Lysander.”

“I know. I know. I’m sorry, that came out a little wrong. The truth is we just don’t know what will happen now.”

“Maybe nothing?” Ember asked hopefully.

“Do you feel anything different to last night, before you did the deed?”

I looked at Ember, then let out a long breath. “We both hear the LandSong all the time now. Not as pronounced, but it’s there.”

“You’re still hearing it?” she asked.

I nodded.

“So, something happened—changed—then?” Lysander scratched his head.

“I think we should go to the SongHouse in Fourham like we planned,” I said. “We’ll see if there’s anyone there who can help us.”

Lysander sat down on a spare chair. “I’m sorry. I’m happy for the two of you, really. I guess I knew it would happen, but I didn’t realize the implications until now. I suppose I should have realized, too.”

“How?” I asked. “How could you possibly have known?”

He sighed. “I saw your tattoo, the day I almost drowned. You took your tunic off to give to me and I caught a glimpse of the tattoo on your arm. I thought it was coincidence—just a flower; I mean, I hadn’t seen it since I was three and never expected to see it again. I totally dismissed it. After all, Maz, you were supposed to be dead for the past twenty-one years.”

Ember stood up. “It seems to me that this isn’t anyone’s fault. We all had a part of the puzzle but just hadn’t talked to each other and put it all together—and why would we?” She came and sat beside me on the bed, slipping her hand into mine. “To be honest, the SongSlayer has been hanging over our heads for two centuries—maybe this will give us the chance to rid Canticum of him forever.”

I gazed at her. “Always looking on the bright side, eh, Em?”

A smile broke through the cloud on her face. “Of course.” Then the cloud returned. “The thing is ... the SongMaster told us the SongRules no longer applied and everything would be fine.”

“What’s this?” Lysander asked. “So you two Joining, wasn’t just because I said I’d revoke the SongLaw myself?”

“No, it wasn’t. Back on Albion Isle—maybe you’d left the room with Quinn and Ione by then—but the SongMaster told us the SongRules and the SongLaw were suspended,” Ember said. “He actually told us we could Join. Two Songs.”

While she’d been speaking, a little worm of unease had been wriggling in my chest. If he’d known who I was... If he’d been working for... No, it wasn’t possible, was it?

“He what?” Lysander asked, eyes wide.

“Songs alive, he knew exactly what he was doing,” I said, a bitter edge to my voice.

“What do you mean?” Ember asked.

“The SongMaster. He must have known who I was. Known what would happen.”

Ember gasped. “Are you saying ... the SongMaster is working with the Rotian?”

“Either that or working with the Guild,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

“And we gave him the SongStone?” Lysander asked, his eyes wide with horror.

“Looks that way, doesn’t it?”
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Ember

“There’s nothing we can do, now,” I said. “We can’t exactly go and get it back.”

“What we can do is leave as soon as possible and get to Fourham,” Phoenix said.

Lysander nodded, and stood up. “We’ll tell the others there’s been a change of plan—then we’ll tell them everything tonight when we make camp.”

Phoenix raised an eyebrow. “We will?”

“I think it’s best ... I mean, half of us know already.”

“Tyrion knows we’ve Joined,” I said. “In fact, I have a sneaking suspicion he knows about Phoenix being Mazarin, too.”

“He does?” Phoenix asked, turning to look at me.

“I think it’s all to do with that document the Guild wanted you to sign, but we’ll have to ask him about it.”

“Then it’s only Quinn and Ione that don’t know, so we might as well tell them too.”

“But no one else,” Lysander insisted. “Especially about you being King, until we get to the SongHouse. We need to keep you safe.”

“I’m not sure I’m in any danger now, seeing as I’ve helped unleash the SongSlayer already.” Phoenix sighed.

“Don’t you believe it. If the Rotian find out who and where you are, they may still try and get hold of you—and so might the Guild. Your blood could still be of use to them.”

“Then it stays between the six of us,” I said.

Phoenix nodded.

“We’ll leave in half an hour, whether Quinn’s better or not. I’ll go and tell them.” Lysander left the room and closed the door behind him.

I turned to Phoenix. He looked at me, a bewildered expression on his face.

“I can’t believe it—not only am I King, but we’ve unleashed the SongSlayer?” He shook his head, tears suddenly welling in his beautiful purple eyes. “Last night, what we did—we released him? I-I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize that if we slept together that would happen. I should never have asked you to...”

I held him in my arms as he wept, keeping him close until he could compose himself.

“This isn’t your fault,” I said. “I wanted to Join with you too ... so badly. I’m so glad you asked me ... if you hadn’t, I’d probably have asked you instead.”

He pulled away a little, a glint of surprise in his sparkling eyes. “That’s a little untraditional, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. “So? And what would you have said if I had?”

“Yes.” He hugged me fiercely. “A thousand times, yes.” He paused a moment, still holding me close. “I never thought I’d know who my real family were, and now—because of you—I have a brother,” he said in a thick voice, barely keeping it level. He moved back and looked at me through glassy, red-rimmed eyes. “Thank you, Em.”

Tears sprang in my own eyes. “I’m so happy for you.” I kissed the salty tears on his face. “And I’m glad it’s Lysander. I think you both need each other.”

“I need you most of all, though,” he said, a little smile appearing as he wiped his eyes with his hand.

I frowned. “So, should I call you “Your Majesty” now?”

“Do you want to?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Not really, too much of a mouthful. Do you still want to be Phoenix?”

His eyes clouded. “I don’t know. The Guild gave me that name, but Mazarin seems rather pompous, somehow.”

“No, it’s not—it’s a lovely name, and it’s who you really are, or should be. It’s what your true parents named you, out of love.”

“I suppose it is,” he said slowly, chewing his lip. “Maybe I’ll settle for Maz—Lysander’s already calling me that.”

“Whatever you want, my King.” I grinned, kissing him gently on the lips.

“If you’re going to call me that, just know that you’re Queen of Canticum now,” he said, giving me a long look.

The smile slid from my face. My veins filled with ice. By the Song, that hadn’t even occurred to me. “Oh.”

“So, what’s it to be, Queen Ember?”

“I think that Maz sounds really lovely.”

He smirked at me. “Thought it might.” He pulled me back into a hug.

We met the others and set off for Fourham, cutting across the countryside, staying off the main roads and keeping to small tracks. Quinn didn’t seem particularly happy; the twenty-three-year-old DaySong grumbled as we rode along, his dark eyes narrowing in annoyance. His short black hair and deep sepia skin shone in the sunlight, his sweating horse having to deal with his tall, heavy build. Ione spent her time frowning at us and asking questions that Lysander refused to answer until we made camp for the evening. Tyrion glanced at me from time to time, and the look in his eyes was filled with understanding, and something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

We stopped briefly for a late lunch but then quickly continued on, heading in the direction of a large freshwater lake that we were intending to skirt as we made for Fourham by the most direct route we could. The day stayed bright, the golden sun beating down on us and making us sweat. We saw no other travelers, sheep and distant fields of cows our only companions. Small copses of trees littered the landscape, and we found a suitable one to camp in near a little spring, and ate a hot meal.

“Come on then, out with it,” Ione said, putting her bowl and spoon down from our evening stew, a little scowl forming on her face. “You said you’d tell us what was going on when we camped, Lysander. So ... what’s going on?”

Lysander glanced at me
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