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      SULLIMAN couldn’t hear himself think for the sound of his own chattering teeth.

      The chill in the cave was unbearable.

      It cut him to the bone.

      And yet Sully knew that he couldn’t simply spark a fire into life; he had done his best to try.

      His best efforts had been met with abject failure.

      Being unable to start a fire might’ve been acceptable, save for the fact that nothing about his dress was suitable for the rigors of such a quest as this.

      When Louson Dorf—King of Shellacnass—had enlisted him for this journey; into some godsforsaken land to the north of the Kingdom, known only as the Winter’s Moan; Sully hadn’t had much time to think about his dress; or what sort of equipment he might need.

      It had been something of a gallows-humoured game of Sully’s to make a mental itinerary of the equipment which he would have brought had he had full comprehension of what lay ahead:

      A thick, sheepskin jacket.

      That would’ve been the first item on his list.

      A pair of solid, spiked boots for the ice.

      Number two on the list.

      Finally, and Sully thought of this as a luxury when compared to the first two, he enjoyed fantasising for brief moments about having brought along a nice, woollen hat.

      One of those beautifully knitted jobs which he often saw on the market stalls of the Crystal Causeway in Ilsnare; the Crystal City.

      As it was, Sully was stuck with his light, fair-weather tunic, a short summer jacket, designed only to ward off the most minor chills, and a pair of thinly woven trousers.

      In short, the clothing which’d served him so well in his role as Sulliman, Royal Protector of the Plains, served him much less well now; in his role as Sully, Loyal Stooge to the King of Shellacnass.

      Although Sully didn’t begrudge Lou having sent him off on this quest—on this fool’s errand—he wished that he might’ve been given a little more notice; and a lot more information on what he might be required to bring along.

      But that was in the past now.

      And a lot of good it would do him to witter on to himself about it.

      That wouldn’t help him get out alive.

      Sully reached up and pulled his long black hair down over his eyes. Although he shook all over, he took the time to note, with a touch of self-deprecation, that he had more grey strands among the black since he’d left home. As his hands moved beyond the strands of hair, he felt the freezing-cold tips of his ears and he wondered whether or not frostbite might’ve set in. He hadn’t had the presence of mind to bring a mirror along with him on this quest, although, it was fair to say, its need hadn’t been so pressing as to make it into his mental list of his three most sought-after items.

      He somehow managed a sigh through his constantly chattering teeth and he shifted his attention in the direction of his horse.

      His horse lay on its side, its breathing heavy and disjointed; following no discernible rhythm. Its light-brown fur was covered in scabs. Pieces of its hide were missing; showing off the tough skin—or was it muscle and bone; a rib?—concealed beneath.

      A gut-wrenchingly powerful stench filled the cave; one which put Sully in mind of rotting flesh.

      Most likely it was rotting flesh.

      Back when Sully had been a boy, well over thirty, forty summers ago—if he could believe it—he had had a job in a butcher’s shop.

      He hadn’t been entrusted with cutting the meat.

      No, as Sully soon learned throughout his abridged apprenticeship, the cutting of meat was a delicate art which took years to master . . . or to even be competent at.

      The butcher had tasked Sully with the ignoble task of fishing through the salted storage—the large wooden containers inside of which hunks of meat were preserved. Sully’s job was to search for any meat which had maggots already crawling out from it. Anything short of animal life was pronounced fair game for sale and consumption.

      And, goodness, Sully had found some dreadful specimens throughout the years.

      In fact, it sent a fresh shudder through him just to think about it.

      He turned his attention away from his whimsical—and, no doubt, dewy-eyed—recollections, and back to his horse.

      The best-case scenario, as he had judged it, was that his horse would be dead by morning.

      There was nothing for Sully to do about that.

      He cast his mind to how it had happened—to how he had let himself get into such a tight spot.

      A day or so earlier, he had ridden clean away from the fields filled with endless grazing cattle and mutton; had left behind the swaying, tall, green grass; and said a very reluctant goodbye to the sun.

      He, and his horse, had crossed over onto the permafrost.

      Although Sully had felt the dizzying effects of the altitude as he had travelled higher and higher, up the spiralling track, further into the Winter’s Moan, he hadn’t been able to square the fearsome reputation which the region commanded throughout the Kingdom.

      Often, in his childhood, and even to this day, parents would threaten their children with the prospect of being sent to the Winter’s Moan if they failed to finish their dinner; if they refused to complete their house chores . . . as far as Sully could remember, his parents would regularly use the grim concept of the Winter’s Moan to get him out of the house and into work; whichever job that happened to be at the time.

      Now, though, having travelled a full day into the Winter’s Moan, Sully had come to realise just why it had acquired notoriety.

      He supposed that high spirits—some childish sense of adventure—had been to blame for his earlier overconfidence. He’d wondered at how, despite the screaming gales, and the ice which spat down on them, his horse had easily kept its footing; its hooves somehow finding a firm grip through the soft layer of snow to the hard ice beneath.

      Before Sully had ventured into the Winter’s Moan, he had had the good sense to visit a blacksmith so that his horse would have proper shoes for the task ahead.

      He felt slightly aggrieved that the blacksmith hadn’t thought to advise him on his own clothing at all . . . but perhaps the blacksmith had not thought it his place; not his job to do so.

      Sully, after all, was a grown man; and, in theory, capable of making decisions which affected his own health and wellbeing.

      A reason which had brought him here.

      As he had turned the corner into the hillside, he recalled feeling his horse slip.

      At first, he had thought nothing of it at all. His horse had slipped many times on their journey through the Winter’s Moan; often losing traction for several seconds before, all at once, refinding the balance which’d previously eluded it. Most of the times it had occurred, he had put the matter down to his horse finding its way across the icy terrain.

      Like himself, Sully believed the horse to be unfamiliar with snowy conditions and so still becoming accustomed to the sensation.

      But this time it’d been different.

      His horse had never found the sure ground beneath the snow and ice.

      It had slipped, and slid, and kept moving . . .

      Sully could remember, quite clearly, being ready to throw himself off the back of the horse; to tumble down onto the snow below, but the force at which he had been moving made it impossible.

      He had simply stuck to the saddle, unable to prevent himself falling with the horse.

      From then on, all he could recall was falling and falling; being unable to stop it.

      He recalled seeing the sky, up above him, a sort of wispy grey shade.

      The sun nothing more than a brightness in the cloud beyond.

      He and his horse had tumbled down between sheets of ice, and then come to rest here—with a hard thump—in what had turned out to be a cave.

      Somehow, as Sully had felt himself about to hit the floor, he had twisted his body.

      Managed to land on his haunches; to take most of the force of the fall.

      To absorb the shock.

      The worst he had to show for it was a pain in his left ankle.

      His horse, though, had been a different story.

      He glanced over at his horse again now, seeing it lying on its side and wishing there might be something he could do to ease its suffering . . .

      He knew—from looking up to the sky from where he had fallen—that there was a chance of him being able to escape; but none for his horse.

      And, watching the clouds turning from their wispy white to an ashen grey, he knew that night would be here soon. The whole cave—this crevice in the rock—would be steeped in darkness.

      With a long-held sigh, Sully turned his attention back to the horse and to the saddlebags.

      He could try to light another fire.

      Most likely he was going to spend the night in this cave.

      It was the safest place for him now.

      Because there was no way of knowing what might be outside.

      Wolves?

      Bears?

      He didn’t want to think about it.

      All he hoped was—whatever predatory animals there might be outside—they wouldn’t be able to clamber down here.
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      FLUCKNOR could hardly keep himself still.

      It felt almost as if he might bake in his skin from the anxiety which rushed through him.

      He glanced back up at the clock.

      Saw, again, just how long it was past midday.

      He thought about how he’d had his blond hair trimmed this morning by a member of the Ilsnare Palace house staff. He could still feel a few loose hairs, which’d escaped the hairdresser’s coarse brush, itching the back of his neck.

      And then there was the getup he’d been forced to dress in this morning—what he wore now: the flowing, emerald-green robes.

      He looked just like any other of the many Representatives who swarmed about here; about the Galleries of Justice. All of them in their multi-coloured robes.

      Louson Dorf; King of Shellacnass, had seen fit to hand him the position of High Representative.

      A job which Flucknor, and everyone else, although they dared not say it in front of the King, knew that Flucknor was ill-suited for.

      He was patently two decades—at least!—too young.

      And he had none of the years of study which were required for Representatives.

      Those things aside, he had heard the gossip about his humble upbringing; about how he hadn’t even been born in Ilsnare, and—shock of all shocks!—that he was a lapsed monk.

      That he had left Ravensbark behind in order to join Louson Dorf.

      As some—unkindly—put it: to lend moral support to Louson Dorf’s throne.

      But Lou had insisted on Flucknor accepting the role of High Representative, and when Lou set his mind to some idea or other there wasn’t usually a way to convince him otherwise.

      Gods help him, certainly Flucknor had tried.

      Flucknor turned his attention back to the expansive, mahogany double doors which led to the room where the Council of Wisemen sat.

      Of course they knew just as well as everyone else how poor of a choice Flucknor would be as High Representative. That was why they were keeping him waiting.

      To be honest, Flucknor supposed he would’ve done the same thing in the Council of Wisemen’s position. Why should they pander to some pretender . . . no matter whether or not it was the King who had declared them?

      Finally, Flucknor heard the hinges of the double doors emit a creak and he turned to look.

      A manservant appeared.

      He was dressed in copper-coloured robes; the robes of those who served the Council of Wisemen.

      He gave Flucknor a slight smirk, and Flucknor was certain that the manservant, like everyone else, had already taken his turn to poke fun at the ridiculousness of the situation.

      Even he—a humble manservant—could tell that Flucknor wasn’t fit to be the High Representative.

      Flucknor rose up off the wooden bench where he’d been sitting. He walked in through the doorway; passing by the manservant.

      The first thing which struck Flucknor about the room where the Council of Wisemen sat was the large window which looked out over the rooftops of Ilsnare; the Crystal City.

      He drank in the view, how the sunlight glistened off the glass rooftops; sending a slightly painful sensation into the back of Flucknor’s eyeballs.

      He had ice magic running in his veins, and although Lou had promised to teach him more about his abilities, he had noted that his role had become more of a confidante than any sort of protégé. In fact, Flucknor couldn’t recall the last time Lou had sat him down and spoken to him about any matter of import . . . anything which concerned the Magical.

      Sometimes Flucknor felt frustrated, as if Lou was intentionally hiding a whole world from him; a world which, if Flucknor truly wished it, he could reach out and take.

      Flucknor’s vision slowly drifted back to the foreground, where he took in the seven members of the Council of Wisemen.

      All seven of them sat about the well-polished mahogany table, their hands invariably clasped before them; their lips pert. Their eyes all fixed on Flucknor.

      Each of them wore golden robes over the top of crimson tunics.

      They looked quite majestic with their grey heads of hair, their leathered, well-worn skin and their generally wizen expressions.

      Certainly far more majestic than Flucknor.

      He wondered if he was supposed to sit down at the table, like them, or if he was supposed to keep on standing here like a lemon.

      Flucknor had never been at all good at public speaking and he felt his chest tightening now; as if some invisible hands were reaching around him from behind and attempting to squeeze all the air from his lungs.

      In the end, one of the Council of Wisemen put him out of his misery.

      And, as it turned out, it wasn’t a wise man at all, but a woman.

      “Good morning,” she said. “My name is Leona.”

      Like the other members of the Council of Wisemen, the woman had grey hair.

      But her skin was youthful looking; free of wrinkles.

      Deciding that he was supposed to address his attention to Leona, Flucknor did so.

      “I was told to come here,” Flucknor said, “so that I might be sworn in?”

      Even as the words floated out through his lips, he could hear them twisting and turning on him; losing their power . . . sounding as if he was a kid again.

      And, in this company, he really did feel like a kid.

      Leona gave him a professional smile, and then glanced about the room. “We’ve been speaking among ourselves and, as I’m sure you will have no doubt overheard among some quarters, there’s been some, uh . . . discussion as to whether you might be the appropriate person for this role.” She narrowed her eyes slightly. “You do understand what duties the High Representative must abide by?”

      The way that she left it open for Flucknor to answer—as a question—sent a skitter up his spine.

      He felt his heart bounce about his chest for a couple of beats and then he reminded himself that Lou was the one who’d handpicked him for this role . . . and surely that had to count for something.

      Surely Lou had seen something in him which nobody else had.

      That said, Flucknor really didn’t know how to reply to Leona.

      The best answer he could come up with was that he superficially understood the role of High Representative; in that the High Representative worked as a sort of go-between for the Galleries of Justice and the Council of Wisemen; a kind of mediator.

      Flucknor couldn’t see, for himself, why he would be particularly suited for this role; but, again, it wasn’t like it was his decision to make.

      Leona—apparently—took Flucknor’s silence—correctly—as a sign that he hadn’t quite grasped the intricacies of the role of High Representative.

      She glanced about the Council of Wisemen, and, in profile, Flucknor caught her arching an eyebrow. When she turned back to Flucknor, she had a slight smirk clinging to her lips. “Listen, I think this is what we shall do.” She breathed in deeply, and then exhaled. “Since we, unfortunately, have our doubts about appointing you to the role of High Representative—given your lack of education in this respect, your lack of experience—we propose, owing to the King’s recommendation, and until such a time as we can confirm the King’s wishes, that we make you interim High Representative.” She stopped, apparently finished. Then smiled widely. “How does that sound?”

      For several seconds, Flucknor felt dazed, as if all those beady eyes were waiting for something from him. And he knew that they were.

      They wanted his reply.

      They wanted to hear from the King.

      Again, Flucknor’s throat felt dry, but this time he managed to get a little more power into his words, enough so that his voice didn’t break completely as he spoke. “Look,” he began, “I’m as doubtful about this as the rest of you, but the King has made it clear that this is what he wants—what’re we supposed to do?”

      Leona smiled back at him. “Well, I suppose that one of us should try to convince him.”

      Flucknor shook his head.

      Leona’s smile faltered.

      “No,” Flucknor responded, “believe me, I’ve tried; he was adamant that I should be appointed as High Representative . . . he even went through the process of meeting with several other candidates; others which, believe me, would’ve been far more suitable. But, in the end, he stated plainly and clearly that he wanted me to be the High Representative.”

      The room descended into a stony silence.

      Flucknor longed to break it, and yet, at the same time, he felt as if a growing weight was forming across his shoulders, pushing him down into the floor.

      Forcing him to remain on the spot where he now stood.

      Finally, Leona was the one who broke the silence.

      “So,” she said, “what should we do?”

      Flucknor glanced about the room.

      He could see no solution to the problem, although the choice was quite plain; the Council of Wisemen could go against the King’s wishes . . . or they could simply humour him.
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      FLUCKNOR scuttled through the backstreets of the Crystal City, hearing his footsteps reverberating off the walls about him.

      In the air, he could smell the strong scent of the unsold, day-old fish, being tossed into the River Ils by the fish mongers.

      His throat still felt dry, despite the fact that he had knocked back copious glasses of water before leaving the Galleries of Justice following his meeting with the Council of Wisemen.

      He was the new High Representative.

      Not even provisionally.

      His appointment was official.

      He could still clearly recall the cold, dead handshakes he had received from the Council of Wisemen by way of congratulations on accepting his new role, and he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that every last one of the Wisemen would be on the lookout for any reason—any reason at all—to strip him of his duties.

      Any reason to boot him out onto the street.

      Which was where he surely belonged.

      Wrapped in his thick, chocolate-brown, fleecy overcoat, which stretched down to his ankles, he reached out and rapped his knuckles against the sturdy oak door in the back alley of The Soore Whip.

      Tonight there was a meeting and Flucknor, as always, would be in attendance.

      Remembering himself, Flucknor glanced about, seeing if there was anybody watching on. When he saw that there wasn’t, he reached up for his hood and brought it down so that it would conceal his face.

      He waited for a few moments and then, when the door opened, felt himself scrutinised by the single eyeball concealed within the hood of the sable cloak.

      Like always, the door pulled back into the tavern and the implication was that Flucknor was to enter. Which he did.

      Once Flucknor stood inside the tavern, he felt the gentle, warming glow of the stove embering away unseen within the bar area.

      Deeper into the tavern, Flucknor imagined Fhan—the proprietor—with his squat, round body behind the bar serving pints to all those who had the grung to pay for it . . . a publican never could be too careful in a zone of the city such as this one; there were plenty of chancers who would nip in for a pint with the idea of snatching it up and downing it before any money had changed hands.

      Flucknor turned his attention back to the corridor before him.

      Even on warm, long, late-spring nights, such as this one, he enjoyed the sensation of entering a well-heated abode.

      Tonight, following the meeting, he might even allow himself a honey ale.

      He was supposed to be celebrating his appointment to High Representative, after all . . . if he played his cards right, Fhan might even serve him one on the house.

      Flucknor turned and took in the cloaked figure who had allowed him access.

      Although the cloaked figure didn’t pull down his hood, Flucknor knew precisely who it was:

      Rintersyart; a Cyclops.

      The Creature who always stood at the back door, monitoring those who came and went; doing what he could to weed out those who either looked to start trouble or who might wish to expose the inner-workings of the movement.

      Flucknor reached out and clasped Rintersyart firmly on the shoulder. “I’ve got news,” Flucknor said. “But it can wait until afterwards—will you stick around?”

      Rintersyart gave Flucknor a firm nod.

      Flucknor released him from his hold and set on his way, through the back corridors of the tavern, headed for the room which was kept reserved for the Creatures’ meetings.

      Every time that Flucknor returned here, for the meetings, he found himself thinking about how he had first begun attending in the service of the Eye—the vast spy network which extended throughout the Kingdom of Shellacnass and of which Louson Dorf, the King, was the leader.

      Several of the many—many—advisors of the Eye had suggested that Lou might want to have a few spies concentrate on meetings of so-called ‘subversives’ . . . those who might plan to disturb the status quo within Ilsnare; the Crystal City.

      And one particular category which fell beneath this definition was the Creatures, who were, at this moment and time, vying for recognition—for freedom and equality— in the Mortal world.

      Freedom and equality which the Council of Wisemen, and the Kingdom of Shellacnass in general, saw fit to deny them. And had done for the past decades; since before Flucknor was born.

      Having magical blood running through his veins, Flucknor found the arguments in these meetings fascinating. And he was sure Lou, being an ice mage himself, would have also been extremely interested if he’d found himself in Flucknor’s position . . . if he hadn’t had to maintain his noble position as King.

      That said, Flucknor most definitely did not speak to Lou about the meetings he attended these days. He had long ago moved beyond his work for the Eye and he could now honestly state—if there ever came a time when he’d be forced to—that he came to these meetings only because of his personal beliefs.

      Of course, in his new role as High Representative, he would have to take care. He knew that since he now held a public office, he could be held accountable for his personal views. But, then again, he didn’t plan on making a song and dance about his attendance of these meetings.

      Once inside the small back room of The Soore Whip, he eyed the five cloaked figures who all stood up on the stage. Without so much as a moment’s hesitation, he trod his way up the wooden steps and arrived alongside them.

      He looked to the faces, concealed beneath the hoods, in the flickering torchlight. He saw that they all had the same rash-red complexion. The same scabs and horns growing out from the surface of the skin. The same black eyes.

      The long, lizard-like snouts.

      Horrox, each and every one of them.

      But whereas many of the Horrox prided themselves in working within the system—using their shapeshifting abilities to make themselves appear Mortal; just as the former butler Tineoots Pottler had done—the ones here were only interested in being able to walk through the streets of the Crystal City in their true forms.

      No longer did they want to skulk in the shadows.

      And Flucknor couldn’t rightly blame them.

      Before he could say anything at all, the leader of the meeting—Brotsboore—took a step forward; toward Flucknor. Already, Flucknor could sense something in the air.

      On another occasion, he might’ve termed it tension . . . and yet, these evening meetings—when the Creatures gathered together to further their efforts for seizing hold of freedom—were the only time when Flucknor truly felt he was himself.

      Why should he feel nervous here?

      Brotsboore reached up and laid his clawed hand on Flucknor’s shoulder.

      Flucknor felt the reptilian bone structure against his skin.

      And it made him feel greatly uneasy.

      Brotsboore eased Flucknor away from the other cloaked figures—away from the other Horrox. He led Flucknor back down off the stage.

      This made Flucknor feel even more uneasy.

      When Flucknor looked to the stage, he saw that the other Horrox had all turned in among themselves—their backs to Flucknor and Brotsboore . . . speaking about who knew what?

      “What’s the matter?” Flucknor said, shifting his attention to Brotsboore and deciding that he needed to break the silence.

      Brotsboore attempted a smile, but it came out as more of a smirk. “ ‘The matter’ ?” he said, and then his smirk widened. “Nothing’s the matter. In fact, quite the opposite. I believe that congratulations should be in order.”

      These words might’ve meant something to Flucknor if it hadn’t been for the deadpan tone with which Brotsboore delivered them.

      Flucknor could tell something was wrong.

      Really wrong.

      He wheedled his way out from beneath Brotsboore’s grasp and then he peered back into those inky, pit-black eyes. “Is this because I’ve been appointed High Representative?” he said. “You don’t want me here anymore—is that the reason?”

      Brotsboore pursed his lizard-like lips and then he tilted his head to one side. “You must understand, Flucknor, that our mission is larger than any one member of the group; and that great pains must be taken so that it shall be ensured. So that any danger to its success might be minimised as well as possible.”

      Flucknor glanced back at the stage. He caught one of the cloaked figures looking, and the cloaked figure responded by turning away as swiftly as he could.

      He turned back to Brotsboore. “Listen,” Flucknor said, lowering his tone now, “I’m here to fight your corner, now that I’ve got some power—real power—I can help to push forward the issue; to help the cause. To make equality—freedom—for all Magical beings a reality. And not just throughout Ilsnare but the whole Kingdom. The whole of Shellacnass.”

      Brotsboore wouldn’t even allow Flucknor to finish before he was shaking his head vigorously. “No, Flucknor, I’m afraid not.”

      Now Flucknor was certain that he felt a slight tingle in the air . . . that static charge of magic. He knew that, unlike mages—Mortals who carried magic in their blood—Creatures could not control their magic so easily. It was more an intrinsic part of their makeup.

      As unshiftable as the pattern of one’s palm.

      Brotsboore’s stubbornness—his anger?—was leaking from his body through his magic.

      Flucknor knew that he had to take care. Although it was true to say that he had magic running through his own blood, his own mastery was certainly not up to protecting himself from rogue magic—especially that as strong as the Horrox might produce.

      If only Lou, or his sister—Syre—had been here . . . but neither of them were.

      Brotsboore went on. “We tried for so long—my race tried for so long to function within the Mortal world . . . and now it’s time for a difference. We must cast off all those who seek to work within the system, because the system itself is broken.”

      The static charge in the air reached its peak.

      Flucknor felt all the hairs stand up on his arms.

      Finally, when it felt as though a bolt of magic might shoot through Flucknor’s throat, the static shifted. It became less pronounced.

      Weaker.

      And then it was almost gone completely.

      “Do you understand?” Brotsboore replied. “Do you understand why we can’t have you here?”

      Flucknor stared long and hard into Brotsboore’s beady black eyes, and he saw compassion mixed in there, among the fatigue and the unwillingness to wait any longer for a revolution to take place.

      Flucknor’s throat felt constricted. He knew he wouldn’t be able to make so much as a sound when he opened his mouth. So he nodded in reply.

      Yes, he understood.

      Brotsboore reached up and laid his hand on Flucknor’s shoulder once more, and then gave him an almost fatherly squeeze. “Take care, Flucknor,” he said. “And goodbye.”
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      SULLY STIRRED when he felt the sunlight on the backs of his eyelids.

      For several seconds, he stared through the webbed veins; the redness filling his vision.

      Finally, he opened his eyes.

      The scene was just like it had been in his dreams, which was to say—in a word—hopeless.

      The first detail which Sully noticed was how his horse lay very still, its ribs not even rising any longer. Its whole body having gone stiff.

      So much for riding his way out of this crevice.

      Sully rose up off the cave floor, leaving the hard—but thankfully unfrozen—ground beneath him.

      He stretched his aching arms upward, feeling as if he’d been hurled down the side of a mountain while he’d slept . . . then again, he supposed that wasn’t so far from the truth.

      He recalled how, whenever he went on long rides, or whenever he was called upon to take some long walking journey, he would feel pain dancing all over his body the day after.

      Sully turned his attention to his sad efforts at a fire the previous night.

      He had just about managed to locate some nearby rocks, large enough to mark out the campfire, but there had been no kindling to go with his tinderbox, or, for that matter, any loose, dry branches.

      Still, the night was over now; the sun had risen.

      The time for a fire had passed . . . unless Sully wished to have a cooked breakfast, that was.

      Despite his aches and pains, and how Sully felt as if his entire body had been frozen solid in the night, he shifted over to his dead horse. He fished through the saddlebags, turning up whatever he could from within. Some food, extra clothing, more tinderboxes.

      As he dug through the contents of the saddlebags, he couldn’t help but note that there seemed to be nothing at all which would aid his efforts to climb his way out of this crevice.

      He tilted his head back to look again.

      To examine the long way up . . . back to the mountain path.

      Last night, he had been so preoccupied with exhaustion and desperation to light a fire that his escape had seemed an almost secondary concern.

      Now, though, in the cruel light of day, he saw that it was going to be a huge undertaking.

      As he scanned the jagged rocks which stuck out from the walls, he noted how it seemed to be volcanic in makeup; easily flaked off if he were to put the strain of his weight on one part in particular.

      Sully glanced about himself, hopeful that he might find some crack in the rock where he might be able to squeeze himself through; where he might be able to make his escape by foot without even having to climb up the rock face.

      But there was nothing.

      Only the cave surrounding him.

      The single way out above his head.

      Sully allowed himself a single sigh, and a final look through the saddlebags before he knew that there was nothing for it. That he would need to clamber his way out of here; hand over hand; one step at a time.

      On the positive side, it was still early in the morning.

      He had all day to try and make his escape.

      And a whole day to wallow in disappointment . . .
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      AS FLUCKNOR trudged through the night-time streets of Ilsnare, he heard the gentle, throbbing beat of music coming from the taverns; the drunken laughter of friends forged in ale.

      He could smell the thick scent of ale on the air, and, rather than it seeming inviting—as it had done when he’d first set foot in The Soore Whip this evening—it now seemed to have taken on an almost acrid quality. It turned his stomach just to think about it.

      Flucknor couldn’t quite shift the childlike feeling of rejection which afflicted him. That sense of being an outsider he would experience whenever other children excluded him from their games.

      He recalled the day when the monks had come to his village of Dweldwock; and how they had given him those strange facial expressions when they’d passed him by.

      Somehow, Flucknor hadn’t felt surprised, he had always known that he was different from the others who inhabited his village. That he was different from his mother and father.

      Neither of his parents understood that he had ice magic flowing through his veins . . . although his mother might’ve had more than a sneaking suspicion . . . after all, the only explanation for Flucknor’s Magical qualities could’ve been from the intervention of a travelling mage . . .

      When his parents had come to him and asked him whether he would like to go with the monks—whether he would like to become one of them—there had been no question in Flucknor’s mind.

      He knew that his desire to leave was equal to his parents’ desire for him not to stay.

      And so he had gone.

      His childhood in Ravensbark had been otherworldly; in many different meanings of the word. For one, he had met with others, like him, with magic flowing through their veins; others who’d been rejected by their families, almost all of them surely the results of extra-marital affairs . . . the mixture of Magical blood with Mortal.

      Although the monks lived with magic every day—magic flowed beneath everything like a subterranean river—it was a question of suppressing rather than a matter of embracing. Their charge—as monks—was to maintain balance within the Magical world . . .

      Their abstinence from magic would hold the world together.

      Stop it from coming apart at the seams.

      Keep any one of the Four Corners of the Magical Field from overwhelming the other:

      Fire.

      Ice.

      Light.

      Dark.

      The monks’ duty was to sit in the middle.

      To not pick a side.

      Strange to think that, even a decade after he had left the monastery at Ravensbark, Flucknor still hadn’t nailed himself down to any one Corner. He supposed that the value of remaining neutral to all disputes—to upholding abstinence—had been well engrained into his very being . . . so much so that he could no longer separate it from himself.

      From his own beliefs.

      Now, though, he supposed his distance from magic would allow him a perspective not afforded
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