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Chapter

One

Phoenix’s legs ached as she climbed higher and higher, up steep steps roughly hewn into the cliff face. In spite of the exertion, her heart was light. For the first time in days, the clouds had dropped below Ledge, revealing a bold blue sky above the mountain-clan village where the Hunters were staying. Finally, the rain had stopped and it was the perfect weather for a hunt.

“We’re never going to reach the top!” Five groaned, trailing behind her with Seven and Six.

“L-let’s take another break,” Seven gasped.

“Yes,” Six panted, just as out of breath as his sister.

Five heaved a sigh of relief. “Genius idea, Seven.”

Phoenix glanced back and saw the three of them had already staggered to a stop. They slumped against one another, hair damp with sweat in spite of the cold bite to the air. She swallowed her complaint—they’d just had a break and really wouldn’t reach the top at this rate—and nodded instead.

“Maybe just a quick stop, then,” Phoenix said. It was quite nice to catch her breath.

On her shoulder, Widge, her squirrel, flicked his tail cheerfully, his chestnut fur gleaming in the sunlight. His bright eyes were fixed on something high above their heads and Phoenix puffed out a breath, craning her neck to look too. The cliff soared up and away from them, steps winding back and forth across it. Their destination was at the very top, where a red-painted platform poked out over the precipice. It was the place mountain-clan gliders launched and landed, and an edgeworm had apparently taken up residence there.

Phoenix groaned softly; it still looked miles above them. “You’ve got the best deal,” she muttered to Widge. “Wish someone would carry me!” He chirped merrily, unmistakably pleased with himself.

She glanced down and quickly regretted it. Clouds shifted beneath them, blocking the ground from view. Even Ledge, the colorful mountain-clan settlement, was completely obscured. Her stomach dropped and she averted her eyes quickly, focusing back on the red speck instead.

“Looks much closer,” she said to the others.

Five snorted. “You are such a liar, Twelve!” Dark hair obscured his flushed face.

“I’m Phoenix now,” she reminded him with a grin. “And we must be closer! Come on!”

With a sigh, her three friends fell in behind her, pressing themselves against the cliff as they climbed. The mountain clan did not believe in safety ropes and the vast drop clawed at them, making them all nervous.

“Have you two had any more ideas for your Hunter names?” asked Seven, glancing back at Five and Six.

Five brightened immediately. “Funny you should ask. I’ve come up with a short list.” He paused and aimed a pointed look at Six. “Yes, another short list.”

“Me too,” grinned Six. “I thought ‘Popinjay’ would suit you perfectly.”

Phoenix laughed. “What? Those rowdy, colorful birds?”

Six nodded, unable to hide his amusement at Five’s outrage.

“Or m-maybe ‘Peacock’?” Seven suggested innocently.

“You two are both awful,” Five sniffed. “No, I was thinking something more like”—he paused for dramatic effect—“Nighthawk.”

Seven caught Phoenix’s eye and they both looked away quickly, trying not to laugh.

Six shook his head, struggling to quell the telltale twitching at the corner of his lips. “Terrible.”

“Really?” Five shrugged as everyone nodded vigorously. “All right, how about Bladewielder?”

“No!”

“Grim-stalker?”

“Definitely not!” Six rolled his eyes. “And when have you ever stalked a Grim anyway?”

Phoenix couldn’t help but shiver at the mention of that particular dark creature. It had only been three months since one of them had taken her mentor Silver’s life at the Hunting Lodge.

A shadow passed over Seven’s face too, and Phoenix wondered if she was remembering her kidnap on that same day. Or the resulting battle, where Phoenix had accidentally destroyed the lodge with her newly discovered elemental power. . . .

She shook the thought away and forced herself to concentrate on the conversation around her. “I think it’s your turn, Six,” she said, forcing a grin onto her face. “I keep coming back to ‘Goat’ for you.”

“What?” Six’s horror was comical.

“You’re really sure-footed.” Phoenix strove to keep a straight face.

“That’s true!” Seven grinned. “He always has been!”

Five nodded seriously. “Nice one, Phoenix. ‘Goat’ is definitely a contender.”

“You take it if you like it so much,” Six snorted.

Together, the four friends bickered their way upward until an hour later, quite unexpectedly, the steps flattened out and suddenly they were at the top. The air was thin, the view so beautiful it silenced them. Far below, a milky ocean of cloud stretched to the horizon, and from its rolling depths sprang mountain beyond mountain, each peak dipped in glittering snow.

“Thank the frost,” Five groaned, sinking to his haunches.

“Right,” Six said, suddenly looking purposeful. “Shall we run over what we know about the edgeworm?” He offered Five a hand and hauled him back to his feet.

“Elder Hoarfrost said that three days ago it nearly got one of the gliders,” Phoenix said.

The gliders were the most respected people in the mountain clan after the chief himself. They used handmade wings to ride the thermals, often warning of dangers long before they arrived.

“He thinks it’s probably still waiting there at the end of the platform,” Five said, wincing. “But I’m hoping it might have got sick of all the rain and moved on.”

“Five!” Six exclaimed. “That is not a Hunter attitude, especially not on our first proper hunt!”

“Even I’m h-hoping it’ll be there,” Seven said brightly.

“You don’t have to face it,” muttered Five.

“I’ll learn so m-much though.” She smiled sweetly. “From your mistakes.”

“Oi!”

“There won’t be any mistakes,” Phoenix said firmly, leading the group toward the red boards that jutted out over the hair-raising drop.

A little back from it stood an A-frame building: the wing shed. The roof was carved into a pair of downbeating wings, their brilliant white blinding against the blue sky. Steps down from the entrance led straight onto the gliding platform. Just looking at the red planks gave Phoenix goose bumps. The thought of stepping onto them, walking to the edge, strapping on some bits of wood covered in feathers, then jumping and hoping for the best . . . She shook herself, pushed away the jolt of fear.

“No mistakes,” she muttered again to calm herself. Widge squealed his agreement, tail swishing cheerfully.

“According to A Magical Bestiary, edgeworms are only a problem for the mountain clan, aren’t they?” Six said.

Phoenix nodded.

Five sighed. “Go on then. We all know you know it by heart.”

Phoenix grinned and mentally flipped to the Magical Bestiary entry on edgeworms.

“Edgeworms are unpleasant pests of the mountains,” she recited. “They lurk at the top of steep drops, taking on the appearance of their surroundings. By flattening themselves to the ground and extending themselves beyond a cliff’s true edge, they can make the precipice appear up to six feet farther away than it truly is. Anyone unfortunate enough to step on one will plummet to their death, whereupon the edgeworm descends to devour its victim’s remains.”

“So disgusting,” said Five.

Phoenix ignored him. “If attacked, these unpleasant creatures assume their true many-legged form. Their jaws are bone-crushingly strong and their whiplike tail is covered in poisonous barbs. Avoid the tail at all costs: its poison is paralytic.”

“And the stats?” Six prompted her, checking his quiver of arrows.

Phoenix grinned. “Aggression: four out of ten. Danger posed: six out of ten. Difficulty to disable: four out of ten.”

“Pfft,” Five snorted. “Four out of ten difficulty? We’ve faced way worse. We’ll be fine.” He shot a sidelong glance at Seven. “Won’t we . . . ?”

Phoenix frowned at him. Ever since they’d discovered that Seven was a Seer, they’d all struggled with the temptation to quiz her about what she saw in their futures. They knew how uncomfortable it made her.

Seven shook her head slowly. “I haven’t Seen anything, Five. I’m s-sorry.”

He shrugged, trying to look unconcerned. “Come on then,” he said, drawing his sword. “Time to give Seven a faultless lesson in how to dispatch an edgeworm.”

Beside him, Six strung his bow and Phoenix pulled the axes off her back.

Phoenix glanced at Widge. “Why don’t you stay with Seven?” The little squirrel’s claws tightened on her shoulder and his eyes narrowed. He was staying exactly where he was. “Suit yourself,” she said with a sigh. Then, to the others: “Come on.”

“Good luck!” Seven called after them. “N-not that you need it,” she added quickly.

Phoenix took a deep breath and stepped up onto the platform.
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Chapter

Two

“I wish they hadn’t painted it red,” Six muttered.

“Yeah, bit gaudy, isn’t it?” said Five, grimacing.

“Easier for the gliders to spot from the sky,” Phoenix murmured.

Bloodred wood, planed as smooth as slate, stretched before them into an infinite ocean of blue.

Phoenix’s stomach jerked unpleasantly as the wood creaked beneath her. She focused instead on her axes, their familiar weight reassuring in her hands.

Next to her, Five whistled softly. “Not that comforting to think there’s just these planks between us and the ground,” he said. “How high did Chief Soar say we were up here?”

“Let’s not think about that,” Six said from Phoenix’s other side, taking a cautious step forward.

The end of the platform was about ten feet away.

Phoenix scanned the boards for any alteration in color or texture. Five was using his sword to prod the wood every few inches ahead of him. Six was doing the same with an arrow.

“Nothing yet,” Five whispered, pressing the tip of his sword into another board. There was no hint of humor about him now. Every line of his face was tense and watchful.

Eight feet from the edge.

Phoenix advanced cautiously, her vision filled with a seamless red. On her shoulder, Widge was stiff and still, his eyes fixed on the painted wood too.

Seven feet.

Six’s arrow dug into the grain with barely a sound.

Six feet.

Phoenix tried to stop her eyes from flicking forward to the drop, to the endless blue that awaited them if they made a mistake.

Five feet.

A prickle of sweat stood out on Five’s forehead. “We must be very close,” he whispered, stretching out his blade again.

“There!” With sudden certainty, Phoenix saw a tiny change in the pattern of the wood, an alteration so slight you’d never notice it unless you were looking hard. Her hand shot out and grabbed Five’s wrist just before the tip of his blade touched down.

“Here?” Six whispered. “Yes, I see it!”

As one, they took a step back. The edge of the platform had appeared to be about five feet away. Really, it was no more than an inch ahead of them. One more step and they would have plummeted to their deaths.

The silence around them was absolute; even the wind seemed to hold its breath. Then, in an explosion of movement, Five sprang forward. His sword sank deeply into the creature at their feet and he leaped away again as a furious shriek rent the silence.

Side by side, Five, Six, and Phoenix moved farther back as a mind-bending flood of change spread from the wound Five had inflicted. The red planks rippled, bucking and twisting as their color and texture morphed. A moment later, a rough, scaly creature was visible in front of them. Its yellow eyes regarded them balefully as its low, leggy shape tensed, ready to attack.

“Look out!” Five cried as the whiplike tail cracked toward them. Phoenix ducked, feeling the air ripple over her head. Widge, sensibly, chose this moment to dive into her furs.

The edgeworm advanced, its mouth gaping, teeth slick with mold, breath so fetid Five retched beside her.

“Ugh,” he gasped.

The momentary lapse in attention was all the creature needed. Its tail whipped forward again, lightning fast, and would have impaled Five if Phoenix hadn’t leaped in front of him, her axe relieving the tail of several poison barbs. Screaming, the creature whirled away from her, dark green blood oozing from its wound.

Her leap carried her farther than she’d intended and suddenly Phoenix was right at the end of the platform, the creature between her, Five, and Six.

“Don’t step back!” Six yelped, his face draining of color.

Phoenix clenched her teeth against a snapped reply, forcing herself to focus on the creature in front of her. The spark of annoyance seemed to catch inside her though, and, with dawning horror, she felt the heat of her power stir.

No, no, no.

She adjusted her grip on her axes and took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, but it was too late. Threads of warmth were already creeping through her, coiling and spreading. She could feel the fire beginning to build, pulsing with every heartbeat, demanding to be let out.

The timing really couldn’t have been worse.

The creature’s gaze flickered between the three Hunters, sizing up the easiest target.

Phoenix tried to take the deep, steady breaths that helped dissipate the fire. Usually when this happened, she would close her eyes and sit in a quiet place for a few minutes. That wasn’t an option now, and the fire seemed to know it. Stronger and stronger it surged within her, until her hands began to tingle unpleasantly and sweat beaded on her brow.

“Come on, Wormy,” Five said through gritted teeth, stepping back with Six, trying to lead the creature away from Phoenix, give her a bit more space. “It’s us you want.”

For a moment, it looked like it would work. The creature took a step toward the boys, but then suddenly whirled back to Phoenix, its many legs a blur as its maimed tail lashed forward, trying to hook her ankles out from under her.

She reacted slowly, her attention split between the creature and the fire trying to explode out of her. With a vicious downward slice, she just managed to hack the rest of its tail off. She kicked out at the scuttling creature as it launched itself at her, but her angle was all wrong and it crashed heavily into her knees.

“NO!” Seven’s scream sounded very distant.

Almost in slow motion, Phoenix felt herself lose her balance and begin to topple back, arms windmilling. The sky filled her vision as she and the edgeworm tumbled over the end of the platform.
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Chapter

Three

“PHOENIX!” Six yelled.

With all her might, Phoenix twisted in midair and drove her axe down, through the tail end of the creature and into the wood at the very edge of the platform. Then she was half falling, her feet scrabbling for purchase while her body hung over a seemingly infinite drop, clouds swirling beneath her.

The fire inside her vanished as a flood of ice-cold terror swept it aside. Only her axe anchored her. Her heart was racing, sweat stinging her eyes as she gripped the haft with everything she had. Beside her, the edgeworm thrashed furiously, and, with a horrifying splintering sound, Phoenix felt the axe blade begin to work its way out of the planks holding her.

Bright white panic emptied her mind. At the corner of her vision, the edgeworm’s teeth flashed as it twisted to snap at her. Acting on pure instinct, she hacked at it with the axe in her other hand. It screamed again and writhed harder, desperately trying to pull itself away from the blade pinning it. Phoenix felt the axe give way a little more under their combined weight. With a yell, she pulled herself higher, every muscle in her arm screaming as she fought the deadly pull of gravity. Something grabbed her other arm and pulled her viciously upward. Then she was facedown on sun-warmed red planks, the sound of Five and Six dispatching the edgeworm loud in her ears.

She took a slow, deep breath, trying to steady the thunderous pounding of her heart, the tremor in her hands.

“Phoenix, are y-you all right?” Hands were pulling her up and Phoenix found herself staring into Seven’s frightened face, her red hair whipping wildly in a sudden breeze.

“I think so,” she lied. She couldn’t believe what had just happened. Her powers had risen up at the worst possible moment, distracted her, almost gotten her killed.

Relief made Seven laugh with delight. “Five pulled you up j-just in time. If he hadn’t . . .” She didn’t need to finish the sentence.

“By the frost,” Five gasped, his knees looming in her vision as he threw himself onto the boards. “That was close.”

Six collapsed beside them. “I thought you’d gone over for a second, Phoenix. I . . .” His voice trembled.

“I thought so too,” Phoenix admitted, her voice betraying how shaken she was. She sat herself up. Widge popped his head out of her bearskin, his eyes wide as he stared between them.

“Oh, Widge,” Phoenix sighed, scratching his cheek. “I really wish you’d stayed with Seven.” The look he gave her seemed to agree.

“A Magical Bestiary was obviously wrong,” Five scowled, wiping blood off his sword. “That was way harder than a four out of ten!”

“I wondered about that too,” said Six, frowning. He snuck a glance at Phoenix. “Are you sure you remembered the right rankings?”

“This is the thanks I get for memorizing a whole book?” Phoenix sputtered.

“Yup,” said Five with a smirk. “And, when we get back down to Ledge, I’m reading that entry myself.”

“Why wait?” Phoenix scowled. She nodded at her bag, lying near the wing shed. “It’s in there.”

Six and Seven stared at her.

“You brought it with you, but . . . didn’t check it?” Six asked.

“I told you, I know it by heart!” said Phoenix as Five dragged the heavy book out of her bag. He dropped it with a thud onto the wooden boards, then flopped down beside the others, flipping the pages to the entry on edgeworms, ignoring the dark look Phoenix was giving him.

“Aggression: four out of ten,” he read. “Danger posed: six out of ten. Difficulty to disable”—Five’s eyes widened—“SIX out of ten!”

“Huh?” Six leaned over his shoulder to look.

“You said it was FOUR out of ten!” Five howled.

“No way!” said Phoenix, snatching the book from him and poring over the page. “There’s no way I’d misremember something so—” She broke off as her eyes found the relevant line. “Oh.”

Widge stared up at her, his expression full of recrimination.

Phoenix winced and closed the book quickly. “Oh well. No harm done really.” She’d been aiming for a breezy tone, but her voice sounded strained, even to her.

“No harm . . .” Five stared at her, agog. “Did you see what just happened? If I hadn’t been there to save you—”

“NOLLYWADDLING NINCOMPOOPS!”

The angry roar made all four leap to their feet as Elder Hoarfrost stamped across the boards toward them, eyes black and furious. “Could ye have made that tiddly edgeworm look any ruddy harder?”
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Chapter

Four

By the time Phoenix and her friends were halfway back to Ledge, they were in no doubt over how shoddy Elder Hoarfrost thought their work was—no detail of their hunt had gone uncriticized; everything from their strategy to the way they held their weapons had been judged and found wanting.

“I’ve never seen a sadder performance,” Hoarfrost growled in conclusion.

Phoenix was right behind him, her jaw aching with the effort of biting back her retorts. No one had ever implied her axemanship was anything less than superb and she wasn’t enjoying his critique at all. Added to that, Five was still muttering “Four out of ten” under his breath, and they’d descended into the layer of cloud that seemed to exist permanently around Ledge. A light, persistent rain was steadily drenching them. As water trickled down Phoenix’s neck, she felt thoroughly miserable. She missed the clean, cold frost of the higher mountains where the Hunting Lodge was. Or rather, where it had been—before she’d accidentally destroyed it.

Through the mist, the colorful roofs of the village slipped in and out of view beneath them. The people of Ledge lived their lives vertically. Higgledy-piggledy stone buildings rested precariously on supports sticking straight out of the cliff. Narrow steps cut back and forth between them if you were lucky. If not, there were hair-raising rope bridges and ladders instead.

As the group drew level with Ledge’s highest buildings, the broad steps they were on split into a multitude of smaller, narrower ones cobwebbing across the cliff to give access to all areas of the village. Hoarfrost peeled away from them with a final glare, heading down to the building that had been given over for his use. His face was like thunder, and Phoenix suddenly had the feeling it wasn’t just the edgeworm causing his bad mood.

“Any n-news from those Hunters you sent out to the clans?” Seven called after him, clearly thinking the same thing.

Hoarfrost stopped and turned around to scowl at her. “Nothing useful,” he said, balling his fists. “None of ’em have found hide nor hair of that wriggling wretch Victory, or that goblin mage . . .” Hoarfrost frowned, grasping for the right name.

“Morgren,” Phoenix said with a grimace.

The last time she’d seen him, her elemental fire had blasted him across the lodge’s training ground. She wasn’t even sure he’d survived. Her feelings about Victory were even darker. The Hunting Lodge’s ex-weaponsmaster had betrayed them all. She’d helped goblins gain access to the lodge and would’ve happily killed everyone there if Phoenix’s previously undiscovered powers hadn’t prevented it. The depths of Victory’s treachery were even darker though: she had led the attack on Phoenix’s home two years before, an attack that resulted in the slaughter of her whole village.

“Aye.” Hoarfrost nodded, oblivious to Phoenix’s racing thoughts. “Morgren. No word of him nor that Croke creature neither.” His scowl deepened.

Phoenix couldn’t suppress a shudder at the mention of the Croke: the faceless, cloaked monster who’d invaded her mind and memories three months earlier. Even more than Morgren or Victory, the Croke haunted her dreams, seemed to lurk in every shadowy place.

“Total blimmin’ silence from the witches, an’ none of the clans have a clue about this so-called Master,” Hoarfrost went on, oblivious to Phoenix’s discomfort. “Ruddy useless, the lot of ’em! A whole army of goblins, just upped an’ vanished into Ember!” He threw his arms in the air, but beneath his bluster Phoenix could tell he was worried. “And,” Hoarfrost continued, warming to his subject, “not only can the chiefs not help us, but now they’re coming ’ere, demanding I split my Hunters equally between all the tribes! Ridiculous!”

“The Hunting Lodge is supposed to be impartial,” said Five. “Clearly, it doesn’t look that way with us lot living here in Ledge.”

Hoarfrost’s face turned puce. “Ye reckon I don’t know that? What was I supposed to blimmin’ well do? Have my Hunters live in tents through the winter? The mountain clan is the closest to us . . .”

Five raised his eyebrows.

“. . . geographically!” Hoarfrost roared, seeing his look. “It’s far from ruddy ideal.” The Elder puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, turning from them to head down into the village. “Have to meet Chief Sundew from the bog clan now. Right old battle-axe she is too.”

Phoenix winced. “Good luck,” she said, trying to sound encouraging.

“Luck?” Hoarfrost grunted. “No need for it. Born diplomat, me.”

Happily, he didn’t hear her snort of laughter as he hurried away, rain closing behind him like a curtain.

“Shall we visit Dog after dinner?” Six asked.

Phoenix grinned. “Good idea,” she said, brightening at the prospect of seeing the Hunting Lodge’s Guardian again.

The only way into Ledge was to be hauled up in a basket. Neither the basket nor the people manning the ropes were strong enough to lift Dog, so he was forced to stay at the base of the great cliff, guarding the snagglefeet—the Hunters’ sturdy, shaggy mounts. It was not a situation anyone was pleased with, but the only option was to go down to see him, which they did every day.

Later on, as the sun dipped in the sky, Six, Seven, and Five followed Phoenix through the village, down steps that wove over, around, and under the buildings. It still felt odd to Phoenix to look up and see the bottom of a house suspended above her head, especially ones that were so beautiful: indigo dye covered the struts and base while the constellations favored by the family inside were painted in gold. The sky was revered above all else by the mountain clan. Nowhere was that more visible than in the decoration of their buildings.

Beneath Ledge, the cliff continued down, sheer rock and tapering steps dropping toward the basket that would carry them to the gloom at the bottom.

“I hate this bit,” Five hissed as the light faded. “Is something to hold on to too much to ask?”

The path had narrowed to barely three feet, empty space sucking at them from beyond the edge.

“You can grab on to me if you like,” Six whispered.

“Oh . . . um . . . er . . . thanks,” Five said. Phoenix could practically hear him blushing.

In the Frozen Forest, Five had been forced to reveal he had feelings for Six by Oakhammer, one of the forest’s malevolent Heart Trees. The two boys remained the firmest of friends, but Phoenix felt sure there were moments when Five wished they were something more. She’d tried to broach the topic with him, but had been gently rebuffed.

Up ahead, a speck of orange light bled into the gathering darkness.

“Thank the frost, they’re lighting the torches,” Five said.

One man and one woman manned the basket platform, impressively broad shoulders straining through their furs.

“Welcome to the almost-bottom, little Hunters!” The woman grinned, her teeth gleaming in the light of the torches. Eagle feathers and shining quartz were braided through her hair.

“Not many outside the clan like those steps this close to dark,” the man chuckled, taking in Five’s pallor and Phoenix’s careful aversion of her eyes from the edge.

In the middle of the platform was a large round hole. Two ropes attached to a pulley ran through it into the blackness beneath. Somewhere under them, a huge basket hung, and the two mountain folk began cranking a great wheel to pull it up.

“Hop in,” the man said, steadying the basket for them a moment later. “Ring the bell down there when you want us to bring you back up.”

Five was the last one in, and straightaway the basket began to lower in fits and starts, dropping a few feet, then stopping and inching down more slowly. Everyone’s knuckles were white on the sides, their faces drawn.

“This is the b-bit I don’t like,” Seven groaned, squeezing her eyes closed as the basket lurched again.

Six gulped. “Agreed. . . .”

Widge was the only one who looked cheerful. As if to make a point, he bounded lightly around each of their shoulders before returning to Phoenix.

“No one likes a show-off,” she muttered. Widge’s trilled response sounded a lot like squirrel laughter.

The lights of the village were so far above them now that Phoenix could have been looking at a settlement in the sky. Which she supposed, in a way, it almost was.

A few heart-stopping minutes later and they were scrambling gratefully out of the basket onto uneven, rock-strewn ground.

Six grinned. “Right, let’s find that Guardian of ours!”
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Chapter

Five

“D-Dog?” Seven called.

The group stood in the pool of light by the basket, peering hopefully into the shadows around them. The moon was barely a sliver, just peeping through clouds that had thinned and risen above Ledge to veil the starlight.

The darkness shifted and swirled ahead of them. Then came the crunch of steps.

On Phoenix’s shoulder, Widge bounced in excitement as a shape shifted in the gloom, moving steadily closer until it resolved into the Guardian. In the dim light, his reddish stone fur looked almost black and he appeared more enormous than ever.

“Phoenix,” said Dog, his voice deep and gravelly. He nudged her shoulder with a surprising gentleness before turning to the others. “Six, Five, and Seven,” he said, his voice a smile. “I am glad to see you all.”

On Phoenix’s shoulder, Widge gave an indignant squeal and Dog laughed. “And little Widge,” he added. “I had not forgotten you.”

Mollified, Widge touched noses with Dog, his tail flicking a happy pattern in the air.

“Thought we might bump into each other down ’ere,” came a familiar voice from the darkness. A moment later, Hoarfrost appeared, feet crunching across the scree.

“Hoarfrost has been telling me of your battle with the edgeworm,” Dog said, his tail beginning to wag. “It seems you acquitted yourselves very well. No less than I expected, of course.”

“Acquitted ourselves . . . well?” Five said, shooting a surprised look at Hoarfrost. He recovered quickly to nod enthusiastically. “More than well,” he exclaimed. “Dog, you should have seen us! We were all superb, but especially me. I saved Phoenix’s life! Did Elder Hoarfrost mention that?”

Phoenix jabbed him hard with her elbow. “You did not.”

“Enough of that,” Hoarfrost snapped. “Ye killed the edgeworm an’ survived the experience. “’Twas an adequate performance.”

“That’s not—” Five stopped talking abruptly at the thunderous look Hoarfrost gave him.

“Did you come down here just to tell Dog about us?” Six asked.

“I’ll speak to the Guardian whenever I like,” said Hoarfrost sharply. “An’ without feeling the need to run it past ye.”

Six winced. “Of course, but . . . ?”

Hoarfrost sighed and passed a hand over his face, looking suddenly tired. “I’m still waiting for a hawk from young Pine’s team. Sent his lot to speak to the river clan, keep an eye out for the goblins in those parts. He’s late checking in.” The Elder sniffed. “Ain’t like him to be late.”

Five hesitated. “You haven’t . . .” He broke off and shook his head. “Never mind.”

“Spit it out, boy,” Hoarfrost said impatiently.

“The witches . . .” Five shrugged. “We still haven’t heard anything from them. Do you—”

“The witches!” Hoarfrost boomed, suddenly furious. Five flinched. “There’s another blimmin’ thorn in my side. Ye’d think when I write to tell ’em of what happened to the Hunting Lodge, of Phoenix an’ Seven both having some sorta magic, they’d respond with”—he threw up his hands—“interest at least.”

“Or advice,” Six suggested.

“Or horror,” said Phoenix. “Apparently, I’m the bad kind of witch.”

“A harbinger of doom!” Five grinned, perking up. “I knew it from the first day I met you!”

The punch she landed on his arm was not gentle.

“You’d think they’d respond with ruddy SOMETHING!”

“An elemental witch, a Seer, and the return of goblin magic.” Five sighed. “If that’s not enough to get a reaction from them, then clearly nothing is.”

Hoarfrost nodded unwillingly. “You have the right of it, Five.”

Somewhere high above them, there was a burst of fire. A moment later, the crackle of sound reached them.

Hoarfrost threw back his head to track the falling sparks. “What the . . . ?”

“A flare,” Dog said, his voice humming with sudden urgency. “Ledge’s alarm signal. Back in the basket. Quickly. Before they pull it up.”

Phoenix saw immediately that he was right. The basket was already lifting off the ground. Widge gave a sharp shriek of alarm.

Above them, another flare went off as they rushed forward. Phoenix froze as something appeared in the sky above Ledge, the blaze of light throwing an immense birdlike shadow onto the high clouds.

“What in Ember . . . ?” Five gasped, his mouth hanging open.

Another burst of brilliance and this time Phoenix saw the shape more clearly. It was a bird: enormous and as pale as pearl in the dark.

Hoarfrost’s knuckles were white as he stared up.

Above them, the great bird pulled back its wings to enter a near-vertical dive, streaming down the side of the cliff straight for them.

“I don’t ruddy believe it,” Hoarfrost whispered.

“What?” Five asked, his eyes wide as he reached for his sword. “What is that?”

It was Dog who answered. “That is an ice eagle,” he said, his voice filled with wonder. “A witch has come.”
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Chapter

Six

Hoarfrost seemed frozen to the spot, the first time Phoenix had ever seen him so uncertain.

The enormous bird, an unearthly gleaming white in the moonlight, pulled out of the dive at the last possible moment to land lightly nearby. From its back, a woman slipped to the ground, walking toward them with her chin held high. She was tall, her hair twisted on top of her head making her appear even more so. Her face was all angles, sharp cheekbones prominent beneath warm brown skin. From her shoulders flowed a long cloak made of the same snow-white feathers as her bird.

“Greetings, Hoarfrost,” she said, her voice soft. Close-up, her hair was streaked with silver, her eyes edged with fine lines.

[image: image]

“Nara?” Hoarfrost frowned, his eyes searching her face. “That you?” His surprise was obvious.

The woman’s smile was relieved. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

Five nudged Phoenix. They know each other? he mouthed.

Phoenix shrugged. On her shoulder, Widge’s eyes were huge, darting from face to face, trying to take everything in.

“Course I remember ye,” Hoarfrost said gruffly, some of his bluster returning. “It’s been more than forty years an’ I might be getting on, but this is still working just fine.” He tapped his forehead with a scowl.

She nodded, amused, and her eyes swept over the group, lingering on Dog with interest. “We received your letter,” she said, turning back to Hoarfrost, her face becoming more serious.

His wild eyebrows shot up. “The one I sent three months ago? An’ you decided to reply. How very kind of ye.”

The witch drew her beautiful feathered cloak around herself. “We should talk,” she said quietly. “Much has happened. Icegaard’s silence hasn’t been without reason.”

“Silence?” Hoarfrost snorted. “More like total flipping disapp—” He pulled himself up sharply.

“I am here now,” Nara said with quiet dignity, “to explain. And to discuss the contents of your letter. You said you have a fire elemental in the ranks of your Hunters?”

Phoenix stiffened.

Above their heads, torches were flaring to life in Ledge, feet hurrying on the narrow paths. The basket winch–woman hollered down to Hoarfrost and he roared back that all was well.

“Might be best we stay down here for now,” he said to Nara. “Bit more privacy.” He hesitated, then seemed to come to a decision. “This is Phoenix,” he said, jerking his head in her direction. “And yes, I’d say she’s a fire elemental for sure, though we’re keeping it under wraps, for obvious reasons.”

“Of course,” Nara said softly. “The old superstitions around them live on.” Her gaze on Phoenix was so intense that Widge scurried back into her furs. On either side of her, she felt her friends move protectively close.

“You lot better stay if this concerns Phoenix,” Hoarfrost grunted, leading the group to a circle of rocks they could sit on.

“Yes, that would be helpful,” Nara said, following him.

Phoenix exchanged a look with Six. The witch seemed nervous. Hoarfrost could see it too.

Nara took a deep breath, finally peeling her eyes away from Phoenix to offer them all a shaky smile. “You wrote asking for our help,” she began. “But I am here to ask for yours instead.”

Whatever Hoarfrost expected, it hadn’t been that. Phoenix could practically see the questions and expostulations itching to burst out of him, but he just nodded and said, “Go on.”

“Morgren,” Nara said. “The goblin mage you wrote of.”

A stillness came over the assembled group and a growl broke free from Dog. Five caught Phoenix’s eye, his confusion obvious.

“What of ’im?” Hoarfrost asked, his hands clenching into fists.

“He has paid Icegaard a visit,” Nara said.

Phoenix hugged herself, shock coursing through her. So Morgren had survived their battle at the Hunting Lodge. Widge emerged to make a low growling sound, pressing himself protectively against her throat.

“Grottering gimlets!” Hoarfrost sprang to his feet. “Is he still there? Is that army of his with ’im?”

Nara shook her head, apparently unfazed by the Elder’s outburst. “Three weeks ago, he appeared from nowhere on the ice outside the frost palace. Some sort of portal magic, I expect. He was there only a few minutes before vanishing again, but unless there’s more than one goblin mage it was definitely him.” She took a deep breath. “He . . . did something. Icegaard is in grave danger as a result.” She winced. “All of Ember may be in danger.”

“What do you mean, ‘he did something’?” Five frowned.

“Ember is in danger?” Dog asked at the same time.

Nara nodded quickly. “For this to make sense, I must explain what happened forty years ago.” Her eyes met Hoarfrost’s. “Why it was that we disappeared.”

In spite of her shock, Phoenix was intrigued. It was hard not to be. Throughout Ember, the witches were a half-forgotten story. There were times when she’d wondered if they were even real. But now there was one sitting right in front of her, her cloak of ice-eagle feathers glimmering in the moonlight, as real as Widge on Phoenix’s shoulder. She looked at her friends and saw the same combination of wonder and disbelief on their faces.

“Go on,” Hoarfrost said.

Nara took a deep breath, her expression pained.
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Chapter

Seven

“You know that Icegaard bound goblin magic at the end of the Dark War,” Nara said carefully. “That we held it, secret and safe, for hundreds of years.”

Hoarfrost nodded.

“Well, forty years ago, one of our witches asked the Headwitch for permission to study it, to try to . . . work with it.”

“Why do I suddenly have a bad feeling about this?” Hoarfrost growled.

“We will never know exactly what happened . . .” Nara went on as though he hadn’t spoken. “She was studying goblin portal magic. But, when she attempted her first spell, the Shadowseam appeared in Icegaard.”

“Shadowseam?” said Five. “What’s that?”

Nara gave a sad laugh. “The truth is that, even after all these years, I cannot answer that question. It’s some kind of dark substance. It caused a magical illness the likes of which we’d never seen before: we called it seam-sickness. None of our healing spells worked. There were almost a thousand of us. Within weeks, only fifty of the young ones were left. I was among the oldest to survive.”

There was a long silence before Hoarfrost spoke, as shaken as Phoenix had ever seen him. “You were the oldest left?” he asked. “But you’d barely have been . . . what? Sixteen?”

The silence grew deeper and darker as the meaning of Nara’s words sank in. On Phoenix’s shoulder, Widge shivered, made himself small.

“By the frost . . .” Hoarfrost’s whisper trailed into silence.

The four friends stared at one another, their eyes wide.

Hoarfrost’s fist thudded against his knee. “Why didn’t ye tell us? Call for assistance! We woulda helped. The banemages woulda helped!”

“We lived in terror that we would pass the illness across the Frozen Wastes into Ember,” Nara said. “Before she died, our Headwitch decreed no contact with the outside world until we destroyed the Shadowseam and knew how to treat the disease. She feared even a letter could be catastrophic.”

The air around Phoenix felt heavy, the horror of Nara’s words a physical weight.

“It ended eventually,” Nara said quietly. “But it had already taken too many of us. There was no one left to teach the Unfledged; so much of our knowledge was almost lost.” She drew a shuddering breath. “We have been relearning our own magic for the last forty years, trying to recover. We never found a way to destroy the Shadowseam though. That is why you have not heard from us.”

“What does this have to do with Morgren though?” Five asked, earning a mortified look from Six. “What?” he muttered. “She told us it was connected.”

Nara gave a shaky laugh. “It is,” she said. “For forty years, we have held the Shadowseam inside an oculus.”

Six looked puzzled. “Inside a . . . what?”

“A sort of magical trap,” she explained.

Behind her, the great white eagle clicked her beak softly, dipping her head to rest on Nara’s shoulder. The witch reached up to stroke the feathers beneath the bird’s fierce amber eyes, seemed to draw strength from her. “Since Morgren visited us, the Shadowseam has been growing.” When Nara met Phoenix’s gaze, there was a wild fear in the witch’s eyes. “It hasn’t grown in forty years.”

“You’re worried about the illness returning?” Hoarfrost said.

Nara’s laugh was slightly hysterical. “Of course. But we’re even more worried that it will destroy the entire frost palace.”

Phoenix stared.

“We’ve already renewed the oculus spell four times,” Nara said unsteadily, “which is unheard of. Each time, the Shadowseam becomes harder to contain. And it’s . . .” She shook her head. “Somehow it’s draining the magic out of Icegaard, even from within its trap. That should be impossible too. The whole point of an oculus is to . . .” She trailed off at their blank expressions and shrugged tiredly. “It shouldn’t be happening. If it continues like this, Icegaard doesn’t have long left. It is magic that holds the frost palace’s structure together. Without it . . .”

“What?” Five snorted. “It’ll fall down?”

Hoarfrost was staring hard at Nara. “You can’t mean what I think you do?”

The witch nodded. “You saw Icegaard once, Hoarfrost. You know what it is. If its magic fails, it’s not just the witches who will suffer. All of Ember would be in danger.”

Phoenix caught Seven’s eye. The other girl looked as confused as she felt.

Hoarfrost shook his head slowly. “What is it ye think Hunters can do, Nara? We fight dark critters. This ain’t that though. This is pure magic, an’ that’s witch knowledge, not ours.”

Nara’s voice was quiet but fiercely urgent. “The Shadowseam must be destroyed to prevent more damage to the frost palace, before it grows large enough to break out of the oculus holding it.” Her hands clenched convulsively. “If it escapes our containment, it would be free to move beyond Icegaard, perhaps even across the Fangs into the clan lands. And if seam-sickness returns, then all we have done over the last forty years, the sacrifices we’ve made . . .” She closed her eyes. “They would all have been for nothing.”

Hoarfrost stood suddenly, began to pace.

Nara’s eyes tracked the Elder. “You must see that everything is at stake: not just the future of Icegaard, but of the clans too—all of Ember.”

“Course I see that,” Hoarfrost muttered, still pacing.

Phoenix shivered as the witch carried on speaking. “We have tried everything to get rid of it.” She raised her gaze to Phoenix. “Or rather, almost everything.”

A sudden understanding flared bright in Phoenix. “Everything except elemental fire,” she said.

“Exactly.” Nara’s face was full of desperate hope. “Will you come with me to Icegaard, Phoenix? Will you help me destroy the Shadowseam?”

“Hang on,” Hoarfrost cut in, his face suddenly sharp and wary. “You want her to do what now?”

Phoenix was grateful for his interruption. Her heart was skipping a strange rhythm in her chest and she was suddenly slick with sweat. Nara wanted her to use her powers? She’d spent the last three months desperately trying to suppress them.

“Morgren and his allies attacked the Hunting Lodge,” Nara said steadily to Hoarfrost. “Now they’re moving against Icegaard. They hope to seize my home and use the magic contained inside it to threaten all of Ember. They will turn Icegaard into a weapon.” She paused. Phoenix bit her lip as all eyes turned to her. “If she is what you say, Phoenix is our only hope of destroying the Shadowseam and thwarting their plan.”
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Chapter

Eight

Shortly after making her request, Nara left the group to consider it. “I’ll be back at first light for your decision.”

Phoenix watched the enormous bird climb, then vanish over the top of the cliff, feathers gleaming in the moonlight.

“What do you wanna do, Phoenix?” Hoarfrost asked, shifting to face her. The surprise on everyone’s faces made him shrug. “Ye’re Hunters now,” he said. “Means ye know yer own strengths an’ weaknesses, means ye make yer own decisions. I never force my Hunters to accept a hunt—” He broke off and frowned. “Not that this is a hunt, strictly speaking, far as I can see.”

Phoenix felt the group’s eyes on her but couldn’t organize her thoughts into words. Fear, sharp and sour, rose in her. Widge sensed it, licked her earlobe, and pressed himself closer. She’d spent the last three months pretending her powers didn’t exist, quietly hoping they might fade away if she didn’t use them, but the opposite seemed to be true. More and more regularly, the fire rose in her, stronger every time, demanding to be used. And every time she pushed it down, her fear of it grew. If she went with Nara, she would have to use it. The thought filled Phoenix with horror.

She looked up and saw Seven watching her with worried eyes.

Five sat forward on his rock, his elbows on his knees as he spoke. “I think there are two options,” he said finally. “One: we go. Or two: we don’t.”

Phoenix’s snort of laughter took her by surprise, even as hope sparked in her: he’d said “we.”

Six rolled his eyes. “Is that really the best you can do?”

Five grinned and shrugged.

“This is serious, Five,” Seven said, her brow furrowed as she thought. “Nara’s news changes everything.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Six said. The humor had vanished from his face.

“Seven is right,” Dog growled. “We have been looking for Morgren and Victory—”

“Wondering what their next move will be,” Phoenix cut in, raising a hand to stroke Widge, whose tail was twitching with agitation. Her heart was beating faster, her hands clammy on the squirrel’s fur.

“Exactly.” Dog nodded. “And now we know.”

Hoarfrost stayed quiet, watching them all.

Five’s face was scrunched into a frown. “Let me get this straight. Morgren’s done who-knows-what to this Shadowseam thingy to get it to destroy Icegaard,” he said slowly. “And if he manages that then the seam will be free to attack Ember too.”

“And if the s-seam spreads that illness through the clans, they’ll be s-so diminished they won’t stand a chance against a goblin army anyway,” said Seven.

“Two snarrows with one stone,” Six said grimly. “Get rid of the witches and weaken the clans.” He shook his head. “It makes sense when you think about it. Nara said it was a goblin spell that first created
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