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For healing sleep of lavender dreams,

For laughter golden and gay,

For tears shed in turquoise streams,

For fear, blood and scarlet screams,

For death of deepest midnight shade.

For these the Songs,

Five in one.

Challa, Kashe, Shi, Aushan, Yehn.
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LONG AGO, BEFORE HUMAN history began, the world was inhabited by beautiful creatures – half human and half animal – who knew the secret of controlling their environment using the ancient power of Song. For a while these half creatures lived in harmony with their human neighbours.

But it was not long before the humans, impatient for progress, turned their backs on the old ways and made tools with which they built great towns and cities, ships to sail the seas, and wheels to travel the land. Soon they began to make war upon one another, destroying the very things they had built. The half creatures fled to the remote parts of the world, deep into the forests, to the bottom of lakes, and far beneath the waves, taking their secrets with them.

Not all humans forgot the old Songs. Those who saw how destructive their way of life had become set out across the sea to find a haven. On an island of enchanted bluestone, they built a school and taught their children the five ancient Songs of Power: Challa for healing, Kashe for laughter, Shi for sadness, Aushan for discipline, and Yehn for death.

News of the enchanted isle where people were healed by the power of Song quickly spread to the furthest corners of the world. The island became known as the Isle of Echoes, the school became the Echorium, and the people who lived there became the Singers.

The Singers made it their mission to restore harmony to the world. They dyed their hair blue to enhance the power of their Songs, and added diplomatic skills to their lessons. Any youngster whose voice could not manage the Songs was trained in weapons skills so they could help protect the Echorium. Singers negotiated treaties with the world’s leaders and made sure that those treaties were kept. When necessary, they sailed to the mainland to stop wars and put an end to cruelty. Their children could speak with half creatures and became friends with them. But as the fame and influence of the Singers grew, so did the number of their human enemies.

This story takes place twenty years after the events described in Song Quest, at a time when the Echorium’s enemies are once again growing strong.
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Chapter 1

NIGHTMARE
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SHAIALA CROUCHED ON a moonlit ledge beneath a sky dizzy with stars. The unruly mountain wind stirred her hair, which was long and black and heavy with lumps of purple mud. Below, lurked the shadowy folds of the canyons that had swallowed her friends. She was shouting a warning. She shouted until her throat was as sore as her bleeding feet. But the wind stole her words and whirled them away.

What frightened her was the file of Two Hoofs running silently along the trail below. The men wore dusty black robes and had crimson-and-black striped scarves wrapped tightly around their faces so that only their eyes showed. At their hips, curved blades glittered in the moonlight. The small blue centaurs, their horse bodies patchy with the last of their fluffy foal coats, hadn’t seen the danger. So far from the herd, separated from one another by the steep-walled canyons and exhausted after a night of cracking rocks, they were pathetically vulnerable.

A group of Two Hoofs drove a lilac filly, so pale she was almost white, down the canyon towards its narrow end. The filly stumbled along, her coat streaked with sweat, not even trying to kick her way to freedom. In one delicate hand, she clutched a small green stone still glowing from the heart of the rock.

“Use it!” Shaiala shouted. “Use it, Kamara Silvermane! Fight!”

But the Two Hoofs pinned the filly against the cliff. One of them prised the herdstone out of her hand and tossed it away. Kamara Silvermane reared up. But before she could strike, a Two Hoof blade slashed at her legs. The filly screamed and dropped back to earth, blue centaur blood dripping from one fetlock. The blade at her throat kept her quiet as the Two Hoofs fixed rope hobbles to her forelegs. Then they drove her through a crack in the canyon wall, out of sight.

Shaiala’s heart twisted for her friend, but the nightmare wasn’t over yet. The Two Hoofs had spotted Kamara Silvermane first because her coat shone brightly in the moonlight, but they soon flushed out the other foals. First the lighter blues, then the purples, and finally the blacks. All were driven into corners, where their herdstones were taken away and hobbles applied. Few had much strength left to fight, though a tall, dark colt called Rafiz Longshadow scored a kick that knocked a Two Hoof unconscious before the others got the hobbles on him.

By the time she had scrambled down to the canyon floor, all her friends had been driven through the crevice. Shaiala ran after them. The sight beyond brought her to a halt. Nearly a hundred exhausted, frightened centaur foals shivered in the natural trap formed by the inner canyon, hobbled and taunted by Two Hoofs. Yet more Two Hoofs were tying the centaurs’ small wrists behind them and linking their necks with loops of rope. Most of the foals looked too shocked even to realize what was happening to them. Kamara Silvermane and Rafiz Longshadow had been separated and were trying to move closer together. The Two Hoofs prodded them apart.

“No!” Shaiala screamed, seeing fresh blood on the filly’s coat. “Not hurt they! They my friends!”

The men swung round, crimson-and-black scarves billowing loose about their necks. The alarm on their faces turned to amusement when they saw she was alone.

Shaiala’s entire body ached. It seemed she’d been shouting and running all night. All she wanted to do was crawl into a corner and sleep. But she launched herself into the air and let fly with one foot at the nearest Two Hoof. It was a kick she’d learned from the centaurs, called a Snake because it would kill an attacking grass serpent before the creature had a chance to bite. Her heel caught the Two Hoof on the back of the thigh. She heard a satisfying crack. Before he’d started screaming, Shaiala had landed and whirled to face the next.

Three more came at her, the laughter dying on their lips as they realized she’d broken their friend’s leg. A sideways Dragonfly kick took care of another. Sobbing with a mixture of fury and fear, she spun on her heel and cracked an exposed kneecap with a well-aimed Hare, then whirled again and snapped someone’s arm with a second Snake. Unintelligible Two Hoof yells echoed in the canyon. The cliffs soared, high and black on all sides. A blade went spinning under her and away, like a slice of the moon.

Everyone seemed to be shouting at once, including the centaurs.

“No, Shaiala Two Hoof!” Kamara Silvermane screamed. “Run!”

“Go fetch someone who can kick properly!” shouted Rafiz Longshadow. “Get stallion. Get mares.”

“Sneaky Two Hoof spy!” a stocky colt called Marell Storm Temper spat through his cloud of purple mane. “You lead Two Hoofs here. You tell Two Hoofs about herdstones. You betray herd!”

Before Shaiala could protest, more men ran at her. One threw a rope. It tangled in her ankles, fouling her hasty Snake. The ground rushed up and she choked on dust. Then their rough hands were on her, tugging her hair, pulling her away from her friends and slamming her against the canyon wall.

An ugly Two Hoof face, his copper-coloured skin glistening with sweat, pushed close to hers and snapped out a question. Shaiala shook her head helplessly. After the centaur language, his words were harsh and made no sense. Another Two Hoof pointed to her feet and repeated the question. She shook her head again. Her mouth was far too dry to ask him to say it in Herd. The first man gave a disgusted snort and raised his blade above her head. Terror weakened Shaiala’s legs, stealing the last of her strength. She could not move.

But the blade did not fall. After a moment, she became aware of a faceless Two Hoof silhouette watching from the shadows. The silhouette floated closer, plumes of glowing colour fluttering around its head, making her dizzy. Its black face blotted out the canyon, the captive foals, the stars, the raised blade, everything. Through two glittering holes in the night, eyes stared at her, colder than death.

Black lightning flashed.

Shaiala screamed as the pain that signalled the end of the nightmare exploded in her head.
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SHE WOKE WITH SWEAT pouring off her, panting as if she really had just run down from a high ledge and fought a herd of Two Hoofs.

She lay still in the darkness while her heart slowed. Then she pushed her hair out of her eyes and tried to stand. She hit her head on something hard and lost her balance as the floor tipped sideways. She sat down again in a hurry. Not the first time she’d done that.

Gripping her knees, she tried to remember where she was. A line of light slid across the floor where she was sitting, turned a sharp corner and rose until it reached the height she’d hit her head, then turned back until it was above the start of the first line. All three lines swayed from side to side along with the rest of her prison. There were strange noises outside, mingled with the slap and echo of water against wood. Water far deeper and wider than the streams the herd drank from during their travels across the Plains. Shaiala considered this for a moment then gave a cold shudder.

She must be inside a Two Hoof building that could move over water. She had seen them sometimes, floating up and down the Two Hoof river with huge cloths billowing above them in the wind. The centaur foals had laughed and said Two Hoofs built them because their legs got tired if they galloped too far. Which reminded her... she shifted her feet experimentally, heard the clink of metal, and swallowed a cry of terror.

They’d hobbled her too.

“Kamara!” she called. “Kamara Silvermane!” A moment’s thought produced another name from her dream. “Rafiz Longshadow!”

Only the creak of the Two Hoof building and the slap of water answered. But centaur hearing was sharper than hers. The horse-ears that pushed through their cloudy manes could swivel to catch the slightest sound. They might be able to hear her, even if she couldn’t hear them.

She drew a deep breath. “Marell! Marell Storm Temper!” Even the purple colt who never lost an opportunity to tease her about her differences would be welcome company now. At least he couldn’t try to blame her any more for the attack.

Still no answer.

“Anyone!” Shaiala screamed, thumping the wall. “Answer I! Not leave I here with Two Hoofs!”

Footsteps approached and a heavy blow shook the wood that imprisoned her. She held her breath. A black shape blocked the vertical line of light. A rough Two Hoof voice shouted something she didn’t understand, then laughed coarsely and went away. The wood creaked, the hiss and slap of water grew louder and the floor tipped in a different direction. She was thrown sideways, the hobbles digging into her ankles.

A sick, cold feeling lodged itself in her belly. Her friends weren’t here. And the longer she waited to escape, the further away they’d be.

She studied the lines of light. If the Two Hoof could survive on the other side of them, then so could she. She rose carefully into a crouch. Keeping her head low this time, she leapt at the wall, striking with both heels simultaneously. Flying Snake.

She’d forgotten the chain that fastened her ankles to the floor. It gave a rusty clatter and snatched her off balance before her toes touched the wood. She landed awkwardly in a twisted heap of hair, metal and damp straw.

She panicked then, kicking wildly, trying every manoeuvre she knew – Snakes, Flying Snakes, Hares, Double Hares, Dragonflies – desperately trying to land a blow on the walls of her prison. The only part of it she could kick with any kind of force was the floor, which refused to break. Its strange motion kept knocking her off balance, and her feet were getting sore.

“Crack, stupid Two Hoof floor!” she screamed, slamming her bruised heels into the straw again and again. “Crack!”

But it was hopeless. As Marell Storm Temper was so fond of reminding her, you needed four legs to do a successful Canyon – the kick that could crack the ground. Shaiala’s eyes filled. Her head throbbed terribly. But worst of all was the pain of separation from the herd and her friends. Even in her darkest nightmares, she’d never imagined it would happen like this.

Tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped into her hair. “Kamara Silvermane?” she whispered. “Rafiz Longshadow? Where you go? How I get here?”

She frowned, trying to remember what had happened after she’d been caught.

Glittering holes in the night. Eyes staring through them, colder and blacker than death.

Her mind shied away. She clutched her head. It hurt when she tried to remember, as if the Two Hoofs had put chains on her thoughts as well as her ankles.

She relieved herself in a corner as far as the chain would reach, then returned to the middle of her prison and lay down like a centaur, legs folded beneath her, every sense alert. The air was damp and tasted of salt. An eerie, wild song teased the edge of her hearing, only to fade when she tried to understand it. An unsettling song, like the wind blowing from a far place.

She shivered, wrapped her arms around the rips in her tunic and fixed her eyes on those swaying lines of light. Centaurs did not have a word for ‘door’, but she guessed the Two Hoofs must have put her in here through that part of the wall. Eventually, they’d have to open it again to let her out.

This hope kept her courage from failing as the ship sped across the Western Sea to the Isle of Echoes, where people sent Crazies like Shaiala to be cured by the power of Song.
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Chapter 2

WILD GIRL
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ISLE HISTORY WAS NOT the Eighth Year’s favourite lesson. Out of a class of twenty-three novices, Renn was the only one listening to Singer Ollaron. At least, he was trying to listen. Not easy when everyone else seemed more interested in what the orderlies would serve up for lunch.

The whispers and giggles found their way around the cool bluestone walls to where Renn sat on the front bench, straight backed, his skinny knees pressed together and his pale hands clasped in his lap. A fresh bruise on his arm showed clearly against his tunic. He surreptitiously covered it with a fold of white silk. Novices of the Echorium weren’t supposed to do things that damaged them physically. Especially not novices like Renn whose small frame, serious grey eyes and pure voice made him definite Singer material but on the downside meant he got bullied by everyone, even the girls.

Not that there was much danger the old Singer who took them for history would notice Renn’s injury. Ollaron was almost as ancient as the events he was trying to teach the reluctant Eighth Year. He had only three strands of hair left to dye blue and his eyes obviously weren’t sharp enough these days to see the other novices messing about at the back. Renn suspected their teacher was also going deaf. If Singer Ollaron had been able to hear properly, the entire class would have been sent for a disciplinary Song long before now.

Today, their teacher was telling them about the Battle of the Merlee, which had taken place twenty years ago around the shores of the Isle of Echoes and ended with the death of the First Singer. The half creatures had helped the Singers somehow, but the room was too noisy to catch the details. Frustrated, Renn turned his head. “Shut up!” he hissed, aiming his pallet-whisper at Alaira and Geran, the class troublemakers. “Some of us are trying to listen.”

“Don’t know why,” Alaira hissed back, barely bothering to lower her voice. “Who cares about a bunch of old priests who tried to destroy the Isle way before we were born? Didn’t succeed, did they? Our Songs are too strong.” She flicked back a strand of long blue hair.

“Worse luck,” Geran put in. “If they had destroyed the Echorium, we wouldn’t be stuck in here listening to this rubbish now. Isn’t it lunch time yet? I’m starving!” Several people giggled. Geran was the largest boy in the class with a bottomless stomach to match.

“Shh!” Renn hissed, casting a worried look at Singer Ollaron. But their teacher was chanting through his material as fast as possible, clearly as anxious to end the lesson as they were.

Renn sighed and stared at the narrow window. A curtain of flapping grey silk kept out the westerly breeze. It made the room dim, especially when the sun went behind a cloud. He shivered without knowing why. It was as if something had just breathed on the back of his neck. While his defences were down, faint words formed in his head.

Son of stone-singer help.

He clenched his fists and shook the words out.

When he returned his attention to Singer Ollaron, the class had gone quiet. For a wild moment, Renn thought they’d heard the words too. Then he realized the lesson had reached the part where Singers punished the people who had attacked the Isle.

The death-song, Yehn, was about the only subject that still had the power to interest the Eighth Year. The boys leant forward with gruesome interest. Alaira’s blue eyes shone. The old Singer blinked in surprise at all the eager faces.

“The priests’ accomplice and supplier, the lowland Lord Javelly, was discovered the next morning at his banqueting table face down in a bowl of his own greasy quetzal soup,” he continued a little uncertainly. “His servants assumed he’d drunk too much wine, passed out and drowned himself by accident. But we know better – don’t we?”

He peered round the room again to check they were all still listening, then took a deep breath and asked, “How do you think Lord Javelly died?”

“It was the Yehn, of course!” Alaira called out in her clear voice. “Singers sang him to death!”

“Yes, very good, um... Aleera.” He ignored the giggles that teased him for getting her name wrong and rushed on. “But Lord Javelly was in his castle on the mainland, remember, whereas the Singers were here in the Echorium, singing on the Pentangle. So how did the Song work?”

Silence. Alaira reddened as the old Singer squinted hopefully at her. She caught Renn looking and scowled at him.

Their teacher glanced around. “Anyone?”

People shuffled their feet, beginning to lose interest. Renn put his hand up. Ollaron looked relieved.

“Yes, Renn?”

“It was the stone, Singer. The big bluestone they put on the Pentangle stool. It amplified the Yehn and transmitted it to the mainland, where the bluestone in Lord Javelly’s trust gift, which he was wearing at the time, picked it up and killed him.”

“Know-all,” Alaira muttered.

Singer Ollaron smiled at him. Renn flushed, feeling guilty. Their teacher obviously thought he was genuinely interested in all this dead stuff. He didn’t know the real reason Renn listened so carefully.

“Excellent, Renn!” he said. “I’m glad someone’s been paying attention. First the Song travelled through the bluestone of the Echorium, then down into the rock of the Isle itself, and from there into the sea...” He pulled aside the curtain to demonstrate and his voice trailed off as he frowned at something below.

“But what about the chief priest, Singer?” Renn blurted out, earning scowls and hisses of “Shut up, you little idiot!” from the rest of the class.

Renn persisted. “He didn’t have any bluestone on him like Lord Javelly, did he? So how did the Yehn kill him?”

“It didn’t kill him, stupid!” Geran shouted out. “Everyone knows that.”

Their teacher’s frown deepened as he retreated to his podium. “You haven’t been listening, Geran. I told you the delegation sent out after the battle failed to find the chief priest’s body. That doesn’t mean the Yehn didn’t work. There are lots of reasons for not finding a body, especially at sea.” He kept glancing at the window as he spoke.

Geran winked at his friends. “Yes! And one of them’s because the body is still walking around on its own two legs!”

The class laughed.

“Don’t be such a salad-brain, Geran,” Alaira said. “Dead bodies don’t walk. It’s perfectly obvious the priest was turned into a zombie. The Yehn scrambled his brains.” She climbed on to the bench and pranced from one end to the other with a hand on her throat, rolling her eyes and making choking sounds.

Singer Ollaron closed his eyes.

“Yes, but how did it work?” Renn asked again.

His question was lost in a fresh eruption of giggles as the others followed Alaira’s lead, some of them humming what they could remember of Yehn, others ‘dying’ melodramatically on the stone floor beneath the rows of benches. In the process, someone rolled on the hem of the curtain. The silk tore, letting in a blaze of stormy sunlight. “Look!” Alaira said, abandoning her zombie act to point at the harbour. “A new ship!”

People crowded round the window, jumping on the benches and standing on tip-toe to see better. Renn, left alone at the front of the room with their teacher, clutched his knees in frustration. He suspected Singer Ollaron didn’t know how the Yehn had killed the chief priest anyway, which was why he’d let the Eighth Year disrupt the lesson. Sometimes Renn wished they had First Singer Graia for history. She’d never let the class get away with behaviour like this. Then again, she wouldn’t let things slip like old Ollaron did – morsels of information about half creatures that Renn seized upon and secreted away for future use, in the same way Geran’s gang hid honeycakes under their tunics for midnight feasts back in the pallets.

He sighed and squirmed his way through the crush at the window, getting an elbow in his eye for his trouble. Might as well have a look, since it was obvious he wasn’t going to learn anything useful today.

Their classroom was on the west side of the Echorium with a good view of the harbour when the weather allowed. For once, the clouds had broken at exactly the right time. There was an unfamiliar ship in, flying a tattered purple banner. The ship was too distant, and the sun shining on the water too dazzling, to see the design. But the sailors were slowly making their way up the Five Thousand Steps, dragging in their midst a filthy, tangle-haired creature which fought them wildly every step of the way.

“What is it?” Alaira leant dangerously out of the window to see the captive.

“An animal?” one of the girls hazarded. “A mainland monkey, maybe? I’ve heard they keep ’em as pets over there.”

“No,” Geran said. “It’s much too big for a monkey. Besides, it don’t look very tame to me.” He grinned. “Hey, do you think it’s edible?”

Everyone groaned.

“Don’t be silly,” Alaira said. “Why would they go to all the bother of bringing us live animals from the mainland when we’ve plenty of fish in the sea? Anyway, it’s walking on two legs. And it’s chained. Perhaps it’s some kind of half creature?”

“I know!” said Geran. “It’s gone crazy and bitten someone, so they’re bringing it for Song treatment!”

Alaira gave him a scornful look. “Singers have better things to do than sing to half creatures.”

“I think it’s human,” Renn said, uneasy with all this talk of half creatures. “Looks like a girl.”

For the second time that morning, the bluestone walls seemed to close on him. The sun dimmed. The chamber chilled. Someone – or something – was whispering in his head, clearer than ever before.

Son of stone-singer help child of stone-dancers.

He looked round suspiciously. Alaira and Geran were still arguing about whether Echorium Songs would have any effect on half creatures. Everyone else was hopping up and down, trying to see.

“THAT’S ENOUGH!” Singer Ollaron roared.

In all the excitement, they’d forgotten their teacher was a trained Singer – forgotten that however old and decrepit Ollaron might be now, he’d sung on the Pentangle and his voice had once been powerful enough to reach half way round the world. The fear-song, Aushan, thrummed around the walls and through the soles of their sandals into their very bones.

The class fell silent. One by one, they crept back to the benches and sat meekly in their places, backs straight and eyes wide, casting sideways glances at the window.

“I know you think the things I’m talking about have nothing to do with you,” Ollaron continued. “But some of us are old enough to remember the Battle of the Merlee. You saw that ship down there. Imagine what the world would be like if people had nowhere to bring their sick and their Crazies to be healed. We came this close to losing the Echorium and all it stands for.” He held up a finger and thumb, slightly parted – an effect ruined by the way his hand trembled.

The class relaxed slightly.

Ollaron sighed. “All right, off you go – but while you’re having lunch, try to remember how lucky you are to be here.” His final words were lost in an undignified rush for the door.

Shouts and whoops echoed in the bluestone corridors as the Eighth Years fought to be first into the dining hall. Renn, still thinking about the girl he’d seen on the Steps, waited until the room had emptied. He shook his head. He had more to worry about than crazy girls.

When the last novice had gone, Renn quietly fell into step a few paces behind Singer Ollaron and trailed after him until the old Singer turned up the stairs to his private chambers. This usually enabled him to creep into lunch, bolt his fish soup and get to his next class before anyone noticed him.

Not today.

Alaira and Geran were waiting for him in the deserted corridor. As Renn hesitated, wondering if he could maybe duck up the stairs after Ollaron and work his way round to the dining hall by another route, Geran seized his arm. The boy’s large fingers dug painfully and deliberately into Renn’s bruise.

Alaira smiled. “We think you work too hard,” she said. “We think you need some fresh air – and don’t you dare yell, or we’ll tell the First Singer you hear things in your head.”

Renn’s heart sank. “It’s starting to rain,” he pointed out.

“We’re going to take a closer look at that Crazy,” Geran said. “And since you’re such a half creature expert, you’re coming with us. So it looks like you’re going to get wet, doesn’t it?”

He had no choice. It was either go along with them or have his awful secret revealed to the whole Echorium. That was how Renn came to be on the wrong side of the wall when the main gates creaked open and the last person they wanted to catch them outside hurried down the Steps, flanked by two orderlies, to meet the sailors.
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THE SECOND SINGER OF the Echorium didn’t normally concern himself with common Crazies, not even during the rare times he was on the Isle between taking care of Echorium business abroad, but Shaiala had no way of knowing this. All she heard was his amazing song coming out of the clouds. The notes dripped into the edges of her thoughts and soothed her head, in the same way as the rain was washing the grime of her prison from her skin. For the first time since the Two Hoofs had dragged her off their floating building with her feet still hobbled, she stopped fighting and took a proper look at her surroundings.

Wherever they were taking her was a long climb. The Two Hoofs were out of condition and breathing heavily. Fish odours mixed with some foul Two Hoof brew wafted into her face, turning her stomach. They were ascending a long flight of gleaming blue steps. Below, she could still see the tiny harbour with its Two Hoof houses clinging to the cliffs. Up here, the hillside was steep and treacherous with loose stones. The steps disappeared into the clouds, where an enormous building of blue stone shimmered in and out of the mist, all towers and turrets and sky-piercing spires. Shaiala had never seen anything like it and stopped to stare.

One of the Two Hoofs prodded her with his stick. Her foot shot out instinctively, only to be snatched back by the hated chain before it could do any real damage. Nevertheless, the men stepped away from her, wary. Even hobbled, she’d landed several kicks on the shins and ankles of her escort as they climbed.

The clouds drifted together again and the building disappeared. Only that song remained, flowing down the steps like a cool stream.

Relax, it whispered. Shh, calm, rest.

All at once, Shaiala realized how tired she was. She lowered her foot. Her hair swung across her eyes in greasy black tangles. The Two Hoofs closed in again and seized her arms. This time she didn’t have the strength to kick them. She expected them to drag her onwards, but felt them stiffen. She looked up.

A slender Two Hoof clad in swirling grey had appeared out of the cloud. His face had been burnt by sun and wind, and raindrops glittered on his faded blue curls. He stood three steps above them, humming under his breath. He wasn’t as tall or physically strong as the sailors but his brilliant green eyes caught and held Shaiala’s as surely as her captors held her arms. She had a vague impression of two more grey-clad men standing behind him. The one with the darkest skin seemed to have bones braided into his hair but she couldn’t look away from the singer long enough to check.

An uneasy image sprang into her head – of other, darker eyes staring at her through glittering holes in the night. She tore her gaze free with a shudder.

The singer frowned and said something to her escort that almost made sense. His voice wasn’t rough like the other Two Hoofs. It had music deep down, like a centaur’s. She listened carefully, forgetting her unease. The singer said something else and gestured angrily at her ankles. His hum grew louder and changed. Little ripples of fear prickled Shaiala’s spine.

Her escort muttered under their breath. One of them ventured a reply, which provoked another angry hum from the singer. Still grumbling, the one who had protested produced a key and crouched by Shaiala’s feet. He unlocked the hobbles and quickly scrambled away. The others took hasty steps backwards.

Shaiala caught her breath. Were they really letting her go?

The green-eyed singer gestured to his companions and descended another step, still humming. Relax, calm, dream.

She shook the song out of her head in alarm. The singer was now so close, she could smell salt on his robes and traces of bitter seaweed in his sweat. His eyes never left hers as he sang.

Shh, calm, forget.

She’d done enough forgetting. With a final shudder, she aimed a lightning kick at his legs. Her heel cracked against bone.

The song stopped mid-note.

Her escort scattered, yelling warnings. The grey-uniformed men hurried forwards to help the singer, who had doubled over to clutch his knee. But it hadn’t been a clean kick. Stiff after the long cramped voyage, her muscles weak from lack of food, still half-expecting the chain to restrict her legs, the kick that should have been capable of killing a snake had merely bruised bone. Almost at once, its victim swallowed his pain and straightened, fury blazing in his green eyes.

Shaiala didn’t give him a chance to start singing again. Before the Two Hoofs could recover, she leapt off the side of the steps, splashed through a stream and swerved around the blue boulders into the thickest mist. With her hair blowing across her eyes, she didn’t see the danger ahead until it was too late. Little screams came from a concealed gully as three Two Hoof foals flung themselves out of her path. One wasn’t quick enough and she tripped over him. They went down together in a tangle of legs and arms.

“Gerroff!” he cried. “Go away. You’ll get us all caught!”

“It your fault! You trip I—”

Shaiala spoke before she realized that she’d understood him. He was a Two Hoof, yet his words made sense.

For an instant they knelt in the bottom of the gully, winded, staring at each other. She had time to notice his eyes were wide and grey and frightened. Then the singing Two Hoof called out in a furious voice, and the other Two Hoof foals dragged the grey-eyed boy away from her. They waved their arms at Shaiala, hissing unintelligible words and pointing furiously back the way she’d come.

She scrambled after the boy. “Wait! I know you understand I!”

But the boy-foal slammed his hands over his ears. “Stop it,” he whispered. “Leave me alone. You’re a Crazy.” He fought free of the other two, snatched up a pebble and threw it over the edge of the gully so it rattled across the hillside.

There was a shout and feet pounded towards their hiding place. The Two Hoof foals groaned, grabbed the boy again and scrambled out into the mist.

Shaiala gave up on the boy and fled downhill. She’d had enough of running in clouds. She needed to see where she was going. Loose shale slid under her feet, thorns snagged her tunic and caught at her hair. More shouts followed as the Two Hoofs spotted her and gave chase. But they hadn’t been taught to run by centaurs.

Lungs sore with the unfamiliar air, Shaiala raced recklessly towards the sea. She had no idea where she was going, nor did she care. As she ran, the rain stopped and the sun came out. Suddenly, it was warm. Nothing in this place made sense except the boy-foal with the grey eyes. And he had betrayed her.
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TEMPORARILY UNITED by the need to get clear before the Second Singer spotted them, the three truants made their way across the hillside under cover of the mist then followed a stream down to the sea, finally slithering to a breathless halt in the shadow of the cliffs at the far end of the West Beach. Despite the trouble they were in, Alaira and Geran were laughing between gulps of air. Renn held his side, feeling sick and scared. The wild girl’s words still echoed in his head. I know you understand I. She’d come this way. The tide was out and he could see her footprints glistening in the wet sand. It looked as if she’d headed straight for the sea but at the last moment lost her nerve and swerved around the headland. The footprints melted as they slowly filled with water.

“Never seen anyone run so fast!” Geran said in admiration. “A girl, too.”

“What difference does that make?” Alaira’s blue eyes flashed a challenge, but Geran was too full of what had happened to notice.

“Did you see what she did? She kicked the Second Singer!”

“Stopped him singing!”

“I didn’t even know he was back on the Isle,” Geran continued. “He’s going to be furious when he catches her.”

This reminded Renn the wild girl wasn’t the only one the Second Singer would be furious with when he caught them. Besides being the youngest Singer ever to be promoted to such an important position, Kherron had a reputation for being ruthless, both with the lords on the mainland and with any novice who had the misfortune to get on his wrong side. Pallet rumour said Singer Kherron could kill an armed warrior with a single hum. Renn didn’t really believe this any more, not now he knew how Songs worked. But he didn’t want to test the theory himself. He glanced up the cliffs to where the highest towers of the Echorium were still hidden by cloud and wondered how he’d got himself into this mess.

“Don’t you think we should get off this beach?” he suggested. “They’re bound to follow her trail and then they’ll find us.” Renn stared at the girl’s footprints, his head aching. He hoped Alaira and Geran would see sense now they’d satisfied their curiosity about the Crazy.

Alaira scowled at him. “If we’re going to be in trouble, we might as well be in real trouble. Come on, I want to see where she went.”

“I don’t think that’s a very good idea,” Renn said, turning cold.

“What’s the matter?” Alaira said. “Not scared, are you?”

“No, but—”

“Hearing things again?” Geran teased.

“No!”

“He is!” Alaira giggled. She stared into Renn’s eyes and smiled coldly. “If you don’t come with us, I’ll tell the Second Singer you understood every word that Crazy was saying.”

Renn’s stomach gave a wild flutter. “I did not!”

Alaira laughed. “Oh come on, Renn! We saw your face. I think Singer Kherron would be very interested to know you hear half creatures in your head. Perhaps I should tell him anyway, to make up for what you did back there.”

Renn turned even colder. “I don’t hear half creatures.”

“Everyone knows that’s what voices in the head mean. And you’re supposed to tell the First Singer if you hear them.” She turned to Geran. “What Song do you think he’ll get for keeping his talents secret? Shi? Aushan, maybe?”

“You can’t prove it,” Renn whispered. But he knew he’d do exactly what they wanted to stop them telling.

Geran started to say something about half creatures but Alaira held up a hand. “Shh!” she hissed. “Someone’s coming. Hide!”

They flung themselves behind the rocks, leaving Renn the smallest and most exposed one. He crouched behind it anyway, heart hammering, as the sailors who had brought the wild girl to the Isle pounded past not an arm’s length away. Blue sand sprayed into his eyes and he smothered a cough. Close up, the men were rough, dirty and hairy. Their breeches and tunics had been patched many times. They carried stout sticks. One of them spotted the footprints going round the headland and gave a triumphant shout. Then every single man froze as a low, dangerous note echoed down the cliff. Renn peered further round his rock.

His blue curls steaming in the sun, the Second Singer stood on a ledge above the beach, flanked by the two orderlies who had accompanied him from the Echorium.

“Don’t chase her!” he called, reinforcing this with more Aushan as he limped down the narrow path to the sand, followed by the orderlies. “Return to your ship. I’ll be responsible for her from here.”

“But Singer—”

“I said I’ll be responsible.” Warnings vibrated in his voice. The sailors backed off, grumbling. The captain fingered the manacles he’d taken off the girl. Some of the others swished their sticks in a threatening manner. The orderlies stiffened. The one with bones in his hair rested a dark hand on his sword.

“The Echorium thanks you for bringing her,” Singer Kherron continued, changing smoothly to Challa with a skill that made Renn sigh in admiration. “Since this is a special case, we won’t require any payment for healing her. You can keep whatever fee her people gave you for the Echorium. That’ll save us both the trouble of haggling over your percentage.” The Challa gave way to Kashe.

Some of the men chuckled and tossed their sticks away. But the captain swung his chain and bared his black teeth.

“She’s bin a lot of trouble, Singer. Almost sank us before we even left Southport Estuary, then kicked half my crew black an’ blue when they tried to feed her. I was all for chucking her overboard and letting her kick the sea monsters to her heart’s content. But it’s not quite as simple as that.”

Singer Kherron frowned and glanced down the beach. “What do you want?”

One of the men plucked at his captain’s sleeve and mumbled something. The captain shook him off. His tone grew sly.

“I knew you’d understand, Singer. They didn’t exactly send your fee with us, as such. But they promised you could collect it from the mainland when you’re next over there.”

The Second Singer’s eyes narrowed. “Didn’t trust you, huh?”

The captain scowled. But at Singer Kherron’s hum of disapproval, he rushed on. “They said if you sent one of your little blue stones back with us, they’d contact you.” He scratched his head. “Don’t say as I understand it myself as such, but they only paid us half the transportation fee, see? We get the other half when we bring the stone back to prove we delivered the girl safe and sound. This island’s the only place you can get ’em, innit? Must be pretty valuable, I’m thinkin’. But you got no worries we’d make off with it, cause a coffer of gold’s more use than pretty stones to simple folk like us.” He chuckled and the bolder members of his crew laughed with him.

Kherron’s eyes narrowed still further. “The Echorium expects good payment for Song treatment,” he said. “Yet you expect us to give you valuable bluestone for the privilege of healing your wild girl?” Aushan thrummed through his words, making Renn stiffen even though the Song wasn’t aimed at him.

The captain backed away.

Singer Kherron held up a hand. “Wait, I haven’t finished. Who’s supposed to be paying for this girl’s therapy? What did they look like?”

The bloodshot eyes shifted. “Er... well, we was contacted by this bloke wearing a mask, see. Very shifty lookin’, if you ask me, with all these weird coloured feathers hangin’ off it.”

“But whoever he is, he must be filthy rich,” added one of his men. “Cause his mask was made of some fancy black crystal with jewels round the eyes and— Yeech!” He staggered to his knees in a spray of sand as the captain’s chain caught him across the ear.

“Hmm,” Singer Kherron said, looking thoughtfully at the felled sailor. “Black crystal, you say? No informed guesses? Men of the world like you, eh?” Undercurrents of Kashe mixed skilfully with his words.

The captain shifted uneasily from foot to foot. “I did think, er, it might’ve bin a Horselord, Singer. They’re not seen much about the coastal towns, bein’ nomads and all, but I’ve heard some of ’em have riches that’d make your eyes pop out. And their women have a reputation for bein’ a bit wild like. My guess is the girl must’ve bin too wild even for the Horselords, so they sent her here to have her tamed.” He rubbed at a bruise on his shin and winced. “She could do with some taming, if you ask me.”

Something about the way the captain avoided the Second Singer’s eyes suggested he wasn’t telling the whole truth. Renn listened, fascinated, hoping for more. But it seemed the interview was over.

The Second Singer stared hard at the sailors, then smiled. “Good. It always helps to know a patient’s background. I’ll send an orderly down to the harbour with the bluestone you require. In the meantime, I’d advise you to ready your ship for departure – the weather’s about to change, and I’m sure you’re anxious to get back to Southport and claim the rest of your gold as soon as possible.”

The sailors hurried back towards Harbourtown, slapping one another on the back and congratulating their captain in loud, rough voices. It was clear they hadn’t expected to see either the bluestone or the second half of their fee, which made Renn wonder why they’d bothered bringing the girl all the way to the Isle in the first place.

The Second Singer must have been thinking the same thing. While the orderlies knelt to examine the girl’s footprints, he gazed thoughtfully down the beach. Renn relaxed a little. The sailors had done them a favour. With all the running about, they’d scuffed out the tracks he, Geran and Alaira had left in the sand.

He was just wondering if he could get away with pleading indigestion as an excuse for missing rhythm practice, when Singer Kherron turned and looked straight at the rock where he was hiding.

“All right,” the Second Singer said with a strong undercurrent of Aushan that chilled Renn’s blood. “You can come out now. All of you.”
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THERE WAS NO POINT even trying to explain. Every trained Singer could hear the difference between truth and lies, and Renn hardly dared open his mouth lest Second Singer Kherron should discover the real reason he’d let Geran and Alaira bully him into coming outside. Fortunately, this worked both ways. The other two kept their mouths shut as well, in case they got into trouble for bullying Renn.

They waited meekly while the orderlies collected the wild girl from a small cove around the headland where she’d been trapped by the rising tide. The climb up the Five Thousand Steps was like a dream where nothing mattered because it felt so unreal – no doubt a side effect of the Challa the Second Singer was singing to keep the wild girl quiet. By mid afternoon, all four runaways were in the treatment levels of the Echorium, locked in separate cells.
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