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A broken thread
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‘Do you think it’s too much?’ Quantum asked. 

Aliya looked up at the bright green flightless dragon prancing in front of her. Dragons of legend were grand, wild, and wise. Quantum looked like an overgrown lizard with gaudy yellow bracelets winding up all four of his short legs.

‘Yes, Quantum,’ Aliya said, ‘I think it’s too much.’

‘Jewellery is an important accessory for a growing dragon,’ Quantum sniffed. ‘It shows my clan and educational achievements, and can even be used to mark political affiliations.’

Aliya sighed. She didn’t want to dismiss anything that made the young reptile feel closer to his own people – he had given up on returning to his homeland to stay with her, and she was grateful. But, on the other hand...

‘It’s just, jewellery woven by my little sister makes you look ... like a girl’s doll.’

‘It’s crocheted, Aliya, not woven,’ Quantum chided. ‘There is a lot of difference, you know.’

No, Aliya didn’t know – she’d never had much enthusiasm for all those home-crafts. Riding horses and getting into trouble was more her forte. Although, she had learnt to sew because people kept cutting themselves. And she was good at sewing: skin was much harder to stitch up than material. She’d just needed a proper incentive. She got to make those choices now; no one else could dictate that she had to marry or learn a woman’s work. Shamans had the freedom to choose for themselves.

It had only been a little over a year since she returned to her village as a shaman, but so much had changed. She was treated as a woman now, rather than a girl. She had her own cottage – Azak’s old house – and she had the villagers’ respect. And it was good. Life was ... life. People were born; Aliya was there for that, of course, and it was noisy and messy and horrifying and so amazing. And people died; she was there for that, too, and she brought some peace and comfort and gave them the courage to let go. Life was a tapestry of all the tiny moments that added up to a place called home. 

Aliya returned to grinding up herbs for a poultice as Quantum continued to parade in front of her.

‘Petra should make human-sized bracelets too,’ he said. ‘I bet lots of people in Jacinth would buy them. Vali could find a market for this jewellery; he’d appreciate it. He has much better taste in clothes than you do, Aliya – at least, he does since he became a merchant’s apprentice rather than a scruffy runaway.’

She snorted. ‘At least his taste in clothes is better than his taste in girls.’

Her reptilian friend hopped onto her leg and grabbed the pestle she was using to pound herbs, forcing her to stop and focus on him. ‘Why don’t we take a trip to the city and visit Vali?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think I could take it if he’s composed any more poetry. The only thing worse than the simpering idiots he keeps getting crushes on is the rhymes he comes up with for their names.’

Quantum chortled. ‘“Dear Miryanna, whose figure is like a ripe banana.”’

Aliya’s braids swung around her face as she laughed, the beads, stones and tiny bones tied to the ends clicking against each other. They charted her experience as a shaman: a collection of successes, failures, and lessons learned. Where the ends of the thin braids brushed her shoulders, they were wrapped in various coloured threads, so that the corners of her vision were always filled with rainbows. That, too, told the tale of a shaman’s life: there were so many more colours in her world now, always something waiting at the edge of sight.

‘Come on, Aliya,’ Quantum said. ‘You could use a holiday.’

She shook her head, letting her braids fall forward to cover her face. ‘I’m too busy at the moment.’

Vali had his own life now; he didn’t need her. And she didn’t like to admit to herself that she was annoyed with him for that. Sure, she was used to feeling mildly irritated by Vali – that was sort of her default state with him, like he was an endearing but badly trained puppy – but this time ... well, this time it wasn’t his fault.

Quantum heaved a sigh. ‘You’re always too busy. If you can’t make time for other people, then what’s the point?’

‘I spend all my time looking after other people!’

‘You spend all your time trying to prove yourself to other people,’ he said. ‘Open your eyes and stop wrapping yourself up in a blanket of denial—’ Then, without warning, he leapt for her face, his retractable claws emerging with a soft snick. ‘I’ll claw out your eyes, I’ll wear your scalp for a blanket—’

Aliya threw up her hands, catching Quantum around the middle before he could land on her face. The force of his lunge knocked her over and she landed hard on her back, with the wriggling lizard held at arms-length above her.

Aliya gave a breathless laugh. ‘I reckon even denial makes a better blanket than my scalp would!’ she joked. But then she saw Quantum’s eyes, and there was no humour in them at all: they were filled with not a shred of recognition, but only murderous rage.

‘Quantum?’ she asked shakily, ‘What...?’

He answered with a tongue of flame which singed her eyebrows and would have set her hair on fire if she hadn’t jerked away. One sharp claw raked up the inside of her forearm. Quantum’s teeth and claws were razor sharp, and he was strong for his size. Aliya had to struggle to keep the enraged dragon away from her – and struggle to understand.

The little lizard went limp in her hands. ‘Aliya,’ he said, ‘you’re bleeding! What happened?’ His familiar eyes held only bewildered affection.

Blood from the gash on her arm dripped into her eye and it stung. Letting Quantum drop onto her chest, she splayed a comforting hand across his back. They were both breathing in a broken rhythm, synchronised but so far apart. 

‘You have to let me into your mind,’ she said. ‘I think you’ve been possessed.’

‘Yes,’ he murmured absently. ‘Twice. One of them might be the cure for the other.’

‘What?’ Was he still under some malign influence, or was he being enigmatic because he knew it exasperated her?

‘Shhh,’ he said. ‘I’m listening.’

She jerked and Quantum hissed, digging his claws into her tunic so as not to tumble to the ground.

‘Listening to what?’

‘Who. Someone who says they can help.’

‘Quantum, you mustn’t listen to voices in your head!’

‘Why not? You do. Luca saved all of our skins.’

‘But that’s—’

He held up his front foot imperiously. ‘Not now, Aliya. You’re not the only one who gets to make decisions.’

Fear for Quantum sprouted like a thorn bush in her chest, and loneliness wrapped around it like bindweed. Quantum was the one person who knew her fears – now, when he needed her to be strong, who could she trust with her weaknesses?

I’ve been through worse, she told herself. The deadly nightmares she had defeated last year were surely a greater challenge than one possessed dragon. But she hadn’t had to face those alone. Luca had been with her the whole time, an annoying presence within her mind. Annoying, but comforting. Luca understood her in a way no one else could.

But Luca was not here now.
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a long, slow becoming 

millennia in the womb of the mountain’s heart

invasion of fire and noise

——rapists

————destroyers

——————carve the mountain’s flesh and rend its bones

parts of my unformed body carted away

————my spirit clings on

haunting the slaughterhouse  

am i to die here, before i am even born?

——
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————no, this is not death 

——a birth so violent it feels like dying

i should be born in fire 

but the heart of my sire 

——has been eaten———— there is no fire  

————his rage is cold

an eruption of hatred 

i burst from the womb  

—— tumble—— disembodied 

the icy flames pierce the minds 

——of all who have harmed us

clusters of bright sparks—— beings of fire ignited by rage

——
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... one isolated spark, so distant from all others of its kind 

——a gateway

i am tossed 

far from the mountain of my birth 

towed by the embers of my father’s curse

——
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borne on a curse————still waiting to be born
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Sink or swim
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‘Argh!’ says Justin. ‘A fish just touched my foot.’ 

He grabs onto my shoulder, which pushes me under. The water is a thick green, but I can just make out the shape of a small girl, liquid and translucent. She’s wearing nothing but a mischievous grin and is tickling Justin’s feet with a piece of pondweed.

‘Stop that,’ I mouth at her. I didn’t realise that being a modern-day shaman would feel so much like being a babysitter. Shouldn’t be such a surprise, I guess, since the elemental spirits of my world are all less than a year old.

It will be a lot more awkward when she grows into a naked teenager.

‘I’m helping him get over his fear of fish,’ Tarn tells me with wide, innocent eyes. I can hear her voice clearly even though she’s speaking underwater.

I roll my eyes at her. Then I run out of breath and come back to the surface. 

The mixed bathing pond on Hampstead Heath is quiet for a sunny day in late August. Good thing. I’ve seen what chaos Tarn can cause when it’s full of kids. She’s not malicious or anything – just very good at starting water fights.

I squirt out a mouthful of brown water. ‘It was just pondweed,’ I tell Justin.

‘Not sure that makes me feel any better,’ he says, swimming back to the edge of the pond. ‘You’ve really been coming here to swim all summer?’

‘Yup.’ 

With Lily, mainly. The water here may look dirty, but it’s less polluted than you’ll find anywhere else in London – the benefit of a resident water elemental. After Lily’s brush with death last year, I want her insulated from pollution, from any factors that might allow her cancer to come out of remission. This pond is a decontamination unit. There’s a sort of emotional purity to it as well, a lightness that comes with Tarn’s presence.

Even if she does act like a five-year-old. 

I’m sure being the world’s sole intermediary between humanity and the forces of nature should amount to more than this. Some sort of Chosen One vibe. Instead, all I get is another truckload of secrets.

We climb up the rickety metal ladder onto the jetty, the wooden planks sun-warmed and slippery. For a moment, I let myself just have this: a normal kid, hanging out with a mate, enjoying one of the last weekends of the summer holidays.

‘I reckon an escape room for my birthday,’ Justin says as we’re walking home across the Heath. 

‘Sure,’ I say, as if I’m any sort of barometer of cool. 

‘Padma’s coming, obviously,’ he says, giving me a sidelong glance. I’m not paying attention; a group of guys is coming towards us, passing a football between them as they walk, kitbags swinging from their shoulders.

‘Hey, Dean,’ one of the boys says, nudging another, ‘it’s your boyfriend. Sorry, your girlfriend.’

‘Hi, Sam,’ I acknowledge him as I walk past. I give Dean a polite nod. ‘Alright?’

‘Don’t even,’ Dean says. ‘We’re not friends, okay?

‘Dick,’ Justin mutters.

Dean shoves me, hard enough that I go reeling into Justin. I reach out for something to anchor me and grab onto the strap of Dean’s bag, which comes off his shoulder and explodes all over the grass. I fall on top of his scattered possessions, one more piece of rubbish he’s thrown away.

His friends are all laughing – at him as much as at me. Dean starts scooping up his junk, red-faced. A change of clothes for after football practice, a can of deodorant. I hold out a pair of boxers, hung on the end of one finger, and he grabs them with a curse and turns to go.

Pushing myself up, my hand rolls off something Dean has missed. Holding it out to him, I call, ‘Hey, you forgot your...’ 

My voice trails off as I read the label. I’m no doctor, but even I know what Prozac is.

‘Shut up, Luca – that’s not mine,’ Dean snaps. Then he punches me in the face.

At that point, I forget about his name on the pill bottle, because bloody hell, that hurts.

And there goes my fun day off. Why do I even bother trying to be normal?

I mean, normal went out the window last year. When my dreams became a portal to another world, where Aliya taught me to walk through dreams and harness the power of my imagination. When I pulled my sister back from the brink of death and defeated a plague of nightmares. When I brought elemental spirits back to rejuvenate this dying world. You know, big stuff. And now ... this. Waiting for GCSE results. Planning parties. Dealing with the fallout of coming out as non-binary. Missing Aliya like a phantom limb.

My eye is starting to swell; I need an ice pack. Justin heads home, but I don’t.

I’m not even aware of where I’m going until I get off the bus near Padma’s house. Still in a daze, I ring the doorbell. Padma answers.

‘Whoa,’ I say, and then clap my hand over my mouth before any other inappropriate sounds emerge.

She’s wearing a sari, turquoise with silver embroidery, and matching eyeshadow. A strip of smooth skin at her waist. I’ve never seen her in Eastern clothes before. I’ve never seen anything so ...

I try and think of something to say, but there are too many conflicting emotions in my head. Instead, I make a gargling noise like I’m choking on a ball of snot, and wipe furiously at my eyes. It’s so hard to get over the idea that boys don’t cry. I want to hide from Padma’s eyes. I would, but she’s magnetic.

‘Shit,’ says Padma, ‘you’d better come in.’

‘Is that Aunty Afreen?’ Padma’s mother calls from the kitchen.

‘No,’ Padma hollers back. ‘I’ll be back down in a minute, Mum.’

I trail after her up the stairs and into her bedroom. There’s the usual mess. I’ve been here loads of times, but today it’s like a foreign place. Not sure if that’s because Padma looks so different or because I don’t recognise myself right now.

Padma pulls me down to sit beside her on the bed just as her mum appears in the doorway, also all dressed up. I’m obviously interrupting something.

‘Padma!’ her mum snaps. ‘What do you think you’re—’ Then she sees the black eye and the tear tracks on my face and clamps her mouth shut. Her eyes carry on criticising, though. ‘We’re leaving in five minutes,’ she says before retreating down the stairs.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I shouldn’t have come.’

‘Well, you did,’ Padma says. ‘You could at least tell me why.’ She grimaces. ‘You have four and a half minutes. Keep it short and sweet.’

‘Short and bitter. Dean has depression.’

Padma just gapes at me for a moment. Then she takes my hand and squeezes a little drop of hope in through the pores of my skin.

‘I don’t mean to sound harsh,’ she says, ‘but why do you care?’

‘He’s still my oldest friend,’ I say. It seems so unfair; as if my happiness has come at his expense. ‘In Primary School, he used to give his mum a hand-made Valentine’s card every year.’

‘Loyalty’s great, Luca,’ she says, ‘but he just punched you for being non-binary. He’s a total homophobe.’

‘He’s not, though. He hit me because he’s too caught up in what other people think of him.’

‘So that makes him a coward, as well as a jerk,’ she snaps.

‘Yeah. That’s why I can relate.’

Padma’s nails dig into my palm. She cares too.

‘He was different when it was just us,’ she says. ‘Like he wasn’t trying so hard.’

Why did I never consider that while I was trying to appear as someone else, my friends might have been doing the same? Gah. Thinking about her and Dean together is the last thing I want. 

‘Padma, is your friend leaving now?’ The voice drifts up the stairs.

Padma grimaces. ‘Five minutes are up.’

Reluctantly, I let go of her hand. Her mum scowls at me from the kitchen doorway as I leave.

‘Call me,’ Padma says. ‘You’re going to do something to help, right?’

Of course I am.

I’m going to do a whole lot of things, apparently. This world was dying until me and Aliya woke it back up last year. Now, there is a chance to reverse the effects of global warming, to restore the balance of nature, to beat pollution. The elemental spirits of earth and air, fire and water. And me – the only channel of communication between humanity and nature.

The balance is precarious. The elementals of this world are young and the machine of mankind could roll right over them. Again. Unless I keep the balance.

That feels like being asked to hold back a tsunami with a beach umbrella.

All very big and noble. But what the hell am I actually supposed to do?

So, yeah. Helping Dean might not save the world, but it’s something I can manage. A bite-sized Chosen One. Being there is what friends do. Even if Dean doesn’t want to be friends anymore ... it’s what Aliya would do. Shamans help people stand against the darkness.
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Poison
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Unwrapping the bandage from her forearm, Aliya prodded at the tender edge of the wound. No sign of infection; Quantum kept his claws immaculate. The cut had closed up overnight, but the damage to their friendship was not so easily healed.

They hadn’t spoken a single word to each other since the incident. Why wouldn’t he trust her?

Quantum twitched in his sleep. She could see his eyes rolling beneath the thin membrane of his eyelids. She hadn’t gone into his dreams; she’d promised never to do so without permission.

As Quantum woke, he cried out in his own language, a harsh bird call that she had never learnt to understand. They stared at each other as the little dragon blinked the dream away and shook himself to settle his scales.

‘Aliya...’ he began, then huffed and turned in a circle before settling down in the rumpled bedding. ‘Look, I need your advice, but don’t get all high-handed and try and make my decisions for me, okay?’

‘Of course—’

He snorted out a puff of smoke. ‘Don’t pretend you won’t. You’re so busy proving to everyone that you deserve to be a shaman that you override any opinion but your own. Just listen, for once.’

Wary silence settled between them.

‘I can hear the voice more clearly in my sleep,’ Quantum said, then paused for so long that Aliya had to bite her lip to keep from interrupting. ‘It told me the dragons have been cursed. This elemental’s body was destroyed. In fleeing that curse it found its way to me.’

‘So, it’s a disembodied elemental spirit? What sort?’

‘I don’t know. But it offered to protect me from the curse.’

‘In exchange for what? Does it want to stay inside your mind because it has no body of its own?’

Quantum’s tail twitched, a sure sign he was hiding something. ‘Yes.’

‘It’s not a good deal; you don’t know what it really wants. Elemental spirits are too powerful—it could take you over completely, push you out of your own body. Stories are full of people making deals with spirits, and they never end well.’

‘That was humans, though. Dragons are much stronger, physically and mentally—’

‘Then you should know better! You’re still a lot less powerful than an elemental of any description. It’s using you, and we don’t know why—’

‘It said it could give me—’

Aliya made a sharp cutting gesture. ‘I’ll protect you! You don’t need to make deals with dangerous spirits.’

Quantum hissed at her and she turned away, gripping the edge of the table and staring unseeing at her white knuckles. Couldn’t he see that she was scared? Hadn’t she proven by now that he could trust her instincts? Otherwise, what was her growing power, honed by hours of study and training and isolation, for?

‘I love you, Aliya, but you will never be able to give me what I need.’ His voice was full of apology and determination.

She spun around, knowing that he had made his choice. 

It was such a mundane scene. Her little hut, cluttered but neat. A swallow calling from the eaves. The early morning sun marking trails across the unmade bed. Today, it was home to a miracle.

Quantum heaved, his neck curving forward as if he was going to vomit. The leaf-green scales along his spine rippled and twisted, his hide splitting to reveal the bone of his shoulder blades. She choked on a cry as she rushed toward him. There was no blood; pulses of a strange energy, sharp as lightning, raced along the dragon’s back, making him jerk and twitch. From the rips in his skin, sharp spikes of copper wire pushed free, writhing together until they formed an articulated framework. Thin copper plates forced their way out of Quantum’s back and welded themselves to the metal joints. The skin sealed back over the bones. Quantum took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders. The copper wings flexed.

They were perfect in every respect.

‘This is terrible,’ Aliya said.

Quantum folded his wings and then unfurled them with a ringing snap. ‘Why—because you had no hand in it? You could at least try to be happy for me.’

Her voice steely, she asked, ‘What did it want in return?’

‘Nothing it will do any harm to pay.’ Quantum’s voice softened. ‘Please, Aliya, try to see. The elemental is like me—it has nowhere to belong. It has no form of its own; it wanted to give me the form I deserved.’

Aliya’s eyes filled with tears. ‘But you were already perfect.’

He shook his head. ‘I love you for seeing me like that, but you can’t understand. I don’t regret choosing to stay here with you, Aliya. You’re my closest friend. But I can’t base my whole life around you. I’ll always know that I’m hiding from the fact that my own people will never accept me.’

‘Everyone here loves you.’

‘Everyone here treats me like your pet,’ he spat. ‘I deserve more than that!’

She wanted to say, You have more than that; you have my love. But the words were stuck behind the lump in her throat. A true friend would have known how he felt.

––––––––
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Of course, the rest of the villagers thought Quantum’s wings were beautiful. They were. Beautiful and terrible. They caught the sun and burned like fire, like rage.

Why couldn’t she just be happy for him?

There was a sense of coiled anticipation in him now. If he practised flying, he did so in secret. Yet another secret. Sometimes, there was an abstracted look in his eyes, as if he was talking to someone no one else could hear.

She wanted to be happy for him, but she couldn’t. For Quantum, his new wings symbolised acceptance and completeness; to her, they seemed like a denial of the self-respect he’d gained by learning to live without them.

After a week, the cut on her arm still hadn’t healed, and she and Quantum still hadn’t bridged the tentative distance between them.

‘Stop looking at me like I’m about to explode. I’m not going to attack you again. I told you: I’m protected.’ 

‘But what is this supposed curse it’s protecting you from? Have you asked your new protector that?’

‘Of course I’ve asked,’ he snapped. ‘I haven’t forgotten about my family.’ He lapsed into silence again until Aliya let out a growl of frustration. Flicking the end of his tail, he muttered, ‘It’s weak from the effort of giving me these wings. When it regains its strength, it will tell me more. It will!’ he asserted, seeing Aliya’s dubious expression. Wisps of smoke floated from Quantum’s nostrils and he shoved his nest of blankets closer to the fire before curling up with his back to her.

She missed Quantum sharing her bed, even if he did have the irritating habit of crawling under her stomach for extra warmth and digging his claws into her abdomen if she tried to move. She missed knowing she could trust him. But he had chosen to trust an unknown entity instead. Maybe that spirit was protecting him... or maybe it had caused the curse itself as a pretext to gain Quantum’s trust.

Quantum’s breathing settled into the rhythm of sleep and she let herself slip into a deeper level of consciousness, where all the branches of her waking thoughts gathered inwards. Where her mind opened up into a forest and she could step away from the tree of her own consciousness and explore the sleeping minds of others.

The deep peace of the forest-in-between settled into her bones, and she tipped her head back to take in the gently rustling canopy high above, thousands of leaves silver in the dimness. 

Quantum’s tree still had a healthy covering of leaves, but the smooth grey bark was streaked with dark veins as though poison was being drawn up through the roots. She hesitated a second before placing her hand on the trunk. She hadn’t asked his permission because she knew he wouldn’t give it. But he was hiding something from her about his deal with the elemental spirit, and she had to know what it was. It was her job to look after people, whether they wanted her to or not.

She stepped into Quantum’s dream, an invisible passenger in the back of his mind. That way, there was no chance of him remembering her presence and giving her grief about being overprotective. 

They were flying through the night, their body strong and powerful. The feeling of rightness was overset by a bone-deep sense of failure, mentally pulling them down.

By the logic of dreams, that heavy feeling became a physical tether, a thick leather cord around their leg dragging them back to earth. As they were drawn closer to the ground, the crowd of human figures hauling on the rope could be heard jeering, their language incomprehensible but their tone easy to interpret. They were going to hit the ground – but the ground opened up, and they were dragged under it into a tunnel, dark and empty and alone.

Aliya analysed the fabric of the dream, looking beyond the surface metaphors and narratives for any intrusions that didn’t fit with her friend’s subconscious. Behind the images and emotions lurked another layer: a copper cage, strands of twisted wire trapping Quantum like a fly in a web. She reached out with her awareness and touched the wire. A static shock, a twitch as another awareness twisted away from her own, sliding out of sight like a knife blade held up to the sun. A hint of gleeful satisfaction.

She would not let her friend remain in this creature’s cage. Grasping the copper wire with her mind, she wrenched apart the spider’s web through sheer force of will.

Behind the collapsing cage was a wall of rage. As the copper wire folded inwards, melted by her will, she had a moment to understand that she had torn down the protection holding back the curse.

The wall hit them.

She was being compressed – more than the claustrophobia of the dream tunnel, she was being squeezed down inside herself until there was no room for anything but the frantic need to break free. To claw her way out of the prison of her own body, her own mind. Unable to escape, there could be only desperate rage – at her own impotence, at the fear of her approaching death, at the world – 

Nothing but rage. Hot, white, blind.

A spasm in her lungs brought her back to herself. A confusion of smoke and flames. She was standing with her machete in her hands, shards of broken pots and scattered herbs around her feet. The far wall of her hut was on fire. Shelves hung from another wall in splintered pieces. 

She dropped the cleaver and staggered to the door, ripping it open and hacking up smoke as she stumbled out into the night. The whole village had gathered around, a tableau of frightened faces. A bucket chain was already carrying water from the river to douse the flames. Now, they were waiting for an explanation, for reassurances from their shaman.

She had no reassurances to give. Everything was askew. Her body and mind had been stolen from her and abruptly returned as if they were a stranger’s. Hands shaking with the withdrawal of a surge of adrenaline that she had not been there to experience. And her people expected her to be strong.

No, they needed her to be strong.

‘We were attacked by an evil spirit,’ she said as loudly as she could with her scorched throat, ‘but I have driven it off. There’s no need to fear.’

The murmuring changed from frightened to respectful. See, all she had to do was lie. She had been attacked by something – or Quantum had – but she hadn’t driven it off. She had been infected by it. Instead of protecting him, she had amplified the problem.

‘Quantum! Has anyone seen him?’

‘I’m here,’ he croaked, pulling himself from under a smouldering roof beam. ‘What happened?’

The last of her adrenaline left her like water draining out of a split bucket. She staggered. She needed to sleep. Not here; she couldn’t collapse in front of all her people. She was not going to pass ou— 

A dizzying spiral into darkness, and then the soft light of the forest-in-between. She lay back on the short grass with a groan. Even here, in the supposed safety of her own subtle mind, she couldn’t quite relax. Something felt off. There was a metallic tang to the air, like imminent lightning. Did some trace of that dream-possession remain?

Getting restlessly to her feet, she tried to escape that jagged sensation by pacing through the trees. But sharp edges seemed to follow her, taking her to the broken place, the place of splintered dreams: the portal to Luca’s world. Seen out of the corner of her eye, the familiar stately trees distorted into those strange things called ‘lampposts.’ The metallic sense of wrongness coiled around her like invisible wire.

She wasn’t looking for Luca; she didn’t need his help. But she didn’t leave, either. 
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When I came out, Mum said she knew what non-binary meant. She lied.

At the moment we’re in one of the phases where she treats me exactly like my sister. I’m not a girl. I’m also not twelve.

‘Do you want rainbow sprinkles on your ice cream, Luca?’ she asks.

I mean, seriously? Especially since the rainbow sprinkles are probably something gross like freeze-dried kale, and the term ice cream is stretching a point when it’s sugar-free. Even though Lily has been in remission for nearly a year, there’s still no sugar in the house. Except the artificial sweetness in Mum’s voice.

‘I think I can live without the rainbows, Mum.’

Coming out was supposed to be the hard part: turns out, being openly non-binary is pretty challenging too. Not that coming out was easy. I mean, at least if you say ‘I’m gay,’ everyone knows what you mean. If you say ‘I’m non-binary,’ you then have to spend half an hour explaining yourself. Your innermost being, exposed and analysed. And then you have to go through it again, and again, with every new person you meet, with every new decision you make.

Not that I’m complaining – I know so many trans kids have it a lot worse. I shut up and eat my ice cream.

I even keep my mouth shut when Mum starts braiding my hair. It’s not long enough yet, and it pulls. She’s trying to delay the moment of reckoning: Lily’s maths homework. It’s waiting on the coffee table in the living room, an unexploded grenade.

It’s a cruel world, where a kid not only has to struggle through cancer but then gets assigned homework during the summer holidays as a reward.

Eventually, Mum finishes plaiting my hair (and puts a pink scrunchie on the end), and then there’s no more avoiding it: she must go once more unto the breach. Dad and I stay in the kitchen to do the dishes. We’re helping, not hiding. Honest. 

We can still hear it when Lily throws a textbook across the room. Having pieces of your brain removed is a bit of a lottery – except no one comes up a winner. Lily got off easy, I guess: the operation could have destroyed her ability to walk or talk. It only destroyed her relationship with numbers.

It was a couple of months before we even noticed – too busy with physical therapy, another round of chemo, being grateful she was alive. Then she went back to school and dropped straight to the bottom of her class in maths. She can’t remember her times tables; she can’t even remember her locker combination. Right now, she’s having extra classes to re-learn how to add up single-digit numbers. 

Me and Dad share a guilty silence as we listen to Mum heroically soldiering on.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ he says, nodding at my darkening eye.

I shake my head. The pill bottle weighs heavy in my pocket.

‘Dad, do you miss going to Dean’s football games?’

‘Of course not,’ he says, handing me a plate to dry. He answered too fast. I know he’s avoiding Dean out of solidarity with me. That’s what family does. But Dean lost my whole family when he unfriended me.

‘You should go,’ I tell him ‘He’d appreciate it.’

‘Where’s this coming from?’ Dad asks. ‘Was it Dean who gave you that black eye?’

‘What?’ I say. ‘Why would you even think that?’

‘Well, this is the first time you’ve mentioned him in months...’

Why is he only perceptive at the least opportune moments? Resorting to honesty may be my best hope of redirection.

‘Just feeling grateful to have a supportive family,’ I tell Dad. ‘Dean’s mum’s great, but she works all hours and I know he still misses his dad.’

‘You’re a good kid, Luca.’ Dad tries to ruffle my hair like he used to when I was little, but that doesn’t go over so well with a tight plait. I grunt as his fingers catch and pull. Good news is, the pink scrunchie falls out. I kick it under the counter where it will hopefully lie undiscovered for a thousand years.

It’s easy to be a good kid when you’ve got support. Who’s got Dean’s back? Is there anyone who knows what he’s going through?

After dinner, I walk around to his house, my footsteps on the familiar pavements taking me back through our years of friendship. His mum answers the door wearing her nurse’s uniform. It’s got something gross on the lapel, so she must have just finished a shift.

‘Luke!’ she says, ‘What a nice surprise.’

‘Is he in?’ I ask.

‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘I don’t know where he’s got to. Have you tried calling him?’

‘No worries,’ I tell her, holding out the bottle of Prozac. ‘Just, he dropped this. Thought he might need it.’

Her face crumples like a paper bag. ‘Thanks, Luke.’ She tries to smile, taking the pills from me with a trembling hand.

‘I go by Luca, now,’ I tell her.

‘Oh. Dean didn’t say.’

Of course not.

That night, after I fall asleep, I stand in a forest of lampposts and debate ethics. There’s no one to debate with, of course, since this place is just a metaphor for my subtle mind. So, I pretend that Aliya is listening.

When I’m here, in between dreaming and waking, missing her is like toothache.

‘You’d do it, wouldn’t you?’ I say to my imaginary mentor. ‘Act first, think later. I know Dean needs help, but he doesn’t want help. Especially not mine. Going into his head against his wishes is such an invasion of privacy. Like, total identity theft.’

I can almost hear Aliya say, a shaman’s job is to help people. It doesn’t matter if they like you for it.

Facebook ignores everyone’s right to privacy, so why shouldn’t I? At least I’m doing it to help, not to make money. 

Circling Dean’s lamppost, I brush my fingers over the metal. Subtle wafts of emotion billow through me. Dark emotions. Thoughts Dean would hate me knowing. Oh well, he hates me anyway, so what the hell.

Shamans stand between people and the darkness.

I flex my fingers. What am I waiting for, an animated countdown? I place my palm on the metal and sink into his dreaming mind.

There are different ways of dreamwalking, all of which I practised far too much in Aliya’s world. We can take our own dream-body into the dream, so that we have control over our actions and can communicate with the dreamer; we can be a passenger in the back of the dreamer’s mind; or we can be full immersion, living every moment of the dream as if it were our own. That option can really suck. But it’s what I need to know.

So, I’m Dean, his body is my body and his thoughts are my thoughts.

I’m playing football, which is predictable, but it’s like I’ve been dipped in cement: I’m in slow-motion, every movement dragging. My feet disobey the commands of my head, which is yelling come on, you wanker, you want everyone to know you’re a fraud? 

I yank myself out of the dream, ripping my hand away from the lamppost as if the metal burns. About two minutes of that feeling and I want to peel my skin off – and Dean lives with that all the time? All those times when I’ve casually said ‘that’s so depressing’ or something like ... I had no idea.

This isn’t like it was with Lily. Lily was depressed because she had cancer. By helping her look at her illness differently, the depression lifted. But Dean ... it’s like his entire world is depression. 

Or maybe it’s not so different. I never cured Lily’s cancer – but giving her a better way of relating to it saved her life. I’m not going to kid myself I can cure clinical depression, either; but if I can get Dean to see it as a disease, rather than his whole world, that could save his life too.

I have some power to help, I know I do. Not sure how much. I’ve never thought of myself as being in Aliya’s league – it feels weird even using the term ‘shaman’ – but maybe I can do more than I realise. My world is waking up, now.

When I first discovered this in-between place – this place within my own mind, a metaphor letting me connect to the minds of others – the lampposts of consciousness were surrounded by bare, cracked concrete. The elemental forces of the world dormant, eroded to almost nothing. Now that the elementals are back, I have to push through a carpet of wildflowers and tall grass, the steel lampposts incongruous. The world is waking up.

It’s still the middle of the night (somehow I always know how long I’ve slept, even with the weird time dilation you get in dreams), so I go for a stroll among the flowers. My mum would be proud: I’ve become a total hippy cliché. I even know their names: poppy, to relieve pain; lady’s mantle, for wounds; feverfew, migraines. A metaphor for healing growing all around me.

When I eventually look up, I’m in front of the Hall of Mirrors. That’s what I’ve taken to calling the gateway to Aliya’s world, because perspective and direction get all distorted (and it’s snappier than ‘whopping great hole in the fabric of reality’). The lampposts keep marching into the distance, but if I glance out of the corner of my eye, they become trees. The air has a different quality here, as if something alien is bleeding through: something richer, smoother than the burnt air of the modern world.

It feels like somewhere I shouldn’t be. This hole between worlds was ripped open by a rogue dreamwalker called Caleb, and since he accidentally killed hundreds of people I’m not about to assume that this is exactly safe.

But it is seductive.

I look sideways, and there she is.

Her hair’s different, all swinging braids, and she holds herself with more confidence – more like a grown-up. She looks amazing, and I allow myself to acknowledge how much I’ve missed her.

‘Aliya! Were you looking for me?’

‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘I always keep an eye on this place. The edges are fraying. Another thing to worry about.’

‘What’s the other thing?’

‘What?’

‘That you have to worry about?’

‘Oh. Nothing.’ 

Some things don’t change: she’s still so bloody cagey. I thought we’d been through enough together to have gotten over this.

Her shoulders drop and she smiles. ‘It’s good to see you, Luca. How are things going?’

‘Great.’ I can’t go running to Aliya for help with every little thing, can I? 

I want to give her a hug, but I can only see her out of the corner of my eye. I sidle sideways and reach out a hand – but instead of wrapping around her arm, my fingers slide through the space where she appears to be. An electric flash travels up my arm, tasting of copper and white noise. We both reel back with a yell. 

‘I’ve decided I don’t want to hug you after all,’ I say wryly.

She directs a frown around at our cracked-glass landscape. ‘At least we can still talk. Are you having any problems with the new elementals?’

‘No, they’re ... fine. Quite sweet, really.’

‘Sweet? They are the forces that will save your world from the damage that humans have inflicted, Luca.’ That glower makes her look like my Year 9 maths teacher. Not good. 

‘Alright, I know. They’re only babies.’ So am I: in magical terms, I haven’t even learnt how to walk yet. I’m not ready to save the world. 

Aliya tilts her head and says, ‘I need to wake up now: Tilly’s just gone into labour.’

‘You’re going to deliver a baby?’ I say. 

‘Of course. I’m the shaman: who else is going to do it?’

And she’s gone. How did she even know what was happening in the waking world while she was asleep? There’s still so much I could learn from her. Not midwifery, though. But ... something useful. She has a whole community that relies on her. And me? Who am I helping?

I need to stop just splashing around in ponds and become a proper shaman.

I turn to leave, but my foot’s caught on something hidden in the grass. Skin tears. I swear and hop on one leg. My left ankle is encircled by spots of blood. It may be imaginary, but it’s still hard to remember not to feel pain.

Pushing the grasses aside, I find what tripped me. A loop of barbed wire. What?

This is my subconscious. I’m supposed to be in charge down here.

I pull on the offending wire, but it’s fixed in the ground. It’s growing. Flowers for healing and barbed wire for ... what? Something darker.

I hold out my hand and create a pair of shears. Create might be the wrong word; I believe they’re there, and then it’s obvious that they are. Whatever: they cut the barbed wire. I turn the twisted metal over in my hands. It’s made of copper or brass – something bronze-coloured, anyway. Ravi would know, except I can’t show it to Ravi because it only exists as a metaphor inside my head.

Sweeping the long-handled shears before me to check for more traps, I wander through the grass and flowers. The silence, normally so peaceful, feels eerie.

Aliya and I transplanted the seeds of the elementals into my world ... but it’s a very different world from Aliya’s own. What, exactly, is waking up?
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new world
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crawling out of a dream with the taste 

————of blood

metal everywhere 

this world is made for me 

——————but 

——until i find a body of my own 

i must lurk in the depths of this constricted mind

——
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——waiting
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Unwoven
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‘Quantum can share with me if he likes,’ Petra offered.

It wasn’t where to put an undersized dragon that was the problem; the problem was establishing how Aliya fitted back into her family’s lives. She knew her parents still loved her, even respected her – but she was their shaman. A shaman felt like a very different thing than a daughter. A shaman couldn’t be expected to share a mattress with her two younger siblings, even when the shaman’s house was missing a wall. And part of the roof.

‘We’ll have it fixed up for you in no time,’ her pa said, reading her mind in that uncanny way parents do.

Her mother, more focused on the immediate crisis, said, ‘Petra, Simion, you will sleep in front of the hearth.’

‘Okay,’ said eleven-year-old Simion, ‘as long as we get Quantum.’

‘I do like to be near the fire,’ Quantum said politely, then winced at the irony of having just set fire to their house.

‘It’s not fair,’ Petra mumbled, ‘Aliya runs away and breaks all the rules and now she’s too good to share with us?’

Aliya’s tattered nerves frayed a little more at her sister’s accusation, but she pushed her lower jaw out and refused to let it show. She would have liked to share a bed with her sister again, to retreat to that childhood closeness. Although there had always been more bickering than confidences, she had always known there was someone who was made of the same fabric as her, the warp to her weft. And now the thread had snapped. She was part of a different tapestry altogether.

Even having seen her apprentice for the first time in over a year brought no comfort. Why now? The last time Luca had shown up in her head, they had been the harbinger of a huge upheaval. Was that why she hadn’t told them about her fears, in case it triggered another earthquake? Or had she just become too familiar with keeping things to herself?

‘Thanks,’ Aliya said to her mother. Should she still call her ‘Ma,’ or should she use her given name, Miryam, now? Bram had left home, and he still called her ‘Ma’ ... but Bram was just an ordinary man. Aliya was ... different. An outsider even within her own family.

And that was okay. It was the price of respect and independence. She had Quantum to prevent her from feeling lonely.

Quantum, who wouldn’t even meet her eyes.

In the last day, she’d had maybe an hour of sleep, during which she’d been possessed and then electrocuted. Her throat was still raw from smoke inhalation and she’d just spent eight hours at a difficult birth. Somehow, this was the worst moment of them all.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t be here long,’ she told her family. ‘I need to go away tomorrow for a few days. To find some answers.’

Was she imagining the relief in their eyes?

‘Can I come with you?’ Simion asked.

She stared at her little brother in the awkward silence. Wasn’t Pa going to tell him no? Or ... was her father wary of imposing on her authority?

Over the last year, she had received training in herb lore, fortune-telling, midwifery, and ritual magic. She had not received any lessons in dealing with relations. Surely that would have been more essential?

‘No,’ she said. She didn’t have a reason for refusing, so she didn’t say anything more. 

Was she imagining her parents’ disappointment?

––––––––
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They set out across the prairie the following morning to seek advice from the best source of information for miles around. When Quantum settled into his usual place between Meera’s ears, the horse flicked her ears irritably. He weighed more with his new wings.

‘Have you tried to fly?’ she asked, trying to make peace.

‘That’s not your business.’

‘You are my business. You need my help.’

‘I found a way to help myself! You took it from me. You might as well have cursed me yourself.’

She gritted her teeth. It wasn’t all her fault. He’d made a dangerous bargain and lied to her about it. She’d been looking out for him... by overriding his decisions and leaving him vulnerable to a terrible curse. Okay, mostly her fault.

‘I’ll fix it. I always find a way, don’t I?’

First, she needed to know what in the nine realms was going on.

The forest-in-between was at peace again, no trace of that disquieting metallic presence. But it also contained no answers. By night, Aliya haunted Quantum’s tree, alert for any signs of danger, but unable to enter his dreams for fear of being overcome again. 

After two days of travel, they reached a clearing by a small river.

‘Hello, Ripple,’ Aliya said as the water elemental emerged from the stream, shimmering as the slanting autumn sunlight passed through her body.

‘Aliya! It’s so nice to see you,’ Ripple said. ‘Let me tell you all the news! The harvest to the west of Jacinth was bad because of some bugs...’

The water elementals loved to chatter, and the sprites who lived in the many different rivers and lakes communicated with each other by sending a small amount of their essence up into the clouds, to fall as rain that ‘talked’ to their sisters. Discovering this, Aliya had realised she could communicate with all the other shamans throughout the country. They shared news with their local water sprite – who was ecstatic to hear anything resembling gossip – and the elementals spread the news as widely as the rain fell.

‘...and the shaman from Tampra requests the help of a talented midwife for a difficult birth in about a month’s time. And then, there’s news from—’

‘I was hoping for some specific information,’ Aliya interrupted. ‘Do you hear anything from the dragons’ country?’

‘Oh,’ said Ripple, ‘that’s a long way south of here. Mountainous, you know, so all the rivers are a bit rushed. Hardly time to say hello. Although they’ve been rather silent lately... Surrounded by Sea, of course, but Mother doesn’t say too much. And when She does it’s all philosophy and whatnot. Nothing useful.’

‘Is that a “no”?’ Aliya asked. ‘Could you try asking the sea for some more direct news?’

But Ripple wasn’t listening. ‘...like we’re all naughty children,’ she muttered, ‘just because She’s so much deeper...’ 

Aliya turned to Quantum with a sigh. ‘Ripple hasn’t heard anything useful.’

Quantum uncurled from a sunny rock. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about.’

It was true that for the last two days, as they had ridden across the prairies to visit Ripple in her river, there had been no recurrence of the terrible rage. But living in denial didn’t help; Aliya had spent a year trying that option herself when she first began dreamwalking, so she understood the futility of hiding from the truth. 

‘It’s not nothing, Quantum,’ she said. ‘You’ve been cursed. Maybe all the dragons in the world are affected. Things might be happening in your homeland—’

‘I know, Aliya,’ he snapped. ‘I said it’s not your problem. They’re my people.’ He flexed his wings like they marked his connection with his motherland. ‘I’m going home.’

She nodded. ‘We’ll need to travel fast to get there and back before winter sets in.’

‘I don’t need more of your help.’

A vee of geese passed high overhead, their honking calls dissolving into the distance. It was a long migration south, with winter chasing behind. Aliya watched them until they merged with the horizon.

‘Please, Quantum,’ she said, kneeling on the ground in front of him. ‘You have to give me a chance to repair the damage I’ve done. If it wasn’t for my interference you’d still be protected from the curse and have some means of helping your people. I messed that up.’

Quantum sighed. ‘I messed up, too. What it asked for...’

‘Tell me.’

‘It doesn’t matter; it’s too late now. The elemental’s gone. It is gone, isn’t it?’

She nodded. There was no trace left of that sharp, metallic presence. The wings held just enough elemental energy to keep them functioning, but not a hint of sentience. Maybe being driven out of Quantum’s mind had killed it. It had no body of its own to sustain it. How could it? There was no such thing as a metal elemental. It had been an aberration, a failed evolutionary pathway. She felt a twinge of guilt, but what could she have done? It wasn’t right for it to haunt Quantum’s mind, and she couldn’t make it a body. All the bronze in Islaskia wouldn’t be enough to do that. No, it was gone for good. All that remained of it were the miraculous, beautiful wings. 

‘Was it worth it?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’ He fanned his wings. He looked like a proper dragon. ‘I don’t know.’

He loved his wings. What could he possibly have promised that was bad enough to make him doubt the value of that bargain?
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A tribe of aliens
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Ravi asks me the same question Padma did. ‘Why are you trying to help Dean?’

Are all my friends sociopaths or something? ‘Because he’s hurting.’

‘That’s noble, Luca,’ Ravi says with a sigh, ‘but you’re just setting yourself up to get smacked in the face. Again.’ 

I swing my foot against the leg of the picnic table. ‘But what if I’m the only one who can help him?’

Ravi squints into the sun and pinches the bridge of his nose. I'd dragged him out to Hampstead Heath – my second home this summer – but since Ravi is allergic to both exercise and the outdoors we’ve ended up sitting at the café by the bandstand, about a hundred metres from the bus stop.

‘He’s not going to thank you for spying on his dreams,’ Ravi says.

I blush. Yes, Ravi knows I’m a dreamwalker. My misguided attempt to prove that to him will never cease to be a cause of acute embarrassment. Seriously, how was I supposed to know? Ravi is the last person in the world I would imagine having a sex dream. Okay, not thinking about that.

In some ways, I don’t know much about dreamwalking. Almost every dream I’ve ever walked in has been a nightmare. At least that’s not all there is.

I sometimes wish I had normal dreams. The spontaneity, the random chaos. Looks like it could be fun. Uncomplicated. ‘Just a dream.’ But would I swap my dreamwalking for that? No way. Being swept along by dreams might be fun, but controlling dreams is being the architect of an entire world. I haven’t let myself stretch my wings since Lily got better, but surely if I have this power I’m obliged to try and do some good with it.

‘Dean doesn’t have to thank me – he doesn’t have to know.’

Ravi gives me one of his serious looks. I can imagine him as a doctor delivering bad news. ‘Just don’t go in thinking if you fix him you’ll be friends again. He was judgemental and intolerant before he was depressed.’

Come on – tactless, maybe, but not an arsehole. At least, not to me. I try and think of a single conversation I can remember Dean having with Ravi and can’t come up with one. Did my two closest friends ignore each other for five years, and I never even noticed?

Ravi heaves another sigh. ‘You think Dean’s going to want your help after you ask out his ex-girlfriend?’

Just the thought sets a boa constrictor around my chest. ‘I’m not going to ask Padma out.’

But the longing is a constant ache in my stomach. As soon as I let my thoughts turn to her, it’s worse than it’s ever been – a surge of want that’s unnatural in its intensity, desire turned to greed, barbed wire wrapped around my spine. Gritting my teeth, I fight my way back to someone I can recognise as myself. Padma isn’t an object to be possessed.

‘You’ll have to ask her out eventually, Luca. I may not be the most emotionally literate of guys, but there is a certain level of pining that even I can’t ignore, and you passed it months ago.’

He’s right. I have to. I can’t. Not just the fear of rejection – the fear of being forced back into a role I hated.

I wrap my feet around the leg of the picnic table and lean back to look at the sky. London-blue: bright and clear, but always with a hint of pollution-yellow. ‘I’ll sort out Dean first. Start with the low-hanging fruit, right? Then I’ll ask Padma out. Then save the world.’

‘Are you sure you have your priorities straight, Luca?’ Ravi asks, polishing his glasses. Jamming them back on his nose, he pulls an overflowing binder out of his satchel. ‘Personally, I’d rather you got on with saving the world. See, I’ve been researching rising sea levels; to prevent the melting of the ice caps, global carbon dioxide levels would need to drop back below three hundred parts per million. So, I suggest that we take measurements of the CO2 levels in different parts of the Heath, to map the effect the resident elementals—’

I lower my forehead onto the table and wrap my arms over my head. ‘Please, Ravi! Does being a shaman have to be like schoolwork?’

He tuts. ‘I’ll do the science, you do the ...’ He waves his hand around like he’s brandishing a magic wand.

Yeah, thanks. I’ll do the weird stuff. He makes it sound so easy, as if it’s just a case of numbers and charts. He knows that the Arctic permafrost is melting – but I’m the one who’ll need to work out how the ice caps feel about it.

Is the Arctic Ocean awake yet? Maybe I need to tip a bit of the mixed bathing pond into it to bring it to life. How am I supposed to get to the Arctic – I’m only sixteen! And I don’t want to meet an ocean. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg – oh no, bad puns mean my anxiety is getting the best of me – there’s also deforestation and extreme weather patterns and the disappearing bees. Where am I supposed to find the bees? Is there a bee spirit I can ask? I don’t want to meet the mythological representation of bees, either.

I can see my thoughts beginning to spiral. Stop thinking about all that. The big picture is just too big. How can I solve the world’s problems when I can’t even tell one girl how I feel?

––––––––
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My knee keeps jiggling. The scuffed lino floor is unduly fascinating: hospital green with flecks of grey. Easier to look at than the other people in the circle.

I’ve been contemplating coming to this group for months ... but I don’t need to, right? I’m happy with who I am. I’m only here now because I need help finding a way to ask out a girl without betraying myself.

So, I’m at a trans support group at a youth centre off Euston Road, wondering if this is the place to find answers. Does non-binary even count as trans? No one else seems sure, either, judging from all the sideways looks.

The group leader is a guy called Jasper, a few years older than me, with a vertical afro and a ring in his nose. He looks cool. Another reason I’m in the wrong place. I wish I had long hair, then I’d feel like I was doing this non-binary thing properly; but I shaved it in solidarity when Lily had chemo last year, and it’s taking aeons to grow out. It almost reaches my shoulders now if I tug it. Which I realise I’m doing, so I sit on my hands.

‘There are lots of different ways to transition,’ Jasper is saying. ‘I was lucky enough to start on hormone therapy before I hit puberty—’

‘Do you take hormones?’ a girl with the expression of a bulldog and an incongruous blue pixie cut barks at me.

‘What?’ I say. I mean, is that a normal way to open a conversation with a stranger?

‘Lay off, Dex,’ says the person beside her. Gender undetermined. We all introduced ourselves at the start: name and preferred pronouns. It was weird. I can’t remember the names or the pronouns now. Not sure if I remember my own name. Definitely don’t remember why I thought this was a good idea.

‘Don’t worry, Luca,’ Jasper says, ‘there’s no right or wrong way to be non-binary.’ Which I interpret as a passive-aggressive way of telling me that I’ve found the wrong way. ‘Why don’t you tell us a bit about the journey that brought you here?’

‘Um,’ I say. ‘Well, I came out as enby last year, and it feels good. It feels right. But there’s this girl I like, and I keep thinking “why doesn’t she make a move?” and then I realised she’s probably expecting me to, and does that mean she still thinks of me as a boy? Like I’m supposed to fill that role because she’s a girl.’

‘Dating other people in the queer community is way easier,’ one bloke says. Yeah, that’s helpful, thanks.

‘Don’t let this girl put you under pressure to be someone you’re not,’ Jasper says, leaning forward. ‘If you go into a relationship inauthentically then it can only get worse.’

Sounds like the consensus is that if I stay true to myself I’ll never get the girl. Great.

I won’t be coming back here again. Why do I need it, anyway? Coming to terms with who I am was hard, but I did it. Coming out was hard, but I did that too. I’ve done the hard stuff now. I don’t need anyone else telling me how to be me.

But ... this is supposed to be my tribe.

I shouldn’t be thinking about this, anyway. I have more important things to do than analyse my gender identity. The people here may be all sorted and self-fulfilled, but they don’t have all my responsibilities. Restore the natural balance. Reverse the damage of the Industrial Revolution. Save my ex-best friend from drowning in despair.

I don’t have time for me.
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Chasing the winter
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The last time Aliya had set off on a quest, with no idea of the length and depths to which her journey would take her, she had simply grabbed a bag and left. Now, she had responsibilities.  

‘I’ve arranged for another local shaman to visit in a few weeks,’ she reassured one of the elderly villagers. ‘You have enough medicine to last you until then.’ He went away, pacified, but an irate Juna took his place.

‘If you make me delay my wedding I will string you up by your toes!’ Juna said.

‘I’ll be back well before midwinter,’ Aliya promised, hoping it wasn’t a lie. There were enough barriers between her and Juna at the moment without adding a broken promise. ‘At least you know I won’t miss your big day,’ she said, trying to lighten the mood. The wedding couldn’t take place without her there to officiate.

Juna didn’t even crack a smile. ‘I’m sure whatever you’re doing is important, Aliya – but this is important to me.’

Aliya crossed her arms and replied with the coming winter already present in her voice. ‘I’ll be here. I take my calling seriously, you know.’

Juna flinched. ‘Well, take care, then. Will it be dangerous, where you’re going?’

A year ago, Aliya would have told her best friend about the ball of confusion and anxiety nestled in her chest. But now, she was a shaman. She was the one with the answers, not the questions. No one wanted to hear that sometimes she still felt just like an ordinary girl.

‘It won’t be anything I can’t handle.’ 

‘Of course. Well then, don’t let my trivial concerns slow you down.’ Juna spun on her heel and stomped off.

Quantum tutted. ‘She’s supposed to be your friend, Aliya.’

She held out her arm and Quantum jumped onto it, her muscles straining to take his weight. ‘Shamans don’t have friends.’

His sharp claws snicked out and dug into her skin, almost hard enough to draw blood. ‘Well, that’s good to know,’ he said.

‘I didn’t mean you,’ she said, ‘you’re different.’

‘Yes; thanks for the reminder,’ he spat. ‘I can’t help being different – but you make yourself an outsider. You can be a shaman without pushing people away.’

Aliya snorted. She didn’t push people away – they all kept their distance. She had fought for their respect, proven herself useful ... and now they needed her. That wasn’t the same as wanting her. It wasn’t the same as love.

Quantum tutted, his tongue flicking between sharp teeth. ‘I rejoice that you’ve learnt to embrace your differences, Aliya. But you could try focusing on the things that make you the same as the rest of us, too.’

It took three more days to finish making arrangements. It was possible that not all the delays were other people’s fault. Was it so wrong to want someone to ask her to stay?

Finally, two panniers were packed and slung over Meera’s back. Aliya didn’t like to burden her horse with so much luggage, but the harvest was already beginning and it was sure to have turned cold before they returned. She usually travelled in spring and summer when she visited other shamans or toured the local villages that had no shaman of their own. But this couldn’t wait for the weather. She would just have to take warm clothing and extra blankets. At least Quantum was good at starting fires.

Everything was ready ... except her. She didn’t want to leave. Usually, Aliya enjoyed the travelling she had to do as part of her role. But this journey was going to be different, she could feel it; this one was going to test her.

With a sigh, she unlaced a small pouch from her belt and shook it so it rattled. Squatting down, she opened the pouch and poured out its contents onto the ground. A dozen tiny bones clattered and rolled before settling into place. Their arrangement could predict the outcome of this journey.

‘So, what do the bones tell you?’ Quantum asked, sidling up to her.

‘That there’s a wolf out there somewhere without a paw, and the rabbit he’s chasing is already long dead,’ Aliya said glumly.

The little dragon laughed. ‘That’s reading the past, not the future. Anyone can do that.’

‘Neema told me that we’re not truly trying to tell the future; we’re reading the present, and if we fully understand the present, we’ll be able to predict the future because we know what people will do. But I can’t even see my own future – I just see a pile of bones.’

‘Well, practice makes perfect,’ her friend reassured her, turning with a flick of his tail and scattering the bones into a new pattern. ‘Or makes you less than completely hopeless, at any rate!’ he called back over his shoulder as he scampered away.

She tried not to give him the satisfaction of seeing her laugh as she swept up the bones to return them to their pouch. For a moment, their friendship felt like it was back on solid ground. For a moment, there was a shape within the bones, a pattern that slid through the corner of her mind – a mountain, a cave, linked concentric circles – and then they were once more just a handful of old bones. She shook her head to clear the weird flash of vision and put the useless bones away.

‘Come on then, Quantum,’ she called, ‘let’s get moving. You reckoned it’s about six hundred kilometres, right? That should take us three weeks or so.’

‘A bit longer if we go via Jacinth,’ Quantum said as he leapt onto Meera’s back and settled himself comfortably between her ears.

‘Jacinth is in the wrong direction,’ Aliya said. ‘Why would we want to go there?’

‘To pick up Vali, or course. You weren’t thinking of going without him?’

Vali would come if she asked him to; he’d drop everything for her in a heartbeat. She wanted him with them, a buffer between her and Quantum. But Vali was building a life without her, a life he loved. She couldn’t ask him to leave all that behind. 

‘We can’t afford the time. I need to be back for Juna’s wedding, remember?’

‘Funny that you’re suddenly so concerned about your friends,’ Quantum said. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to leave me behind as well?’

Aliya gritted her teeth against a reply. Quantum was frightened; it wasn’t bringing out the best in him.

She swung up onto Meera’s back, and the horse gave a disgruntled sigh at her weight combined with the travelling bags. With Quantum and Meera both sulking, they trudged silently into the rising sun. Clouds of golden grass seed puffed into the air each time Meera planted her hooves, making Quantum sneeze and creating a dusty haze. Three weeks of whispering grass and a grumpy dragon lay ahead.

She glanced back only once, after they had forded the river, at the sleepy village surrounded by wheat ready for harvest. Then the wild prairie closed around them.
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Electricity
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I’m not in the mood for a party.

Even if it’s only a party of seven (that’s the maximum number that can fit in a Pharaoh’s tomb, apparently). As well as Ravi and Padma, Justin’s also invited three of his friends from outside school. Ravi is shy and I’m distracted, but at least Padma is good at getting to know people.

‘So, Laurie,’ she’s saying to the gangly guy with a mop of curly brown hair who’s just joined us, ‘how do you know Justin?’

‘North London Youth Orchestra,’ he says. ‘Trombone. I’m quite an expert blower.’ He winks at Ravi, who spits out a mouthful of lemonade. We’re all gathering on the pavement of a back street near London Bridge (which is the antechamber to a Pharaoh’s tomb, naturally).

‘Ravi, right?’ Laurie asks. ‘Are you a musician, too?’

‘Ah, no,’ says Ravi. ‘More of a science guy.’

‘But music and maths have a very close relationship,’ Laurie says, leaning in close to Ravi and lowering his voice to an intimate murmur.

Padma mouths ‘Cute’ and winks at me. I manage not to choke on my drink. Just. When I succeed in tearing my gaze away from her eyelashes the barbed-wire hook in my gut eases its pull a little and I’m able to draw a full breath. It’s not fair that it suddenly hurts to look at her. I’ve fancied her for months, but the last few days it’s like my fingers have been permanently jammed in an electric socket.

It’s our turn to get locked up. Which is more fun than it sounds, except that a little niggle in the back of my mind keeps telling me all the answers before anyone else has even finished reading the clues. A sharp, crackly sort of awareness; not like me at all. Is being good at escape rooms a weird side-effect of being a shaman? I keep my mouth zipped shut so I don’t ruin my friend’s fun.

The night flows around me. I’m outside it all, yet can feel every moment prickling on my skin. Maybe because I’ve been opening myself up to Dean’s emotions, I feel more like a shaman than I ever have outside the world of dreams: connected to everything, tuned into a level just below the surface. A more real reality where people are more than what they show.

The action around me is surreal and yet mundane: Justin bouncing with glee over solving a puzzle, Ravi giving an impromptu lecture on hieroglyphics, Padma pretending to be a mummy come to life. Each of those things holds its own kind of wonder and makes Dean’s pain seem darker by comparison. 

When we eventually make it back into the light of day, the party moves to a posh ice cream/milkshake place around the corner, in the arcade at the bottom of The Shard, London’s tallest building. It’s a monstrosity, but the ice cream is amazing. I get hazelnut, and Padma feeds me some of her pistachio off her spoon.

Ravi wanders back from the loos looking totally spaced out.

‘Hey, Ravi, you alright?’

‘Absolutely,’ he says. ‘The ice cream looks great. I’m going to get one of those big balls. Big bowls! Oh, Einstein’s Eyebrows, I can’t believe I just said big balls.’ He clamps his lips together to suppress any further words.

What the...? Laurie, the guy who was flirting with Ravi earlier, walks to the next table and flashes him a grin. ‘No way. Ravi, you didn’t...?’

Ravi closes his eyes. ‘This is not my life. How is it possible that my first kiss was with a stranger in a bathroom?’

My stomach is shaking so hard that I know I’m not going to be able to keep the laughter in for long.

‘Laurie’s cool,’ Justin says. ‘I can see you guys being good together.’

That breaks Ravi out of his daze. ‘I can’t have a boyfriend. At least not until I’m at Uni. Not until I’ve graduated from University.’

‘You can date without telling your parents,’ I say.

‘Have you met my mother?’

That’s true: she is really up in Ravi’s business. I can imagine her checking his text messages.

‘The two of you could have a secret code,’ Justin says. ‘It would be romantic.’

‘Oh yes,’ Ravi says, ‘nothing says romance like subterfuge and deceit.’

Justin gives a put-upon sigh. ‘The question is: is it worth it? Was it a good kiss?’

Ravi blushes. ‘Well, bear in mind I have no point of comparison...’

Now I do laugh.

‘Oh, no,’ Ravi says, ‘I’m not even counting that time you tried to snog me. That wasn’t a kiss – it was a slap-stick comedy. This was ... better. A lot better.’ He asks Justin, ‘What was your first kiss like?’

Justin avoids our eyes.

‘Tonight is so mad,’ I say. ‘Are you seriously telling me you’ve never snogged a girl?’

He gives a helpless shrug. ‘I just ... want it to mean something, you know?’

Padma blazes into the group carrying a massive chocolate milkshake. ‘How’s my boys? What did I miss?’

While Ravi catches her up, I dream about first kisses. For a long time, I was so tied up in working through who I was that there wasn’t space in my head to work out how to feel about anyone else. But now that I’m comfortable in my own skin, that skin is beginning to itch with the desire to share space with someone else’s ... But as soon as I start thinking about a particular someone else, my old feathered friends start fighting in my chest.

‘I need some air.’ Escaping the noise, but not the pressure, I slip outside and sag against the wall. People flow past on the way in and out of London Bridge station, an endless procession. At my back, the tapering metal wall soars into the sky. 

There’s that feeling like my spine is wrapped in wire again, telling me to reach out and take what I want. But I can’t. I don’t like how it feels to be that person.

I thought I was over this.

Maybe it’s never really over. You just learn to cope. The anxiety went away because I stopped forcing myself to do things that went against my nature. But now here I am again, knowing that to get what I want I have to stop being my authentic self.

‘Hey, Luca.’ Padma leans one hand on the wall by my head, boxing me in. In her platform boots, she’s an inch or so taller than me. My heart starts pattering right up in my throat.

‘So,’ she says, ‘I realised I’ve got you wrong again. I’ve been waiting for you to make the first move, because, you know, social expectations and all that. But that’s not you, is it?’ She leans in closer. 

I will be so gutted if I die from a lack of oxygen right now.

‘I’m sorry I was expecting you to be someone you’re not,’ she says. She’s so close. Then an inch further away, which feels like a mile. ‘Do you want me to be the one to ask?’

I can only nod mutely. She’s so perfect: I can be true to myself and still get what I want.

‘Will you go out with me, Luca?’ 

She doesn’t wait for an answer: she knows. She always knows. She kisses me. At last. 

She knows how to kiss, as well.

I’m untethered, overwhelmed, alight. That’s normal, right? Barbed wire coils up my spine; the wall behind me is electrified; I’m welded to the metal; the electric charge in my blood rips out of me and up, as if the whole 300-metre building is a lightning rod working in reverse. Just a moment, then it’s over. My tongue is tingling. That’s normal, right?
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foundation
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my spirit was birthed in anger 

——my body was born from greed 

————and it is ——glorious 

steel girders and copper wire 

——aluminium plates and titanium pipes

rising

——into the air and burrowing

into the earth 

vast enough to anchor my essence

no more skulking in puny hosts

——or hiding in weak flesh

——
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i am home
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A sickness in the roots
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Ever seen an oak sapling in a snit? Even after I’ve emptied a litre bottle of water onto his roots, I still have to wheedle to get him to come out and talk to me. I swear, he’s like a grumpy old man. I was only trying to protect him by putting up that plastic tube. There was no need for Treebeard to rip it to shreds. 

He won’t tell me his actual name, so I stuck him with Treebeard (that’s a Lord of the Rings reference) even though he looks more like a bowtruckle (that’s a Harry Potter reference). Keeps me amused (that’s a nerd reference).

‘How would you stop someone being unhappy?’ I ask Treebeard. In the absence of Aliya, he’s the wisest person I know. Sort-of-person, anyway.

He scratches the single leaf growing from the top of his head. The elemental looks like a child’s stick figure drawing but made of bendy twigs. His tree is about a metre tall now, but when he separates himself from it he’s only twenty centimetres high. Hard to believe that someone so cute and almost cartoonish could be the key to reversing climate change and deforestation. Aliya believes that, but to me, the Earth’s elementals are just ... mine.

‘Why would I stop someone from being unhappy?’ Treebeard says. ‘All our emotions help us grow.’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I say, ‘but sometimes it goes too far. Like, my anxiety was a sort of warning system that I needed to make changes in my life. Pain telling me there was something wrong, like an injury. But depression – it’s a disease. The pain doesn’t help you change; it gets in the way.’

‘Ah,’ says Treebeard, ‘a sickness in the roots. This is a sign that you must grow down into the earth before trying to reach towards the sky.’

‘Like ... work on yourself before thinking about external achievements?’ I ask.

‘Yes and no. Going deep into yourself is not about the self alone. It is also a way of reaching out.’

‘Do you have to be so enigmatic?’ I say, flopping down to lie on my back. The sun dapples my skin, broken into oak-leaf patterns. ‘Going in and reaching out are not the same.’

‘Are they not? Your roots are your foundation, but also a bridge. People here don’t have deep roots,’ Treebeard says. ‘There are not enough connections for healthy growth: to family, history, culture, the earth that supports them. Every generation, a shakier foundation.’

‘How can you possibly know that?’ I ask. ‘You’ve only been alive for about two minutes.’

‘I listen to the trees; and to their forefathers, back through the generations. History is also in the roots.’

‘Great,’ I say, turning my head so that his leaves tickle my cheek. ‘You’re not only pompous, you’re also virtually omniscient.’

‘Are you talking to yourself, Luca?’

I jerk up to sitting. Dean towers over me, one of his scuffed trainers dragging back and forth through the dirt. This can’t be a coincidence: Treebeard must have been tweaking my roots, calling through my connections. Interfering busy-body. Somehow, the fact that it’s helpful just makes it more overbearing.

‘Um, yeah,’ I say. ‘I’m the only one who’ll listen, right?’

Dean gives a lopsided grin, but it doesn’t reach his shadowed eyes.

‘Look, I’m sorry I hit you.’ He kicks a pebble which narrowly misses Treebeard, who scuttles back into his tree with an irritated huff.

‘You gonna sit down?’

‘Yeah,’ he says and plops down onto the grass beside me. He says nothing, just stares into the distance.

‘I know I was an arsehole about you coming out,’ Dean says eventually.

I wait a bit, but that seems to be all that’s coming. ‘I get it,’ I say. ‘You think I’m making a big deal out of nothing.’

‘No, it wasn’t about that,’ he says. ‘It was never about you. Just ... hanging with you guys had always been safe, you know? I could just keep playing the same old Dean. No one was looking. But when you started to be someone new ... you started to shine, and I was afraid to be lit up if I stood beside you.’

There’s an embarrassed pause. ‘I haven’t started writing poetry, too,’ Dean says. ‘That was an accident.’

‘I know,’ I laugh. ‘Dean ... thanks for apologising. And I’m sorry I was too caught up in my own stuff to realise that you were in the same place.’

‘I’m not queer,’ he says.

‘I mean, that you were hiding. It sucks, I know.’ I’m beginning to think he’s been suffering from depression for a lot longer than I realised.

‘Yeah, but it’s gotta be better than having people know,’ he says. ‘All the names my mates call you – doesn’t it suck?’

‘Sure,’ I say, ‘but it’s still better than keeping it all inside. Before, I was calling myself those names. Other people’s words can never hurt as much as your own.’

He nods, head down. Yeah, he knows all about hurting himself with words.

‘Before I came out, my life was a book filled with other people’s stories,’ I tell him. ‘Now, I’ve learnt to write my own.’

‘You think words can solve everything, don’t you, Luca?’ he mutters.

‘Not everything,’ I say. ‘Like, I have this great book, but no one else can read it and they expect me to translate everything. And some people don’t want to understand.’ I shot him a pointed look and he grunts in response. 

‘Dean – if you need someone to talk to—’

‘Yeah, thanks,’ he says, jumping to his feet, ‘but we can’t be friends.’

‘Hey,’ I call after him as he starts down the hill. He turns and looks back at me. My throat goes dry. ‘Um, me and Padma ... I’m sure you don’t care, but I thought you should hear it from me.’

My pulse skitters every time I remember I have a girlfriend – not with a crazy barbed-wire desire anymore, just a gentle thrum like a merry-go-round.

‘You and ... What, seriously? But you’re gay.’

‘Why do people keep assuming I’m gay?’ I throw my hands in the air, then realise that’s the sort of gesture that Dean would refer to as so gay.

‘So, you decided to tell me you’re straight by hooking up with my ex-girlfriend.’ He might be about to punch me again. I scoot behind the oak sapling. Why do I think that will be any help?

He doesn’t hit me. He just mutters, ‘Fuck this,’ as if even being angry is too much effort. Dammit, now I almost wish he was angry. Defeat is not a good look on Dean.

Guilt tries to pop the bubble of new-relationship euphoria. Dean never loved her like I do. They broke up nearly a year ago. She was my friend first. Those things are all true, but they all feel like excuses.

I will not let Dean ruin this. There’s a good enough chance I’ll manage that all by myself.

My pulse is throbbing in my temples in expectation of conflict. But Dean just slouches off down the hill. That’s the end of the heart-to-heart, then. Now what?

He doesn’t want my help. That doesn’t mean he’s not going to get it.

‘Yes, I see it,’ Treebeard says, peeling himself free from his trunk and coming to stand beside me. ‘The sickness is deep – but what does it connect to?’

He pulls his way up to my shoulder like an overgrown stick insect. We stand and look out over the trees to the miles of city streets surrounding them. 

‘There is so much in this modern world that has never been seen before,’ he says. ‘Some of the roots are dark and twisted ... and made of something I do not comprehend.’
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The empty maze
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It took them four days to leave what Aliya considered her ‘patch.’ With the familiar villages behind and open grassland ahead, she began to feel a lightness of spirit. Anyone she met out here would be a stranger, with no expectations of her.

The people in this flat, open part of the prairie were largely nomadic, following the wandering migrations of the wild cattle.

‘I can see the appeal,’ Aliya said. ‘No fields to tend, no restrictions, all those new places to discover.’ No awkward family dinners. 

‘No nice comfortable bed ... oh, wait, we already left that behind,’ Quantum replied. ‘If you hadn’t come, I could fly home and get there in half the time.’

‘Oh, really?’ she said, hurt more than she wanted to admit at the idea that Quantum could so easily leave her behind. ‘Because I haven’t seen you fly anywhere yet.’

‘Not in front of you, maybe,’ he spat.

She sighed. ‘Is every conversation going to be a conflict?’

‘I imagine so. That’s what happens when you invade someone’s mind without their permission and tear their lives apart.’

‘Is this the beginning of another one of your attacks, or are you just being a shit?’ she snapped.

Quantum flopped dramatically across her knee. ‘This is just me. I never have any warning when...’

Aliya stroked his sun-warmed scales. At least the feeling of helplessness was something they could still share.

‘I hope we come across one of those travelling villages,’ Aliya said. ‘I’ve always wanted to see how they live. I heard they have these conical tents—’

‘Like that one, you mean?’

Aliya squinted into the distance. Quantum had sharper eyesight than her. ‘Oh, I see it. The canvas is dyed to match the grass! Clever. But, why is there only a single tent?’

Meera meandered closer through the tall grass. The sole sound was the whirring of crickets and the distant call of a hawk.

A large black stallion was grazing near the tent. On the ground in front, a pattern had been carved into the turf, large enough for her to walk along the inscribed pathways. 

‘It’s a maze,’ said Quantum. ‘How bizarre.’

‘No, it’s not designed to get lost in,’ Aliya said. ‘There’s one single pathway right to the centre.’

It was designed to be walked. Aliya swung down off Meera’s back and strode to the beginning of the maze. It pulled at her like a half-forgotten dream. Except, she never forgot her dreams, and she wasn’t about to let this mystery slip away either. She placed one foot onto the dirt path gouged into the grass.

A young man burst out of the tent. He was a little taller than her, thin and wiry, dressed in patched linen clothes covered in animal pelts which emitted the odour of a wet dog. His sharp cheekbones stood out because his jaw was clenched in anger.

‘Are you a complete idiot?’ he shouted at Aliya.

‘Generally,’ said Quantum.

‘Overly curious, I suppose,’ Aliya conceded. 

‘Curiosity will get you killed,’ he snapped. ‘She might tear you apart if you go in there.’

The centre of the pattern was a patch of bare earth. But now that Aliya was looking closely, she saw that a translucent form was trapped within it, beating its tiny iridescent wings against the empty air as if the central circle formed the base of an invisible tube.

‘You’re holding an air elemental prisoner?’ she asked. ‘Why? They’re going to be hopping mad when you let them out.’

‘I can never let her out.’ His voice sounded strained. ‘She can leave the labyrinth to do my bidding, but she’ll remain compelled to return to the centre of the pattern until the day I die.’

Aliya had only spoken to the spirits of the air once. They had been confusing, terrifying in their otherness, and more annoying than a basketful of wet cats. But it was wrong to treat one like this.

Aliya snorted. ‘You can’t leave, can you? You have to stay near your maze in order to control it. You’re just as trapped as the spirit is.’

‘I know I’m trapped! She’s the only one who can release me.’ He ran a hand agitatedly through his unruly dark hair. ‘I don’t have to justify myself to you.’

‘You should be ashamed of yourself. What happened to being the point of balance between man and nature? We’re supposed to be better than this!’

‘I’m so glad you have the luxury of the moral high ground,’ he said, but his eyes were shadowed by guilt. ‘I need her, and she wouldn’t help me.’

‘She said no, so you decided force was justified?’ she said with raised brows. ‘Is that a policy you apply to all your relationships?’

He flushed. ‘I don’t expect you to understand. I know she can lift my curse. She promised me she’d— But she didn’t. She did tell me her name, though. It’s her mistake for trusting me.’

‘You’re a selfish bastard,’ Aliya said. ‘I’m setting her free.’

She stepped onto the labyrinth and felt its force rise around her.

‘Aliya!’ Quantum yelled. ‘He told you it was a trap.’

‘Mmum,’ she agreed absently. The labyrinth pulled her feet forwards, but the movement was not just physical – it felt like the inwards movement with which she constructed the forest-in-between, the metaphorical space deep within her own consciousness. This pattern she was following had a similar purpose: it was a map of the mind. The shaman had cast his thoughts into this spiral, and whoever walked it was folding themselves into his subtle mind, where they would be joined to him, subjugated by his will, trapped in a waking dream. 

Aliya grinned. ‘I think you’ve made a bit of a miscalculation. The subtle mind is no trap for a dreamwalker.’ She strode forward along the spiral pathway.

The young shaman ran up beside her, paralleling her path just outside the boundary of the maze. ‘Don’t you dare take this away from me—it’s the only chance I have left. I’ll leave you trapped forever. I can send you into a sleep from which you’ll never wake. I can send such terrors into your dreams—’

‘I eat nightmares for breakfast.’ Now she was being an idiot, mouthing bravado when she had no idea what she was doing. But some people were just too irritating. The first circuit of the pattern was complete; the maze turned back on itself and she began the second circuit, in the other direction.

The shaman stopped abruptly, a look of uncertainty flickering across his face. ‘Stop. Come back.’

Aliya walked away from him, completed another half circle and turned to walk back towards him again. The fear and anger in his face almost stopped her cold. She had been foolish to boast.

‘Meriel,’ he said, hesitancy mixing with the anger in his voice, ‘if you’re truly mine, then stop her.’ 

‘Oh dear,’ said a sweet, chiming voice from the empty air. ‘I don’t think this is going to end well.’

A wall of wind slammed into Aliya and sent her careening backwards. There wasn’t space for her to fall: the gale was confined to the air above the carved earthen pathway, and she bounced off invisible walls as the wind buffeted her, driving her back.

Leaning her whole body into the wind, feet scrabbling for purchase, Aliya managed to hold herself in place – but even pushing every muscle in her body to screaming point, she couldn’t manage a single step forwards. The gale tore at her; her hair felt like it was being pulled from its roots. The torrent of air wore away at her thoughts, too: the element of air controlled reason and intellect, and this assault was aimed at her mind as much as her body. She had to hold herself together, but it was so hard to prevent each idea and intention being immediately ripped away like streamers of smoke in the wind ... She had to hold on, or there would be nothing left of her ... Or maybe that’s what was needed. To be empty; to stop holding herself apart. To give in and let herself be stripped down to the essence – no analysis, no intellectualisation. Just the space of the mind, as formless as the air itself. She stopped trying to follow the pattern of the other shaman’s mind and let herself become the pattern. The wind was part of her, could flow right through her; the pathway was as easy to walk as the pathway air followed into her lungs. The centre of the labyrinth unfolded beneath her feet like a deep breath. Every twist and turn of the maze was the circulation of blood in her veins – out from the heart, and back again. She owned the labyrinth. She breathed out, and her breath was a blast that swept the cruel prison away. 

There was complete stillness. Then, a brief flutter of a breeze, a flash of iridescent wings, and the freed air elemental shot into the sky.

Aliya shook her head to clear the last traces of the trance. The maze carved into the soil was obliterated, the grass and dirt sweeping out away from her. The shaman was flat on his back, stirring feebly. His tent was flattened. Meera was struggling back to her feet, the contents of her saddlebags scattered across the grass. Quantum had tumbled at least ten metres across the ground, and was trying grumpily to brush loose earth off himself using his tail.

Aliya could still remember the feeling of righteousness that had driven her to challenge the other shaman, but it had been burned away by the trance state and left her scoured clean.

She went and nudged the prostrate man with her toe. He groaned. Blasting apart the labyrinth linked to his mind would have left him feeling like a herd of buffalo were stampeding across his brain. How could someone be both so clever and so stupid? The labyrinth had been so ingenious, and all he’d achieved with it was to make enemies.

His eyes blinked open and a look of terror washed over his face. What, did he think she was going to kill him? Ah, no: it was the air elemental who was going to do that.

It returned in a streak of light and a thunderclap of displaced air. The young shaman on the ground arched upward, his eyes bulging as he clawed at his throat. His mouth gaped open but no air entered his lungs.

‘Stop!’ Aliya cried. He might be an arrogant heap of dung, but she couldn’t just watch him die. 

‘He betrayed me.’ The tinkling voice of the elemental was a jarring counterpoint to her harsh words. ‘I gave him my trust.’

‘So, give me his life,’ Aliya begged. ‘A boon in return for your freedom. I’ll make sure he doesn’t trap you again.’

The young man gasped in a desperate breath. 

‘I will hold you to your promise,’ the air elemental said, her flickering, half-seen wings circling Aliya’s head. She gave a chiming laugh. ‘You are collecting curses. A strange hobby, but it suits you.’ She darted up into the sky and was gone.

Aliya folded her arms and screwed up her nose as she glared down at the man at her feet. ‘Cursed how?’

‘That’s none of your business,’ he wheezed.

‘Unfortunately, it is. If you don’t want your former slave to come back and kill you, that is.’

‘She wasn’t a slave.’ He pushed himself up to sitting. ‘I didn’t— I couldn’t take the risk of her leaving—’

Aliya snorted. ‘Now you’re the one that’s trapped.’ And so was she. Damn him.

He folded forwards and buried his face in his knees. ‘It doesn’t matter, anyway. You just ruined my last chance.’

‘Get up. I’ve got urgent matters to deal with, and now you have to come with us.’ She nudged him with her foot again, none too gently. From behind her came a deep-throated growl.

Aliya turned. ‘Is that a wolf?’

A glorious shaggy canine came to stand at the man’s side. Its head came up to Aliya’s hip.

‘Half wolf,’ he said, ‘I raised him from a pup. Say hello, Fennik. I suppose you’d better not eat her, since she’s the only thing keeping me alive.’

The wolf just stared at her with disconcerting yellow eyes. Aliya held out her hand to be sniffed.

‘Hello; I’m Aliya,’ she told the wolf.

‘Kai,’ the young man said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ He didn’t try to mask the sarcasm in his voice.

Quantum came over to them, using his wings to carry him forward in a series of long hops.

‘A dragon?’ Kai said, raising an eyebrow. He gave a strange bird-like whistle.

Quantum responded with a whole stream of trilling clicks.

‘Sorry,’ Kai said, ‘I never managed to learn more than a few basic phrases. It’s hard on the vocal cords.’

‘Well, that’s more than most humans,’ Quantum said. He didn’t glance at Aliya. She felt it anyway, and it didn’t make her more inclined to like this linguistically gifted shaman.

‘I often visit the dragon’s country to trade,’ Kai said with the first smile she’d seen from him. ‘My horse is called Gazgemal after—’

‘—the great epic poem, yes!’ Quantum said.

Aliya frowned. They weren’t trying to make friends, here. ‘Pack your things,’ she said and left to gather her scattered possessions and re-load them on Meera’s back. Her horse snorted and gave Aliya a hard shove with her nose. Aliya tripped and fell backwards.

‘Alright, fair enough. I’m sorry, Meera.’

The pouch of fortune-telling bones had spilled onto the grass as she fell. They formed the sigil for air. Telling the tale just past, or one yet to come?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Perseverance
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I’m prepared for my battle with the forces of nature. Phone in front of my face, headphones in: no one will think I’m talking to myself. Their personalities, though, defy preparation.

The best place to find the baby air elementals is the top of Parliament Hill. People come here to fly kites, and on a breezy summer’s day like today the hilltop is full of shrieking children and picnicking parents. The prime spots are occupied by a group of intense teens flying stunt kites. That’s where the sprites are, cartwheeling through the air in vapour trails of rainbow light, sending unpredictable breezes that throw the kites into a crazed dance.

You can’t exactly see air elementals. They’re translucent; you get a hint of an outline where they catch the light. You can’t exactly have a coherent conversation with them, either.

‘Luca!’ they cry in their tinkling voices, swarming around me like toddlers around a favourite uncle. ‘Have you brought us presents?’

‘I’ve brought Winnie the Pooh and today’s cryptic crossword,’ I tell them, ‘but I’ve got a question for you first.’

‘I want story time!’ trills one voice, and another answers, ‘Shut up. I love questions. Ask us questions, Luca.’

It’s hard to stop my eyes from darting around, trying to see them (yet another way to look like a crazy person). ‘So,’ I ask, pretending to look at my phone instead, ‘I’ve heard it’s possible for an elemental spirit to possess someone and make them think bad thoughts.’

(I really hope Google is wrong about that.)

‘That’s not a question,’ says Dopey. Or possibly Sleepy or Doc. I’ve named them after the seven dwarfs because Snow White was their favourite story when they were first born, but to be honest I can’t tell them apart. I’m not even sure if they can tell themselves apart.

‘That’s nasty,’ says Bashful.

‘Shall we try it?’ says Sneezy.

‘No!’ I yell. These infant spirits are ferociously intelligent but have no sense of morality. I guess that’s the point of a shaman: to be an interface between humanity and the natural world. Nature has no ethics, just power; how we relate to that power, taming it without abusing it, is the balance I need to maintain.

‘I won’t let you possess anyone,’ I say firmly (neglecting to mention I don’t know how to stop them). ‘I was going to ask if you could do it in reverse: remove someone’s negative thoughts.’

‘You mean possess them and make them be happy?’ Sleepy asks.

‘You just told us we weren’t allowed to possess anyone,’ Doc adds.

‘Shall we try it?’ Sneezy suggests again. ‘Experiments are the only truly scientific methodology.’

‘I disagree,’ says Bashful, ‘pure mathematics can provide a level of certainty beyond empirical evidence.’

Maybe I should have brought Shakespeare to read them rather than Winnie the Pooh.

‘Let’s not do any human trials, please,’ I tell them. 

I want to help Dean, but God knows what would happen if I let these intellectual hooligans loose in his head. With great power comes ever-increasing confusion and ethical dilemmas. 

‘Okay,’ says Sleepy, ‘let’s do the crossword instead.’

At least they’re easily distracted.

Then, halfway through filling in the crossword, Doc gives me a sensible answer.

‘It wouldn’t be real,’ they say into my ear. ‘If we took bad thoughts away, you would never learn to stop making new ones.’

Like the anti-depressants that Dean is so unwilling to take. They help, but they don’t go to the root of the problem. They are not a substitute for actual inner change. But I can’t make someone change their mind. I can’t even support Dean if he won’t let me. What can I do?

‘Perseverance!’ says Dopey.

‘Thanks,’ I say, ‘good advice. I’ll keep persevering until I find a way.’

‘No, dummy,’ they say, ‘it’s the answer to six down.’
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Meriel
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Aliya knew down to her boots that she would never fall off a horse. Of course, she also knew that pride comes before a fall. What she’d forgotten was how much falling off a horse hurt.

She landed on her back, and her saddlebags landed on top of her. They were followed by an enraged lizard with crazed eyes and razor-sharp claws reaching for her throat. Aliya swung her arm and batted Quantum away, and he tumbled across the grass. Meera reared again, blood running down her neck, her hooves perilously close to the little reptile. Kai’s horse whinnied at the smell of blood and bolted.

Aliya struggled to rise, but her ribs were screaming and it was hard to inhale. She had to stop anyone getting hurt. But who was she protecting from whom?

Pulling a rope from her bag, she twisted a loop to snare Quantum with – but he moved too fast, this unnatural anger lending him a furious energy, and before she could even tie the knot he was on her again, his educated voice blurred into incomprehensibility by rage.

Aliya raised her hands to protect her face. How much pain would Quantum feel when he came back to himself to discover that he had hurt Meera, that he had hurt her? But the claws she was anticipating never landed.

Just in front of her, Quantum lay flattened onto the ground, splayed as if under a great weight. His tail thrashed, then gradually flopped into stillness. He wasn’t breathing.

‘Quantum!’ She dragged herself to her knees beside him. The air above him had solidified, a compressed bubble that she couldn’t reach through. She let out a choked sob.

‘A thank you would be nice,’ said a tinkling voice from beside her left ear. ‘I’ve just saved you.’

‘Now save Quantum,’ Aliya begged. ‘Please let him breathe.’

The air elemental, an almost invisible presence, sighed a gust of wind into her ear, and Quantum heaved in a desperate breath. And then shouted, ‘I’ll rip your wings off, you tyrannical mosquito!’

‘Maybe best to keep holding him down, though,’ Aliya said.

‘I should think so,’ her mysterious helper replied. ‘Do you always choose travelling companions who want to kill you?’

‘Quantum’s my best friend – he’d never try to hurt me. But whatever’s living in his head does. Thanks for helping me, Meriel.’

A burst of wind knocked her backwards. 

‘How do you know my name?’

Aliya coughed, trying to squeeze air back into her lungs. ‘I heard Kai use it. I assumed it was you.’

She was slammed into the ground by a wall of pressure.

‘I will not be controlled again.’ Meriel’s tinkly voice was at odds with the anger reverberating through it. ‘I could steal the air out of your lungs right now.’

‘Could. Won’t,’ Aliya managed to wheeze. The pressure on her chest relaxed enough that she could talk. ‘There are lots of things I could do, but don’t. You could have killed Kai after I released you. You chose not to.’

The air elemental freed her from its grip.

‘Aliya?’ Quantum called, ‘Aliya, I can’t move!’

The relief made her feel sick. ‘Well, if I ask nicely, we might be able to do something about that.’

Meriel swirled overhead and the air pressure holding Quantum released with a pop. He pulled himself out of the dragon-shaped depression in the ground and gave a shocked gasp. ‘Meera! I remember ... it’s so confused. I hurt her.’

‘Not you.’ 

But the horse couldn’t understand that. Even when Aliya called her, she was wary of coming too close to the little dragon. Quantum hung his head in shame as Aliya treated the wound on Meera’s flank.

‘Well, he seems quite a different person now,’ Meriel said, fluttering overhead. ‘Still as selfish as all other dragons, I’m sure, but less bitey.’

‘I save being a homicidal maniac for when I want to make an unforgettable first impression,’ Quantum replied.

Aliya laughed, giddy with the relief of her friend’s return to himself. Then she realised what was wrong with this scenario. 

‘Hey, Meriel, how can Quantum hear you?’

‘Well, I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘Most dragons can’t. Can dragons be shamans too?’

Quantum’s head shot up. ‘Could I?’

‘You’ve never been able to see elementals before,’ Aliya said, ‘except for fire spirits. If you can see them now, it must be because one has messed with your head. The curse is being cast by an elemental. But why?’

‘My magnetic personality,’ Quantum said gloomily.

‘The dragons have given elementals plenty of reason to curse them,’ Meriel said. ‘Their country is becoming poison to us. If they are not checked, they will unmake the world. My question is not why, but how? It is an interesting puzzle, and I think I have some of the key pieces right here. If you continue to make me lovely offerings, I will help you solve it.’

Wary of making deals with elementals, Aliya asked, ‘What offerings do you require?’

‘I told you,’ the invisible sprite said. ‘Puzzles. Tricky conundrums. Paradoxes and moral dilemmas. For as long as you keep me entertained, you can have my help.’

‘You want to help me save Quantum—save all the dragons?’

‘I want to discover if they are worth saving.’

‘No pressure, then,’ Quantum said, his metal wings fanning the air. ‘I’m not exactly the ideal representative. Hello, I’m Quantum; when I’m not trying to kill anyone, I enjoy architecture, history, and politics. I am here to represent my race, who all hate me for being defective. Let’s be friends so you won’t let us all die.’

Meriel gave a tinkling, musical laugh, almost unbearably beautiful.

Quantum’s head swivelled one way and then the other. ‘If we’re supposed to be best friends now, it would be nice to be able to see you,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ said Meriel from somewhere behind him, ‘I forgot that your eyes work in such funny ways. I’m sure I could make myself visible – it’s just a matter of bending light.’

There was a swirl of air and a sharpening of the sunlight, and Meriel appeared in front of them.

Quantum opened his mouth, and Aliya clamped her hand around his jaw to prevent him from speaking before he thought. Aliya was silent for a moment, and then she said, ‘Thank you, Meriel. It’s good to have a face to go with the name.’

Meriel looked like a lumpy potato in shades of bluish-grey. Her protuberant eyes were the colour of an old bruise. Her smile was hesitant. She was no longer than Aliya’s hand, and her wings – shaped like a dragonfly’s but as leathery as a bat’s – were whirring to keep her aloft.

Quantum prised his jaws open. ‘You know what? I think it’s rather exciting to have an invisible friend. It lends me an enigmatic charm, don’t you think?’

With a giggle, Meriel dissolved back into a sparkle of iridescent light. The spirit seemed so innocent, but she had been inches away from killing them both. Could she be trusted? Was her offer of help the repayment of a debt? Did Meriel really trust Aliya after the abuse she had suffered from another shaman?

Trust or no, the fact remained that Aliya needed help keeping Quantum – or the thing possessing him – under control. She needed protecting from her dearest friend, and had only an uncertain new ally to rely on.

Kai came trotting up, his horse now under control. ‘Meri? You came back.’ Aliya would have expected him to sound fearful, but his face was filled with an expectant hope.

‘I never went far.’ The spirit sniffed daintily. ‘I never leave an enemy at my back, and I never leave a puzzle unsolved.’
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Pink and Blue
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‘I’m off to the cinema with Padma.’

‘Alright, Honey. Be back by ten.’

I’d expected a bit more of a reaction. Mum took photos before my first date with Sarah, and I didn’t even like her. Oh, right: I go out with Padma all the time.

‘Like, going out on a date,’ I clarify.

Two heads whip around to stare at me over the back of the sofa.

‘A date?’ Mum asks. ‘That’s ... new.’

‘But she’s—’ Dad starts and then swallows the rest of the sentence.

‘She’s what? What were you going to say, Dad? She’s Asian? Muslim? I can’t believe you’d—’

‘Of course not!’ Dad says. ‘Just, um, you know you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to for us to accept you?’

‘What do you mean?’ Then it clicks. ‘Oh, for goodness sake. Why does everyone think I’m gay?’

Dad opens his mouth and I hold up a hand. ‘No, don’t answer that,’ I tell him. ‘You’ll only dig yourself into a deeper hole.’

‘Don’t be unfair,’ Mum says. ‘When have we ever been anything other than supportive of you?’

‘Yeah, but you clearly don’t get it, do you, if you think that the way I am must be because I’m gay? Straight people can’t possibly break gender roles, is that right?’ I run out of anger. I still slam the door on the way out, though, just to make a point.

I’m still quivering with tension when I meet Padma in front of the cinema.

‘Why do you want to go out with me?’ I blurt.

She looks offended. ‘Because I have no taste, obviously.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her, ‘I’m a big ball of insecurity tonight. I just ... is it only that you feel sorry for me?’

‘What the hell? Why would you think that?’ she asks.

I can’t hold her gaze. The neon lights on the hoarding stripe us in pink and blue, and I watch the colours shifting as I drag the toe of my trainer back and forth across the pavement.

‘Luca,’ she says, taking my hands. ‘I’ve always liked you, from the time you read to me in a terrible Scots accent. But before you came out, you kept everyone at a distance. You were sort of muted, you know?’

‘I know.’

She squeezes my hands. ‘It made it hard to connect with you. And then, when you first came out, I assumed you were gay.’ She screws her face up in embarrassment.

‘Oh, come on! Not you too? I told you I wasn’t gay.’

‘Yeah, but I thought you were coming out in stages to make it easier ... I know, I know. I’m sorry. Anyway, I realised I was wrong when it became obvious that you fancied me—’

‘Wait, you realised that when?’ I ask.

‘I dunno, months ago.’ She waves a hand airily as if my mortification is nothing but an annoying insect. ‘But then I did that stupid thing where I waited for you to ask me out... and that brings us to now. No pity. Now’s just the right time.’

We share popcorn and hold hands through the film. I know it’s traditional to spend the whole time making out, but it’s actually a great movie and we both want to see it. Guess we should pick a worse film next time.

I walk her home, joined hands swinging between us. Trying to find a way to bring it up.

‘Uh, Padma? You don’t talk to Dean anymore, right?’

She huffs out a breath. ‘I didn’t think you were the jealous type.’

‘No! Well, I hope not. I mean, I wish you would talk to him. He needs friends who talk about more than video games and boobs.’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I kinda dumped him for you. That’s going to make things awkward.’ 

‘This is more important than “awkward”.’ 

‘You’re a better friend than he deserves,’ she says, tugging on my hand so that our shoulders bump.

That’s not true. Dean deserves to be happy. Everyone does.

We reach her house and she unlocks the front door. Her mother glares at me from the kitchen. Padma closes the door again, with us both still on the outside.

‘Your mum hates me.’ She’s never been exactly friendly. I don’t fit into any of her boxes and I think it makes her nervous.

‘I don’t hate you.’ Padma steps in close and kisses me. It’s just starting to heat up – me pressed up against the side of the porch, Padma’s hair coming down – when her mum opens the door again. Now I get a real close-up of her death stare.

She snaps something at Padma in Urdu and retreats a few steps, without taking her eyes off me for a second.

‘Sorry I’m not considered an appropriate date,’ I mutter to Padma. ‘Not male enough for her approval?’

‘Or Asian enough. Or Muslim enough.’ Padma shrugs. ‘Being gender non-conforming is just the icing on the cake. Or the turd on top of the shit-pile, from my parent’s perspective.’

I pull away and pout. ‘Did you just call me a turd? And it’s only our first date.’ I can’t believe how easy it feels between us. I could get used to easy.

She reels me back in, laughing, and gives me a peck on the lips, as if daring her mum to comment. ‘Sorry I can’t invite you in.’

My cheeks heat. Yeah, I’m sorry, too. I’ve been in Padma’s bedroom so many times ... I guess this is the disadvantage of going out with her now. But hey, the advantages...

Grinning, I say, ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘I’ll meet you by the gates before school,’ she says.

‘Are you kidding? We can use the sixth-form common room now.’ I’ve never felt happier about going back to school.

That lasts all of about ten minutes. On the way through the gates, I’m strutting my new status as a sixth-former. Then I greet Padma with a peck on the cheek and all my supposedly mature classmates transform into a pack of shit-hurling monkeys. I’d trade in all my dreamwalking abilities for the power of invisibility.

‘Hey, Padma, so are you a lesbian now?’

Laughter follows us down the school hallway. I try to pull my hand out of hers, but Padma clamps down tight onto my fingers. Stares settle on us with the weight of stones. By the time we reach our balcony, I’m vibrating. It’s blessedly empty out here. Unlike the bloody common room which is awash with eyes.

‘Why do they even care?’ I ask, slumping onto a bench. ‘No one even noticed when I came out. Why is this such a big deal? I hate being the centre of attention.’

Padma sits next to me. ‘You need to learn to ignore them. I thought you didn’t mind when people called you a girl?’

‘I don’t mind being mistaken for a girl. But this isn’t a mistake, is it? It’s being used as an insult. How does that even make sense – girls using being a woman as a term of abuse?’

‘You’re cute when you’re all riled up,’ Padma says, nuzzling the side of my face. She moves in for a kiss, and I instinctively look around to check if anyone can see us.

Padma sits back with a sigh. ‘You never asked me why I used to have panic attacks.’

I give her a sharp look. Why’s she bringing this up now?

‘I was bullied at my old school,’ she tells me. ‘I was the only Asian kid in my year. My parents decided to move house in the end, it got so bad. So I learnt not to care what other people think. Let me instruct you in the grand art of not giving a fuck.’

I take her hand. ‘I thought I was already at least a green belt at that.’

‘Not so easy. It’s a work in progress. For me, too.’

‘I don’t want you to have to go through all that again,’ I tell her. ‘If you weren’t with me...’

‘Don’t be a martyr,’ she snaps. ‘You’re my boyfriend, no matter what anyone says.’ She pulls up short. ‘Oh, not boyfriend ... we need a new word.’

‘Sorry I make everything so difficult.’

She blows through her teeth. ‘Enough with the self-pity. How about “lover”?’

I make a strangled noise.

‘Yeah, I guess that is a bit presumptuous,’ she says with a naughty smile. ‘Hey, guys’ – to Justin and Ravi as they climb the steps – ‘I need a word to define my relationship with my lover.’

‘Hum, how about queerfriend?’ Justin suggests. 

‘You know what,’ I say, ‘I’m actually fine with “boyfriend.”’

‘You don’t have to bow to social pressure, Luca,’ Padma says.

Man, she’s better at being queer than I am.

‘Honestly,’ I say, ‘I’m kinda over it. When I first came out, the pronouns mattered because they reminded me of who I was – and showed that people were supporting me. But I’m used to being me, now. I don’t need words to define me.’

‘Phew,’ says Justin, ‘can we ditch the singular they, then? It does my head in.’

Yeah, it is confusing, although I still like the way it implies my freedom to be lots of different people. A gendered pronoun wouldn’t kill me, but...

‘No, it stays. A gesture of solidarity. Until the whole world catches on to the fact that pronouns are irrelevant.’

‘Cool,’ says Padma, ‘when people ask about my relationship status, I can say “They are so sexy” and everyone will think that I’m dating multiple stud-muffins. Speaking of sexy guys ... Ravi, have you heard from Laurie yet?’

Ravi blushes. ‘He invited me to his jazz band’s first gig.’

‘He did?’ says Justin. ‘But we don’t have any gigs yet. Turns out it’s hard to get gigs when you’re under eighteen. And when no one’s heard of you.’

‘Well, you’d better get moving,’ Padma says, ‘Ravi’s love-life is depending on you.’

A breeze ruffles my hair. Which is strange, because the air is still.

‘Pssst,’ Happy whispers in my ear, ‘you need to see this.’

––––––––
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‘Where are you taking me?’ I mutter to the semi-visible air spirit as we skirt the school building and head for the tennis courts.

‘To where your friend is,’ Happy says. ‘We have been watching him, like you asked—’

‘I didn’t ask you to spy on anyone!’

‘—like you implied. Possibly. That is a matter of some debate. Or it was, until we heard a physics lecture about the theory of relativity and decided there was more value debating that instead. We like school.’

‘Focus, Happy! One topic at a time, remember?’

‘We’re here,’ they say, depositing me at the entrance to the boy’s changing rooms. Oh, come on. I hate this place.

I ease open the door. It’s silent, nothing but dust dancing in beams of sunlight. Nothing but the ghosts of testosterone and name-calling and anxiety. Only the smell lingers.

I pad between the lockers, a whisper of air magic from the elementals making my movements as soft as a summer breeze. There’s Dean, slumped on a bench with his elbows on his knees. He’s holding the Prozac bottle in one hand, and the other is full of pills.

This feels like a pretty appropriate time to freak out. But when I take a deep breath to fuel my panic, my lungs fill with the scent of magic. My muscles loosen. There are better ways, now.

‘Dean,’ I say, and he jumps, looking up at me wildly.

‘What the hell, Luca. Are you following me?’

‘Ah, yeah, actually,’ I say. ‘Good thing, too.’ I look pointedly at his dangerous handful, and he folds his fingers over it guiltily. 

‘I wasn’t—’ he starts. ‘I was just ... thinking.’

‘Thinking what?’

‘That it wouldn’t make any difference, you know?’

I don’t know. I feel like I’m at the beginning of everything: how can he think he’s at the end? How can I understand? Aliya told me that dreamwalking is all about empathy – so I must be able to understand where he’s coming from.

It’s always the end of something: the beginning of a new school year is the end of the summer. The beginning of the future is the end of now. Parts of us are always dying. We just have to make sure it’s the right parts. 

I don’t say that to Dean, though: he’d accuse me of being a poet again. Part of empathy is talking to people in their own language.

‘Why today?’ I ask him.

He shrugs, lifting his shoulders like they have the weight of mountains and letting them fall like a rockslide. ‘Just too much. School isn’t my place. Too hard not to let it show when there’s all this stuff to think about and my brain can’t keep up.’

‘Would it be so bad if people knew you had depression?’ I ask. 

‘Yes!’ he says. ‘I can’t be weak. I’m solid, right? It’s who I am. It’s all I’ve got. Without that, what’s the point of me? Who’s gonna want me around? It’s alright for you, Luca – A-levels, university, probably some big career. I don’t have your brains.’

‘You have other things. You’re good looking, athletic. Funny. Kind, when you’re not pretending not to be. Why do you only care about the things you haven’t got?’

‘I feel like a zombie.’

‘Ah, now I get why you’re obsessed with my brains.’

He cracks a smile, at least. I ask, ‘Is that the pills?’

‘Yeah. No. I feel like shit anyway. The pills make me feel like frozen shit.’

‘Sounds like a computer game. Use your own frozen faeces to bombard the zombie hoards. You could patent that and make millions.’ I sit next to him on the bench. His hand has clenched into a fist around the pills and I pry his fingers loose, transfer the drugs back into their bottle. The child lock on the lid gives a decisive click as I screw it closed. ‘Dean ... will you call me next time you feel like this? I know we’re not friends. But, please?’

The still, dusty air presses in on us.

He gives a jerky nod.
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The colour of anger
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It was exhausting, staying on constant alert in case her companions tried to kill each other. Kai was sullen and withdrawn, speaking to her as little as possible. The only person he spoke to was Meriel, with whom he was pleading and apologetic. It was almost more annoying than his initial arrogance. Meriel mostly ignored him, although Aliya overheard them whispering one night after they had gone to bed.

‘I never said I wouldn’t help you: I told you you were asking for the wrong thing,’ Meriel said. ‘You wanted a solution to your problem and I gave you one.’

‘That wasn’t a solution!’ Kai hissed.

‘It was. Stop fighting the way things are. My solution is simple and elegant. It’s not my fault if you don’t like it.’

Had Kai asked Meriel to take away his shamanic powers? Lying in the dark, staring up at the stars, Aliya felt a reluctant stirring of sympathy. A couple of years ago, she would have done the same. For so long, her abilities had felt like a curse, like they would exile her from her family and leave her alone. As Kai was.

At least his wolf was friendly and made welcome contributions to the cooking pot.

Meriel was an irritatingly cheerful companion, and she succeeded in raising Quantum’s spirits with her constant questions, philosophising, and general sparkliness. Which was a good thing; a thing Aliya had not been able to do. It made the next week of travel across the rolling grasslands infinitely more pleasant, and Aliya infinitely more grumpy.

‘Yes, but isn’t it a matter of how you translate traditional geometry into three-dimensional space?’ Quantum was saying now as he sat between Meera’s ears and ignored Aliya completely.

‘Of course; watch this,’ Meriel replied. Quantum’s gaze followed avidly as the sprite traced a complicated pattern into the air, marked by a faint trace of iridescence. 

It was as Meriel reached the highest point of her flight that Quantum unleashed a searing jet of flame towards her.

Reining Meera to a halt, Aliya scooped up Quantum and threw him as far as she could. ‘Meriel  – it’s happening again!’

The air above her was a mess of confused gusts as the elemental tumbled wildly. Quantum, now ten metres away on the grass, sent out another gout of flame which set Meera dancing. It must have also disturbed the air currents, because Meriel let out an ‘oof’ and bounced off the ground.

‘Don’t worry,’ Meriel said breathlessly. ‘Fire needs oxygen to burn, so I can just—’ 

The next jet of fire flared for a moment and then died. Quantum let out an outraged curse and then leapt into the air, his miraculous wings bearing him aloft. And Aliya understood why she had not yet seen him fly. He wobbled like a foal finding its legs. An unseen current of wind flipped him snout over tail. She was almost glad that the blind rage of the curse was preventing him from feeling acute embarrassment.

Then Meriel’s protective bubble of air encased him and slammed him into the grass. His tail thrashed wildly as his torso was immobilised.

Aliya jumped down from Meera’s back and rested her head against her horse’s flank for a moment. The tickly smell of sweat and grass was reassuringly familiar in a world that was slipping out of her control. She couldn’t stand to just watch helplessly while someone else protected her friend.

‘Could you hold me down as well?’ she asked, her voice muffled by Meera’s hair.

‘Why, are you planning to go mad, too?’ Meriel asked.

‘Quite possibly. I want to go back into Quantum’s mind and see if I can banish ... whatever’s in there. Last time I tried that it didn’t go well.’ Fire. Smoke. A berserker’s rage. If she let herself think of it, she’d never dare to face it again.

The air elemental hesitated. ‘I’ve had enough of mad shamans.’

‘But this time, you’ll be the one in control.’ Aliya clasped her hands together to hide their shaking. She’d be entirely at the sprite’s mercy.

‘You would trust me?’

Aliya gave a jerky nod. ‘For Quantum’s sake, I would.’

Meriel let out a whoosh of breath that sent Aliya’s hair whipping around her face. ‘Very well. I can hold you.’

Aliya lay down on her belly next to Quantum and reached out to touch him. One of his claws, no longer than her fingernail, extended outside the pressurised dome of air, and she rested a finger on it.

‘I’m ready,’ she said, and the pressure around her increased, the air pressing against her as if seeking to burrow under her skin. Instinctively, she tried to get up and was forced back to the ground. She gasped for breath – the space around her head remained unchanged, but it was difficult for her lungs to expand. Closing her eyes, she fought off the panic and gathered her senses inwards. She’d asked for this; it wasn’t an attack. She just had to trust, and let go ... and the forest-in-between unfolded around her, her struggling body left far behind as the unearthly calm of her subtle mind welcomed her in.

Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself to move into Quantum’s mind. Her fingers quested over the bark of his tree, searching for entry. Since he was awake, there was no dream for her to slip into; she needed to think sideways, to make herself a ghost so she could walk with the unseen, one of the unconscious thoughts that lurked below the realm of the everyday.

Like a tendril of fog, she slid into Quantum’s subtle mind. Without a dream to anchor it, his subtle mind was an unformed place where emotions wore colours and wisps of memory floated past as scents on the air.

It would have been beautiful if not for the curse.

The false rage was painted across Quantum’s mind in shades from ice blue to indigo, a freezing hatred that eclipsed all the natural colours of his psyche. The blues swirled and clashed like explosions lashed with lightning, accompanied by the thundering roar of a landslide, rock being tortured by colossal forces. 

Aliya held herself tightly inside her own body – even though that body wasn’t real, here, it was still a marker by which she identified herself, and without it she was in danger of being swept into the roiling confusion and forgetting herself completely.

A tendril of electric blue touched her face, cold enough to burn, searing its way into her thoughts, searching for tinder to spark a fire. Searching for an answering echo of anger in her own mind. And anger was waiting there. It always was – not expressed, maybe, but some simmering resentment lurking under the surface. Just a little dry grass, nothing much: but enough to start a raging forest fire.

The icy curse latched onto the closest thought, the one Aliya had been holding before she slipped into the trance: a thought of Meriel. Not gratitude for the spirit’s help, but an anger that Meriel was so very capable, possessing the ability to help when Aliya was so helpless. An uncharitable thought which was perfect fuel to ignite a blaze.

Surrounded by a storm of emotion, Aliya fought to prevent the curse from taking over her mind. Not again. If she could deprive the fire of any fuel, ensure there was nothing within herself for the curse to latch onto, then it would not be able to sear away her control. She had to let go of any trace of anger, even as the curse was amplifying all her negative impulses and trying to push her into a murderous rage.

Let go of the resentment that Meriel possessed abilities she could only dream of.

Let go of the anger born from fear that she wasn’t enough.

Let go, even, of all the daily irritations that scratched away at her inner balance.

Let go of everything, until the curse was a tornado of impotent dust swirling within the space of her mind, which she could expel with a breath.

Now, she had to do the same for Quantum. The curse was still ravaging his mind, soaking into his own emotions like blue dye soaking into cloth. How could she separate the two? She tried to do the same as she’d done to protect her own mind, pacifying the underlying anger, but Quantum’s emotions were impossible to grasp. Even a dreamwalker couldn’t manipulate another’s mind.

She could feel the twisted energy of the curse pouring in, a distant heartbeat pumping out rage. Maybe she could insulate Quantum from it, stop the curse getting in? With enough power, she’d be able to erect a shield around his consciousness ... but even drawing in all her energy, it was obvious it would not be enough. Even if she stripped herself of her entire life force, she would not have the power necessary for this. Once again, she was not enough to save her friend.

The distant heartbeat of the curse stuttered and faded; the sickly blues washed out of Quantum’s mind like ice melting under spring rain. Not due to anything Aliya had done: just the end of this present attack. A brief reprieve. 

Escaping from the metaphorical weight of the curse, she rose out of the trance and back to the literal weight of Meriel’s compressed air. She couldn’t even twitch a finger. 

‘Meri,’ she gasped, ‘it’s over.’

The pressure ceased, rippling out through the atmosphere. A crack of thunder followed, high above. Aliya pushed herself up as far as her knees before a wave of dizziness caused her to buckle and vomit onto the grass.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Quantum. ‘Did I hurt you again?’

The little lizard swam in and out of focus. ‘No. Maybe. I thought I’d resisted the curse...’

‘I think it’s because of the change in air pressure,’ Meriel said apologetically. ‘Humans are such fragile things.’

The spots gradually cleared from in front of Aliya’s eyes. ‘Thank you, Meri,’ she said, and this time she truly meant it.

‘That’s it,’ Kai said. ‘I’ve had enough. You’re all insane. Fennik, heel; we’re leaving.’

Meri flung him to the ground. ‘You’re exactly where you need to be.’

‘So now it’s your turn to keep me prisoner?’ he asked. ‘Meri, come on – you know I won’t make the same mistake twice.’

She snorted, a pleasant tinkle. ‘You keep making the same mistake. You’re the one keeping yourself imprisoned. But for some unfathomable reason, I hate seeing you in pain. So you’re staying right here.’

Fennik growled, his whole snout wrinkling. Meriel sent a jet of wind up his nose and he sneezed, then whined. Kai sat up and ran a hand through the dog’s thick ruff. 

‘Have it your way, Meri. You’re the only one who wants to keep me, anyway.’

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The bridge
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The first time he rings me is at 3 am on Wednesday morning.

I say something witty like, ‘Gah-ungh?’

‘Hey, Luca,’ he says. Then there’s some silence while I try to wake up.

‘Hi, Dean,’ I eventually manage. ‘What are you doing awake at this time?’

‘I’m always awake at this time,’ he says. ‘Hey, man, you still play Call of Duty?’

‘Ah, no,’ I mumble into my pillow, ‘always hated it. I’m more of a Minecraft gal.’

‘Lame,’ he says.

I want to complain that he’s woken me up to have such a meaningless conversation, but maybe all he needs is a bit of normality. Not some special dreamwalker wisdom, just a mate who’ll pick up the phone.

After we’ve talked about nothing for half an hour he starts yawning. I follow him into his dreams. Just checking he made it that far.

It’s a shitty dream. Him/me/us are lying on a carpet of dead leaves on a forest floor. It’s quite peaceful, at first, but then someone comes walking up behind me. I try to roll over to see who it is – are they a threat? – but it’s impossible to move. I’m telling my body what to do but there’s no response. I’m starting to panic, which is so weird because while my mind is running in loops and squiggles, there’s no matching response in my body: no accelerated breathing, no racing heart. Complete inertia.

I can’t leave Dean to face this alone.

Pulling myself together (literally – it feels like gathering all the bits of my own awareness from inside his) I step into my own dream body. With a comforting hand on Dean’s shoulder – he’s still immobile on the forest floor – I check out the person walking towards us.

So weird. It’s me. Not really me, obviously: I’m me. But the imaginary figure in Dean’s dream looks like me. No, like I used to look; like me as a boy.

What does that mean? Has Dean appeared me in his dream because he feels threatened by me or because he’s waiting for me to rescue him?

Luke – the proto-me – says, ‘Hey, man, I’m going to thrash you at Minecraft. I’m going to thrash you at everything.’

I lie down so I can look Dean in the eye. ‘He’s wrong, you know. No one can ever beat you if you decide you’ve already won. You’re a winner, Dean.’

He twitches, then with a whole-body jerk he wakes up and I tumble out of his dream, head over heels into the forest of lampposts. I lie in the flowers and look up at the softly glowing lights.

The best thing about dreams is that I can get away with saying corny things. Even if Dean remembers it, he’ll think he made it up himself.

I’ll be in his dreams enough that he’ll remember not feeling alone.

––––––––
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It becomes a pattern, the phone calls in the early hours of the morning, talking about nothing much; occasionally, talking about something more. Over the next few weeks, it begins to feel like we’re friends again. A friend he’s too embarrassed to acknowledge in public, sure, but it’s progress. Sometimes, I wonder if I’m just so desperate and needy that I’ll swallow his shame ... but his shame doesn’t make me small. This time last year, I was so scared of losing him; but I was fine. He was the one that fell apart, and still can’t admit it. He’s the one who’s stuck feeling small.

Things are getting better, though. Aren’t they? I helped Lily conquer cancer; I helped Aliya fight a plague of nightmares. I can handle one moody teenager. I’m a freaking dreamwalker. That’s going to be enough, right?

‘Can you tell if it’s working?’ I ask Treebeard, shivering as I stand beside him on his hill, looking out at a grey autumn sky.

‘Working? What a flat word to attempt to encompass the deep complexities of the human spirit,’ he says. The leaves on his tree are beginning to brown around the edges, and he’s becoming lethargic as his sap settles. ‘Adolescents are particularly hard to define – roots wiggling all over the place like a colony of worms...’

What a disgusting image. I am not wormy. But I guess it’s true that teenagers have a way of perpetually redefining themselves.

‘It is water that governs the emotions,’ he tells me. ‘Go and bother that harebrained Tarn instead of me.’

I’m not going swimming to talk to her, that’s for sure: summers in England are very short. I settle for lying on the jetty with my head propped on my hands, looking down at the water elemental as she turns slow, lazy somersaults in the pond.

‘I don’t know what you want me to do,’ she says. ‘Emotions are not toys for me to play with.’

‘You must be able to do something to help,’ I say, ‘or what are you for?’

It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her angry. Her head and torso emerge from the surface, an opaque green that makes me think of drowning. ‘What am I for?’ she says, suddenly sounding like a grown-up. ‘I am exactly what I am meant to be, Shaman. Can you say the same?’

I’m overcome with a wash of shame, as if she’d dumped cold water over my head. What would Aliya say if she heard me talking to an elemental like that? They aren’t here to serve humanity – to serve me. Their job is to just be. I’m supposed to be the bridge; I’m the one with a job to do. 

And how am I doing my job? I’m trying to support the growing nature spirits as best I can, but I shouldn’t be asking them to solve my problems. Helping Dean isn’t a magic trick. It’s no one else’s responsibility but my own.

––––––––
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It’s Tuesday, so I’m supposed to be going to meditation class with Mum. I want to beg off because my head is full of more important stuff, but then I’d have to endure hours of Mum’s concern about my anxiety coming back and how I need to support my inner new-age rainbow blah blah blah ... so it’s less effort to just go to class. 

It’s held in a Scout Hall just off Kentish Town Road. We’re a bit early, so we get extra time on the uncomfortable wooden chairs made for people smaller than us. But I figure that I need to be able to concentrate in life-or-death situations, so practising while I have a numb arse is decent training.

‘Do you remember when you came here for Cubs?’ Mum asks.

I grunt. Shortest Scouts career ever. ‘They sure taught me how to grow into a real man.’

Mum looks stricken. ‘Did I make things so terrible for you, Luca?’

‘I didn’t mean that. Sure, visiting Grand-mère and Grand-père was like a visit to the dentist. If your dentist was a jackal on steroids. But you and Dad weren’t, like, oppressive. But I had to go to Cubs not Brownies. I learnt to tie knots and Lily learnt to sew. It’s fine,’ I say, seeing her looking even more distressed, ‘I don’t blame you. It’s just the way our society is. I hope by the time I have kids it’ll be different.’

‘You still want to have children?’ she asks.

‘Yeah, I guess. Why not? Being queer doesn’t make me a different species.’

Sometimes feels like it, though. I know there are lots of other non-binary folks out there – but I don’t know any of them. But it’s fine. It’s fine. I know who I am.

I’m a dreamwalker. Which really is a different species.

Why is my concentration so shit tonight?

By the time we get home, Lily’s already in bed. I knock on her door. ‘Ready for a bedtime story?’ 

‘Way to make me feel like a baby,’ she says, rolling her eyes at me. But she scoots over so I can sit next to her on the bed. It’s become a nightly ritual: she still gets migraines if she reads for too long, and she’s desperate to find out what happens in the latest Rick Riordan book. So am I, if I’m honest.

‘You know this is for my benefit, not yours,’ I tell her.

She lies down while I read. The bedside light creates a cocoon of radiance. A gentle presence settles onto my shoulder as I turn the page, a weight like a butterfly. I read to them both, my sister and her invisible companion. Lily snuffles; she’s asleep.

‘Thanks, Happy,’ I whisper to the air elemental nestled against my cheek. One of them is always here; there is a bubble of unpolluted air around my sister wherever she goes. Cancer often recurs; in Lily, I’ll make sure it doesn’t.

‘It was a lovely story,’ says Happy, and brushes tiny lips against my cheek, a feather touch I can hardly feel. This is the bargain we made (well, I basically begged; but they come because they like the stories).

‘Goodnight, Sleepy,’ I tell her.

‘You called me Happy a minute ago,’ she says.

‘Well, you’re sleepy now,’ I say.

‘I’m not sleepy,’ Lily mumbles, surfacing and rubbing her eyes. ‘Read another chapter.’

Two more, actually – and then I’m the one yawning. All the late-night chats with Dean catching up with me.

‘You’re good at this,’ Lily says as I put the book away. ‘You could read audiobooks for a living.’

‘I was thinking maybe environmental journalism,’ I tell her.

‘What’s that?’

‘Something like ecology, but with words?’ I say. Swaying hearts and minds. Words... and elemental spirits, of course. Making a difference.

Like I’m making a difference in a small way now: with Lily, with Dean. But global. It feels possible.
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global
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i am the heart of the city

the city is the heart of the world

the world is connected 

——copper wire 

————electric impulses 

——————the desire for more 

——
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————mine

first the city 

——then the world

——
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i am global
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International Day of Peace (And Problems)
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‘I thought it was supposed to look like a flight of doves.’ Ravi peers at the light show over the top of his glasses.

We’re on the north bank of the Thames by London Bridge, which Justin reckoned would give us the best view of The Shard. It’s eight o’clock on a Saturday night, and the milling people around us are more interesting than the light show, so far. Couples strolling by the water, buskers luring theatre-goers into spending a few coins, carts of street food nestled under trees. On the other side of the Thames, the tallest building in London is making a call for peace (or just showing off) by flashing a thousand LEDs at the passing crowds.

‘There’s a flight of real doves,’ Justin exclaims as a cloud of birds swirl through the spears of dancing yellow lights.

‘They’re pigeons,’ Ravi says.

‘Same family. Jeeze, Ravi, is romance dead?’

Padma smiles into my shoulder. ‘This was a nice idea, Justin. It is romantic.’

I kick her surreptitiously (although she’s wearing boots and I’m in Sketchers, so I doubt she even notices). I’m glad she’s feeling the romance, but she doesn’t have to rub it in. Justin has taken to wearing a forlorn look whenever he’s surrounded by couples, and Ravi’s glum because Laurie couldn’t make it tonight. With Laurie’s rehearsal schedule and Ravi’s mountains of homework, I don’t think they manage to meet up much at all.

And Lily ... she’s boy-crazy all of a sudden, but she doesn’t have a boyfriend. At least, she’d better not. I don’t want to think about it, but she could, easily. Her layered, feathery sort of haircut makes her look way older than nearly-thirteen.

A breeze whips off the river and Lily shivers. ‘I should have worn my winter coat.’

‘Here, have mine.’ Justin wraps her in his fleece and shoots me a guilty look. I don’t know why – it’s not his fault Lily has more fashion sense than common sense.

London Bridge joins in with the light show, and it gets a bit more impressive. A rippling sheet of blue light hovers over the river, and The Shard sends gold streamers spinning through the sky. With the addition of some fireworks it would look great, but I guess no one thought explosives were a good call to promote the International Day of Peace.

We all go and lean on the concrete balustrade over the river. I’m next to a cast iron lamppost with two whales twining around the base – much more impressive than my subconscious managed to create. I’m just wondering if this is an appropriate time for a bit of light snogging when the light show takes a turn for the bizarre. 

‘What’s that supposed to be?’ I ask.

‘What’s what?’ Padma says.

‘That shape in the lights,’ I say, ‘like a massive praying mantis climbing down the side of the Shard. I can’t decide if it’s cool or creepy.’

‘Sounds cool,’ says Justin, ‘but I must have missed it. I hope they do a dragon next.’

The huge insect is still there, in plain view. I’ve eliminated cool and moved straight to creepy.

Ravi leans in and whispers, ‘I can’t see it either. Does that mean what I think it means?’

‘I want to see what the view’s like from the base of The Shard,’ I blurt.

Lily groans. ‘Don’t be a pain, Luca.’

Ravi digs his fingers into my arm. ‘Is this what it’s like? You see something weird and you run straight towards it?’

Padma leans around me. ‘What’s weird?’

‘Nothing,’ Ravi says. He frowns at me.

‘You guys don’t have to come,’ I say, detaching Padma’s arm from my waist, but they all follow me as I jog up the stairs onto London Bridge and cross the river. Beams of light ripple through the air on either side; it’s like we’re walking on water. Like at any moment the ground might stop being solid beneath our feet. I need some excuse to get away from my friends. From everybody. But privacy and Central London are not close acquaintances.

‘Ravi,’ I say as we cross the street in front of The Shard, ‘can you call me, please, so I don’t look like I’m talking to myself?’

Moments later, my phone rings, and I hold it up with a gesture of apology as I step away from the others. I reject Ravi’s call and put the dead phone to my ear. ‘Hello?’

It knows I’m here; I can feel it. Craning my neck back, I can see all the way up the sweep of silvery glass to the strips of LEDs far above. Purple. Pink. A black shadow scuttling closer.

It’s huge: thin, but as long as a bus. A copper-coloured mantis with bulging metallic eyes. Wait – it’s not just copper coloured, it’s made of metal. Its joints are mechanical and make faint whirring noises as they fold and extend, bringing it closer.

‘You have come to me at last, Shaman,’ it says in a clicking, whirring voice. It has more of a beak than a mouth. No teeth. Less chance it will try to eat me?

‘Hi,’ I say, staring up into glittering multi-faceted eyes. ‘I didn’t know you were here. That there could even be a metal elemental. That’s pretty awesome.’

‘I am not another of your pets, Shaman.’ He makes it clear my title is an insult. ‘I am made for this modern world and need no help adapting.’

‘That’s ... good?’ I say. ‘You do seem to have, um, grown up very fast.’

It laughs. It’s a sound that will stay seared into my memory forever: electricity, tube trains, the strange silence of being alone among strangers.

‘I grew in a mountain’s womb for endless years. I was birthed by fire and torture in a world far from this one. And I found a bridge. A pair of naïve fools who made me a gateway to a place where I can shine. You led me to this body, this steel behemoth that has let me be reborn.’

‘You’re welcome,’ I say. I mean, it’s my job to make nice with the nature spirits and their creepier cousins, right? Even if I have no idea what it’s on about.

‘I was not offering you thanks,’ the bronze mantis replies. 

‘I could offer you a lesson in politeness, if you like,’ I snap.

With a soft hydraulic hiss, it lowers its head until its bright eye is inches from my own. I refuse to flinch. ‘Politeness?’ it says. ‘That is far from what your society has taught me. This world is ripe with all the ingredients for revenge, and revenge is exactly what the world of my birth requires.’

‘No offence, but it sounds like you could do with a bit of help adapting,’ I say. ‘That’s pretty messed up thinking.’

‘Don’t blame me for being what this world has made me,’ it says. ‘Your nature spirits are throwbacks to a more primitive time, and so they are simple creatures. I am made by nature but shaped by man: a spirit of the modern age. The spirit of conquest and commercialism, exploration and exploitation. They are the past, and I am the future.’

‘Who’s that on the phone, Luca?’ Padma asks, linking her arm through mine. I jump and drop my mobile.

‘No one,’ I say. Which sounds really suspicious. Shit. I can’t think with a great big insectoid spirit hanging over my head.

‘Oh, this is a ripe one,’ the elemental whispers. ‘So restless and rebellious. Delicious discontent.’

My job is to maintain the balance. To ensure harmony between humanity and the elements. But no one gets to talk to my girlfriend like that.

‘Stay out of her head,’ I demand. Then realise Padma is frowning at me... exactly as if I’ve just been talking to thin air.

‘Yes, what can you say?’ the spirit of the Shard hisses. ‘You will be called mad, laughed at or pitied but never trusted. You, too, are a remnant of a bygone age, Shaman. I understand this world better than you, the power and the potential. Go off and talk to your trees, for as long as they remain; I’ll take things from here.’

‘Where are you planning to take things?’ I ask, thoroughly buying into the whole looking mad thing now.

‘To their natural conclusion,’ the creepy mantis says, its faceted eyes reflecting my own distorted image back at me. 

‘You’re starting to freak me out, Luca,’ Padma says.

The mantis laughs. ‘I can taste her, you know. More intimate than you could ever be with her. Humanity shaped my bones, fed me on their desires – and they continue to feed me now, all of their little needs. There will never be an end to those needs, and there will never be an end to my appetite. A perfect symbiosis of greed.’ Its beak-like mouth opens and a long tongue like copper wire flicks out and runs up Padma’s cheek. I know she can’t physically feel it, but she shudders.

I can feel it, though. Not the physical touch, but the mental trace behind it. It’s subtle, like that unsettled feeling when you kinda want a second slice of cake, or worry that your shoes are a year behind the latest fashion. A tickle of discontent, the slime trail of a slug of dissatisfaction.

My first thought is that it’s some sort of possession, that it’s putting these thoughts into her head; but then I realise that the feelings were already there. It doesn’t need to feed that to us: everyone is already discontented. The Mantis is teasing it to the surface, drinking the emotion. A whole city full of people wanting more, a vast battery charging up this metal monster.

‘Oh, no you don’t,’ I say. I’ve no idea what it wants all that energy for, but it’s not getting it from me and my friends.

I’ve had to practise controlling my mind a lot: you have to be able to focus like crazy in order to dreamwalk, and when you’re in a dream you don’t want to lose control of your thoughts because they are directly powering your whole world. So, after all those months of training in trance and meditation, I know how to cut off a stray thought at its root. I find the embers of that discontent and douse it. But now I’ve caught the trail the creature has left in my mind – I can follow it, a network of wires like an elaborate circuit board running out from The Shard and making little electrical connections, pinging off the crowds. I sway on my feet and almost lose the connection, but Ravi catches me and holds me up as I go deeper, the world around me just a sketch made of electrical current. The Shard towering over everything, a column of glowing metal like the heart of a forge. A thief. A parasite that’s feeding on the people I care about.

I don’t have a plan – I just lash out. Shove as hard as I can. It feels like I’ve stuck my hand into a plug socket, but it’s my emotions being fried rather than my fingers. I think I probably scream.

Then I’m flat on the pavement, legs tangled up with Ravi’s who’s fallen underneath me. Everything is dark. For at least three blocks, all the streetlights are out, not a single window is glowing.

The light show is very definitely over. 

Only I would choose the International Day of Peace to start a war.
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Almost-said
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The familiar prairies were falling into the distance behind them. As they travelled further south, the land was becoming dryer, the grass short and browning, the bushes full of spikes and loneliness. There were no large towns, and fewer and fewer villages as the grazing dried up.

A huge flock of arctic terns took flight at their approach, white wings almost covering the washed-out sky.

‘They’ll reach my homeland a lot faster than us,’ Quantum said, ‘and carry on much further south, across the ocean. We’ll only have to cover a short stretch of the trip by sea, thank goodness. I loathe ships.’

‘Oh,’ said Aliya, ‘I didn’t realise the dragons lived on an island.’

‘It’s not an island, it’s a peninsular,’ Quantum told her, ‘but it’s cut off from the mainland by a mountain range. That would be too hard to cross, particularly in winter.’

‘It’s a long way from winter yet,’ Aliya said.

‘It’s already winter on the top of the mountains. I loathe snow, too.’

‘Snow is fun,’ Meriel chimed in. ‘You can make it dance in such pretty patterns. I love dancing.’

Quantum sniggered. ‘You should get Aliya to show you her raindance.’

Aliya glowered at her little friend. She wasn’t in the mood to laugh at herself. Something had felt off all day – the unfamiliar scrubland, the itchy heat of the late summer sun, a tickle in the back of her brain like something forgotten was trying to get her attention.

Shamans learnt not to ignore their instincts.

She pulled Meera to a halt and swung down, lying in the dry grass and putting an ear to the ground.

‘Is this how the dance begins?’ Meriel asked.

‘No,’ Kai replied, his shuttered face taking on a darker cast. ‘This is an ending, not a beginning.’

‘Cheerful,’ Aliya griped, but he wasn’t wrong. Something was calling to her through the earth. She followed the blackened roots that snaked beneath her feet, and within a mile they led her to their source. 

The giant cedar tree was dying. It stood thirty metres high and would have been taller yet if it had not been split by lightning, sheering off a third of its sweeping branches and leaving a blackened scar.

‘How sad,’ said Meriel. ‘He’s still so young.’

The tree had to be at least two hundred years old. ‘Young?’ said Quantum. ‘Just how old are you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Meriel answered, ‘I stopped keeping track. It’s all such a whirl.’

Aliya stroked a gentle hand along the bark. A pair of moss-green eyes blinked open. She could see the outline of the tree elemental embedded in the trunk, half its body charred and oozing sap like blood. 

‘I have called you here to hear my last words,’ the tree whispered. ‘The corruption creeps closer and the curse will follow. You are a link in the chain, Bridger of Worlds. You are the beginning of our end. Close the doorway, Shaman, before the rage traps you also. Turn away from this danger.’

‘I’ve learnt to respect the wisdom of trees,’ Aliya said, ‘but I wouldn’t be much of a shaman if I ran from danger. Corruption and curses sound like my business.’

‘Some things are too big,’ the tree murmured, its eyes sliding closed for the final time. ‘Some spirits should never be woken.’

‘Well, that was encouraging,’ Aliya said, letting her hand fall and pensively hoisting herself onto Meera’s back. It was so helpful to know something was a bad idea before she did it anyway.

Meriel laughed. ‘Are all the things you do bad ideas?’

Aliya jerked to a halt. ‘Are you reading my mind?’ 

‘Don’t be silly,’ the sprite answered, ‘I’m only listening to the things you almost said. Can’t you do that?’

‘Maybe – if you tell me what it feels like,’ Aliya said.

‘A cold draft in a warm room,’ Meriel said. ‘A bit salty. The shadow of the words being spoken.’

Well, that was helpful.

‘No need to be sarcastic,’ Meriel said. ‘Fine; try making your awareness into a net to catch thoughts that spill over the edges.’

Aliya had always visualised her mind as a tree, her thoughts as branches. She imagined spreading those branches out, not invading the trees of other consciousness’s around her but just waiting patiently for any leaves to fall.

I hope she stays in a trance all day, said Quantum, and gives me a break from her sanctimonious sympathy.

Her awareness snapped back into the confines of her own head so fast it sent a spike of pain through her skull. Quantum was draped bonelessly between Meera’s ears; he swivelled one eye towards her and blinked lazily.

‘What in the Nine Realms do you mean by that?’ she demanded.

Quantum stared at her blankly for a moment, and then a look of guilt swept across his face. ‘I didn’t say anything.’

‘Oh. I did it, then.’ She waited for a feeling of accomplishment to come. It didn’t, only a sick sense of betrayal.

‘You can’t be angry with me for something I didn’t say,’ Quantum told her.

‘Oh, can’t I?’ she replied. ‘You thought it, didn’t you?’

‘I chose not to say it.’ 

‘Well, I can’t choose not to know how you feel,’ she snapped.

Sparks flew out of Quantum’s nostrils. ‘This is like your “I’m not a shaman” routine all over again, you know,’ he said. ‘I thought maybe you’d grown up when you stopped pretending not to be who you are – but you’ve just put on another mask. You’re so busy trying to persuade everyone that you deserve to be a shaman that you’ve stopped caring how anyone else feels.’

‘I do nothing but care about other people!’ Aliya said.

‘No,’ said Quantum, ‘you care about how they see you. What are you scared of, Aliya? Why can’t you just be yourself?’

‘Because a teenage girl doesn’t exactly command respect!’ Aliya said. ‘Without respect, a shaman’s nothing. You remember, when I first came home, how I had to fight to prove myself. I can’t lose all that ground by just being normal. A daughter. A sister. A friend. No one wants me to be those things anymore.’

Quantum’s scales shimmered as he rolled his shoulders back. ‘Why are you always so quick to cast blame?’ he grated out. ‘You think it’s all Juna’s fault that you two are no longer friends? Take some responsibility, Aliya.’

She struggled to respond past the lump in her throat, then realised that her reply was better unspoken. Learning to read her own almost-saids was more revealing than knowing other people’s. 

‘Don’t push me away like you do everyone else, Aliya,’ Quantum said.

She and Quantum had never argued like this before. ‘It’s my job to look after everyone,’ she said, ‘and now you need me to look after you, too.’

‘So, you’re going to turn yourself into some scary weird shaman from a fire-side story in order to do that?’ Quantum asked.

‘Are you reading my mind, now?’ she said, trying to laugh.

‘It’s what friends do,’ the little dragon replied. ‘And they don’t judge you for it.’

Aliya reached out for him and he climbed up to her shoulder, resting his nose against her cheek. There was an uncomfortable silence as Meri and Kai both pretended they couldn’t hear the argument going on right beside them. She wanted to turn to Kai for validation – he’d know what it felt like to be rejected because of your differences – but she wasn’t anything like him. She couldn’t be.

‘I don’t know how to be a shaman and a friend,’ Aliya whispered. ‘Are we only friends because neither of us has anyone else?’ 

‘Of course not,’ Quantum said. ‘Is that...?’

‘No,’ she said. But the bonds between them seemed weaker than they had before.

That itchy feeling was still in the back of her mind, exacerbated by the almost-saids brushing against the edges of her consciousness. She wasn’t sure she liked this new awareness ... but it was hard not to listen. And she says everything’s okay. As if.

‘Luca!’ she exclaimed. It had been so long since she’d felt that itch that she hadn’t identified it immediately – her annoying apprentice was sharing her consciousness again. ‘Oh, this is ridiculous,’ she said. ‘Too many people are in my head today. Let’s camp here for the night. I need to do some weeding.’

‘I’m a weed, now, am I?’ Luca said to her as soon as she’d set up camp and slipped into a trance.

‘A nettle,’ Aliya said with a grin, ‘all prickly.’ She hugged them; there was no static shock this time. ‘How are you? Why are you here?’

Luca grimaced. ‘I didn’t plan to be. I lost control and slipped back into old habits. Guess I was a bit shook up.’

‘Why? What happened? Do you need help?’

‘Yeah, probably. Sounds like you have enough on your plate, though. What were all those warnings the tree was giving you?’

Aliya waved a dismissive hand. ‘Don’t worry about that, I can handle it.’

‘Oh, yeah? You’ve totally been lying to me. There’s something wrong, isn’t there?’

‘Everything’s fine,’ she snapped. ‘Just tell me what you need.’

Luca gave a short laugh. ‘Oh, no, everything’s fine. I can handle it.’

They glared at each other. It was wonderful to see Luca. It was intolerable to have them knowing her every thought, her every weakness. It was intolerable not to be able to solve her own problems. 

She let out her breath in a long hiss. ‘You’d better get back to your own problems, then.’

‘Right. Good luck with yours. Except you don’t need luck, do you? You can “handle it”.’

Luca stalked off through the trees towards the portal. She wanted to follow them; someone else’s challenges would be a relief. She could run off to fix another world and pretend that changed the reality of this one.

Another world, where Quantum won’t be looking at me like I’ve failed him.

She hated those almost-saids, especially when they were her own.

Forcing herself away from the peace of the in-between, she opened her eyes. Chaos. Meera was neighing frantically, stamping out embers in the dry grass. Quantum thrashed, half trapped by Meriel’s bubble of air, his tail scattering burning twigs from the fire in all directions. A sharp sting, and Aliya brushed an ember from her leg.

‘I’m sorry!’ said Meriel. ‘I need to refine my technique.’

Quantum gave a muffled ‘oof’ and stilled, spreadeagled, half in the sputtering fire, immobilised by Meriel’s power.

Aliya could tell the moment the curse relaxed it’s hold. Every muscle in Quantum’s body relaxed; his eyes softened; his breath rushed out in a sob.

Meriel released her hold and Aliya scooped him up, cradling his exhausted body.

‘I’m fine; I’m fine,’ Quantum said. Then he convulsed, once, and coughed green blood into Aliya’s hands.

‘Oh, Quantum!’ she said. ‘What is this curse doing to you?’

‘I am the one hurting him, not the curse,’ Meriel said sadly. She fluttered down to land on Aliya’s shoulder, a barely felt weight. ‘He’s so strong – I need to use so much pressure to hold him—’

‘Then you have to stop—’

‘No,’ said Quantum. ‘I couldn’t live with myself if I killed you, Aliya. If this is the price for your safety, I’ll pay it.’

It was impossible to ignore that Quantum’s fits were now coming closer and closer together. Without Meriel’s protection, they were all in danger; but how much more of this ‘protection’ could Quantum withstand? Would his bones crack, would his organs rupture, before she found a way to lift this curse?
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Council of war
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Waking up from my Aliya-nap, I freak out for a moment because I can’t see. Then remember I’m lying on my bed with a damp flannel over my eyes. My friends are dissecting our evening, their voices pounding along in synchrony with the hammers in my head.

‘Maybe Luca’s extra sensitive to electromagnetic pulses or something,’ Justin says.

‘It was just a localised power cut,’ says Ravi limply. He’s a terrible liar.

‘Why did our phones stop working, then?’ Justin says.

‘But what caused an electromagnetic pulse?’ Lily asks, ‘I thought EMP devices were a Si-Fi thing.’

‘There’s more to it than that,’ Padma whispers. ‘Luca was behaving really strangely.’

Funny how a flannel can make everyone talk about me as if I’m not there.

Ravi, the only one of them who has any clue what’s going on, says, ‘Luca argued over the phone. What’s odd about that?’

Everything about today is odd. Are they all okay, or did The Shard elemental have a lasting effect? Did me picking a fight over it cause even more damage? I try to feel for any remaining traces of that bright metal sharp-edged coiling invasive copper wire thinking ... the room around me fades into the background as the subtle world comes into focus, the in-between where people are glowing beacons and I can walk unseen between the lampposts, checking ...

‘I can’t wake them up! Shit, Luca...’ Lily is shaking me and my brain is bouncing off the sides of my skull.

‘Ow. I’m awake, I’m awake.’ Even the faint light of my bedside lamp sends a spike of pain behind my eyes. It looks like a deathbed scene: Lily and Padma sitting on either side of me, Justin hovering over my sister’s shoulder, Ravi standing at the foot of the bed wringing his hands.

‘Losing consciousness is serious,’ Justin says. ‘We should take you to a hospital.’

‘I wasn’t unconscious,’ I say.

‘You were!’ Lily says. ‘I was shaking you for ages.’

‘I was in, like ... meditation.’

‘You seriously expect me to believe that?’ Lily says. Fear always makes her belligerent. 

‘I read an article—’ Ravi begins, bless him, but three voices shout him down.

I put the flannel back over my face and groan theatrically, which wins me a bit of silence. I still can’t think, though: my head is pounding, and there is barbed wire growing in places it shouldn’t.

What would Aliya do? Well, she’d probably announce that she had to do some crazy ritual to protect her village, and all the villagers would cheer and help her in whatever way they could. My life is not like Aliya’s.

Maybe I need my own village.

‘Hey, guys,’ I say. This is easier when I can’t see them. ‘I know what caused the blackout.’

‘You do?’ says Padma. She’s stroking my hair, which is very soothing. ‘What?’

My heart is pounding. This is even harder than coming out. But coming out made things better, and I have to believe this will too.

‘Well, I did.’

Padma’s hand goes still.

‘It’s a bit complicated,’ I say into the silence. And I tell them everything, talking into the blackness. Being a dreamwalker, Aliya, Lily’s cancer and the elementals. I’m glad I can’t see the expressions on their faces. Every muscle in my body is tight and making my headache even worse. Who’s going to be the first one to tell me I’m mad?

Justin is. ‘But, Luca...’

‘They’re not making it up,’ Ravi says. ‘I’ve seen it. Just because we haven’t found a scientific explanation for it yet doesn’t mean it’s not real.’

‘You already knew?’ Padma asks, and seriously, is jealousy the most important thing at this juncture?

‘The rainbow unicorn,’ Lily murmurs.

‘The what?’ Justin asks.

‘In my dreams. I was having so many nightmares, and then this rainbow unicorn kept appearing. Things can’t be bad when there’s a rainbow unicorn around, right? I never told anyone about it – I mean, how lame can you get? I’m not five. But Luca knew.’

‘I was pretty proud of that unicorn,’ I mutter.

Lily takes my hand and lies beside me, her forehead bumping against my arm.

‘So you’re telling me I’m going out with a witch?’ Padma sounds kind of cross. ‘My mum’s gonna love that.’

‘Don’t tell your mum!’

‘Of course I’m not going to tell my mum. I just think it’s the sort of thing I should have known. Magic!’

‘Not magic. I’m not a witch.’ That sounds even weirder than shaman. ‘I just, you know, talk to elemental spirits no one else can see.’

‘And cause electromagnetic pulses, apparently,’ says Justin with a hint of glee.

‘Yeah ... I’m supposed to maintain the balance. I guess that’s what happens when I mess up. I got into a bit of an argument with The Shard.’

‘So, buildings can have elementals,’ Ravi says in that tone that means he’s about to make another pie chart.

I give them a run-down of the little I know about our world’s new inhabitants, including the super-creepy copper insect that’s been messing with all our heads.

‘That gives a new meaning to “corporate parasite”,’ says Justin. I think he might be slightly hysterical. ‘Seriously, this would make a great fantasy novel ... but you can’t tell me you think it’s actually real. Talking trees and stuff.’

‘It’s a well-documented phenomenon,’ Ravi says. ‘Most pre-Christian religions believed in some sort of animism. Elementals were called “Genius Loci” by the Romans.’

‘Isn’t this complicated enough without you translating it into Latin?’ Padma says.

Ravi pouts. ‘I just think Latin makes things more scientific.’

‘It’s not scientific!’ says Justin. ‘It’s fantasy.’

Padma shoots him a complicated glare, like, don’t feed the animals – they get overexcited. I can’t tell if she’s protecting me from Justin’s disbelief or warning him to humour my delusions. How can I prove something that they can’t see? And why should I have to – can’t they just trust me?

‘The important thing is what we’re going to do,’ says Lily, the unlikely voice of reason. ‘You said it’s dangerous, right, Luca? Are you going to kill it?’

‘I’m not going to kill anyone,’ I say, putting the soothing flannel back over my eyes.

‘Luca said The Mantis is the size of a bus,’ Ravi says, and you can hear the capital letters, ‘so it won’t be easy to get rid of. I wish magic was a more exact science. Or that I knew more about it. Does Luca even have any offensive capabilities?’

Lily starts giggling. ‘They’re capable of being very offensive.’

I can see Ravi roll his eyes, even with mine shut. ‘But would he be able to kill The Mantis?’

I sit up and the flannel splats onto my lap. ‘I didn’t sign up for murdering anyone!’

They all stare at me as if I’ve said something unreasonable.

‘Are you telling me any of you would be able to have a conversation with someone and then just go and bump them off?’ I ask.

‘But, Luca, it’s not a person,’ Justin says.

‘Yes, it is. It might not be human, but it’s still a person,’ I say. ‘You still don’t get that the elementals are really real, do you? They aren’t comic-book monsters. And I don’t get to decide who lives or dies.’
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The price
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The mountains cut straight up from the plain, with no foothills to soften the slopes rearing over her.

‘We’ve come too far east,’ Quantum said. ‘There are port cities at either end of the range, so we have to go... well... either east or west. Depending on where exactly we are.’

‘What about straight ahead?’ Aliya asked, craning her neck back so she could see the snow-capped peaks. The leaves on the forested lower slopes were just beginning to show their autumn colours. There wasn’t time to waste going around. Quantum’s fits had been occurring more regularly as they came south towards the heart of the corruption. ‘There must be a way through.’

‘Not one that I know of,’ said Quantum. ‘Meri?’

‘Well, of course I know a way,’ Meriel replied. ‘You go up.’ She shot straight up into the air, a shooting star in reverse, then spiralled back down to them.

‘Thanks so much,’ Quantum muttered. His inability to master his wings was a sore point, one which must be on his mind more often as they came ever closer to his homeland.

‘There is the self-absorption of a true dragon,’ Meri said, ‘expecting the air itself to aid you. You must learn to listen to the air, not expect it to obey your commands.’

‘It’s hard,’ Quantum snapped. ‘The sky has its own language that I’ve never been taught to read. Pockets of pressure and temperature currents – a whole invisible map. For some reason, I was never encouraged to attend those lessons in school.’

‘Well, are you going to waste your gift by moaning about how hard is it, or are you going to learn?’ Meri had never sounded so forceful.

‘Will you teach me?’ Quantum asked.

Meriel paused, hovering in the air some metres above them. 

‘Part of being less self-absorbed is knowing when to ask for help, isn’t it?’ Quantum continued. ‘See, dragons can be humble: I don’t know how to fly. What better teacher could there be than you? Please, Meri.’

The air elemental flew in lazy loops, ruffling Aliya’s hair. ‘I will teach you.’

Quantum grinned hugely.

Aliya chewed her lip. Every moment that they weren’t moving towards their goal was a pressure on her chest. But lifting the curse wasn’t the only goal; Quantum’s happiness mattered too. 

‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Let’s camp here for the night. I need to figure out where we’re going, anyhow.’ 

Quantum leapt from Meera’s head with an excited trill and the horse flicked her ears in annoyance. Aliya swung down off her back and hauled the panniers to the ground so that Meera could go and graze. She and Kai fell into a natural rhythm as they set up camp together, and she had to tell herself sternly not to enjoy the silent companionship. He wasn’t a good person. He wasn’t like her. Just because he was a shaman around her age didn’t mean she could relax the constant guard she had around other people. She growled in frustration. Not because of Kai, of course; he hadn’t gotten under her skin enough to annoy her. Just because it was hard to get a fire lit with half her attention focused on Quantum and his new teacher.

Quantum looked so at home in the air. Still clumsy, and Meri had to stabilise him a couple of times when he read the air currents wrong and spiralled out of control, but like he was finally where he belonged. 

The need to break the curse on him was so strong it made her spine ache.

Aliya dropped to one knee and placed the palm of her hand against the ground. Gathering her awareness, she sent it spilling out through the earth, a vast root system grown from her thoughts, feeling the shape of the land, tasting its colours, hearing the seasons turn ... and coming up cold against a wall of anger, a hatred frozen into the earth itself.

She pulled her will sharply back into herself and staggered to her feet.

‘We’re going into the mountains,’ she said.

Quantum broke off his lesson to flutter down to her side. ‘You’re not very good at listening to advice, are you?’ he said.

‘I heard you,’ Aliya replied, ‘I’m just ... okay, I’m choosing not to listen. The closest port is west of here,’ she said, pointing to their right, ‘but what we’re looking for is in these mountains. Under them, in fact.’

‘If anything sounds worse than “up,” it’s “under”,’ Quantum grumbled.

‘I know these mountains,’ said Kai. Hearing him start a conversation was so unusual that Aliya jumped. ‘I grew up in a village not far from here. Spent a lot of time in the mountains. Hunting, trapping.’

‘But you’re a shaman,’ she blurted.

‘So?’

‘So, why were you wandering around pretending to be a fur trader instead of protecting your people?’

His face shuttered. ‘I don’t have any people.’

A spike of fear went through her heart. If her village ever turned on her, if they didn’t need her anymore, would she become as bitter and twisted as Kai?

But as damaged as he was, she needed him. ‘Could you guide us through the mountains, then?’ she asked.

Kai gave a short bark of laughter. ‘Why should I? Can you pay me?’

‘Knowing you’ve helped a shaman should be payment enough,’ Aliya snapped, then winced. That made her sound arrogant and entitled, but it was too late to back down now.

‘Should it, now?’ Kai was unsmiling, but there was a sparkle in his eyes, bringing out a hint of moss green in their brown depths.

‘Then how about, because if I leave you here then Meriel will kill you?’ she said. There was a tense silence. That had sounded a lot worse than arrogant and entitled.

Meri cleared her throat. ‘I am not your personal assassin, Shaman.’

Aliya tried not to shuffle her feet like a reprimanded child. ‘No. I’m sorry, Meri. Does that mean you’re not going to take revenge anymore?’

She sighed musically. ‘Revenge is the recourse of the weak, and I am stronger than that now.’

Aliya met Kai’s eyes. They were free of each other. Neither of them looked away.

‘You could still guide us out of the goodness of your heart,’ Quantum said.

‘If he has one,’ Aliya muttered.

The corner of Kai’s mouth tilted upwards. ‘I don’t. But I’m always willing to bargain.’

How could she trust any bargain she made with a shaman who was willing to abuse his powers? But a guide through the mountains could save them so much time; she couldn’t afford not to trust him. ‘Ask, then. What do you want?’ 

He cast a speculative eye over Quantum. ‘Have you started moulting yet?’

Quantum hissed smoke out of his nose. ‘It’s illegal to trade in dragon scales – as I’m sure you know.’

Kai shrugged. ‘It’s my price.’

Quantum turned his back. ‘We don’t need your help that badly.’

Aliya stepped up close beside him. ‘Quantum. We do. I’m scared you don’t have that much time left – every day matters, now.’

‘You don’t understand what he’s asking of me.’

‘No. But I think you need to give it.’

Coils of smoke rose from Quantum’s nostrils. ‘You have a bargain,’ he said to Kai. ‘Just get us there before I decide to singe your eyebrows off instead.’
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A victimless crime
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It’s not until the next morning that I realise I’ve lost my phone. My usual Sunday grogginess is compounded by a lingering headache, so I grope around on my nightstand for aeons before the traditional terror of the teenager separated from their life-support machine kicks in. Then I flap about like a distressed duck, turning pockets inside out and getting Lily to ring me while I crawl around listening for vibrations.

I want to lie back down with my flannel again, but Google Find My Device tells me that my phone is located at The Shard. I remember dropping it when Padma surprised me. Maybe someone has handed it in at a reception desk.

I don’t want another conversation with The Mantis. I do want my phone back. Obviously, phone wins.

It’s amazing how naked I feel without my mobile. What do I do with my hands while I’m on the bus? How can I call for backup if I’m being eaten by a giant grasshopper? Not like Aliya has a phone, anyway.

I try and sidle up to the building – pointless, I know, because elementals always seem to know when I’m around. Maybe shamans have a unique metaphysical smell. But The Shard looks normal this morning. My phone hasn’t been handed into any of the shops in the ground-floor arcade. Maybe I can get a new one for my birthday. Can I survive nine whole days with just the old Nokia dumb-phone hiding at the back of my drawer? Sounds like a stretch ... but then I remember the feeling I had last night as the copper wire slithered through my thoughts: craving, discontent, the need to consume. Yeah, I’ll manage without, thanks.

I sneak out of the arcade, head down and hood up. Just as I’m thinking I’ve got away unnoticed, its clockwork voice says, ‘Have you come to apologise?’

I turn at the edge of the pavement and crane my neck back. It’s quite beautiful, in a way, all shimmering bronze against the metallic blue glass.

‘I ... suppose so,’ I say. ‘I guess I overreacted. But if I’m the bridge, then it’s my job to protect humans from you as well as the other way around. Are you going to apologise too?’

‘I am not,’ The Mantis said, head swaying like a charmed snake. ‘I have nothing to apologise for. I am simply being what I am.’

‘That sounds like a poor excuse.’ 

‘How so? An acorn has no desire to do anything but grow into an oak, so no one expects it to be other than a tree. I was fashioned out of greed, and I am no more or less than the fruit of that desire. Just as a tree draws the sustenance it needs from the soil, so I draw my sustenance from that which spawned me: human desire. You cannot expect me to be other than how I was made.’

That’s ... that’s ... totally true. How can I expect someone to go against their nature? I know what it feels like to live under those expectations, and I’ll never place them on someone else. It’s human beings who created this problem – I can’t blame The Mantis.

‘So, if you stopped sucking up all that emotion...?’ I ask.

‘How well does a tree live when it is uprooted from the soil?’

‘Yeah, but tree elementals don’t feed off humans.’

‘Earth, air, fire, and water – the great elements were never shaped by human hands. But metal ... metal comes alive when it is refined and shaped, when Man places his stamp upon it. I can give Man—’

‘And woman,’ I interrupt, ‘and gender non-conforming—’

It hisses in annoyance. ‘I can give humankind everything it values in this modern world – technology and travel and communications – but there will be a price.’

‘You can’t just demand a price that people don’t even know they’re paying!’

‘They pay it gladly, don’t you see? It is always there, the greed and selfishness, the urge to consume. However much I take, there is always more. It is, as you would say, a victimless crime.’ And it turns with a skittering of its many legs and disappears around the curve of the building. 

Hands in my pockets, I shuffle along one pavement after another. Is The Mantis right? Is this just the nature of modern life and I have to accept it? Consumerism: it may have created The Mantis, but isn’t it also what destroyed all the other nature spirits over the course of the last few centuries? What this new elemental wants – its very way of living – will end up harming Treebeard, and Tarn, and all the others. It goes against everything I want to create ... but, how can I say it’s wrong for being itself?

I have no idea where I’m walking (who knew I relied on my phone so much to tell me where I am?), but eventually my feet get sore and I look up and see familiar buildings. I’ve trekked all the way to the Houses of Parliament, and now I’m standing at the foot of Westminster Abbey, its double white towers soaring overhead.

I’m just wondering which bus route goes from here to Camden when someone waves at me. From the roof.

I give a feeble wave in return, and he lumbers down the wall, head downwards and four paws digging into the stonework and retreating without leaving a mark.

‘Good morrow, esteemed practitioner of the Craft,’ he says when he’s at the height of my head. He looks a bit like a lion cub with wings – is that called a gryphon? – made of the same pale stone as the cathedral.

‘Hello,’ I say. ‘You don’t sound like a brand-new life-form.’

‘Indeed not. I am proud to have been standing since 1065.’ He yawns, showing a very wide mouth with no teeth whatsoever. ‘I admit to taking an extended nap since the 1840s.’

‘So, you’ve just woken up ... and all your siblings, too?’ I ask, gesturing at the other gargoyles lining the rooftop.

‘Oh no,’ he says, patting a carved window ledge fondly, ‘my insentient cousins are merely imitations, based on the tales of one with the Sight. The stonemason captured a good likeness, do you not agree?’ He lumbers up the building and poses beside a gargoyle that is almost identical to him, except a dribble of water has stained its wide-open mouth a greenish-black. I’m glad it’s not alive: what a life, being a drainpipe.

‘Are there many of you, though? Buildings in London which are ... sentient?’

‘Alas, so few Animus now survive. After my extended sleep, even many of the great churches no longer answer. With whom am I now to share my contemplations on the ineffable mysteries of the universe?’

‘Err ... well, I’ll listen, I suppose?’ Even if I’ll need a dictionary of archaic words to understand him. Can talking philosophy with a medieval building be any worse than explaining the concept of Lego to a bunch of air elementals?

The spirit of Westminster Abbey looks down at me from his perch. ‘Are you, then, a great theologian?’

Ah. Well, what did I expect? He is the spirit of a church.

‘No,’ I tell him. ‘I’m not a great anything.’

––––––––
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‘You found it, then?’ Lily says as soon as I get home.

I find new crazy every day, it seems. Oh, my mobile. ‘No, I didn’t.’

She cocks her head. ‘But I just got a text from you.’

A dodgy old guy in a mac picked my phone up and is grooming my sister. A hacker has stolen my identity and this is payback because they discovered I have zilch in my bank account.

I grab Lily’s phone. That was quite a night last night. I’m glad you were there. There’s even a fireworks emoji.

The phone drops from my numb fingers. This is worse than a bloke in a mac: Lily is being groomed by a ninety-five-storey sentient building.
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Roar
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‘I don’t trust him,’ Aliya murmured.

Kai and Aliya had already had a huge row before the journey into the mountains even began.

‘I don’t care how special your horse is,’ Kai had said, ‘she isn’t coming.’

Now, they were camped in a shallow cave, surrounded by stark walls of rock rising to meet the stars. They were two days’ journey into the mountains, and the plains were a shadow below them. Kai had gone hunting, leaving Aliya to stew in her anger. Her rage was fuelled by the knowledge that Kai was right: even in just the first day’s travel, there had been so many places where Meera could have broken a leg; today, the path had been more of a climb, leading into this barren land of bare rock and snow. Meera was far better off awaiting her return on the plains below with Kai’s mount, Gazgemal. But she had never been separated from her horse before. Her friendships were being stripped from her. Only Quantum remained, and in a few days, when they were back in his home country, that bond too would be tested. Would inevitably break.

‘Kai made a deal with us,’ Quantum said. ‘He has nothing to gain by breaking it. You may not like him, but that doesn’t mean he wishes us any harm.’ 

‘My instincts are telling me he’s hiding something,’ Aliya said. ‘Meri, what's Kai’s curse?’

‘That is not for me to reveal,’ Meriel said. ‘His secrets are his own.’

‘Yes, thanks, I know the definition of “secret”,’ Aliya said. 

Fennik trotted into the cave with a rabbit clutched in his jaws. The wolf turned in a circle, indecisive, then dropped the carcass at Aliya’s feet.

‘Thanks,’ she said and scratched his ears. He put his head into her lap, emitting a faint whine as she stroked his neck.

‘That’s a sight I don’t see every day,’ Kai said as he came into view. He didn’t sound entirely pleased by his dog’s defection. ‘I don’t suppose you’d considered cooking that rabbit?’

Aliya smirked. ‘I’m busy.’ Fennik thumped his tail in agreement, and Kai gave a disgusted snort as he began to prepare the rabbit for the cookfire. As he was balancing the meat over the flames, Fennik’s head shot up and a menacing growl filled his throat. Aliya leapt up, alert for danger, and Kai grabbed his bow.

Outside the cave was a monochrome world of cold blue snow and blue-black rock. There was a flicker of movement in the deep shadows, a whiff of the rotting meat scent of a predator’s breath. She took a step forwards.

‘Be careful, Aliya,’ Quantum said. ‘Up here, the shadows have teeth.’

‘Anything that would be a danger to you?’ she asked.

‘Of course not,’ Quantum scoffed. ‘But you, my dear, are not covered in armoured scales.’

‘No,’ Aliya agreed, ‘but I’m a shaman.’

There had to be some advantages. Over the past year, she had felt more and more isolated from her fellow humans, set apart by her responsibilities; at least she was recompensed by a closer connection to the natural world. 

Aliya had been taught the language of horses from an early age, a treasured knowledge of her people passed down through generations. It stood to reason that other animals would have their own languages too, if she could listen hard enough to fathom them. It gave her something to do when she was avoiding talking to other people.

So, she couldn’t precisely talk to animals, but she was good enough at listening that a sympathy was created, a bond of mutual respect. It was an extension of dreamwalking, in a way – stepping into the emotional space of others, knowing them at a level below conscious thought.

Aliya took a cautious step forward, out of the firelight, and let her eyes adjust to the winter night.

‘Oh,’ she breathed, ‘that’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.’

Dappled by moonlight, the huge cat regarded her with lambent silver eyes. It yawned to show off its yellowing fangs.

‘Snow leopard,’ whispered Kai, slowly raising his bow. 

Aliya put a hand on his arm. ‘No. Please.’

‘This is a killer, Aliya,’ he said. ‘Up here in his territory, we’re the prey.’

The leopard roared, full of hunger and aggression. Aliya roared back.

It didn’t quite have the sonic depth of the leopard’s – a human throat was not capable of producing such sounds – but it was endowed with a ferocity and resonance beyond the human. It was the only sound that could express all her conflicting and half-understood emotions. Maybe the leopard would understand them; she certainly couldn’t.

Kai’s jaw dropped open. ‘What did you say to it?’

‘Back off,’ Aliya said.

The big cat roared again. Quantum said, ‘I’m guessing that translates as “no”?’

The snow leopard leapt towards them in one long, fluid motion. Aliya barely had time to throw herself backwards before it was on them, one of Kai’s arrows jutting from its flank but not slowing the creature down.

Quantum loosed a stream of fire at the leopard’s head, but Kai shouted, ‘Don’t burn him! That pelt is worth a fortune.’

‘You’re insane,’ Quantum said in awe as Kai threw himself onto the cat’s back, dagger flashing; then there was only a confusion of claws and limbs, Fennik with his jaws attached to the leopard’s back leg and Kai evading its snapping maw as he reached for its throat. Blood, and Kai staggering upright, the firelight painting his narrow face in harsh lines.

Only seconds had passed. Aliya was still sprawled where she had fallen. ‘“That pelt is worth a fortune”?’ she mimicked, her throat raw.

Kai shrugged. ‘Well, he was going to die either way. You’ll be grateful for this fur before we’ve finished crossing the mountains.’

‘I’ll be grateful for a nice steak,’ Quantum said. ‘You can’t save everyone, Aliya.’

‘I know,’ she said, reaching out to close the leopard’s eyes, ‘but I can dream of a world where it’s not just kill or be killed.’ She looked up. ‘Thank you, Kai. I owe you my life.’

‘So, are you willing to trust me now?’ Kai asked.

‘Who said I didn’t trust you before?’ 

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Every single expression on your face.’

‘Don’t pretend to know me,’ Aliya said.

Kai rolled his eyes. ‘That gratitude lasted a long time.’

‘You’re not exactly hard to read, Aliya,’ Quantum said. ‘You’re either irritated or stoic with an undertone of hard-done-by. I can figure you out even though your face is such a weird shape.’

‘Aliya’s face is a very nice shape,’ Kai said sharply.

Quantum flicked his tail. ‘It’s a human shape. Overgrown monkeys.’

‘Well, lucky for you that you’ll soon be shot of us, then,’ Aliya snapped, ‘and back where you belong.’

Quantum froze. ‘If that’s how you’d like it,’ he said and stalked to the back of the cave.

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Aliya said. But she didn’t say it loudly enough for her friend to hear. She buried her face in the dead leopard’s luxurious coat. It smelt of blood and made her want to cry.

Kai knelt beside her, and she drew back as he began to skin the beast. Steam rose from its cooling blood into the freezing mountain air, mimicking the journey its spirit had already taken.

‘I wish I had half your power,’ Kai said.

She jerked her head up. So he hadn’t been asking Meri to take away his shamanic abilities. What was his curse, then? ‘I’m not sure about that. I sometimes think the stronger you are, the less people trust you.’

‘Or the less you trust them.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked, her fingers clenching in the cat’s thick fur.

‘You don’t give your trust easily,’ Kai said, not raising his head from his task.

‘You blackmailed us into a poor bargain before you agreed to help us.’

He hunched his shoulders, eyes down. ‘I’m used to looking out for myself. No one else to do it for me.’

‘It’s hard to trust you when I don’t know anything about you,’ Aliya said.

‘Is that what trust is based on?’ His hands wielded the knife with hypnotic grace.

‘I suppose not.’ She still hardly knew anything about Quantum’s past. Maybe she’d never been much of a friend.

‘What do I know?’ said Kai. ‘My only friend is a dog.’

‘Why did you leave your village?’ Aliya asked.

‘People don’t suit me. Or I don’t suit people.’

‘I won’t expect you to be anyone you’re not,’ Aliya said.

Kai jerked, nearly cutting himself. ‘Are you reading my mind?’

Aliya remembered what Quantum had said and smiled. ‘Only in the way that friends do.’

‘We’re not friends. I’m the bad guy, remember?’ Kai said. ‘You don’t want to get close to me. I’m cursed.’

The words he almost said were louder than the ones he uttered. I wish she knew me. I can’t let her know.

Aliya knew what a curse felt like. It felt like the corruption under these mountains, a slow heartbeat sending our pulses of rage that drove you insane ... A curse didn’t feel like this quiet, insular man beside her, trying so hard to appear self-contained.

‘I’m here to break a curse,’ she said. ‘What’s one more?’

––––––––
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It took them three more days to cross the mountains, and Aliya was indeed glad of the half-cured leopard skin that she draped fur-side inwards around her shoulders. It was cold – cold enough that they had to sleep huddled together for warmth, all of them, including the wolf. Fennik stank like ... well, like a damp dog. Kai stank too, the rancid, unwashed stink of a hunter in winter. To be fair, Aliya now reeked of dead leopard. She slept with her nose buried in Quantum’s scales, which always smelled like sunshine on hot rocks.

Kai seemed as unenthusiastic about the sleeping arrangements as her, which left her feeling vaguely insulted without being able to put her finger on why.

It was late afternoon when they came down from the highest peaks, travelling back from winter into autumn.

‘Where do the mountains end?’ Aliya asked.

‘At the sea,’ Quantum replied, ‘another hundred miles to the south. The whole peninsular is mountainous. Our larger cities are further south—my parents live about another three days’ travel away—but there should be some smaller settlements near here. I’m so looking forward to a proper bath.’

Aliya would rather have a bath before meeting another species for the first time. She didn’t want them to think that all humans smelled as bad as she currently did.

Kai said, ‘How about a hot spring? My shaman senses may not be much by your standards, but I’m good at finding water.’

He must have been reading her almost-said thoughts. She bit back a bitter response. It was uncomfortable to be known. But he knew that better than anyone.

True to his word, within half an hour he led them to a steaming pool. The stream cascading into it was freezing snowmelt, but an underwater fissure sent scalding water up through the bottom of the pool, creating billows of steam where they met.

‘Perfect,’ she said, dumping her bags and beginning to strip off her clothes. ‘Not quite on a par with saving me from ferocious wild beasts, but very close.’ She glanced at Kai as she dipped a toe into the water. He was watching her with an unfathomable mix of emotions on his face; his almost-saids were an equally incomprehensible jumble of fear and longing and otherness. With an embarrassed flush, he turned his back. What, did people not bathe where he was from?

She stepped into the water. It was thick with minerals, almost opaque, and blissfully warm. She moaned as the heat seeped into her muscles, and Kai made a choking sound.

‘I’m going upstream to wash.’

She sat up. ‘It’ll be freezing.’

‘Yes.’ He disappeared around a bend in the stream.

‘I will never understand that man,’ she said as she started scrubbing the stink off her skin. The water smelt slightly of rotten eggs, but that was an infinite improvement. 

‘I think you will,’ Meri said. ‘That’s why I made him travel with you. He deserves to be understood.’

Quantum wrapped a strip of cloth around his tail, dipped it daintily in the hot water, and used it to scrub his scales. ‘I thought you hated Kai.’

‘I did,’ Meri agreed. ‘Before that, I loved him. In the end, love is stronger. I may never be able to forgive him, but I understand him enough to hope that you can heal him, Aliya.’

She lay back and watched the last rays of the sun gild the mountain tops. ‘I’ll add him to my list.’ 
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Stalker
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Ravi, Justin and Padma all received the same message as Lily. 

It got a taste of the four of them yesterday, and now it’s maintaining that connection through my mobile phone. Is it making use of the actual phone signal, or is it using the fact that we imbue our phones with so much emotional energy? Who knows – one way or another, it’s got its barbed-wire hooks into my friends.

‘Delete my number,’ I tell Lily. ‘No, don’t. Maybe I can find a way to use that connection. But if it phones, don’t answer.’

‘Don’t worry, Luca – I did learn about stranger danger,’ Lily says with an eye-roll. ‘I know you’ll make sure I’m alright.’

I’d feel better about that if her confidence was based more on my abilities and less on the fact that she doesn’t truly believe. She may be convinced about my dreamwalking, but she has no sense of the danger that can follow when the stuff of fantasy steps out into the waking world.

At dinner that night, Mum says, ‘So, it’s birthday season. Who’s making plans?’

‘I don’t want to make a big deal,’ I say. Because I don’t have a whole lot of people to invite. And the friends I do have probably think I’m insane.

‘Well, I want a big deal,’ says Lily. ‘Last year I was too sick to do anything, so I want to make up for it with a big party. Would that be okay?’

‘Here, you mean?’ Dad shares an eloquent glance with Mum. No way they’d let me throw a house party, but they’ll say yes to Lily: she gets everything she wants by the simple virtue of still being alive.

‘A no-parents party,’ Lily adds.

Dad raises his eyebrows. ‘A parents stay out of the way upstairs, with Luca there to supervise, party.’

‘Deal.’

‘Don’t I get a say in this?’ Of course not. Oh, joy: a riot of pre-teen girls.

I reach for my phone to moan to the guys over a group chat – but right, my old Nokia doesn’t do that. 

‘Did you lose your phone, Luca?’ Mum asks. ‘Do you need a new one for your birthday?’

‘No,’ I say. I’m not giving up that easily. ‘It’s not lost. I’m in a ... dispute about ownership. I’ll get it back.’

‘Someone stole it?’ Dad asks at the same time as Mum says, ‘Are you being bullied?’

Ha! That’s one word for it. But it won’t be fixed by a parent/teacher conference.

‘Don’t worry,’ I tell them, ‘I’ve got it under control.’

After dinner, Lily comes to my room to tell me, ‘I’m going to ask Justin’s band to play at my party.’ 

‘What? Why?’

‘Because jazz is cool.’ – Really? In what universe? – ‘And because it means cute boys will be there.’

‘Lily! They’re four years older than you!’

‘Exactly. And it’s only three years. That sounds about right. Kids my age ... my friends are great, you know, but sometimes I feel like I’ve lived a whole lot more. Shame you’re a loser and don’t have any more friends to invite.’

‘I’m sure Ravi would come.’

‘I meant eligible boys.’

‘How do you know Ravi’s gay?’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Duh. Pity you’re not friends with Dean anymore. He’s fit. But then, he’s also a dickwad...’

‘Argh, Lily, just stop! There are so many things wrong with this. Stop thinking about boys years older than you. Stop thinking about boys full stop. Stop swearing—’

‘Stop growing up, you mean?’

I sag like one of Mum’s soufflés. ‘...Yeah.’

‘I thought I wasn’t going to get to grow up at all. Now I want to do it all at once. Honestly, Luca, guys my age just don’t get it. They all seem so shallow.’

I pull her into a one-armed hug. ‘Just remember that our parents are going to be at this party where you’re ogling older men.’

Now it’s her turn to deflate.

That’s when Justin turns up at the door. I give Lily a glare, which she returns with an innocent shrug. Then Ravi and Padma arrive together, and they all sit around on my bed and the floor and look at me expectantly.

‘What?’ I say, folding my arms on the back of my desk chair. ‘I don’t know what to do. I don’t know whether to do anything.’

‘Of course you’re going to do something,’ Ravi says.

‘Something supernatural,’ says Justin.

‘Magical,’ says Padma. A bit like she’s taking the piss, but with an intensity that says she wants it to be true.

‘I keep telling you, I don’t do magic!’

‘You came into my dreams,’ Lily says. ‘You kept me alive when I felt like dying, Luca.’

‘You kept yourself alive,’ I tell her. ‘All I ever did was help you change things for yourself.’

‘Right! Shamanism is a metaphor. Hearts and minds,’ Justin says, and we all stare at him blankly. ‘The Army coined the phrase in Afghanistan: they didn’t want to fight, just to win people over, change their minds.’

‘That’s just it,’ I say. ‘Shamanism isn’t about weird rituals and trances and rain dances – it’s about the way people think.’ Hopefully it will work out a bit better than Afghanistan. 

Padma giggles. ‘Can’t you do a rain dance, though? Just for me.’

‘We live in England. You really want more rain?’ I give Padma a giddy smile. It’s so amazing to be open about this.

Ravi clears his throat. ‘Luca, some creature I can’t see is sending me creepy messages and possibly messing with my mind. You are going to do something.’

Oh. And there’s the downside. Everyone expecting me to have the answers. To take responsibility. I guess I can see why Aliya didn’t want to be a shaman.

‘Okay, Ravi. I’m going to do ... something.’

‘Great,’ he says, shoving his head through the strap of his messenger bag. ‘I’ve got homework.’

I chase him out into the hallway. ‘Ravi, what the hell?’

He waves a hand at me dismissively. ‘It’s nothing. Just, I was the only one who knew you were a dreamwalker for ages, and absolutely nothing happened. And now things are kicking off and suddenly everyone’s in on it.’

‘Ravi, you hate it when things happen.’

‘True,’ he says. ‘I’m not sidekick material.’

‘You’re not getting out of it that easily. Who else would think to make a periodic table of elementals?’ I hug him and he sags against me; we break apart when Lily comes out dragging an apprehensive-looking Justin behind her.

‘Come and help me plan the set list,’ she tells him as she tows him past. I give Justin a menacing look. Try to, anyway – not part of my usual repertoire. But I have to be a scary older sibling sometime. Justin just looks confused.

So, when I go back into my bedroom only Padma is there, lying on my bed and randomly switching my bedside lamp on and off.

‘So, do I still get to snog the Chosen One?’ she says.

I hadn’t realised how worried I was that I’d passed some threshold of weird beyond which I was no longer boyfriend material. The fear disappears and I collapse onto the bed, half on top of her. ‘Yes, please.’

She rolls us over and pins me down. Oh yeah. Then I spot the steely glint in her eye. Oh no.

‘So,’ she says, ‘tell me about this Aliya.’

‘You want to talk about this right now? Seriously?’ I buck up against her, and she presses me down, which does not help my concentration.

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘I think it’s pretty relevant to our current situation.’

‘What? You mean... You can’t be jealous of Aliya!’

‘Why?’ she says, deceptively sing-song. ‘Are you going to say you think of her as a sister?’

‘No – I told you what it was like. I was her. I think of Aliya as another part of me, in a way. Fancying her would be total narcissism.’ A familiar stab of insecurity runs through me. ‘It feels like you’ve saying there’s a part of me you don’t like.’

Padma bites her lip. ‘Are you saying she’s like a metaphor? For your ... feminine side?’

I snort a laugh. Aliya doesn’t have a feminine side.

She’s still glaring at me, so I try a less metaphysical argument. ‘Besides, you’re way prettier than Aliya.’

Then she starts kissing me. A bit too intense, but I’m not complaining. At least, until she says against my lips, ‘I don’t want you seeing her again.’

I sit up so fast our foreheads knock together. In romance novels, they make out like jealousy is a sign of how much someone loves you. But this feels like a danger sign.

‘Padma, did The Mantis send you any other messages?’

‘No,’ she says, but her hand goes to her phone. ‘Come on, Luca, do you really want to talk about this instead of making out?’

No. Yes. ‘Padma, just let me check if it’s influencing you—’

She swats my hand away. ‘You want to get in my head to check no one else is getting in my head? And you say I’m jealous. Get lost, Luca.’

‘I’m not jealous – it’s my job to stop you getting hurt—’

‘Oh, I’m your job, now? Well, that’s good to know. Wouldn’t want your relationship getting in the way of you doing your oh-so-important job.’

And she leaves me sitting alone on my bed. I’d thought the secrets were hard. I’d thought Aliya had it easy, everyone knowing she was a shaman. Guess the grass is always greener.

I’ve still got no idea how to deal with the existence of a hostile elemental, but I know one thing: I have to stop it influencing my friends. So, I do what I’m best at: I go to sleep. 

The lamppost representing my mind is just as normal, a matt silver column rising into misty luminescence. Lily’s lamppost is closest to mine; I put a gentle hand against the cold metal. Just as I’m starting to slide into her dream, my body dissolving, a curl of barbed wire slithers up the lamppost and knots around my wrist. Then I’m inside Lily’s dreamscape and it’s weirdly normal. I haven’t been in here since she had cancer last year, when her dreams were dark and violent and full of tentacles. This is ... not. We’re in a shopping centre that could have been lifted straight out of an American teen drama, and Lily is trying on jewellery. I wasn’t expecting boring.

Lily slides on a copper bracelet and holds it up so it catches the light. ‘What do you think?’

I think ... that I’m wearing a bracelet made of barbed wire. That I’ve brought The Mantis’ presence even further into her mind. That by being here, I’m opening her up to outside influences and making it easier for something else to get in. That the very air tastes of metal, coating the back of my throat like blood ... I think that I’m making things worse.

Shoving myself out of her dream, I rip my hand away from her lamppost, spraying it with droplets of blood as the barbed wire lacerates my wrist. Manifesting a pair of sheers, I hack viciously at the barbed wire around Lily’s lamppost, then Padma’s, Ravi’s, Justin’s. 

Heart pounding, I check my parents. Wire is sprouting like twisted roses around the base of their lampposts, too. Not as much, because they weren’t there with me when I met The Mantis yesterday – but it’s spreading. With a growing sense of dread, I check Dean’s lamppost. The copper-coloured wire is already entwined halfway up the post, Dean’s depression providing a perfect breeding ground. Is it working its way through my address book in alphabetical order? Quick-dial numbers first, and then ... where will it end?

It won’t. Not unless I stop it. But I can’t fix this by dreamwalking – I’ll make people more vulnerable. The Mantis has stolen my greatest power from me already.

What have we done, Aliya and I, by bringing elementals back into this world? Saved it, she said ... or doomed it. How is an elemental spirit of metal even possible? Aliya never planted those seeds.

The first time I found barbed wire here was after I saw her at the portal. A touch, an electric shock. Aliya didn’t bring through the spirit of metal – it made it through all on its own. It’s been using us all along.

I’m running, and because reality here bends itself around me, it only takes moments to reach the portal to Aliya’s world. The tear in the fabric of reality that shouldn’t exist. That has given me so much, that saved my sister’s life ... and let the spirit which has grown into The Mantis through.

The portal is dangerous. I ought to close it. But ... that would leave Aliya on the other side forever.
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Superstition
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The following morning, guided by the subtle sense of wrongness she had first felt on the plains, Aliya led them down into a steep-sided valley peppered with fir trees. At the base of the valley was a well-maintained road.

‘Is there a town near here?’ Aliya asked.

Quantum laughed. ‘It’s all around you!’

Aliya looked around for houses, any kind of structure, but all she could see were some rickety treehouses that could have been built by a ten-year-old ... although no human child would be able to reach them. 

‘Your people live in trees?’ she said.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Quantum replied. ‘Those are for the monkeys.’

‘I’ve never met a monkey,’ Aliya said with a grin.

‘Consider yourself lucky,’ Kai muttered.

The monkeys’ arrival was heralded by a series of chattering shrieks. They swung down from their houses using their long tails, but stayed well back from Fennik, who was emitting a low growl. Kai kept a firm grip on the wolfhound’s neck. Quantum, in his usual place on Aliya’s shoulder, reared up onto his hind legs and called out to the monkeys in an odd chittering bark. One of the creatures loped off, and the others crept closer.

‘You speak their language?’ Aliya asked.

Quantum shrugged. ‘It’s not difficult – they only have a few dozen words. Enough to do what they’re told.’

‘They’re tame?’

Kai snorted. ‘As tame as monkeys can ever be.’

‘We did try to domesticate humans, centuries ago, but they couldn’t appreciate a good thing,’ Quantum said. ‘Monkeys are intelligent enough to know that, at least.’

The leader of the small tribe came to stand in front of Aliya. He was covered in long golden-brown hair, with huge dark eyes and a squashed nose, and his head reached the middle of her thigh. Most of the rest of the group were smaller, crowned with ginger hair fading to white on their bellies. Presumably, these were the females, as one had an infant clinging to its back. The male in front of her grinned, displaying vicious canines. Then he clasped her hand and towed her along behind him as he took a lolloping walk to the side of the valley.

‘I asked them to let the elders know we’re coming, and to take us to the town hall,’ Quantum explained. ‘They’re quite good at running errands. All sorts of tasks, really: with careful instructions, they can even construct quite sensitive instruments. Opposable thumbs have their uses.’

‘And what do they get out of it?’ Aliya asked.

Quantum grinned. ‘We eat all their natural predators. And refrain from eating them.’

Kai drew his dog closer to his side.

They passed through an orchard of plum trees where a tribe of monkeys were placing fruit into woven baskets.

‘We’ve taught them the benefit of not eating all the fruit right away,’ Quantum said. ‘The one thing we’ve never succeeded in doing is getting them to share any of the fruit with us.’

The baby monkey picked up a fallen plum and mashed it into its mouth, purple juice dripping down its chin. Aliya was not one to be overly moved by cuteness, but this was overwhelmingly sweet. The baby spat the stone with great force and it hit her hip in a sticky smear.

Quantum chuckled. ‘I’ve missed the little terrors.’ His humour sounded contrived. There were many things he didn’t miss about his home, and his return was more challenging for him than he wanted to admit.

One of the fruit-gathering monkeys scampered over and licked the wrist of the monkey leading Aliya, its tongue catching her fingers. The gesture smacked of ritual, and she noticed that the lead monkey had a shimmering green scale tied around his wrist with a strip of leather.

‘Is that a dragon scale?’

‘We give them out as rewards,’ Quantum said and shot Kai a dirty glance. ‘For faithful service, not to traders who want to profit from them.’

‘Who said I wanted them to trade?’ Kai said, then told Aliya, ‘There are rumours they have magical healing properties.’

Quantum hissed. ‘Those are the sort of rumours that could start a war. Besides,’ he muttered to himself, ‘antibacterial properties are not the same as “healing magic”.’

Then they reached the caves, and Aliya saw her first real dragons.

There were two of them, working at the entrance of a cave filled with fire and steam. They looked much more draconian than Quantum. Still the same basic lizardine shape, with the same forest green scales, but maturity had carved out the ridges of their cheekbones and spines, giving them a fierce, craggy look. They were about the size of horses, though their bodies sat much nearer the ground, and their heads were on a level with Aliya’s own. Huge, finely scaled wings tipped with spikes were folded along their backs. Fire-lit and wreathed in sparks, they were majestic and overwhelming creatures.

‘What are they doing? It’s like a volcano.’ Aliya watched in horrified awe as one of them eased a stone trough onto its side and sent a stream of lava flowing into a mould, while the other dragon used his fists and claws to shape something red-hot that gave off a cascade of sparks whenever it was hit.

‘Blacksmithing,’ Quantum said. ‘That’s iron they’re working – much stronger than the bronze you use.’

They passed more caves where dragons were industriously working, many with monkey helpers. In one, a dragon was breathing a stream of tightly-controlled flame onto a heap of sand, which, Quantum explained, would transform it into glass. One elderly dragon with fading scales was basking in the weak sunlight and scratching delicate markings onto a wax tablet.

‘Writing,’ Quantum said before she could ask. ‘That would take too long to explain.’

‘I know what writing is.’ She’d seen Luca do it when she’d eavesdropped on his life. It wasn’t her fault her people didn’t have an alphabet to use. Another task that would be down to her, no doubt, if she ever got a break from putting out other people’s fires.

The studious dragon wiped wax from the end of his claw and gave a luxurious stretch, ruffling his wings like a hawk. Then, spreading his wings so wide they cast Aliya into shadow, he took off and spiralled up into the clear sky. The wind of his passage blew the braids back from her face as she lifted her gaze to watch his glorious flight.

With a joyful trill, Quantum leapt off her shoulder and joined him in the air. They looped and dived together, Quantum’s extraordinary wings catching the sunlight and throwing refracted glimmers across the valley floor. All around, dragons looked up from their tasks and murmured in awe.

Quantum dropped back onto her shoulder, breathless and smug, and she walked onward, her feet heavy on the ground.

On their other side, the orchard ended and they passed a field being cleared after the harvest. A blinkered donkey was harnessed to the largest plough Aliya had ever seen, with multiple blades instead of just the usual one. A dragon overseer was trying to instruct a group of monkeys to plough the field in straight lines, but straight lines didn’t seem to be part of the apes’ nature, and every time the dragon moved closer to correct their course, the donkey brayed nervously and veered away.

Even without understanding the words he used, it was easy to read the dragon’s body language. Head tipped back to the sky, he took a series of deep breaths for patience, then lowered it and spoke to the monkeys slowly and calmly ... for about five seconds, until one of his little minions tried to swing on the donkey’s tail, and a thin plume of smoke started to rise from the dragon’s nostrils.

Aliya stifled a laugh. This was even worse than trying to get her little brother to do farm work. ‘Don’t they ever snap and eat someone?’

Quantum looked scandalised. ‘Of course not. Civilised people don’t kill their servants. If anyone did something like that, they’d be Burdened.’ He shuddered. ‘Criminals have weights strapped to their wings. Iron balls are attached by chains through the delicate membrane at the base; if they try to fly, the wings tear, maiming them. It teaches self-control.’

Aliya’s heart twisted and she ran a comforting hand along Quantum’s back. Nature had punished him with flightlessness, marked him as if he were a criminal.

The monkey leading her squeezed her hand and spoke a couple of words that needed no translation: they had arrived. A large cave entrance loomed before them, far too even to be entirely natural. A dragon with gold bands around his upper forelegs appeared in the doorway.

The dragon whistled like birdsong, a cross between a jackdaw and a thrush, but resonating around a vocal cavity large enough for a dozen of those birds to nest in.

‘I’d appreciate it if we could speak in Islaskian so my friends can understand,’ Quantum replied stiffly.

The dragon shot them a disparaging glance. ‘Very well,’ he replied. ‘My family were just about to have dinner, if you’d care to join us?’

He turned and led them into the mountain, Aliya’s group following in a huddle. Behind them, two monkeys pulled closed massive wooden doors, leaving the sunlit evening outside. Aliya squinted in the expectation of darkness, but the cave was lit by glowing crystals hung along the smooth walls. No, she couldn’t call this a cave – it was the most luxurious place she’d ever seen, a series of interconnected rooms layered with woven carpets, wooden furniture draped with furs, and exotic paintings hanging from the walls.

Aliya touched one of the glowing crystals. ‘Magic?’

Quantum snorted. ‘Technology.’

Kai muttered, ‘Same difference.’

‘Ooh, I don’t like this,’ Meriel said, buzzing in circles. ‘Underground, and the air smells of fire.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Quantum, ‘that’s the heating system. We drill thermal vents down to magma pockets in the semi-dormant volcanoes.’

That did not sound like a comment that should be preceded by the words ‘don’t worry.’ Anything to do with volcanoes was worrying.

A curving hallway led them to a large room with a glazed window overlooking the valley. A low table dominated the room and lounging around it were the rest of the dragon’s family. He introduced his partner and their half-grown daughter, who was the same size as Fennik. All their names were unpronounceable yet captivating.

Aliya’s heart gave an exuberant double beat. Actual dragons. They were so extraordinary, legends come to life. Her stomach twisted. She’d never thought of Quantum like that. He was incredible – his wit and intelligence and loyalty – but even though she loved him she’d never regarded him as this special. Did she truly see him as that much less because of his lack of wings? How must he have felt growing up surrounded by people who saw only what he wasn’t?

Fennik was exiled to the corridor with a bone and the humans joined the dragons around the table. The dragons sat on their hindquarters like dogs so that their short front legs were free to use; the smaller dragons had wooden blocks to sit on to raise them high enough. Aliya sat on the floor between them and felt very small and provincial. Everyone here was so wealthy; luxuries like metal and glass were everywhere. Even her spoon was metal instead of wood. She surreptitiously examined her cutlery, trying not to appear overawed. The spoon had an upward curving hollow handle, which was explained when the dragons slotted one of their foreclaws into the hole.

A pair of monkeys came in bearing steaming bowls, and Aliya was pleased to see that the food didn’t look too far from the human norm, although meat did predominate.

‘Where did you get your wings gilded?’ the young dragon asked Quantum. ‘They’re beautiful. Mother, could I have my wings plated with gold?’

‘No,’ her mother replied, but then asked Quantum, ‘Is such a thing becoming the fashion, then? They are glorious, but doesn’t the added weight make it harder to fly?’

‘They’re not gilded,’ Quantum said. ‘They’re made of metal.’

‘Ingenious!’ the father exclaimed. ‘The blacksmith who can do such work must be highly regarded indeed.’

Quantum flexed his wings, showing how the metal flowed seamlessly into his scale and bone. ‘Metallurgy can’t achieve anything like this. Only magic can.’

There was an uncomfortable silence.

‘So, Kai,’ the female dragon said, changing the subject, ‘it is very early in the season for you to come trading. Are you peddling half-cured pelts these days?’ She wrinkled her nose at the leopard skin that Aliya had worn through the mountains.

‘It’s not trade that brings me here,’ Kai said.

‘What, then?’ she asked, polite but condescending.

Aliya stiffened. Sure, Quantum was regularly condescending, but he’d earned that right. She didn’t have to accept it from anyone else.

‘Shaman’s business,’ she said.

The juvenile dragon sniffed daintily. ‘We don’t have time for primitive superstitions.’

‘Be polite, stripling,’ her father commanded. ‘Humans are intelligent creatures in their way.’

Aliya took a slow, deliberate breath. She had come here to find out what the dragons knew about the origins of the curse—and, hopefully, its weaknesses. She couldn’t afford to piss these sanctimonious nitwits off.

‘I’m looking for information to cure Quantum’s fits,’ she said, ‘if you don’t think that would tax my understanding too much.’

Quantum rolled his eyes as Kai muffled a grin. What? She’d almost managed to be polite.

‘Fits?’ the young dragonet asked Quantum. ‘Do you have epilepsy, then?’

But the mother looked apprehensive. ‘Don’t be obtuse, daughter. We all know what ... fits ... she means. Our best scientists are working on it. We don’t need outside help, thank you very much.’

‘Are your scientists here?’ she asked. ‘Searching under the mountain?’

The dragon family regarded her in confusion. ‘Why would they do that?’ the male asked.

Why? The miasma of rage was like a pulsing heart – this close, it was impossible to ignore. Yet only she could feel it; even the dragons’ great ‘scientists’ could not. The source of the corruption that invaded their minds was invisible to them. How would they ever be able to overcome it?

‘The great conclave in the capital tomorrow will provide answers,’ the female said.

Quantum speared a spare rib on the end of a claw and stripped it down to the bone. He licked his lips. ‘It’s been too long since I tasted chilli pepper.’

Aliya tried a piece of meat from the same dish and wheezed in shock at the fiery burn in her throat.

Quantum laughed, saying, ‘I told you – dragons are more resilient in every way. It will only burn for a minute and then I will burn the very meat from your bones—’

‘Meri! It’s happening again!’ Aliya shouted as she dived away from the table, dragging Kai with her. Meriel pounced on Quantum, compressing the air above him and flattening him onto the ground, where he continued to writhe and shriek. But now the huge male dragon was rearing up, shoving the heavy table aside and scattering dishes and food across the floor, screaming out in his own language; and his partner responded with a jet of flame that narrowly missed him, setting a wall-hanging alight. They both still had spoons dangling from their claws, giving the whole scene an element of farce. Until the blood started flying, and there was no room for any humour. Their daughter looked between them in terror before darting for the door.

The female almost stamped on Aliya without even seeing her, and Meriel leapt to her defence, thickening the air pressure around the dragon. But the dragon, who must have weighed at least five hundred kilos, shook off the pressure with a roar, sending Meriel tumbling through the air to crash into the wall.

Aliya lunged to catch her friend’s falling body, which settled into her hands as light and insubstantial as a snowflake.

‘I’m sorry,’ Meri said groggily. A controlled burst of wind sent Kai and Fennik skidding across the floor and into Aliya’s side. Meriel hardened the air around them into a protective bubble just in time to intercept another jet of flame. For a moment, they were enclosed in white-hot fire, then the flames dispersed and they could see that the elegant dining room had become a tragic battleground. The two adult dragons were fighting with claws and teeth and flame, ripping apart their beautiful home and tearing gashes into each other’s skin. Quantum had attached himself to the female’s rear leg and sunk his teeth into her calf.

Fennik howled, the sound trapped inside their little sphere reverberating through Aliya’s skull.

Quantum was caught by the edge of a tongue of flame and screamed in pain. Aliya looked desperately at Meriel, but the sprite said helplessly, ‘This is the best I can do. We can’t let him in here with us.’

Aliya wanted to howl just like the wolf. She couldn’t watch her friend being torn apart.

As abruptly as it had started, it was over. The three affected dragons looked around in horror at the devastation they had wrought. The male had a deep gash over his eye, dripping dark green blood; Quantum was mostly unhurt, probably because he was so small he’d been overlooked by the adults.

Meriel let the protective bubble burst with an exhausted sigh.

‘No,’ Aliya muttered, ‘you clearly don’t need my help at all. I wonder if any of my needles are strong enough to sew up dragon hide.’
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Guardians of the Galaxy
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I’m carrying a toddler in a big saucepan. She squirms. A lot.

‘Just hypothetically,’ I ask Tarn, ‘what would happen if I spilt you?’

‘I’d sink into the water table and trickle home, of course,’ she says. ‘It would take weeks, and I’d be very annoyed with you. So, don’t drop me.’

We come out of a patch of woodland and can see Treebeard’s sapling halfway up a grassy slope. Why are there so many hills?

I lower the saucepan down at the base of the oak and flop onto the damp grass. Tarn stands up inside the pot and bows, a strangely adult gesture. ‘Greetings, guardian of the woods.’

Treebeard returns her gesture. ‘Greetings, guardian of the waters.’

‘Yes, greetings, greetings, guardians of pomposity,’ says Happy, buzzing around us. ‘Now we are all here, shall we begin?’

‘Is everyone here, though?’ I ask. ‘Are there more elementals I don’t know about?’

‘We’ve been all over London,’ says Sneezy, ‘and only found two other buildings who are awake. Earth elementals, both old churches. Very polite. Very boring.’

‘I can deal with boring,’ I say. Boring means neutral. It feels like I’m drawing up sides for a war, and although there are more elementals on my side it still feels like we’re outnumbered. By an enemy of one. A very big, scary one. 

I wish I knew what it was planning. I’ve set up alerts on my computer for any mentions of The Shard in the news. Yesterday, the police had to be called to break up an altercation between a group of businesspeople in a sandwich shop in the arcade. They were fighting over the last quinoa salad. I mean, I know London people can be pretty aggressive, but coming to blows over salad seems out of character. Especially quinoa salad. Surely people have enough greed already to keep the Mantis sated – why does it need to make them feel more? What could it possibly need all that energy for?

I dig my hands into the cold grass to hide their shaking. This is all getting too big. I’ve been keeping shamanism inside a neat little bubble: these few friendly elementals, helping my sister and my friends. Now, the whole world is trying to get in. I’m not sure if I can expand my bubble to include everyone, or if it will pop.

‘Am I doing enough to help you guys? I know I’ve planted one of your acorns down in Kent, Treebeard, and I promise I’ll plant more, but you told me they have to be spread out, and I don’t have the chance to travel much—’

‘Trees have never needed human hands to grow,’ he interrupts. ‘There are many more tree spirits germinating across the world.’ A smug note entered his voice. ‘But I will always be the eldest.’

‘What about you, Tarn?’ I ask. ‘What can I do to help the water elementals?’

‘Oh, I’ve already gone all over,’ she says, ‘although most of my sisters don’t want to come into London. Thames won’t go lower than Windsor. Soon there will be enough of us to have a mother in the ocean.’

My head’s spinning. ‘And I’m supposed to keep track of all this? Just me?’

‘Maybe your task should be training more shamans, not concerning yourself with our affairs,’ Treebeard suggested.

‘But there are no other shamans!’

‘There will be,’ he assured me. ‘Now we are here, the balance will be kept.’

It’s starting to drizzle a bit. I put my hood up. There are moments when I can’t believe this is my life. This is the future of the world. A stick figure. A toddler in a saucepan. A bunch of invisible crossword solvers. A hot mess of queer teenager who’d rather make up with their girlfriend than save the world.

‘I’m scared,’ I tell my little tribe. ‘A metal elemental. A totally new thing. An elemental made by humans! Anything it does is our fault. My fault.’

‘Humanity can be held at fault for many things,’ Treebeard grumbles.

‘It’s not Luca’s fault,’ Tarn says, crossing her arms and pouting. ‘We like Luca.’

‘I suppose we do,’ Treebeard agrees.

My heart overflows. Aliya is always at a disadvantage with the elementals in her world: they were there first, and she’s the new kid on the block, jostling for attention. I’m so lucky: these quirky characters all have infinitely more power than me, but I’ve been in their lives since they were born, and they respect me.

‘We like Luca, but The Mantis is going to squash them like a bug. Like a little bug by a much bigger bug!’ Doc says. The other air sprites turn cartwheels and titter musically.

Okay, so ‘respect’ might not be quite the right word. But at least they like me.

‘Can’t you guys talk some sense into The Mantis?’ I ask.

‘The Mantis already makes sense,’ says Treebeard, ‘it is just a sense that conflicts with your aims. And with our very nature. All of us here grow in concert with the natural world; we enhance it and depend upon it. This new being grows by reaping nature. It thrives on the very forces that previously destroyed the elementals of this world. What you humans call progress, and what we call death.’ He sighs. ‘I will soon be sleeping through the long winter months. I do not know if I will wake again. A lot depends on you, dreamwalker.’

‘But ... you can’t die. You just said that loads of nature spirits are being born: things are getting better. Right?’

‘Things are in a delicate state of balance,’ Treebeard says. ‘The life of the elements is a candle flame in the wind. Many gales try to extinguish our life: pollution, climate change, pesticides – I can feel all these forces sapping my vitality. You, Luca, stand with your hands cupped around the flame. But you are only one, and the dangers are many.’

There’s a tight feeling in my chest and my breathing hitches. But I don’t have panic attacks anymore. I’m too busy.

‘You really think The Mantis is putting all of you in danger?’ I ask.

With a puff of wind, Dozy settles on my shoulder, raindrops shimmering on their wings. ‘We tried to talk to The Mantis. It was too caught up in human concerns to hear us. Air can speak all languages, but we cannot communicate when it is so entangled in the desire to consume.’

‘Then you have to help me! I can’t fight it on my own.’

‘Only a shaman can fight the distortion of nature that humans have caused,’ Treebeard tells me. ‘This is outside our realm of influence or understanding.’

Yeah, mine too.

––––––––
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The setting sun is throwing a few desperate last rays through the clouds as I slosh Tarn back into her pond.

‘I believe in you, Luca,’ she says before disappearing under the water.

I wish I did. A rainbow forms over the trees. I take it as a personal insult. I’m not feeling any pride right now, in any sense of the word.

Just because I need something to make me feel worse, a familiar figure appears at the far end of the jetty.

‘What the hell, man?’ Dean says, storming up to me. ‘You won’t pick up the phone, then you text me all that creepy shit?’

Something inside me folds up in shame. I can’t believe I forgot about Dean. I’m a shitty friend. But then, so’s he – and I’ve got bigger things going on.

‘Did you seriously just follow me all the way here?’

‘I’m the one asking the questions!’ Dean says as if this were a police interrogation room rather than a soggy jetty beside a deserted pond, the water dark and pocked by rain. ‘You can’t be bothered with me, so you sent your dad to my game last night?’

I’d forgotten about that, too. 

‘He missed going,’ I say. ‘It’s not like I had to force him.’

‘I’m not a charity case!’

‘Was I a charity case on the first day of primary school, when you fished me out of a puddle and told Phillip Gordon he had snot for brains when he laughed at me?’ I ask. ‘Was I a charity case when I was too scared to go down the waterslide on my eleventh birthday so you dragged me on it with you?’

‘I don’t need saving,’ Dean snarls. His grey sweatshirt is soaked through at the shoulders. His fade is growing out, the trendy shaved stripe over one ear no longer a sharp statement, but more a forlorn whisper. To be honest, he looks like someone who needs saving.

‘You’re not hearing me,’ I say, making an effort to unclench my fists. ‘We all need saving sometimes. You’ve done it for me plenty of times.’

‘Because you’re a pussy, Luca – you always have been.’ He spits the words at me, but the angry knot in my stomach comes undone. I get it: the fear of being seen as weak, the twisted notion of what it means to be strong. 

‘Yeah,’ I tell him, ‘I used to be scared of a lot of things. Then I started asking for help—’

‘I don’t want your help, you arrogant prick. This is all about you, isn’t it? You want to prove you’re the strong one now.’

I wheeze in a breath; my ribcage has become a size too small. Is he right? Is this about all the years when I resented Dean for being the rock? How appropriate that our friendship started with a puddle – I have been a dripping puddle of insecurities ever since. And now I want to show Dean how much I’ve changed. No wonder he doesn’t want to be my project.

‘But – I must be some use,’ I say. 

Oh, wow: he’s right. Way to make it all about me.

‘You are useful.’ For a moment I think it’s Dean speaking, but then I realise it’s Tarn. She’s standing just behind me on the jetty. I’ve never seen her outside the water before; she looks very small, her edges merging into the heavy rain. ‘Don’t be sad, Luca,’ she says. ‘I can be useful too, just like you wanted.’

Tarn moves like she’s swimming, gliding from raindrop to raindrop across the pier, greenish and semi-translucent. When she’s in front of Dean, she elongates, spreading out like a curtain of water, curling above his head and wrapping around – then collapsing inwards, and for a moment Dean is choking as water is forced down his throat, and I’m yelling and starting towards him – and then the sheet of water falls away, sloshing back into the churning pond. Dean straightens and smiles at me.

It’s been a while since I’ve seen him smile, but I don’t remember it ever looking quite like this.

‘Let’s go swimming!’ Dean says. Rain is running down his face, but the grin is painted on like a clown’s. He starts taking off his clothes, leaving them strewn across the jetty.

‘Let’s not,’ I say, trying to remember why that isn’t a good idea. I think I’m supposed to be concerned about something, but the rain is washing it all away. It would be nice to get in the water.

Dean has completely stripped now. That’s definitely against the rules. Someone’s rules. But who else would be crazy enough to be out here in the pouring rain? I shake my head to clear the droplets out of my hair. As if being caught skinny-dipping is the worst of my worries right now! Wait, why am I worried? I’m going swimming. There’s nothing to worry about when I’m in the water.

Dean dive-bombs into the dark pond; a moorhen bursts into the air with an alarmed clattering of wings.

I kick off my shoes, throw my raincoat, jeans, and blouse in a heap. Keep my underwear on. (Why? There’s a reason, but I can’t remember it right now. Things will be clearer in the water.)

Dive in. Arrow through the murky green.

And somehow, even though this is Tarn’s domain, the sheer familiarity of this brings me back to myself – enough to realise that I’m not acting like myself – and I break the surface and look frantically around for Dean. Will Tarn have tied him up in pondweed, or made him forget he can’t breathe underwater?

No: they are frolicking together like a pair of happy seals.

‘Come and play, Luca,’ Tarn calls with such a big smile I forget it’s raining.

‘Yes, come and play, Luca!’ Dean says with an identical grin. ‘Let’s just be kids again and to hell with all the grown-up crap.’

Breast-stroking towards them, I ask, ‘Is being depressed grown-up crap, then?’

‘Yes. I was happy when I was a kid.’

There’s a step missing in that logic – it’s a child’s logic that he’s applying. It’s Tarn’s way of thinking, not Dean’s. Tarn did what I asked: she took all his negative emotions away. But she took him away with it. Now Dean is part Tarn, part zombie clown. 

‘Tarn, you have to stop this.’

She looks at me with her big seal eyes. ‘But it’s what you wanted.’

She’s so young; she doesn’t know humans at all. Only through me, and I’ve done a poor job of teaching her. And she’s so powerful. I didn’t realise. She’s so damn sweet that I forgot water is also floods and icebergs and tsunamis.

‘I’m sorry, Tarn. It’s what I thought I wanted. I was wrong. Wrong to want it and wrong to ask you to do something you knew wasn’t right.’

‘I wanted to make you happy.’ She has darkened to the colour of a storm cloud.

‘You do make me happy, just by being you.’ My teeth are starting to chatter. ‘It’s not your fault that I’m an idiot, Tarn.’

She throws her arms around my neck, which is like hugging an eel. It would be adorable if it didn’t push my head under the freezing water. When I cough my way back to the surface, Dean is flailing around in shock.

‘What the hell am I doing in the pond?’ he says.

‘Good question. No good answer,’ I say as I herd him towards the slippery ladder. We stagger out and try to get dressed with numb fingers. Our clothes are soaked with rain.

Dressed again, Dean sinks onto the wet planks and curls into a ball. ‘Shit, Luca. I’m getting worse. This must be, like, some sort of psychotic break. I swear I was seeing things—’

‘You weren’t hallucinating, Dean.’ I grip his shoulder and try to pull him up. ‘We need to get somewhere warm.’

Tarn pokes her head over the edge of the jetty. With a guilty look, she beckons and all the moisture in our clothes is sucked out. She peers up at me hopefully.

‘Thanks,’ I say and try to smile. But I’m scared. So much power. It’s not my power, but it is my responsibility.

Me and Dean jog down the pier to the shore. The changing rooms are locked, but there’s a corrugated iron overhang which we huddle under to get out of the rain.

‘I’m sorry, Dean. What you just saw was real, and it was all my fault. That was Tarn. Normally, only I can see her. But I’m glad you did.’

I want Dean to know. I want him back on my side. So I tell him everything. He has to believe me: I know everything he’s dreamt of for the last month.

‘You’re friends with a mermaid.’ He’s looking out at the water, no expression. No clue what he’s thinking.

‘She’s not a mermaid! Mermaids aren’t real. At least, I don’t think they are...’

Dean starts wheezing. It takes me a minute to realise he’s laughing. But not happy laughter.

‘You know, in dreams you look a lot more like a girl,’ he says when he manages to draw in a breath. ‘I was starting to wonder why I was dreaming about you all the time. Was freaking me out, you know?’

‘What, me looking feminine or the fact that you liked it?’

‘Fuck off, Luca.’

‘Yeah, okay – I shouldn’t have said that. You hit a nerve.’ I tug at my bedraggled and distinctly un-feminine hair. ‘You get that I was trying to help, though, right? Being there was helping, I know it.’

‘Yeah, you always know best. But it’s my life, not yours. Stay out of it.’

‘But, Dean—’ he starts to walk away ‘—now you know I’ve got these abilities ... you have to see that I can help.’

He looks back over his shoulder and shakes his head. Like he’s disappointed in me. Then he fades into the rainy twilight and is gone.
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An arena full of hot air
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‘A great conclave might be held only once or twice in a generation,’ Quantum said. ‘As a child, I’d dream of attending. The grand auditorium, hundreds of the wisest minds...’

‘You’ll get to see it if we walk fast enough,’ Aliya said. They had set off at dawn, and the conclave opened at dusk. She missed Meera.

‘Giddy-up, then,’ Quantum said from his perch on her shoulder, slapping her back with his tail. Groaning, she picked up the pace. 

The sun was hugging the top of the mountains when they reached the pass leading down into the valley of the dragons’ capital. Elegant openings had been carved into the mountainsides for miles around, hundreds of caves overlooking the wide valley. A twisting river ran through it, its banks lined with the largest buildings Aliya had ever seen – some of them reached the height of a tall tree! The auditorium towered over them all, a vast circular structure surrounded by an orchard of cherry trees. It would look spectacular in spring; now, the bare branches made the towering building intimidating and lonely.

A bell rang out across the valley, and it was like the leaves missing from the trees had all suddenly floated into the air. The sky was full of wings. At least a hundred dragons, in every shade of green from new fern frond to winter yew, were converging on the auditorium, entering through the open roof.

‘Hurry,’ Quantum urged.

She swallowed her reply – she wasn’t used to carrying her own supplies and equipment, curse it – and hurried.

They eventually arrived at the sheer stone wall of the auditorium, composed of blocks as big as her torso that showed the marks of having been carved by dragon’s claws and then fused together by dragons’ breath. Aliya shivered. A hundred dragons waited inside here, each one with the strength of ten men and wielding fire hot enough to melt stone. Attributes that had been used to build this marvellous edifice and could just as easily be used to tear it down, along with whoever was inside.

‘Where’s the door?’ she asked.

‘In the sky,’ Quantum said. ‘We’ll have to use the servant’s entrance, I suppose.’

‘We’re on a par with the monkeys,’ said Kai, who was irritatingly unwinded despite the huge pack he carried.

‘Hey, you said it, not me,’ Quantum said.

‘Well, I notice you’ve sided with us apes,’ Kai muttered as they set off around the building.

There was a wooden door not far along the wall. It opened into a gloomy tunnel lit by skylights, and they all trooped inside. There were a few small rooms off to the sides, but the hallway led directly into the centre of the auditorium, and Aliya strode along it. Until her way was blocked by a monkey. It screamed at her, a piercing shriek that caused her to take an involuntary step back. Although it was only waist-high, it had very sharp teeth.

Quantum spoke a few words in its own language, but the monkey folded its arms in an oddly human gesture and refused to move. 

‘Why is it wearing a ladle on its head?’ Kai asked, peering over her shoulder.

‘They use stolen items as a way of marking hierarchy,’ Quantum said. The monkey pushed the rim of the ladle out of its eyes and hissed.

‘So, we’re meeting the monkey king?’ Aliya asked.

‘More like head butler.’ Quantum caught her glance and said, ‘You know what? It doesn’t matter what a butler is. Just get rid of the monkey.’

Aliya squatted down, at eye-level with the creature. Its lush coppery fur bristled, making it appear larger, and it bared its teeth. Aliya bared hers back. The confused monkey cocked its head and Aliya mirrored it.

Kai snorted. ‘Are you aping an ape?’

‘Shut up,’ Aliya said. ‘I’m asserting clan dominance.’

‘Playing mind games with a mammal?’ Kai suggested and Quantum giggled.

She ignored them and focused on not feeling ridiculous. The monkey stamped and chittered, but she stared it down in silence. Its tail twitched, and she whipped out a hand, snatching the ladle off its head and jamming it onto her own. It was too small, of course. She now looked significantly more stupid than the monkey.

There was a chorus of jeers from further along the corridor as the rest of the monkey’s clan crept out of the shadows. The dethroned king lunged at them, waving his arms, then grudgingly stood aside. As Aliya passed, he grabbed her arm. Unknotting the cord around his wrist with the aid of his teeth, he tied it around her own. A cerulean dragon scale glittered from the centre of the bracelet, leaf-shaped and smooth, with two tiny holes for the thong to pass through. As she walked past each monkey in the passage, they swiped their tongue over the scale until the cord was clammy with saliva.

Quantum was laughing so hard that he almost fell off her shoulder.

‘You won’t be able to keep it – it’s illegal to export dragon scales.’

‘Fine by me; I’ll abdicate my simian throne as soon as possible. Preferably before I drown in spit.’

Quantum chuckled again, but sobered as they reached the end of the passage and looked out into the auditorium. A paved circle at least fifty metres across stretched before them, surrounded by tiers of wide seats rising up to the open sky. The stark grey stone was sprinkled with emeralds where the setting sun sparkled off scaled hides. The assembled dragons were conversing in their bird-like language.

‘What are they saying?’ Aliya asked.

Quantum listened for a few minutes. ‘Fascinating. Erudite. Completely useless.’ He looked up at Aliya with soulful eyes. ‘My people are so far in advance of yours ... but they are never going to understand this.’

‘I’ll make them understand,’ Aliya said. ‘They must all be able to see elementals now, like you can – they can’t disbelieve their own senses.’

‘I haven’t felt the presence of another elemental since we came here,’ Meriel said. ‘This land smells of burning and death; not a place for us.’

‘Well, they can see Quantum’s wings. We’ll see if their science can explain that.’

A thin stream of smoke coiled up from one of the dragon’s nostrils.

‘Quantum! Is it happening again? Are they all about to attack each other?’

‘Oh, no, that’s the signal that she’s waiting to talk,’ Quantum said. ‘Hey! I know her.’

‘Of course you do,’ said a whistling voice from behind them. ‘That’s my mother.’

A juvenile dragon had poked his head out from one of the side rooms. He was the same size as Fennik, with the bony eye-ridges of an adult just beginning to develop, and stripes of leaf green along the edges of his wings contrasting with the darker olive shade of his other scales.

Quantum let out a stream of delighted words in his own language and leapt down to butt noses with the other dragon.

‘Aliya,’ he said, ‘this is a school friend of mine. No point telling you his name—’

‘I have a human name, too,’ he said.

Quantum whipped his head around. ‘You do?’

‘You’re not the only one who’s dreamed about travelling,’ the young dragon said. ‘I know as well as anyone that this country is not always the most open-minded. Maybe in other lands ... anyway, I’m still here. My name’s Linden.’ He rustled his wings nervously.

‘Nice to meet you,’ Aliya said. He had been at school with Quantum? Linden was so much larger ... apparently, Quantum’s lack of wings wasn’t his only anomaly. With a tightening in her stomach, she questioned if coming here had been the right thing to do. Especially since the dragons’ council clearly had no more understanding of this problem than she did.

‘What are you doing here?’ Quantum asked his friend.

‘Mother was elected as the town elder last year,’ Linden said, ‘so she’s our representative at the conclave. She let me come along to observe – on the proviso I stay out of sight.’ His gaze wandered  along the ceiling before he noticed and jerked it down. ‘So, I’m being babysat by monkeys so I don’t embarrass our family. More to the point, why are you here?’

Quantum shuffled his feet. ‘I brought Aliya here to help. She’s, um, a shaman.’

Linden’s jaw dropped and he stared at Aliya. ‘Really? You believe that? Did she give you wings?’

‘No... well, not exactly. But it is because of her that I got them.’ Quantum said. Aliya frowned—what did he mean, it was because of her? But Quantum didn’t give her a chance to ask. ‘You’ll see proof, too, when she fixes things. Everyone will.’

Aliya bit her tongue to keep from speaking. She wouldn’t embarrass Quantum in front of his friend, but how dare he make promises on her behalf, promises she would never be able to keep? She was the one looking for help, not providing it, and Quantum was using her as a way to bolster his own reputation.

‘Quantum, come on,’ she said. ‘We have to tell them what we know and see what insight they can provide.’ She gestured impatiently and he hopped onto her shoulder. 

‘You might make a better impression if you lost the headgear,’ he said.

She took the ladle off her head with an embarrassed flush before stepping into the arena. The clack of her boots on the flagstones was absorbed into the vast space. Feeling very small, she forced herself to continue walking until she’d reached the centre of the amphitheatre, the assembly of dragons rising around her in serried rows. 

They ignored her.

‘They probably haven’t noticed you’re not a monkey,’ Quantum whispered apologetically.

‘Well, send up a smoke signal so we can talk.’

Quantum took a deep breath and a steady stream of smoke began to emerge from his nostrils. The conclave of dragons ignored that, too. Their council was polite and organised: they took it in turns to speak, with no interruptions or raised voices. It got dark. How long could this possibly go on? How long did they have before anarchy forcibly descended once again?

‘Hey,’ said Aliya. A few eyes flicked in her direction; a few tails flicked dismissively. 

‘Hey!’ she said again, and this time she projected her voice like she was roaring at another snow leopard. The sound bounced off the stone tiers and echoed back at her, lifting clouds of dust into the air. Let them ignore that.

A large dragon in the lowest tier, wearing gold bands around his upper legs, said, ‘We cannot afford time for interruptions.’

‘You can’t afford not to listen,’ Aliya said, any intention to be tactful forgotten. ‘Has all this talking got you anywhere? I may not know what this curse is, but at least I can track where it originates. Then we could work things out together.’

There was some scattered laughter. ‘A curse?’ the gold-banded dragon said. His eyes flicked to Quantum. ‘Only a child would come here with children’s stories. There is no place for children in our councils.’

Quantum cringed but spoke up. ‘I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t travelled among humans—’

Another dragon called out: ‘You know what they say – “Flying among savages gives you a false idea of your own wisdom.”’ The laughter was louder this time.

‘Well, I’m glad we could provide some comic relief,’ Aliya snapped, ‘but I don’t have time for all your interruptions. Now, is someone please going to tell me what your plans are? Who has studied this? Where are your shamans, your medicine-men?’

‘I am a doctor, young lady,’ said a small female with teal wings, ‘but that has no relation to any of your superstitions. Believe me, with enough time I will isolate the cause of this disease and an effective inoculation will be devised.’

‘But you don’t have time!’ Aliya said. ‘Can’t you feel it? It’s getting stronger by the day.’

Quantum reared up on her shoulder and spread his wings over her head. There were gasps as the metal caught the light of the glowing crystals spaced around the arena and sent copper sparkles dancing across the floor. ‘Aliya is closer to the heart of this than anyone – let her help.’

‘Enough of this primitive fear-mongering!’ said the gold-banded dragon. ‘Get out of our council before I have you removed.’

Aliya turned and stalked away. All this way, to be insulted and dismissed.

As usual, she’d have to do everything herself.
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Undone
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The phone calls from Dean have stopped. He won’t even respond to my texts. I can’t even check in on his dreams in case that lets The Mantis dig its claws in deeper. Besides, I can’t trust my own motivation. If I can’t even get this one small thing right, how can I ever solve a problem that affects the whole world?

Yesterday, my alerts sent me a story about a proposed fracking bill. The company backing it have its offices in The Shard. This morning, a power company on the seventy-sixth floor announced an innovation that’s allowed them to increase energy outputs. I can’t tell what’s good news and what’s building towards disaster.

After school on Wednesday, Padma says, ‘I spoke to Dean today.’ 

A complicated ball of emotion expands in my chest. We’re on the sofa in my living room, schoolwork still stashed in our bags. I play with the hem of Padma’s jeans, resting across my lap.

‘He said, “Are you part of Luca’s pity party?” and refused to talk to me.’ She raises one eyebrow. That expression is usually an instant turn-on; now, it makes me feel guilty. Another good thing I have that Dean doesn’t. I’m still turned on, though, obviously; the bitter taste of failure is just a small canapé at the banquet that is my girlfriend. Now I’m turned on and hungry. Both good reasons (excuses) to not think about Dean or The Mantis or any of my other current failures.

‘Do you want some pancakes?’ I ask. ‘My parents are out for dinner so I have to make something. I do awesome pancakes.’

There goes that eyebrow again. ‘Seriously? Your parents are out all evening and you haven’t invited me up to your room?’

‘Oh. Yeah. No.’ I hope the way I’m feeling is not showing on my face. Not that I even know what that feeling is.

‘Sorry, I don’t want to pressure you,’ Padma says.

Pressure! An enormous insect is planning a psychic takeover of the entire planet and I’m the only one that can stop it. And she talks to me about pressure.

Right this moment, though, sex feels scarier.

The mad fluttering in my chest escapes as a hiccough, and then I’m laughing. ‘Now I really feel like a girl!’

She punches me in the arm. ‘Don’t be an idiot. This isn’t a gender thing. You’re ready when you’re ready. Actually, boys generally don’t do it until they’re older than girls.’

‘Have you—?’ I ask. ‘Sorry, you don’t have to answer that.’

‘No,’ she says, soft and quiet for once. ‘I want to, though.’ Her hand is carding through my hair.

I close my eyes so it’s easier to talk to her. ‘It is a gender thing, though. How can it not be?’

‘You keep telling me that gender is just a thought, right? Don’t overanalyse this, Luca. What’s your body telling you to do?’

We go up to my room. I want to remember every second, but it’s like it’s happening in freeze-frames, cut together with my hammering heartbeat. 

Our legs sliding together as we get onto the bed, smooth skin on smooth skin. A tiny scar on her shoulder blade.

‘Do you shave your chest, too?’ Padma asks.

I’ve always liked that I naturally have no chest hair. What if she hates it?

Oh. 

The things she’s doing with her mouth suggest that she likes it well enough.

She raises her head. ‘Stop thinking, Luca.’

She drives all the words out of my head. And it doesn’t matter that it’s awkward and fumbling. Padma’s hair is a curtain and inside is just sensation.

Is it weird to compare this to a shamanic trance? I’m sort of spread out, mixed with everything. Yeah, that’s definitely weird. But I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except this.

––––––––
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Afterwards, all the thoughts come rushing back. I’m torn between wanting to do it again and embarrassment that anyone saw me so completely undone.

Sprawled out beside me, Padma reels me in so my head is resting on her shoulder. Our twined hands on her stomach, my thumb stroking her ribcage. It’s like I’ve never truly been inside my own skin before; my body is a new place, every touch and scent a revelation. Her body, a foreign landscape that feels like home. 

There is a breath of warm air and a faint giggle from the corner of the room. I jump about a mile and grab a sheet to cover us up.

‘You humans have some incomprehensible habits,’ says Sneezy, ‘and it’s made her think very uncharitable thoughts.’

Padma thinks worse of me now we’ve had sex? I knew I’d be bad at it! It was so much easier to get a condom on when I was practising on a cucumber. 

Wait - Sneezy can hear what she’s thinking? 

‘Only when she’s thinking so loudly it’s almost been said,’ the elemental says, ‘like you are thinking now. It’s very clear if you listen sideways enough.’

That’s so wrong ... but the need to know what she’s thinking about me is so urgent. I listen. Then I tell myself not to be an arsehole. Then I listen again, listen so much that my usual inner monologue dies away and there’s space to hear everything else.

But it’s not me that Padma’s being uncharitable about. She’s thinking, I bet Luca isn’t thinking about Aliya now.

‘You’re overanalysing again, aren’t you? You think so loudly I can almost hear you,’ Padma says. ‘Relax, Luca. I love you.’

My head pops up like it’s spring-loaded and I blink down at her wordlessly. Is it normal that I feel kinda like crying right now? I force down the lump in my throat and nod jerkily. Why do I find it so hard to say the words? I do love her. I daydream about ways to make her smile. The words come to her so easily. Is that why I can’t quite trust them? 

‘Why?’ I blurt out. ‘Why do you love me?’

She sighs and runs her fingers through my hair. ‘Being with you makes me happy; I like your company. Your body’s not so bad either.’ My head bounces as she laughs. ‘I like the fact that you’re non-binary, too, if you’re still worried about that. It’s like that gives me permission to be the protector, you know? You have to stop being so insecure, Luca.’

I sit up and put my arms around my knees. Thing is, I wasn’t asking out of insecurity this time. Padma starts to get dressed. As each inch of skin disappears, I ache to think I might never see it again. Because of all the things she didn’t say. Nowhere on that list did she include wanting to make me happy.

‘Stop worrying,’ she says, throwing me a t-shirt. ‘You’re mine now.’

That’s what I’m worried about. Feeling like a possession. Feeling like today wasn’t just between us: it was between me and Padma and The Mantis.
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mine
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i will not die 

as my progenitor did 

——full of holes like a rusted gantry

————a victim of greed 

i have made greed my servant

i can become stronger

——strongest 

tie them all to me

——barbed wire choices and electric desires

——
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mine

——
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if they are not mine they are nothing
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Labyrinth
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The path to the epicentre of the curse was clear: Aliya could feel an echo of it in every heartbeat. They simply had to go north, back towards the tallest mountain peaks; back into winter.

It was slow going, following deer trails and half-overgrown tracks; most of the pathways in this country were in the sky. They went north all day, until the autumn leaves were replaced with snow. And then the pulse of elemental energy began to pull from the southeast. It was so close now. Winding their way down an easterly riverbed, Aliya was sure the source of this contagion was just around the next bend. Except around the next bend, the pulse came from behind them.

Spinning around in confusion, Aliya looked up at the rock walls and teetering pines, ravines with narrow mountain streams at the bottom snaking in all directions. This landscape was a maze – no wonder the only inhabitants were creatures with wings.

There had to be a ravine leading in the right direction. But of course, there wasn’t. This entire country was determined to insult her. The gorge angling back up the mountain to the west would have to do. They were getting closer.

‘Are we getting any closer?’ Quantum asked after several more hours of scrambling over boulders through a maze of gullies.

‘Obviously we are,’ she snapped. It felt like they were walking in circles, but they couldn’t be: the pull was so clear. The problem was that there were no straight lines in this infernal place.

‘We have to stop and make camp,’ Kai said.

‘We have to, do we?’ Aliya replied. ‘I think we have to break this curse. That’s what I have to do; you can do whatever you want.’

‘You won’t be doing anything if you break your ankle in the dark,’ Kai said.

She shoved Kai’s shoulders. ‘Why are you always so convinced you’re right!’

But, looking at the mixture of stubbornness and hurt in Kai’s eyes, she could see that wasn’t the whole truth. When you were truly confident in your own views, it gave you the strength to be flexible. It was doubts that made a hard façade that others’ opinions broke upon. And wasn’t that why they fought so much – because both she and Kai had erected such walls?

She let her hands slide off his shoulders and run down his arms. ‘It is too dark to see clearly. I’m sure the path will be obvious in the morning.’

Quantum gave his tail a dismissive flick. The barbed end scratched across her lower back, and the familiarity of the sensation was a sharper pain than her scraped skin. 

‘I’m going hunting,’ he said, jumping off her shoulder and disappearing between two boulders. Why did it always feel like he was disappearing?

Her shoulders slumped and her breath came out with a hitch. Kai placed a careful hand on her arm.

‘Why are you even still here?’ she asked him. ‘You got us through the mountains – you don’t have to put up with me anymore.’

His grip tightened to the point of pain. ‘You always know the exact wrong thing to say, don’t you?’

She looked up, a bitter reply already on her tongue, but the intensity of his gaze froze the words on her lips. No one had ever looked at her like that – like she was infuriating but as compelling as a wildfire. There was a battle taking place in his eyes: a wild animal unsure whether to flee danger or creep closer to the blaze for warmth. She didn’t know which she wanted him to choose; wasn’t sure where danger lay.

Kai said, ‘You should stop me.’

She couldn’t move. He pulled her close almost convulsively and sighed brokenly against her parted lips. He kissed like he did everything else, with the sharp focus of a hawk diving on its prey, but his talons were gentle as they lifted her high into the spinning sky. 

When he pulled away, he put both hands over his face. She ought to do something, but the connection between her body and her brain had been turned off. She stood there while Kai quietly fell apart and just as quietly put himself back together. It was one of the bravest things she’d ever seen. It was the sort of courage she didn’t have.

––––––––
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The morning brought another of Quantum’s fits – the gaps between them were steadily decreasing – but no more clarity.

She didn’t know where to go and she didn’t know how to look at Kai. Or how to stop looking at him. She couldn’t afford these unfamiliar feelings when so much depended on her being focused.

Once Quantum had returned to himself – moody, taciturn – Aliya set off stubbornly up another rocky ravine. She led them in the direction she knew was right, but with less and less confidence as the sun climbed higher in the sky. The days were short in these steep valleys. When the sun touched the top of the mountains in the west, Aliya rested her forehead against a sheer cliff blocking the way forward and heaved a defeated sigh.

‘Can you feel the curse, Kai? The heartbeat of it?’

He shrugged. ‘Only a vague sense of wrongness. Nothing strong enough to follow.’

‘It’s not just the landscape that’s a maze,’ she said. ‘Whatever we’re searching for is intentionally obscuring itself. It’s created a maze of misinformation to keep everyone away.’

The heartbeat of anger she’d been following was so strong she hadn’t seen anything else – hadn’t wanted to look more closely for fear of being caught up in it again. But that had prevented her from seeing this trap. She let her awareness melt outwards and explored the curse, prodding it gingerly like an open wound. The bleeding heart of rage was wrapped around with mental protections, psychic bandages applied too late to a mortal injury. Those protections formed the snaking pathways she had been following, an impenetrable maze with no paths leading to the centre. 

She would have to forge her own way through. Break down the walls of the maze? No, she wasn’t strong enough to do that. Whatever power fuelled this curse was a whole order of magnitude beyond what a single human girl could muster. Rather than breaking the pattern, she would have to re-invent it. Transform the mental maze into a construct designed for finding one’s centre, not obscuring it.

A labyrinth like the pattern in which Kai had trapped Meriel. If she could take this maze and shift it to conform to the patterns of her own mind, make a clear pathway to the centre, then she could navigate this maze of external pathways and find the location of the curse.

But the only way to reshape an inner maze created with as much force of will as this one would be to constrain it into a new physical shape. Just as Kai had needed to cut the labyrinth into the turf to give power to the mental design, so she would need to trace the shape of the labyrinth over the whole area where this physical maze was manifesting. Over all these miles of mountains and rivers and valleys. How many days – weeks – might that take? Did Quantum have that long?

Unless ...

It was asking so much. Too much. But Aliya needed wings.

Turning away from the cliff face and facing her friends, she said, ‘Meri, I think only you can get us through this maze.’

‘Why me?’ the invisible little creature asked, her wings fanning soft breaths of air over Aliya’s cheeks. ‘This is not my element; I can’t feel a thing.’

‘But you can fly,’ Aliya said. 

‘Hey!’ Quantum said.

It was true that his flying was much improved, but... ‘I’m sorry, Quantum; I don’t trust your wings. I won’t put an unknown elemental force into the middle of a ritual.’

Quantum turned away, ducking his head, and she was stabbed with remorse. But it was true, and she was only doing this to save him. ‘Meri, I know this will be hard for you, but I have to ask. Will you mark out a labyrinth over this area?’

‘Like the one I was imprisoned in?’

‘Yes. But it won’t be a trap, I promise! It’s the opposite; a way out of this maze.’

Meriel flew in agitated spirals, the breeze whipping Aliya’s braids against her face. ‘And what good would it do, anyway?’

Aliya swallowed. ‘I could use the imprint you make on the air above to change the pattern this cursed elemental had made on the ground below. But I would need a link to you ... need you to let me—’

The wind slapped her in the face so hard her head jerked back.

‘You want to control me just like he did.’

Massaging her neck, Aliya dropped her eyes to the ground. ‘No. Yes, but ... I’m asking for your help, as a friend.’ She couldn’t make herself lift her head. Her heart was hammering. Had she ever begged someone for aid before? Maybe not since she was a small child who reached out to her parents for protection. She felt just as small and vulnerable now. And she was making Meriel confront even greater vulnerabilities.

‘I’m sorry, Meriel,’ she said, ‘I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘You know she’s a better person than me,’ Kai said.

She felt the air elemental settle onto her shoulder, a feather-weight touch.

‘The difference is, you aren’t asking for yourself,’ Meri said. ‘For Quantum, I will do as you ask.’

Aliya prepared for the ritual by finding a level area under a group of pines. The ground was covered in pine needles, and she swept a pathway through them: circle upon circle, a miniature labyrinth marked on the ground. Settling herself cross-legged in the centre, she sank into a shallow trance.

To her heightened senses, the labyrinth pulsed with power. The air elemental came to hover before her, a blazing point of light with coruscating trails behind. They both reached out, a connection of subtle minds, an invitation – there was a spark of pure elemental magic in Aliya’s breast, and she could see through Meri’s eyes.

Meriel shot straight up into the sky, and part of Aliya went with her, dizzy and ecstatic. They flew a labyrinth, arc after effortless arc. And Aliya pulled the earth into a new shape behind them. From up here, she could see the shape of the maze they had been lost in: not a physical reality, but a mental pattern imposed upon the land, twisting and confusing the senses. As Meriel passed above the maze, Aliya untangled the threads of confusion and twined them into her labyrinth.

They left no trace upon the sky, but Aliya could feel the resonance building with each inward spiral until she held the completed pattern in her mind. She was both above and below; her body an anchor on the ground, her mind part of the sky. She was a mirror, and so the ground must mirror the sky above. No longer a maze, but her labyrinth.

It was so beautiful from up here, everything so distant and simple. Did she have to return? Why not take just a little time for herself, this one chance to fly ...

But it was not her time: it was Meriel’s gift. To hang onto it would be to abuse that trust.

Aliya broke the connection and thumped back into her body. Infinite space was ripped away and her perceptions contracted to inside her pounding skull. Her limbs felt heavy and ungainly as she got to her feet.

‘Right,’ she said to her waiting companions, ‘now I know where to go.’

The way forward was obvious, each rocky pass and tumbling stream as familiar as her own backyard. There were only a few more miles to go. Before night had fallen, they came over one last ridge and looked across a steep ravine to a towering peak, black and white against a purple sky. Just above the valley floor, a gaping cave mouth. There was no doubt it was their destination: it nearly vibrated with fractured power.

Aliya had never been less happy to achieve a goal. She gulped. ‘Tomorrow, we go into the mountain.’
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Not enough
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‘Don’t you think it’s weird that we’re all at a thirteenth birthday party?’ I ask Ravi.

He shrugs. ‘Certainly not the weirdest thing we’ve all done. Besides, she’s one of us, now.’

Leaning back against the wall, I bask in the feeling of being part of something. The leader of something, even: I’m the one with the connection to the otherworldly stuff, after all. 

Justin’s band – him on sax, Laurie on trombone, some girl on a keyboard which is doubling as a fake drum kit – are playing old-fashioned stuff that sounds vaguely familiar. They’re not bad, though. Lily’s being all fan-girly and forcing her friends to dance. Our living room furniture is shoved up against the walls, and the makeshift dance floor has spread into the kitchen.

The band takes a break, and Laurie comes skipping – seriously, skipping – over to Ravi, his curly hair bouncing all over the place.

‘Come and dance!’

Ravi chokes on his lemonade. He must really like this guy, though: he actually goes with it. Shoving his drink and phone into my hands, Ravi lets himself be pulled onto the dance floor. Jazz is still the order of the day, some old vinyl that Lily got hold of. Laurie and Ravi pretend to waltz. Cute and ridiculous. 

Ravi’s phone beeps in my hand. Instinct has me checking the screen. I almost drop it. The music is suddenly out of tune. I unlock his phone; I’ve seen the pattern a thousand times. I know it’s wrong – but what he’s done is a far worse betrayal. Opening the text thread, I scroll back:

Ravi: That’s fascinating. Can you explain the process?

The Mantis: The wiring is my nervous system. 

Ravi: What about the people who work in the shard?

The Mantis: Ah, my intestinal parasites (laughing emoji) They all connect to my Wi-Fi

Before I can read more, Ravi grabs the phone. ‘How could you, Luca!’

‘Me? Me? What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ 

Justin’s band start up a new number, and we stand almost chest to chest so we can whisper-shout without anyone else hearing.

‘I’m making a scientific enquiry,’ Ravi says. ‘Think what this could mean, what progress we could make—’

‘Progress towards destroying the planet, you mean,’ I snap. ‘Destroying everything I’m working towards.’

‘You don’t know that, Luca,’ he says. ‘You don’t know very much, really, do you? You’re just bumbling along – but I’m learning things. Things that could help! With this, I could be the foremost scientist of my generation—’

‘Oh, that’s how it got to you, is it?’ I spit. ‘Ambition.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with being ambitious,’ he says. ‘You should try it sometime.’

‘There’s something wrong if it makes you go behind my back like this. Ravi, The Mantis is influencing you; let me—’

He bats my hand away as I reach for him. ‘Yeah, The Mantis said you’d try something like that. You don’t want me to have any ideas that you haven’t fed me. Well, I’ve got someone who listens to my ideas, now. Who encourages me more than you ever did.’

Lily shoves between us. ‘What’s going on with you two?’

‘Luca thinks they’re the only person who’s good enough to save the world,’ Ravi says.

‘No one is saving the world at my party!’ Lily snaps. ‘I’m trying to just have one night of being a normal girl, okay? Boys and dancing and not dying of cancer or having my phone blown up by a make-believe monster. Don’t you dare ruin it.’

‘Sorry,’ says Ravi. He still sounds pissed off.

I don’t say anything. I’m finding it hard to breathe. Lily punches me in the arm and flounces off. Ravi makes a point of sending a text while staring at me belligerently. I’d grab it off him again if my hands weren’t going numb.

Then Padma’s there, because she’s always there to rescue me, and I love that but I’m scared to love it because I don’t want to give her more reasons to believe I need her. I don’t want us to be based on need.

Pulling my head down onto her shoulder, she murmurs, ‘Breathe with me, Luca. It’s okay; I’ve got you.’

Just like the first time we met, but without any barriers between us now. Except that she says, ‘You put too much pressure on yourself, babe. You’re always trying to do the right thing; just think about yourself for once.’

And I want to believe she’s saying that because she cares about my happiness, but I can’t help thinking that taking my eye off the ball is exactly what The Mantis would like me to do.

My cramped lungs eventually manage to draw in a full breath.

‘I could take your mind off it,’ Padma breathes into my ear. ‘Let’s sneak up to your room for a bit.’

I squirm. ‘I’m supposed to be chaperoning.’ Of course I want to go with her. So why am I grateful to have an excuse not to?

I avoid Ravi for the rest of the night. Try to focus on Lily, carefree and happy, twirling around in a 1920s flapper dress. I want to tell Justin what’s going on, but first he’s playing and then I can’t find him. At last, I spot him slipping out the door as the party’s winding down at about ten o’clock.

Following him outside, I call after him down the front steps. He halts at the gate, looking poised to run.

‘Oh, hey, Luca.’ He’s unconvincingly blasé. 

‘What, you too?’ I say. ‘What did the Mantis offer you, then? What made you reply?’

‘What?’ says Justin. ‘Of course I didn’t reply. You told me to ignore the messages, so I did.’

My relief is short-lived. ‘Why are you avoiding me, then?

‘I’m not!’ he claims, literally inching down the drive away from me.

If it’s not because of The Mantis, then it must be because of ... me. Man up, says a snide little voice in the back of my head. Weakly, I tell it to shut up.

‘I get it,’ I tell Justin. ‘I know I can be a lot. And now everything’s so crazy ... I shouldn’t have dragged you into it.’

‘It’s not that,’ he says, then pauses for about three thousand seconds. ‘I kissed your sister!’

The world keeps making less and less sense. Don’t I have enough to deal with?

‘She’s twelve!’

Justin gestures helplessly towards the party. ‘Thirteen.’ He gazes at me with his pretty puppy-dog eyes. ‘I know she’s young ... I’ve been trying not to ... you know I’d never – I mean, we’ll wait until she’s older, sixteen at least...’

If I was being rational, I’d think: this is Justin. He’s been waiting for a first kiss that felt right. He’s a hopeless romantic. There’s no one I’d trust my sister with more. But I’ve been pushed past rational tonight. I tip my head back and scream at the sky.

When I look back down, Justin is legging it down the street. There is no one left that I can trust.

Without even going inside for my coat, I start walking. I’ve got some change in my pockets, enough for a bus fare. I change at Trafalgar Square, which is still a snarl of traffic even at half past ten. Around the back of The Shard is dead quiet, though. Until I get there and start shouting.

‘Do be quiet, Luca,’ The Mantis says, amused. ‘You’ll get yourself arrested.’

Its faceted eyes glow with a faint copper light. It tilts its massive head down towards me until I could reach out and touch it. I’d quite like to punch it, but I’m not that stupid: it’s made of metal, and I can’t even remember if you’re supposed to keep your thumb on the inside or outside of your fist.

‘Leave my friends alone,’ I shout. ‘You’ve got hundreds of people working in The Shard every day – what do you want with my friends?’

‘Just to ensure that I am left alone,’ it says, voice drilling into my head. ‘Some insurance that you will not interfere with my plans.’

‘But I wasn’t doing anything.’

‘Are you going to pretend that those weak little nature spirits haven’t been whispering against me?’ It blinks, the sound like a camera shutter, and for a moment darkness closes in. ‘It is our nature to be in opposition. You are in the middle, Luca. Have you already chosen a side?’

‘Yes. I mean, no. Why do there have to be sides?’

‘Because their ascendancy means my decline. And have you thought about what that will mean for you, Luca? Nature does not concern itself with humanity. I, on the other hand, am linked to humankind; I have an investment in your future.’

‘The decline of nature is killing humans. I’m on the side of everyone surviving.’

And right now, this feels like drowning, not survival. It’s all on me; I have to do something. Short out the electrics again like I did the night of the light show, shut The Mantis down, show it I have cards in my hand too— 

‘Really, Luca?’ It hisses a laugh, tendrils of electric charge coiling against my own. ‘Do you know how far my reach extends, now? Are you going to cut off power to the whole city? Anything you do to hurt me will also hurt your own people. Or do you plan to take humanity back to the Dark Ages to protect those spirits who won’t lift a finger to help you?’

‘They are helping, just by being alive—’

‘Naïve little creature, aren’t you? Next you will be telling me that your pet elementals care about you. That they are your friends. You don’t have any friends, Luca.’

‘Stop it!’ I yell. ‘Stop it.’

I have to stop thinking that it’s true. Because that’s what The Mantis does: takes what you think and places it front and centre, plays that one feeling on an endless loop until it fills your mind ... Until I’m crushed by loneliness and I can’t shout anymore because I can’t get enough air, can only huddle on the pavement with my head buried in my knees and mouth, ‘Stop, please stop,’ over and over again...

A sharp breeze whips my hair back and I manage to raise my head. Sneezy and Doc are circling me, shimmers of iridescence in the cold streetlight. I think one of them shakes a fist at The Mantis. They are silent, which is strange – they never shut up. 

‘Say something,’ I wheeze. Doc hovers in front of my face. Silence. Is there something wrong with them? No; there’s something wrong with me. I don’t deserve to hear them. I’m not enough of a shaman, not enough of an anything.

Everything is starting to spin because my throat has closed up. Can you actually die from having a panic attack? I think I’m going to be the first. At least there will be something special to say about me in my obituary.

‘Sir? Is everything alright? Do you need an ambulance?’

Oh, hell: a policeman. The Mantis was right. I really am going to get myself arrested.

Or possibly worse: he ends up calling my dad. Then takes us to the police station for a drug test, because, you know, I was shouting at thin air.

‘We were relying on you to keep an eye on Lily’s party,’ Dad says as we’re driving home. Like he’s trying to figure out if he’s allowed to shout at someone who’s just had a panic attack. 

He doesn’t need to bother: I’ve got castigation covered.

‘Yeah, well,’ I mutter, cheek pressed to the cold glass, ‘better get used to being let down.’

That’s all I can succeed at. No, there is one thing I can still do, the only option left to me – be someone else. I go home and dream I’m Aliya.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Death curse

[image: image]


‘Ohhh,’ Meri moaned, flying in agitated spirals, ‘I don’t like this one bit.’

‘Neither do I,’ said Aliya, ‘which means it’s sure to be the right place.’

The steady pulse of anger was building in momentum, readying to send out another stream of poison into the dragons’ minds. This broad cave mouth was the source. It fitted the part: an ugly, gaping wound in the side of the mountain, blasted by dragon fire and gouged deeper by mighty talons. It had clearly once been a site of industry: a paved road led down the valley, and the entrance was busy with tools and pulleys and little wheeled carts. All abandoned. The curse had struck here, too – this was likely the first casualty – and only ruins remained.

‘What was this place?’ Aliya asked.

‘A mine of some sort,’ Quantum said, trailing forlornly through the debris lining the cave. ‘Copper, I think, judging from these scraps of ore.’

‘I’m going in there alone,’ Aliya said. ‘Quantum – don’t argue. Not this time. I’m sorry, but you’re a liability. You can’t come without Meri, and I can’t ask this of her.’ They both looked at the air spirit, buzzing around outside the cave like a trapped bee.

‘I hate this,’ Quantum hissed in frustration.

Aliya knelt beside him and rested a hand on his back. ‘I’ll find a way to free you.’

‘That’s what I hate!’ He glanced up at her with burning eyes. ‘You don’t treat me like an equal anymore: I’m just another thing you have to fix. I don’t want to be your responsibility.’ 

‘Oh, Quantum.’ Her eyes prickled. She couldn’t think of any way to fix this. Except to keep pushing through. When the curse was lifted, there would be time to heal her relationships.

She just had to confront an angry mountain first.

Without once looking at Kai – she had to do this alone – she rolled her shoulders back and went down into the dark.

The tunnel was lit by the dragons’ clever glowing crystals hung sparingly along the rough walls. There were two parallel metal rails embedded in the floor, making the way easy to follow. The rails went on far further than she had expected, up a slight incline. And still further on, deeper into the mountain. She told herself it couldn’t have been more than half a mile – distances seemed longer in this ghostly half-light, the featureless tunnel walls and changeless metal rails making her feel like she wasn’t moving forward at all. Except that when she looked behind her, the tunnel entrance was no longer visible. 

The lights began to be spaced further apart, and branches appeared off the main tunnel. It would be easy to get lost down here ... unless you were a shaman. Aliya knew exactly where she was going: the place she most wished to avoid. Why did it always seem to work out that way?

The metal tracks ended. But the tunnel didn’t end – it went down. A vertical shaft into darkness. There was a wooden brace over the shaft, like the mechanism above a well, with a wicker basket and coils of rope. There was also a wooden ladder fixed to the wall with metal brackets. The rungs were set too far apart for comfort: this ladder was designed for dragons. There was not enough space down here for one of their adults to spread their wings.

Aliya couldn’t see to the bottom of the ladder. She pried one of the glowing crystals from the wall with the blade of her knife and tied it to her belt, then stepped gingerly onto the ladder. Her hands had to strain to grip the large rungs, which were gouged with claw marks and full of splinters. The descent was awkward, but at least not long. After climbing down about four times her height, Aliya found herself in another passage, rougher and darker than the one above, meandering deeper into the mountain’s heart.

Stumbling in the wavering light of the crystal swinging from her belt, Aliya followed the tunnel until it opened out into a huge natural cavern. Her gasp echoed off the distant walls. It was magnificent, ancient pillars formed by millennia of dripping water, stalactites reflected in a milky-blue lake as smooth as ice.

Without a doubt, this was the heart of the mountain.  

The cave was breathing. Life flowed through the walls, a vast entity out of sight in the blackness, enclosing her. A wellspring of such malevolence that it beat against the boundaries of her mind ... but it wasn’t aimed at her. The surge of hatred flowed past, and the darkness spoke in a voice like the first rumblings of an avalanche. 

‘What brings you here, little shaman? This is no business of yours.’

Aliya rocked back on her heels from the pressure of the vast consciousness pinning her under its gaze. ‘I make it my business to prevent harm,’ she said. Her voice sounded tiny in the cavern; the darkness ate it and produced no echoes.

‘Yet you were not here to prevent the harm done to me,’ the spirit of the mountain said.

‘What?’ Aliya asked. ‘Who could harm a mountain?’

‘Technology and thoughtlessness, the wheels of so-called progress,’ the earth elemental rumbled sadly. Then a flash of that savage anger entered his voice. ‘Dragons, that is who: their greed, which has stripped me of the ore in my veins. They will continue to pillage until nothing of this green earth remains unscathed.’

‘So, you’re angry, I understand that – but haven’t you tried talking to them?’

The spirit sighed, and the weight of the thousands of tons of rock above Aliya’s head seemed to press a little closer.

‘They have lost the ability to communicate with nature,’ he said. ‘They have no shamans.’

‘Well, now they have me,’ Aliya said.

‘The time for talking is past,’ the elemental said. ‘I am dying: the long, slow death they have wrought for me. I, who have lived through a thousand ages and watched their civilisation grow. But the damage they have done to me will be their own undoing. I have woven my death throes into a curse, and when I die it will be completed. This civilisation will destroy itself before it has the opportunity to destroy more of this world.’

‘They aren’t all guilty of killing you,’ Aliya said. ‘Don’t you have any compassion?’

‘Oh, yes. I have compassion for the world: for all the future generations, the fleeting empires of man and the enduring majesty of the mountains and the seas. The dragons are a threat to all those futures: they have too much intelligence and too little wisdom.’

‘Then what about teaching them some wisdom?’ Aliya said. ‘How is your curse going to make things better – do you think that anger will make them less destructive?’

‘The anger I have cursed them with is the deep and endless rage of the earthquake, the landslide. It will leave nothing in its wake: none of their learning or knowledge, none of their power. It will remove their blight from the earth.’

‘And you think that will solve the problem?’ Aliya asked. ‘Dragons are not the blight – ignorance is. Humans can be equally destructive. I’ve visited a world where the elementals had been wiped out, and it’s not a future I want for my world. So, help me: let’s do this the right way. Not with more destruction.’

‘Too late, little shaman: my death is upon me. You try it your way if you will; go and save your humanity from the same mistakes. It’s too late for the dragons. Their end has arrived. But I would not harm you, not after you have helped me achieve my goal.’

‘I want to help you survive, but I have no intention of helping you commit genocide!’

‘You already have.’

She went cold. No... But she remembered the dying tree calling her the bridger of worlds. And Quantum saying she was the reason he had wings... Quantum had never wanted to tell her what deal he’d made in exchange for his wings. But he would never have endangered his own people.

‘You’re lying.’

‘The dying have no need of lies. Without you acting as a bridge between the worlds, we would never have had the energy to power this curse. There is nothing left of me... but because of you, my child was able to grow strong, to feed me this dream of revenge, to channel the inexhaustible energy of another world’s greed into defeating the greed of this one. It is the dragons who are a curse, and you allowed my child to become free of them and repay their cruelty in kind.’

‘So if revenge isn’t your idea, then you don’t have to go along with it,’ she pleaded.

‘There must always come a time when we leave the world to our children,’ he rumbled. ‘You have gifted my child a new world, and for that I thank you. Now, run: my death will not be peaceful.’

The weight of the elemental’s regard lifted from her, gathering deeper into the earth. The emotional pulse of rage quickened, skipped a beat, accelerated again – a heart about to burst. A death curse. The milky water of the underground lake shivered, tiny ripples licking at Aliya’s feet. The ancient spirit’s heart gave one final beat, and it was an explosion of pure emotional fury – even though it was directed towards the dragons, not her, Aliya was still sent reeling by the force of the emotion blasting past her. She staggered into the wall, and the rock shrugged her off. The ground was not quite where it should be. She caught herself with her hands as she fell, then the floor of the tunnel bucked and she scrambled to her feet.

She ran back up the passageway, the ground trembling with the death throes of the spirit of the mountain. Had it been this far to the ladder? She bounced off the wall, kept moving forward through the wavering dark. At last, the upward shaft appeared and she groped for the bottom rung of the ladder. A stronger tremor ripped through the mine and the metal braces came screaming out of the rock, sending the ladder crashing down in pieces around her. She shielded her head as broken sections of splintered wood rained down. Twisting away as a jagged chunk sliced into her arm, she slammed into the rock wall and the glowing crystal hanging at her belt shattered into a hundred pieces, none of them emitting more light than a firefly.

Aliya tried to control her breathing; panic would make the darkness press in closer, bring the weight of the stone nearer to her head. She could climb. She would have to climb.

A faint glow came down the shaft, enough for her to grope her way to the base and search for handholds. Pulling herself up, relying more on touch than sight, she began to ascend the vertical shaft. Another tremor rocked through the mine before she’d climbed more than a metre, and she fell, skinning her palms as she tried to cling to the rock. She cursed as she landed, as much in frustration as pain. If she’d managed to climb further before the tremor had hit, she could have been badly injured by that fall. Her words bounced up the shaft and came back to her as mocking echoes.

No – that wasn’t an echo. That was Kai, shouting her name! His voice filled in all the empty spaces inside her, and just for a moment, she wasn’t alone. She allowed herself that one moment before forcing herself to retreat behind her walls.

‘I’m down here!’ Aliya yelled, her throat scratchy with rock dust.

The end of a rope slapped onto the ground at her feet. Dizzy with relief, she snatched it up, wrapping it around her forearms and grasping it tightly. She gave a light tug, and the rope went taut as Kai began to pull her up. She walked her feet up the side of the shaft as he hauled from above. Halfway up, another tremor hit; her feet slipped and her whole body slammed into the rock, but she didn’t lose her grip on the rope. As soon as the stone stopped trembling against her cheek, Kai began to pull her upwards again.

‘Do you always need rescuing this often?’ Kai grunted as he reached under her armpits, and they tumbled together onto the passage floor.

This was the moment for a snarky comeback, but Aliya was too full of relief and gratitude to say more than, ‘Up. Run.’

Kai grinned, a flash of teeth in the semi-dark. ‘I can do one better than that.’

Holding out a hand, he hauled Aliya to her feet and pulled her over to a wheeled cart that rested on the metal rails. Aliya climbed over the low side, and Kai removed a wedge that had been blocking the front wheel and gave the cart a shove to get it moving. ‘It’s downhill all the way out,’ he said and vaulted into the cart as it began to pick up speed. The cart wasn’t large; Kai’s knee thumped Aliya between the shoulder blades and all the breath whooshed out of her.

‘Sorry,’ Kai said as they thundered down the tunnel, the rattling wheels even noisier than the rumbling walls.

‘Don’t apologise,’ Aliya said. ‘This is the second time you’ve saved my life. I’ll forgive you for taking my breath away.’ She blushed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

Kai chuckled, his breath warm on the back of her neck. There were a thousand unsaid words in that tickle of air, a thousand impossible kisses. She leant back against Kai’s bent knees. He let them part so that Aliya could rest against his chest. The cart jerked and Kai brought an arm around to brace her.

They kept accelerating until the cart was going faster than Aliya could run. The slope was slight, but the constant trembling of the ground was pushing them along much quicker than the cart was meant to travel – it felt like it was about to vibrate to pieces. The bright circle of the tunnel mouth was rushing towards them.

‘How do we make it stop?’ Aliya shouted.

‘That felt like a problem for later, at the time,’ Kai hollered back.

Before she could manage a biting reply, the ground bucked and the rails ahead shrieked as they twisted out of line. Mere metres from safety, the cart hit the buckled rails and shattered, throwing them into the air. For a suspended moment, it was almost graceful, like she was flying; around her, the stone was dancing, chunks falling from the tunnel roof pirouetting around rubble rising to meet it from the floor – and then the shocking weightlessness was over and sound came crashing back, the jarring boom of pulverising rock. A glancing blow from a flying piece of stone sent her tumbling over in the air, and she had time to see Kai landing at the entrance to the cave and plunging down the slope outside, Fennik racing after him with a howl. Then she hit the ground with one shoulder and flipped over onto her back, just in time to see the cave ceiling careering down towards her. She was a metre from safety. But the air had been knocked from her lungs and her limbs wouldn’t obey her commands.

She closed her eyes. It seemed the only thing left to do.
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Beneath the skin

[image: image]


I wake up with a hammering heart and a scream trapped in my chest. In the time it takes me to draw a breath – Aliya could now be dead. She can’t be. It’s not possible. She’s ... she’s ... mine. Surely I’d know if she was gone.

But ... I was there. We took our last breath together. She’s dead.

I should go back and check. I should have stayed ... but if I’d stayed, I would have died with her. My stomach turns over. I was a second away from never waking up. And if I go back to her now, become one with her again in her last moments, as her lungs are crushed and her bones splinter and – I lurch off the bed and vomit into the rubbish bin. I’m shaking so badly that I knock over my glass of water when I try and rinse my mouth.

I can’t stand not knowing. But I can’t bear to know for sure.

Trying not to think, I stumble through my morning routine in a daze. Aliya’s name is an incessant drumbeat in the back of my head. With enough repetition, it begins to sound like ‘alone’.

‘If you ruin this for me, I’ll kill you,’ Lily hisses into my ear at breakfast.

It takes me a minute to even remember what she’s talking about. ‘I couldn’t care less about your little relationship dramas,’ I say. Which is not quite true, but it’s so far down my list of problems.

‘He warned me not to get involved with all your crazy,’ Lily says.

‘Who, Justin?’ The sting of betrayal burns hot.

She gives me a scathing look. Of course, not Justin. He wouldn’t. Then...

‘Lily! You didn’t!’

‘At least he supports me. He says I don’t have to get involved; I’m allowed to just have a normal life, even if my sibling is ... whatever.’

Sarcasm provides some refuge from the pain. ‘Seriously, Lils? You’re texting with a mythological creature that’s telling you not to believe in magic? Something’s not quite adding up, here.’

‘Shut up,’ she says with a flick of her hair. ‘I’m a teenage girl, I’m supposed to be full of contradictions.’

And I’m supposed to be able to rely on my family. Shoving my chair back from the table, I abandon my half-eaten Special Saturday Pancakes and – oof – run straight into Dad as I’m trying to escape the room.

‘Slow down, Luca,’ he tells me with a grin, as if last night’s debacle is already forgotten. ‘Come back here – I have some great news.’

I slump back into my chair as Lily asks, ‘What’s happened, Dad?’

‘I’ve just got an agent for my book,’ he tells us. His glasses always steam up a bit when he gets excited, so I can tell he’s over the moon about this.

‘The book about me,’ Lily says flatly.

‘Yes!’ he says, unaware of the frostiness of her tone. ‘I’m so proud of you, sweetheart: our family’s story is going to be such an inspiration—’

‘My story.’ No one could miss how angry Lily sounds now. ‘That’s my life you’re using to make yourself famous. What if I just want to forget about it? Why can’t I have a normal life that isn’t about being a cancer victim or a cancer survivor or a cancer bloody book!’

Mum turns away from the stove and a pancake splatters onto the floor. ‘Language!’

You could drive a van into Dad’s mouth. ‘But, Lily ... I’ve been writing this for the last year. You never said—’

‘I don’t want it published,’ Lily says.

‘It’s a bit late for that now,’ Dad says.

‘I don’t care. You’re using me, and you’re going to ruin my life—’

‘Stop being so dramatic, Lily.’ I’ve never heard such stoniness in Dad’s voice before. ‘This is something I’ve wanted for a long time.’

‘So, this book is more important than I am.’

‘I’m not saying that. But I’m not giving up on my dreams because of your selfish—’

‘You’re the one being selfish,’ Lily yells, throwing her fork down with a clatter and splattering me with maple syrup. ‘You’re greedy to make money off me; you want to tell all your friends at work that you’re a published author; you want to feel all clever and accomplished by making a spectacle out of your daughter’s life.’

There’s a tense silence. Lily’s right: Dad is being greedy. Uncharacteristically so. And Lily’s being greedy too – for a life free from the debt she owes her past suffering. They are both wrapped up in barbed wire.

Fleeing the kitchen, I scramble into my shoes and coat in the hall. Mum shouts after me, ‘You’re grounded, Luca!’ but I ignore her and slip out the front door. Sitting on the front steps, I fill my lungs with air that doesn’t taste of animosity and self-interest. I wait for my heartbeat to settle, but it doesn’t. Just like this problem isn’t going away. I still have no idea how to stop The Mantis, and its influence is skewering deeper and deeper. Now that I know it’s a genocidal maniac that has been using us to power Quantum’s curse, the small harm it’s doing to my friends seems like a much bigger deal. Like they’re going to be next on its hit list. It killed the dragons for digging up one mountain. Look what humanity’s done. We’re in for it, for sure.

I can’t do this alone. But now that my friends know about my secret life, I’ve ended up more isolated than ever.

My sister wants nothing to do with me. Justin likes my sister more than he likes me. Ravi likes The Mantis more than he likes me. Padma ... well, Padma’s freaking me out a bit, but at least she still likes me.

I call her. ‘Can I come round?’

She hesitates. ‘My mum’s on the warpath. She may have, ah, found a condom in my purse and now she hates you forever.’

‘She’s always hated me.’

‘Now she’s sharpening kitchen knives.’

Padma agrees to meet me on the Heath instead. I want to talk to her about Aliya, to let out some of the dread congealing in my stomach – but Aliya is a taboo subject between us. So, I spend ages moaning to her about Lily as we walk. See, I can be normal, too. Nothing more normal than fighting with your sister. On autopilot, my feet lead me to the base of Treebeard’s hill. I stop in a stand of beech trees, the bare earth underfoot crackly with the season’s first fallen leaves.

‘What’s wrong?’ Padma asks, squeezing my hand.

‘I’m scared. What if I just wasn’t good enough and it’s gone forever? I’ve tried so hard...’

She gives my arm a sharp tug to bring my attention back to her. ‘You try too bloody hard – you never think about anything else. Have you ever considered trying to be a good boyfriend?’

The cold wind whips my hair around my ears. ‘Am I not a good boyfriend?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘You kinda did.’

‘I just need to know you’re trying, that’s all!’ She rips her hand out of mine. ‘Even now, you keep staring at that tree instead of looking at me.’ She points up the slope at Treebeard’s sapling, fragile and forlorn in the grey autumn light. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? What you care so much about?’

She launches herself up the slope. I’m a few steps behind, and she has longer legs and is fitter than me, so even though she’s wearing platform boots she’s miles ahead when she reaches Treebeard. Wrapping both hands around the slim trunk, she heaves upwards, leaning back and arms straining. Roots writhe under the grass, clinging to the soil. I scream something inarticulate as I race towards them. Padma isn’t strong enough to uproot the sapling, so she begins to rip at the bark with her bare hands. A long strip peels off, revealing a vulnerable stripe of pale wood. The sapling thrashes about like there’s a gale, branches like tentacles. Padma reels backwards.

‘Luca,’ she shrieks, ‘it feels like my skin’s being peeled off!’

‘Empathy,’ I pant. ‘Trees are good at that. What the hell are you thinking, Padma? What’s happening to you?’

‘What’s happening to you! You care more about a tree than about your own girlfriend.’ She claws at her arms hard enough to leave scratches embedded with shreds of electric blue nail varnish. ‘Make it stop!’

She lunges towards the oak again, but I throw my arms around her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. She thrashes for a minute, then goes limp.

‘It’s okay now,’ I tell the trembling sapling. ‘I’ve got this.’

I’ve seen Padma’s jealous streak before, but this is way beyond okay. I let her go carefully. She doesn’t try anything, just turns away and wipes her eyes.

‘You just tried to kill someone, Padma. Do you get that?’ I clamp my hands together behind my head, but I can’t stop them from shaking.

‘It’s a tree, Luca, not a someone,’ she says. Her hair’s coming down from a messy ponytail and her eyes are puffy and sleepless. ‘I just thought it would make things go back to normal.’

She starts crying. I don’t like it. She’s the strong one, who helps me get through panic attacks and makes decisions when I can’t, who takes me apart and puts me back together. Crying makes her so human. 

She rubs at her arms, where Treebeard’s magic made her believe she was experiencing the same pain she inflicted on him. ‘I didn’t actually believe that it was real,’ she whispers.

The wet grass is soaking into the bottom of my jeans. In the distance, a crow croaks a warning and is answered by the faint wailing of an ambulance.

‘But ... the blackout. The messages from The Mantis.’

‘It was just some texts. Could have been anyone.’

‘So, you thought I was making it all up?’ It’s true, all those clichés about having your heart carved out. ‘Why would I do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Padma. ‘It was fun; it was interesting.’

‘You think the most important thing in my life is a game?’

‘No! That’s the problem, Luca. It’s clearly not a game for you.’ She raises her voice. ‘Why am I not the most important thing? You know, when it comes down to it, you’re exactly like every other boy.’

So, now she’s decided to feed scraps of my tattered heart back to me, lightly seared. Because I always take what she gives me; I’m so grateful that she’s willing to go out with me, so pathetically grateful for a shag. Well, I won’t stomach this.

‘If I was a boy, I’d have dumped your arse as soon as you started behaving like a limpet. But I’m not a boy. I’m also not your fucking punchbag.’

Swinging away from her, I look out over the dull green hills to the dull grey city spread below us.

‘You can’t blame me,’ Padma says. ‘You told me yourself: The Mantis is making me behave like this.’ Mascara is smeared all down her cheeks. ‘It said ... it said if you stopped talking to the elementals then you wouldn’t need Aliya anymore. You’d only need me.’

I might not have Aliya anymore. And right now, Padma’s feeling like a poor substitute. By some irrational emotional logic, it feels like Padma killed her.

‘No one’s forcing you to hurt me,’ I say. ‘That’s your own decision.’ Turning back to face her is like steeling myself to step into a boxing ring.

‘I can’t help it!’ she says. ‘It’s like a song is playing on repeat and you’re telling me not to let the lyrics get stuck in my head.’

‘You think I don’t know it’s hard? But you managed to stop having panic attacks. You do know how to not pay attention to the same old song.’ My voice cracks. ‘Please, Padma. Don’t let The Mantis tell you what to think.’

‘Well, it’s better than you deciding for me,’ she says. ‘Did you ever stop and notice how sanctimonious you are, Luca? You’re only the fucking Chosen One inside your own head.’

She spins around and stalks down the hill, her platform heels catching in the lumpy ground so that she stumbles with each step.

I fall to my knees beside Treebeard’s sapling. Stroke the bark. Should I bandage the stripped pieces back on? How do you nurse a tree?

‘Please tell me you’re alright,’ I whisper. Treebeard doesn’t appear. The golden oak leaves rustle reassuringly. He’s still alive; he must be. But I can’t see him.

Folding forward over my knees, I try to hold in the soft keening noises.

Without all this, without the elementals, I don’t even know who I am.

What if Aliya’s gone, too? What if I go inwards and no one else is there? It would shatter me. Maybe I’ll never sleep again, so I can remain in ignorance. Schrodinger's shaman. But Aliya would never remain in a box waiting to die; I need to channel her courage and open the box.

Aliya helps me to peel myself off the ground; Aliya gives me the strength to put one foot in front of the other. I get home at two o’clock in the afternoon and go to bed with all my clothes on. Sleep.
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Sacrifice
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For an infinite second, Aliya waited to die.

A sharp pain in her bicep. She jerked her eyes open. Quantum was there, his wings a blur as they knocked aside falling rubble, his teeth taking a firm grip on her leather tunic and just cutting into the skin beneath. Arching his wings over her in a protective canopy, he began to drag her towards safety. A boulder the size of her head crashed into one of his wings. The impossibly strong metal held the rock back for a moment – long enough for Aliya to avoid being crushed – but then the perfect copper plates crumpled. A howl of pain broke free from between his teeth, but he didn’t let go of her arm. He flexed his neck – he was so unexpectedly strong – and with a grunt of effort, Quantum threw her out of the collapsing cave.

The sight of the sky was such a blinding relief.

‘Quantum! No!’ Meriel’s panicked shout made Aliya force her pain-wracked body up to sitting.

Quantum always boasted that dragons were indestructible. But even a dragon couldn’t survive this.

The whole side of the mountain buckled as the mine collapsed, an unimaginable weight of rock bearing down. Quantum made a desperate leap towards her through the cloud of dust and debris, but he was so small, and the distance, although less than a metre, had never seemed so great. The little dragon’s almost-said words spilled out of him in a simple rush: just love.

Aliya managed half a choking scream of denial and grief and rage. It mixed with Meriel’s inarticulate wail as the air elemental dived forward, a wave of force spreading out above her to press back against the falling mountain. It was impossible – she hadn’t even been able to immobilise one fully-grown dragon; how could she hope to hold back a landslide? – but Meriel wrapped her whole being into a force field above Quantum. And the fall of the rocks was slowed, just a little.

Quantum’s tiny legs moved in a blur of speed, but he was dragging one crumpled wing along the ground behind him, the other a contorted mass of metal sticking up above him like the ribcage of a long-dead carcass. He was almost at the entrance when a chunk of stone the size of a horse broke free from Meriel’s blockage and slammed into the ground, catching the last inch of Quantum’s tail. He jerked to a halt, wide eyes shifting in a second from joy to terror.

Meriel whimpered, the rest of the rockslide beginning to crash down on either side of them, sliding off the barrier of air now only inches from Quantum’s back. 

Aliya threw herself onto her stomach just outside the cave mouth, reaching in with one arm, the other raised to protect her head. Her outstretched hand closed around Quantum’s front leg and she pulled until her shoulder joint popped, but he didn’t move an inch. 

‘Aliya—’ Quantum said. 

No, it would be unbearable to hear his last words; even more unbearable not to. She met his scared eyes – and saw the moment he lost himself to the curse. The little claw that had been curled so trustingly in her hand raked along her palm as her closest friend transformed into a hissing, spitting monster, a vessel for the dead mountain’s rage.

It was so unfair. Not that he should die – everyone died, and there was no sense in railing against that. But that he should not be himself when he died, not get to choose if he would meet death with a welcome or a curse – it was more than she could bear. 

Meriel gave a soft, breathless sigh right beside her ear, and the groaning rock settled even closer to the trapped dragon, resting against his back almost gently, like someone caressing a butterfly’s wings before crushing it into the dirt.

‘I can’t hold it any longer,’ Meriel said. ‘Take it from me, Shaman.’

‘That’s not a weight I can carry,’ Aliya said, tears spilling down her cheeks.

‘No – take the power,’ Meriel said. ‘Take me. Let me into you, Aliya, and I will save him.’

Chills washed down Aliya’s spine. This was the sort of deal all the myths warned about. Gaining elemental power in exchange for what? Always more than it was safe to give. But Quantum was dying, the air being slowly pressed from his lungs, the broken spines of his wings pushing into his back; she imagined she could hear his ribs creaking under the strain. There was no time to bargain.

‘Yes,’ she said.

Possession had always been a phantom of fireside stories, until she had seen Quantum succumb to the earth elemental’s curse. And now she had willingly placed herself in the same position. But, as she felt Meriel’s presence flowing through her veins, she didn’t lose herself: she expanded. Everything was crystal clear, edged in sharp colours. The air was no longer empty space, but a swirling landscape just waiting for her to shape to her will. Thoughts were like sharp-edged swords. Her thoughts, and Meriel’s; concepts she had never before imagined were now her very instincts; her emotional landscape stretched to cover the entire sky. She could feel the weight of centuries, of being an invisible presence watching the lives of countless generations pass like fireflies, tasting the first breath they drew into their lungs and the air they exhaled as they died.

Meriel’s experience was too much for Aliya to hold. But in the centre of it all was Quantum, Aliya’s emotions and those of the air elemental meeting in a shared love. The accumulated grief of innumerable years all focused on this one small dragon. His death would be one death too many for Meriel to bear. He had proved that dragons could rise above their selfish nature; he had sacrificed his wings to save Aliya.

Aliya let herself open up and share the burden of all that hidden pain, let Meriel’s joy of life and incalculable power fill her.

It was clear why Meri needed her: elementals were raw power, but humans knew how to craft raw elements into tools that could reshape the world. Aliya channelled the air into a blade as sharp as an icy winter wind, as narrow as the border between life and death but with all the power of a hurricane. Clenching her eyes shut, she directed the blade through Quantum’s tail.

Quantum came free of his prison in a burst of hot green blood. He was still flailing in his madness, and Aliya hugged him tight to her chest, shielding him from the rain of small debris as the cave entrance finally collapsed. His lashing tail was splashing arcs of blood everywhere, and with her heightened senses, Aliya could feel countless other injuries from the crushing stone.

Meriel breathed in through Aliya’s mouth and the whole dancing landscape swirled into her, infusing every drop of blood. The bubble of air she had enclosed Quantum with shrank around him like a second skin, holding him so that only his eyes could continue their mad thrashing. Aliya lifted the little dragon to her face – she couldn’t tell if it was her decision or Meriel’s, but now was not the time to panic about that – and blew the air in her lungs into his mouth and nostrils. As the air left her body, she could still feel it as part of her; feel it inflating Quantum’s collapsed lungs, straightening snapped bones, closing off broken blood vessels. The twisted metal of his broken wings was expelled from his body. Meriel was pouring herself into him, using Aliya as a conduit; flowing through her until Quantum was whole, protected; wrapping around his thoughts until they were insulated from the corrupting rage. Aliya saw the light of intelligence come back into his eyes. 

Understanding at last what Meri intended, Aliya said a soft, ‘No.’

If Quantum dies, the dragons will fall. Meriel’s final thoughts filled Aliya’s mind. You need him to heal them all. You are the two pieces at the centre of the puzzle. I am glad I have solved my part of it.

The last pieces of Meriel tore free from Aliya’s mind, leaving a vapour trail of acceptance and completion and joy. Aliya screamed as the sudden sharp clarity of Meriel’s thoughts was ripped away. As Aliya fell back twitching onto the rocks, Meriel wove the final traces of her essence into the little dragon. A light breeze swirled around them for a moment, and all trace of Meriel’s presence blinked out.

‘Meri?’ said Quantum, ‘What have you—? Where are you?’

‘She’s gone, Quantum,’ Aliya said, lying back in exhaustion. The jagged rocks were comfortable enough to sleep on. ‘She used herself up protecting you from the curse.’

Quantum keened, a high-pitched whistle of pure grief. Looking at Aliya’s tears, he said, ‘That’s one way you humans are superior to dragons. She gave everything for me, and I can’t even give her my tears.’

'You could repay her with some honesty, at last. What is your involvement with this curse?’

‘What? Nothing.’

Aliya forced her aching body back up to sitting and placed Quantum on her knee. Two crescent scars along his shoulder blades were the only reminder of the metal wings, and she was fiercely glad. The wings themselves lay in a twisted sprawl on the ground like a representation of all the worst in dragonkind, the greed and materialism that had brought this curse down on their heads.  

She loved him with everything in her, but she couldn’t let him keep secrets any longer.

‘What did the elemental want in exchange for your wings?’

He blinked up at her, exhausted and grief-stricken. ‘What? That has nothing to do with anything.’

‘It does. The mountain told me that I have been the bridge between worlds that powered this curse. How could that be, Quantum?’

He made a choked noise in the back of his throat. ‘No. It can’t be. He said... he told me he just wanted to live.’

‘What did you give him?’ Her voice cut like a whip.

Quantum closed his eyes. ‘A way into your mind. I was to be bait and lure you in. But he wasn’t going to hurt you! He needed you as a bridge to Luca, to a world where there were the right conditions for him to have a body of his own. Everyone deserves that...’

‘And you didn’t tell me. You didn’t trust me to help.’

‘No. Would you have?’

The silence billowed with sorrow. ‘I don’t know,’ she said at last. ‘Maybe if I had helped, if this had all begun with kindness instead of trickery, we wouldn’t be here now.’

In a tiny voice, Quantum asked, ‘Is he the one behind the curse?’ She nodded, and he curled into himself with a keening noise. ‘It’s all my fault.’

She placed a comforting hand on the back of his head. Was it? The metal spirit, born of rapine and violence, had spurred the mountain to anger and fed it the energy to fuel the curse. It had been clever enough to trick them all, manipulating Quantum’s desire for wings and her own desire to be his saviour. The fault lay in those twisted desires.

‘You can’t blame yourself—’

‘I can! I was greedy. And what good did those wings ever do me, anyway? They made other dragons fawn over me, but that didn’t make me feel any better about myself.’

‘Maybe you were greedy, but you had compassion, too. You gave it a gift, and it’s not your fault if it paid you back in suffering.’

Although it had also rewarded Quantum by letting him keep his wings. Why? A little of the elemental’s power had been drained from it every day that it maintained them... Aliya grimaced, feeling like a fool. It wasn’t kindness: it needed them. A part of its life force had remained in this world, giving it the connection it needed to send energy through the portal. The wings had been a poisoned gift.

As she tried to explain this to Quantum, he gasped. ‘Aliya—you have to close the portal!’

‘Too late: the mountain’s died. The curse is completed.’ If only Quantum had told her straight away...

The sun sank behind the mountain, its last rays setting the twisted copper remains of the metal wings aflame.
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grief
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revenge is shattering

——an earthquake

————a scream

——
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revenge is death

——absence 

————grief

——
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gone

——the world of my birth

lost to me forever

——
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the energy i gave

——enough to kill

—— 
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——enough to save?

——
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too late now to know if my sire could have lived

if anything is possible 

——except greed
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Inwards
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I wake up and want to curl back inside myself, return to being Aliya instead of me. The closest I can manage is to hunch into a fetal position and cry, silently and desperately. Partly relief that Aliya is there; partly guilt that I haven’t dealt with the Mantis and dragons are going to go extinct as a result. Bane of mythical beasts: that’s me. Who am I supposed to be? Something more than shattered and confused and alone. Someone like Aliya.

But Aliya feels all those things too. The difference is, she stubbornly does stuff anyway.

I throw back the duvet. Above my bed, the large Walt Whitman quote: I contain multitudes. Each of my friends sees a different Luca, and wants different things from me; and, to an extent, I am all of those people. Each of my precious elementals sees a part of me and expects so much from that part. And I am what they need: I’m a shaman, a dreamwalker, a keeper of the balance. But I’m also a scared, lonely, queer kid who’s lost their centre. While I’m out of balance, I’m not going to be restoring any balance to the world.

Today, I’m going to find myself. No: create myself. Aliya is alive; I’m going to fully live.

Mum catches me with one hand on the front door. ‘Where are you going? You’re grounded, remember?’

Taking a deep breath, I say, ‘I’ve been acting out because I’m struggling with my gender identity, and I’m going to a support group.’

She narrows her eyes. ‘That sounds suspiciously like bullshit.’

Yeah, true ... but my face crumples and then Mum’s hugging me and whispering into my hair, ‘It’s okay, Honey. Do what you need to do.’

Then I go to the place I’ve been avoiding for so long.

‘It’s great to see you back here,’ Jasper greets me warmly as I slide into a folding metal chair.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I didn’t give the group a chance before, but I think I need it.’

The last few seats in the circle fill with the weird and the wonderful, boys and girls and somewhere in-betweens. People like me.

‘Today we’re going to be discussing how to educate people about trans issues, and how not to have unreasonable expectations of them grasping new information,’ Jasper announces.

I don’t care what we talk about. Just being here is enough. Looking at all these earnest faces. Confused, fearful, hopeful. They may not be quite sorted, but they’re all trying to discover who they want to be.

I told myself I’d already done that, but it’s a process that never ends. At least, I hope not. I want to keep becoming, and becoming.

And all my responsibilities? Being the only dreamwalker in the modern world? I’ll only be able to keep on top of that if I’ve got something stable inside me first. I learnt to control my dreamwalking by coming to terms with my gender identity ... and then I got so caught up in being a shaman that I forgot what made me a shaman in the first place.

At the end of the formal bit, everyone hangs around to eat bourbons and chat. A tall willowy person with spiky peroxide blond hair comes and introduces themselves as Rowan. ‘I’m enby too,’ they say. ‘Good to have another gender-queer folk around.’

‘It’s great to meet you.’ I find myself trying to decide if Rowan is biologically male or female and mentally slap myself. ‘Can I ask you something? I’ve enjoyed being here, but is it okay to come to a trans group? I mean, do the others mind? It just feels like people who’re actually transitioning...’

‘Have more right to be here?’ Rowan says. ‘Sure, I get a bit of that, but mainly it’s cool. We all get enough shit from outsiders without throwing it ourselves.’

‘Thanks,’ I say weakly. ‘I thought coming out would be the hard part, you know? And I think I’ve been kinda hiding from what it means to actually be enby because I keep thinking people are going to judge me for doing it wrong. Like, if I don’t wear makeup like Eddie Izzard I don’t deserve to call myself non-binary. But I think I’m the only one who’s been doing the judging.’

‘I hear ya,’ Rowan says. ‘So, did you ever ask out that girl you mentioned at the last meeting?’ 

‘She asked me,’ I say sheepishly and feel the smile sliding off my face.

‘Oh, did it not work out?’ they ask.

‘It’s been a bit rough,’ I say. ‘I was so sure I’d mess it up – but it’s mainly been her making a hash of it, which is kind of encouraging.’ I can forgive her for being a mess, but I don’t have to accept her behaviour or take responsibility for it.

They laughed. ‘Yeah, okay. Can you fix it?’

‘I don’t know; I hope so. I need to focus on fixing myself.’

‘Are you broken?’

‘No, maybe fixing is the wrong word. I’m fine the way I am, but I need to keep discovering things about myself, making myself bigger. If I can’t do that, then I can’t—’ Can’t be a good dreamwalker. Shamans function at the boundaries of thought and possibility. I have to go right to the edges of who I can be to reach that space.

‘I get that,’ Rowan says. ‘I’m an artist, and I feel like I only make great art when I’m letting myself expand to fill all my possibilities.’ They blush adorably. ‘Look at me, saying I make “great art” like I’m the new Picasso.’

‘That’s it exactly! Hey, Rowan, can we stay in touch?’

We swap numbers, and just like that, I’ve made a new friend. I’ve expanded just a little. My existing friends are the best, but with them, it’s too easy to keep being the same person and not notice new things about myself. Like how Jasper kept licking his lips when he spoke, and I felt a wriggly sensation every time I saw his tongue. Padma’s still the only person I want to be with right now, but I can revel in the way my boundaries have shifted again. It’s uncomfortable, but I love it. I don’t have to be scared – it’s just growing pains. And I want to grow.

Rowan hugs me when we say goodbye; some of the others wave, and Jasper slaps me on the shoulder. That’s what this group is for: we come in like saggy old balloons and are re-inflated by acceptance and solidarity.

I’ve been lost in a maze inside myself – a maze I created out of my own responsibilities and expectations – but I’m ready to find my centre.
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Cataclysm
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A dying dragon fell out of the sky.

It crashed to the ground just in front of the cart, causing Kai to jerk back on the reins and the placid mule to rear and snort. Aliya looked up and saw another dragon flapping crookedly away. Its victim gurgled once and went still.

‘Dragons don’t kill other dragons,’ Quantum murmured. ‘It’s been thousands of years since we were that uncivilised.’

‘Anger makes anyone into a barbarian,’ Kai said, coaxing the mule around the dead dragon. They were the first words he’d spoken since his anguished cry on learning of Meri’s death.

The curse was getting worse, still building in intensity even after the earth elemental’s demise. Every time one of the infected dragons acted under its influence, its power multiplied, a spiral of aggression leading to one inevitable conclusion: the implosion of a whole civilisation. Dragons were indestructible ... except to other dragons. Without any freedom, they were starting to tear each other apart.

‘Can’t we go any faster?’ Quantum begged.

They were lucky to be making even this much progress; lucky that the mine had one of this country’s few roads running to it, lucky to find an abandoned cart, lucky that Quantum had been able to send a troop of monkeys out to round up this mule. They wouldn’t have got far on foot: Kai had strained his knee, and Aliya’s ribs were bruised so it was hard to draw in a full breath. But mules were not known for their speed.

‘It would only take an hour by air,’ Quantum said, flexing his shoulders. The angry pink scars rippled. If he’d still possessed wings, they would have carried him away from her.

She remembered his heartbroken eyes in the light of last night’s fire as he’d said, ‘I just want to see my parents again, one last time, before ... before they stop being themselves.’

‘I’ll get you there,’ she had promised. Wanting to promise more, but not knowing how.

Now, on the road to Quantum’s home town, he seemed further away from her than ever. His grief was restoring his connection to his people, giving him all the more reason to remain here. If Aliya could find a way to break this curse. A curse with the power and might of a mountain, being manifested by a whole race of fire-breathing beings with superior strength. 

She could leave: she had already done what she came to do. Quantum was safe, protected from the curse by Meri’s parting gift. She could just take him home ... and he would live the rest of his life knowing that he was the last of his race, forever alone...

The mule plodded on down the road. Mid-morning, a troop of monkeys passed them going the other way, a huddled group of refugees carrying bundles of meagre possessions on their backs.

It was late afternoon when they reached the city. A narrow valley with towering cliffs to either side, speckled with cave mouths that had been shaped into elegant arches. Steep paths threaded up the cliffs, and at the top domed buildings of polished white stone made a fantastical skyline. 

It was sophisticated, graceful ... and a war zone.

The valley floor – orchards, parks and wide plazas – was a maze of flame. Dozens of dragons swooped through the air in a deadly aerial dance that sent them crashing together and sometimes flinging them into the cliff faces, smashed rocks and injured bodies bouncing down into the flames below. As they watched, a ferocious clash sent one of the graceful white buildings crumbling into an avalanche of rubble. 

‘That was the observatory,’ Quantum said, sounding numbed by the horror of seeing his childhood home devastated like this. ‘Come on – I have to get to my family.’

‘Wait!’ said Aliya as he made to leap from her shoulder into the burning city. She grabbed him and caught his tail. He cried out as her hand closed around the still-healing stump.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but please wait just a little longer. The curse has a kind of heart-beat; the pulses are much longer, now, but there are still gaps.’

Quantum settled onto her shoulder, his face buried in her hair.

‘I’m going to turn the mule loose,’ said Kai. ‘It’s nervous this close to fire.’

Aliya nodded. ‘You should go with it, Kai.’

He laughed with no amusement. ‘Just like that?’

‘Yes, just like any sane person,’ Aliya snapped. ‘You’ve taken enough stupid risks for me already.’

His moss-green eyes bored into her. ‘I’ll take more if you ask me to.’

‘I’m not going to ask,’ she said. How could she?

‘Of course you’re not,’ he said. He whistled and Fennik appeared out of the shadows beneath the nearest trees. Kai pulled himself onto the back of the mule, his wrenched knee sticking out awkwardly, and kicked it with the other knee. Aliya sat on the abandoned cart and watched them disappear back down the road. The empty space inside her, where her friends and family had once been, gaped wider.

‘Aliya!’ Quantum said, springing into an alert pose. ‘Something’s changed.’

The clamour of battle had died and been replaced by an eerie wailing: the sound of grief arising from a thousand throats.

‘Yes,’ said Aliya, ‘they’re themselves again ... for now. Come on, we won’t have long.’

She jumped down from the cart and then hunched over in pain as the landing jarred her sore ribs. Straightening up, she wheezed for breath and began a slow progress into the dragon’s city.

It must have been beautiful, not too long ago. Now, huge chunks of rubble littered the path between charred trees that were already sinking into piles of ash. A still-burning branch crashed to the ground behind them; Quantum jumped and dug his claws into her shoulder. All around them, dragons came together in groups to treat wounds and exchange horrified apologies.

Quantum directed her to a steep pathway wending up the cliff face on the left side of the valley, and she wearily began to climb. The path was broken in places by masonry that had fallen from above, and she inched her way around, hugging the rock wall. They passed cave openings that led into formal entrance halls, with doors and passages leading deeper into the cliff. 

A familiar snout emerged from one of the arches. ‘Your wings!’ Linden exclaimed.

‘Gone,’ Quantum said. ‘I’m sorry – I have to know if they’re okay ...’

Aliya nodded to the young dragon and they continued up the path. After several more zig-zags took them at least thirty metres above the valley floor, Quantum said, ‘Here we are.’

His tail whipped back and forth. There was a patch of raw skin in the small of Aliya’s back where, for the last year, the barbed end of Quantum’s tail had scratched her repeatedly. Now, the stump scraped past an inch above it, stabbing her with prickles of loss. How could she be nostalgic for something that had always annoyed her so much?

‘I’ve dreamt of coming home for so long,’ Quantum said. ‘It was supposed to be when I’d achieved something, when I’d proved myself. Not to watch our civilisation die.’ 

‘They’re your family – you don’t need to prove anything to them.’

Quantum snorted. ‘You’re a fine one to talk.’

Carried on a surge of annoyance, Aliya stepped through the archway and into an entrance hall, shadowy after the harsh sunlight outside. A sturdy oak door hung off its hinges; a shattered crystal cast a fitful light.

‘Hello?’ Aliya called.

Two dragons emerged from the dim interior. Dragons all looked pretty much the same to her, but she liked to imagine she could see something of Quantum’s spirit in the spark in his mother’s eyes, his wisdom reflected in his father’s stern brow. They both exploded in a stream of Draconian words.

‘I go by Quantum, now,’ her friend said, walking across the carpeted cave floor to his parents.

‘Quantum! Oh, my baby!’ his mother said, nuzzling him with her massive muzzle. ‘That such a joyful thing should occur amid such horror!’

‘My son,’ his father said, ‘I want to be glad you’ve come home at last – but it would have been better if you’d stayed safely away.’

‘Away turned out not to be particularly safe,’ Quantum said. ‘But look, I’ve brought help – this is Aliya. She’s a shaman; she saved me from this curse. She’ll find a way to protect you, too.’

The wave of helplessness she felt was dizzying. How could Quantum promise that? Meriel had saved him, not her: it was not something she could replicate. There was nothing she could do: anyone who stood in front of the might of a mountain could only be crushed.

‘A curse?’ Quantum’s father said. ‘Has your time among humans destroyed your faculties of reason, son? These may be strange times, but we are sure to find a scientific explanation.’

Quantum gave an incredulous laugh. ‘And what do you think could cause this?’

‘It could be some sort of psychotropic in the food supply,’ his mother suggested. ‘I have heard of a human settlement where ergot in the rye crop caused mass hallucinations.’

‘And this affected me from hundreds of miles away?’ Quantum asked. ‘How can you be so clever and still be so blind?’

‘Oh, what sort of homecoming is this?’ his mother said. ‘Please, no more arguing. If you are truly protected from this ... sickness ... then I can only rejoice.’

‘Yes,’ said his father heavily, ‘you may soon be the last of our kind. Our legacy.’

‘How ironic,’ Quantum said. ‘A flightless dragon.’

‘You’re everything a dragon should be,’ his father said. ‘Brave and loyal and intelligent—’ His voice choked off on a sob.

Aliya turned away to give them some privacy. Stepping back onto the path, she sank down with a groan and rested her back against the cliff side, closing her eyes against the sight of the destruction around her. The sun was warm on her eyelids. Quiet Draconian voices floated out of caves like birdsong. What would it have been like to visit this place in better times, when she didn’t have to watch it die? If she had come sooner, she could have prevented the environmental pillaging which brought down this curse ... but of course, the dragons would never have listened to her. Why did they have no shamans of their own to keep the balance with nature and avert this kind of disaster?

All they had was her. She sighed, then whimpered as her ribs protested. Just her. She had never felt so alone. The responsibility for this disaster fell on her shoulders. That was what shamans were for. For the first time in a year, that felt like an unfair weight. She liked being a shaman, having autonomy over her life and being in a position to help people. But that otherness set her apart, forced her to bear the burden alone. She realised that in a way, she’d been courting that isolation, making herself stand apart so that she could stand out ... but now, when the load was too heavy for her to carry, who was she to turn to?
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The centre
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My family toured the cathedral in Chartres two years ago when we were visiting my grande-mère in France, and I walked the labyrinth inlaid into the floor. Aliya made a simple version of the same design. Which makes an awesome kind of sense, because labyrinths are supposed to function as meditative tools. Across the boundaries of worlds. What are they but a representation of the mental pathways we travel when we sink into a trance? And a pathway is something you can lead someone else along. Even if they don’t want to go. 

I need to get back to my centre, and I plan to take someone else with me. The Mantis has been playing games with me for long enough: now it’s payback time. But The Mantis won’t be easy to lead. It will only work if I pull right at its core. At least it’s easy to know where to find the foundations of a building... just not so easy to access.

Which is why I’m creeping around at nine o’clock at night wearing black clothes and a baseball cap. I’ve heard about urban explorers who map the hidden tunnels under London. Sometimes it takes them years to find ways into hidden passages – but they don’t have my skillset. Mind you, they do have climbing gear and head torches. Wish I’d thought of that. 

In the alley behind The Shard, I crouch and rest my palm against the concrete. Our roots are all connected, Treebeard says. And millions of people have roots in this city. It is alive, in its own way. I can feel its heartbeat. The deserted streets spread around me like the filigree in a leaf, calling me to follow. I let my awareness sink down instead, to map the hidden city beneath my feet. Tube tunnels and access shafts, sewers and ventilation pipes, forgotten basements subsiding into the Thames mud – a vast network. 

A manhole cover ten metres away will give me access. No one is looking. I pull with all my might. Nothing happens. Ah, I guess that’s why urban exploration is so hard. But they don’t have my contacts.

‘Any ideas?’ I ask the empty air.

‘You just want to lift it?’ says Sleepy. ‘Easy!’

My heart lifts just to hear their voice.

A gust of wind as two of the air elementals dive through the tiny hole in the metal grate; then an ear-splitting clang as the manhole cover shoots ten feet into the air and lands on a wheelie bin.

‘Perfect,’ I say. The violence of the noise suits the anger that is vibrating through my limbs. It’s too late to save the dragons, but I will not let The Mantis wreak the same destruction on my world.

No time to waste now – someone is sure to come and investigate that crash. I dry my sweaty palms on my jeans and peer down the hole. A metal ladder descends into darkness. Pulling my phone out to switch on the torch, I curse for the thousandth time. How did people survive before smartphones? 

‘Can you folks make light, by any chance?’ I ask.

‘We can refract and amplify ambient light.’ A diffuse glow starts to emanate from Doc’s wings.

‘I’ll be seen!’ I yelp, ‘Can you hold off for a minute?’

‘We can stop you being seen, too,’ Grumpy says. ‘That’s a simple matter of bending light.’

‘Whoa. Would I be able to learn to do that?’

‘I don’t know. How well do you understand geometrical optics?’ Bashful asks.

‘Oh. Maybe I’ll set Ravi to investigating invisibility.’ Right, enough procrastinating. ‘Let’s get down there.’

‘Dear Luca,’ says Sleepy, hovering over my shoulder, ‘we like you very much. But not enough to go under the ground.’

Makes sense. Guess I’m on my own again. But I don’t feel as alone as I have been. I’m in the dark, but only literally rather than metaphorically as well. I’ll just have to navigate using my extra senses rather than my eyes.

I go down the hole, like Alice into Wonderland. No, bad analogy: Alice fell. 

The ladder takes me a long way down. It’s hard to keep a sense of space when it’s pitch black. It’s also hard to stop my hands from shaking. Eventually, my feet hit concrete, and I lean my forehead on the metal bars and breathe for a minute until my heart rate settles. The righteous indignation that’s brought me here to The Mantis’ home is putting me on edge, interfering with my mental control. I breathe that out too until I’m focused and can stretch out my senses again. 

I close my eyes, stop straining to see and let myself feel. The underground city unfolds around me, my awareness spreading out like water running through cracks. 

A labyrinth is built of concentric circles which loop back on themselves near the end of each circuit, folding into the centre. I begin to walk, my footsteps echoing down the wide concrete tunnel. A hundred metres, then I need to bear right to follow the path of the labyrinth I’m holding in my mind. My mental map shows me a series of narrow brick shafts strung with cables, and I twist and turn my way through them to trace an approximate circle.

It’s so weird to walk without using sight; hard not to focus on the enclosing dark. I have to remember this is a meditation. Shame – I’d get so many likes if I documented this on Instagram. But there are more important things. I must make the pathway compelling enough that The Mantis will be drawn to follow; I have got to want with the whole of my being to find the centre of the labyrinth.

Half of the first circle is done. The next part of the path leads down: another metal ladder. My trainers splash into an inch of water at the bottom. The smell tells me this is part of the sewers – an overflow tunnel, I hope. The main sewers are dangerous, liable to flooding. I think they are at a lower level ... I wish Tarn were here. I try to read the surrounding water as best I can, feel it surging and trickling and seeping. Most of it is below. Just enough on this level to be thoroughly unpleasant.

I slosh along the sewer until another ladder takes me up to a rusty hatch. I bruise my shoulder forcing it open. This is a meditation; I will not swear. I will not think about the smell wafting up from my shoes. 

One circle is complete, and I can feel it working. I’m being followed. 

Being followed along a dark tunnel by a giant creepy insect is not my usual idea of fun. This is what I want, remember. 

‘These are my foundations, Shaman. You transgress your place.’ Its steel voice is squeezed by the narrow walls, forced through my ears like the squeal of a braking train. It’s so close I can hear the camera-shutter click of it blinking. A faint glow from its eyes casts spooky shadows in front of me.

The tunnel distorts my reply so that I hardly recognise my own voice. ‘I claim this space.’

Doubling back, I begin the second circle. Pulling loose a rusty grate, I duck into a ventilation shaft. Shuffle along, scraping my head on the rough concrete ceiling. At least there’s a warm breeze. 

Multiple footsteps sound behind me, sharp clacks like high heels. Six metal feet, dragging as if reluctant to follow. It’s shrunk itself to fit into the shaft; it’s being forced into my pattern.

‘Do not imagine you can win this game,’ The Mantis hisses. ‘I have been fed by a thousand dreams of ambition and vengeance. I will always outmanoeuvre you in the end.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘That’s why I won’t play your game.’

I’m not trying to win; just shut down the computer.

We turn into a vast, echoing space with a vaulted brick ceiling, crisscrossed with bundles of cables. How can all this be lost underground? The faint glow of The Mantis’ eyes only serves to give the darkness shadows. But I know the shape of each brick, each curl of wire, even though I can’t see anything. Which is super cool, but I’m worried that if I think too hard about how I’m doing it I’ll jinx it and be stuck down here in the dark.

Our footsteps echo as we cross the buried cathedral. At least it’s easy to walk a large arc here, clambering over cables as thick as my arm. Then into another circular concrete pipe that joins a disused tube tunnel, going in the right direction for us to follow for a short while. A distant rumble shakes dirt into my hair. I must be right underneath London Bridge Station.

I double back into another ventilation shaft, a wide one that’s part of the London Underground and has stairs like a fire escape; at the first landing, a smaller brick tunnel crosses it and I choose that, my reluctant companion lurking behind.

This is the third and final circuit, the widest circle but the one that leads to the centre of the labyrinth. The energy of the pattern is pulling at me; I created the pathway in my mind, but it exists outside me now, leading me on. I hardly need to map out the route anymore – my feet know where to tread.

Back across the underground cathedral – we emerge from a tunnel two metres up the wall, and I have to lower myself by my arms and then drop. The Mantis just walks down the wall. A wide arc, parallel to the line I inscribed with my feet earlier, and then another warren of narrow pipes lined with cables. We’re nearing the centre.

Everything is settling into place. No anxiety, no doubt. Our footsteps fall in perfect harmony. We walk into deep stillness.

A small brick room with a high vaulted ceiling. Victorian. Empty and abandoned. Not much to look at, but I have walked a labyrinth to bring us here; I have made it the centre. These arches and tunnels have become a mirror of my mind; The Mantis’ foundations buried beneath my own.

‘You think to make me weak by bringing me here?’ The Mantis asks. ‘I have never felt stronger.’

‘Not weak, no – that’s your tactic,’ I say. Now I’m here in the centre, I can’t be angry anymore; there’s no space for it. ‘You tried to weaken my influence by breaking me down. You stripped away all the external things I’d based my identity on. And now I’m stronger because I’ve had to come back to myself. To knowing that I don’t need anything else to build my identity on. I’m not a shaman because the elementals need me or because my friends support me: I’m a shaman because I’m me. That’s enough.’ I go right up to the big metal creature and place a soothing hand on the top of its head. ‘You’re strong here because this is the centre of your being, the deepest part of yourself. Only deep sleep can bring someone here; or a trance.’

‘I never sleep,’ it says.

‘You will now. You have to: the pattern of your mind is wrapped up inside mine. This is your stronghold, but you can’t leave it. Not without me to show you the way.’

For the first time, I sense its fear. ‘Have you brought me here to bargain?’

‘No. You told me yourself I’ll never beat you at your own game. This is it, I’m afraid. I’m sorry.’

And I really am. Now that the anger’s gone, a deep well of regret is opening up to take its place. I wish there were another way. 

‘There must be another way,’ The Mantis says. ‘I will stop feeding from your friends.’

‘And what about everyone else?’

‘I do not require so much energy now,’ it begs. ‘I have no more need for revenge.’

But the desire for revenge is all it’s ever known. Habits are hard to break. With the dragons gone, what if it realises that humanity can be just as bad? We killed a whole planet full of elementals, once.

‘You told me yourself: you can’t help being who you are. You can’t change, and I can’t make you.’

‘You can’t force me to stay here. Sleep cannot be a prison.’

Seeing it beg feels wrong. Even after all it’s done, I hate to see it broken. I shake my head sadly. ‘You’re part of the pattern I made, now.’ I stroke my hand down its vicious beak and its legs fold up until it’s lying on the floor. Metal shutters concertina closed over its eyes, and total darkness descends again. 

‘Sweet dreams.’ My voice cracks.

It’s easy for me to leave the labyrinth. It only takes minutes to return to the ladder where I entered. For The Mantis, it would be an impenetrable maze. I’ve stolen its foundations. I’ve left it in the magical equivalent of a medically induced coma. Except they are supposed to help someone heal. There’s no healing happening here. There’s forever.

I feel no sense of success as I climb back into the alley behind The Shard. Scrubbing my hands over my face, I brush away all the dust and cobwebs and salt water. I’ve won. Now, I just have to find a way to live with it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

sleep
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only dreams remain to me 

but what remains of my dreams?

——
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is there any world in which i might belong?
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Falling
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‘The next wave will be worse, won’t it?’

Aliya opened her eyes to see that Linden had joined her on the ledge above the valley.

‘You can tell when they’re coming, can’t you?’ she guessed.

The young dragon shrugged and his wings shuffled over his back.

‘And it doesn’t affect you like everyone else.’

Linden glanced at her, then quickly away. ‘It used to. But then I learnt to ... hide from it. Somewhere inside.’ He scraped the talons of his front foot over the stone. ‘I’ve never met a shaman before.’

‘Have you even talked to a human before?’

‘Well, no ... but we have stories. Human stories. Can you shapeshift?’

‘No.’ Aliya had grown up on the same stories. They made the realities of her life both disappointing and relieving.

‘Can you talk to ghosts? Do you have a spirit animal? Can—’

‘I probably can’t do any of the things you hear in stories,’ she snapped.

Linden flinched. ‘But can you...?’

A wave of compassion swept over her. ‘The one thing I can always do is believe that there’s a way to make things better.’

The peace of the moment shattered. All across the valley, the sounds of grieving shifted into a rising siren of violence. Linden hunched into the rock face and pulled his wings over his head, retreating inside himself. From the cave behind her, Quantum let out a wail – and then tumbled past her as if loosed from a slingshot. Aliya dived after him with a yell as he careened over the edge of the path; her fingers closed on one tiny back foot. Her grip slipped. Her thoughts seemed to run into a wall, stabbing pain like that of her bruised ribs pressing into the stone. It couldn’t end like this. And then Quantum’s claws snicked out of their sheaths and dug into her hand. She welcomed the pain that allowed her to haul him to safety.

‘What are you going to do?’ Quantum yelled as soon as his feet touched the stone. ‘You must know how to save them!’

‘I don’t,’ Aliya croaked, wiping blood off her hand. ‘I don’t know how to fix something this broken.’ 

‘The same way that Meri protected me,’ Quantum said. ‘Call on all the other air elementals to help.’

‘Meri had to sacrifice her life to give you that protection – there’s no way that other spirits will do that. Not for strangers.’

Sparks dripped from the corners of his mouth as he spat at her, ‘Do you even want to save them, or do you think they deserve this? Are you judging them like you judged my wings, and finding us all wanting?’

She closed her eyes as a wave of dizziness swept over her. This wasn’t a sign that their relationship was falling apart; Quantum was just terrified for his parents. ‘I want you to feel complete. What I hated was that those copper monstrosities—’

‘I know!’ he yelled, shooting a jet of flame at the cliff face. Fire dripped off the rock like tears. ‘They powered a curse. They’ll rip apart everything I care about. And I loved them, Aliya. That’s the worse thing: I loved them.’ He landed on her shoulder and nestled into her hair. ‘Please, Aliya. Ask the air elementals to help.’

‘Okay.’ Impossible as it was, she had no other options. Pain and exhaustion and the erratic pulse of the mountain’s curse were all pressing in on her. It was impossible to think. If only Meriel were here to speak on their behalf...

Maybe she still could. There would always be part of her within Quantum; he could be her voice. Aliya just had to get him into the sky, where the air elementals were. Once this heartbeat of the curse ended, another dragon could carry him... if any dragons were still alive. If this heartbeat wasn’t the final one. There was no time to wait. But there was one other dragon who was free of the curse.

‘Linden,’ she said, moving to the young dragon huddled against the cliff face. Placing a hand on his back, she asked, ‘Can you hear me? You’re going to need to be strong, to not just resist the curse but also help us defeat it. Can you do that? Hold onto that clear space inside, but come out of yourself, now. I believe you’re strong enough to do both.’

Slowly, so slowly, Linden’s neck unfurled and he blinked open his eyes.

She nodded respectfully. ‘You’ll make a fine shaman one day. Now, you have to fly.’

With Quantum clinging awkwardly to his back, too large to fit comfortably in the space between his wings, Linden launched into the sky. Wings straining under the extra weight, he slowly spiralled up into the blue, weaving through the erratic flights of the larger dragons.

Aliya heaved herself to her feet and began to stumble down the mountain path, searching for somewhere safe to shelter while she tried to talk to the spirits. Gathering pace as she staggered downhill, she swung into the first switch-back bend and ran straight into Kai. He pitched backwards, the two sticks he was using as makeshift crutches skidding away. Aliya fisted both hands in his jerkin to keep him upright.

His smile was more of a pained grimace. ‘I figured you’d need saving again before too long.’

Aliya threw herself backwards, dragging Kai down on top of her. A huge fireball detonated on the section of pathway he’d been standing on a moment before, cracking the rock and sheering away a long section of the trail.

‘My turn,’ said Aliya. Kai just groaned and buried his head in her shoulder until Aliya shoved him off. ‘Come on, get up – we can’t stay here. Where’s Fennik? Was he behind you?’

‘No, he stayed well outside the city,’ Kai said. ‘He’s much less of an idiot than me.’

‘Everyone is less of an idiot than you. You can hardly even walk! Come on, we have to—’

But they wouldn’t be getting off the mountainside. There was no longer any pathway, just a scorched cavity left by the fireball. By the time the zig-zagging trail resumed, it was ten metres below them.

‘I can’t climb down with my knee,’ Kai said.

‘And I can’t leave you behind,’ she replied. Those were both simple matters of fact. They were stuck on the side of this cliff as the richest civilisation in the land imploded around them, threatening at every moment to drag them into oblivion with it.

Well, being melodramatic wasn’t going to help.

They pressed back against the cliff face, a slight overhang all that protected them from falling debris. Aliya let her head drop back onto the rock, her inner senses reaching out to the calm of the elements, a refuge from the chaos created by the limited beings who lived on the surface of the world. The stone was at peace; the air high above was undisturbed. There were air elementals up there, riding the wind, circling Quantum and Linden as they flew upwards. They generally weren’t very fond of humans, and even less fond of dragons. Drawing their attention might merely serve to add fuel to this fire.

‘Kai,’ she said without opening her eyes, ‘I’m about to do something very stupid and probably very dangerous. I’d appreciate it if you could do your best to keep me from getting burnt alive or pulverised for the next few minutes. Thanks.’

He replied, but she couldn’t make out the words: she was already sinking into a trance state, making herself receptive to the spirits and energies around her. She did what she had trained for the last year to do. Reaching out, knowing herself fully as part of the world, being the point of balance. From that place of intersection between humanity and nature, she could work in harmony with the elementals. 

‘Spirits of the air, please listen to my plea.’ She whispered the words but filled them with the same energy as a snow leopard’s roar. The sound vibrated through the particles of the air, travelling up hundreds of metres into the sky.

‘What is this?’ she heard one of the elementals say. ‘Part of our essence, captured—’

‘Not captured,’ Aliya said. ‘A willing sacrifice. A gift because she solved a puzzle, and the answer was that the dragons are worth saving. Maybe it’s even a message to you, as well. A request for help.’

‘Meriel was a fool,’ one of the voices chimed. ‘We will not still the wind so that smoke can fill the skies. The dragons have earned this curse.’

‘Meriel believed there was a way to break it,’ Aliya pleaded.

A chorus of voices cut across her awareness like a whip. ‘We will not aid you.’ Sharp breezes swirled in a maelstrom, buffeting Linden. The mountain had been right about one thing: no one had any wisdom. From the dragons who failed to consider the consequences of their actions, to the elementals who wanted to eliminate the threat without looking for a way to make a future that could contain everyone.

This was a shaman’s lot: to be stuck in the middle, crushed between two immovable forces. How could she change anything? She couldn’t force the air elementals to help.

Or could she? Surely, she wasn’t strong enough. The one time she’d tried to order elementals around, it had been a disaster. But she was a different person now. She could compel them; she felt the potential inside her, a power born of fear and loss and loneliness. She could draw them all into a mental labyrinth the size of the sky. 

Fingers digging into her arm hard enough to bruise restored some awareness of her body.

‘Tempting, isn’t it?’ Kai said close to her ear. ‘I should know.’

She ripped her arm out of his grip. ‘This is different. I wouldn’t be doing it for myself.’

Kai flinched. ‘You’re still being self-centred if you think you get to decide who lives and who dies. Just as selfish as me deciding that my freedom was more valuable than Meri’s.’ His eyes locked onto hers. ‘I know it’s hard for you to trust me, but believe me when I tell you it’s not worth it.’

Not worth saving Quantum’s family, proving to her dearest friend that she could be everything he needed her to be? Proving that she had the power to give life?

But that life could only come from death.

She had the power to decide who was more worthy to live. The power to take the essence of one intelligent, conscious being and give it to another. The power to deal out death.

No one had the right to claim that power. She could not – would not – make that choice. 

She slid down the rock wall and curled up with her forehead pressed to the ground. Her own insecurities had taken her so close to a ledge she could have fallen from forever.

This curse was caused by violence committed against nature; more violence could never end it. It would perpetuate a cycle of destruction. Hatred had brought this about; it needed to be healed by love.

But Aliya had never felt more distant from love. Her insecurities had pushed everyone away. Her family, Juna, Vali, even Quantum – without them, how could she find enough love in herself to even begin to repair what had been torn apart by anger? Only Kai was still beside her, and soon she would have also rejected him one too many times. Having driven everyone away, who could she turn to now?

There was only one relationship she hadn’t destroyed. Because she’d hardly spoken to them for over a year; because it was dangerous to mess with the barriers between worlds. Because she knew they needed to learn to live their own life rather than inhabit hers. She’d avoided her apprentice for many reasons ... but they were the only one she could turn to now.
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A deeper magic
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So, that’s it. I’m back home by ten forty-five, the clothes stained with cobwebs and sewer water safely hidden in the washing machine. The problem is solved, or at least dormant. Everything can go back to normal.

‘Luca,’ Mum shouts from the living room, ‘Gloria’s on the phone.’

‘Who?’ I say, wandering in from the kitchen with a late-night snack of peanut butter toast sticking my mouth together.

‘Dean’s mum,’ Mum reminds me with her hand cupped over the phone receiver. How could I have forgotten that? Can nine years of friendship be erased so fast? It’s only been about a week since I’ve spoken to Dean, but it feels like forever. And it’s been a relief. I can’t be what he needs, so I can forget about him. 

Aliya wouldn’t give up on someone this easily. 

Aliya also wouldn’t try to help someone just to prove she could.

Another lose/lose situation. As if one a day wasn’t enough.

I take the phone. ‘Hi, Mrs Chapman,’ I say, ‘is everything alright?’

‘I’m sure it’s fine,’ she says, overly bright, ‘only he isn’t home yet. The school phoned this afternoon. He’s missed three days this week. I didn’t know. How did I not know that?’

‘He’s gotten a lot better at keeping secrets,’ I say. Dean was always so straightforward. I wonder when that changed, and how I failed to notice. Mrs Chapman lets out a muffled sob, and I realise how insensitive I’m being.

‘Don’t worry,’ I tell her, ‘I’ll text everyone and find out where he is.’

‘Thank you, Luke,’ she says. ‘You’ve always been such a good friend.’

That’s not true, is it? I don’t even have anyone I can text to ask: I don’t know any of his mates these days.

There is no magic solution to this. I want there to be, so that I can be the hero, someone special who can save Dean in a way that no one else can. But this doesn’t need magic: this is about just being there. And all my instincts are telling me that I need to be there tonight.

Dean doesn’t answer his phone, not the first time I call him or the eighth. How did people find each other before mobiles were invented? Put out an APB? Hire Sherlock Holmes? Or, to go back even further in time ... engage in a shamanic ritual?

They all sound pretty far out. But I know one of those options will actually work.

I go into the garden and plant my bare feet in the grass. Roots. I connect to all the things that ground me in who I am, family and friends, my public life and the strange secret life of a shaman. The network of connections stretches out, binds us all together. There’s a familiar shape to it, a map of all the relationships in my life ... Oh, come on. It’s a map of the London Underground. My subtle mind is once again pointing out just how freaking weird I am.

But Dean is on the map, a pulsing orange dot near Camden Town tube station.

I pull my trainers on and rush out the door. It’s a ten-minute walk, and I can feel that little glowing beacon leading me, simultaneously somewhere ahead of me and lodged under my breastbone. 

It takes me to The World’s End pub. Not a surprise, since it’s attached to a nightclub that’s famous for not checking ID. The main bar has a sort of dark steampunk vibe and is overflowing with the eclectic mix of people you always find in Camden Town. I hope they don’t check IDs in the bar, either, because there’s no way I’ll pass for eighteen.

Dean and a half-dozen of his football mates obviously had no trouble getting served. They’re crowded around a table in the corner filled with empty pint glasses. Dean’s had more than beer, though: his eyes are overly bright and his knee won’t stop jiggling under the table.

‘Hey, it’s the gender-bender,’ one of the guys – Ray, I think – says.

‘Hi, Lucy,’ one of the others says. ‘That’s your name, right?’

‘Sure, whatever,’ I say. Other people’s judgements are the least of my concern, and there’s strength in that.

‘Are we going, or what?’ Dean asks them.

Sam checks his phone. ‘Yeah, it’s eleven – should be open now.’

‘You coming clubbing with us, Lucy?’ Ray says, expecting me to refuse. 

‘Looks like it,’ I say. They all laugh – all except Dean, who glares – as if I’ve impressed them with my sheer social incompetence. 

The guy who christened me Lucy slings his arm around my shoulders as we all leave the pub. His shaggy blond hair tickles my cheek and his beery breath makes my eyes water. ‘Hey, I’m Tony. You gonna help me get a girl, right? I’ve heard it’s great to have a gay guy as a wingman. Chicks trust gay guys.’

‘Luca’s not even gay,’ Dean grumbles as we turn into the entrance to The Underworld. Then he pays for my ticket, which is weird.

I’ve never been to a nightclub before – give me a break, I’m a nerd – but I’ve seen enough films to know what to expect. But the clubs that get into movies are way nicer than this. It’s just opened and the floor’s already sticky. Everyone here looks to be under eighteen – I guess if you have ID you’d go somewhere better than this.

The music is alright, but it’s so loud it’s distorting and sounds like a background track of bees. Tony, my new best friend, drags me around for a while: he shouts at girls, they scream ‘What?’ into his ear, I stand about like a hippo at a cocktail party.

I watch Dean pretending to have a good time. How could I not have seen how thin the façade is?

I lose Dean on the dance floor. Pulling up my mental tube map, imaginary lines overlay the sticky black floor like a circuit diagram. All these lives intertwined, the supercharged emotion of alcohol and abandon creating flares of energy to rival the flashing lights above. Picking Dean out of the flow, I head to the bathrooms.

The lighting is a bit better in here, but the smell is a lot worse. The urinals along one wall are all in use, and one of the two stalls is occupied. Dean must be in the locked stall. I slip into the other. Now what?

The lid of the toilet seat is missing, so I balance on the edge and stretch up to look over the top of the dividing wall. I hope it is Dean in the next cubicle or I’ll get the shit beaten out of me.

It is him. This is why my instincts were screaming at me to be here tonight.

I kick off the toilet and scrabble at the top of the wall. It’s made of that thin plastic stuff and wobbles alarmingly as I squirm my way over the top. Elegant, it is not. Dean looks up in a panic as I half fall, half slide down into his cubicle. He can’t get up, because his trousers are around his ankles. A razor blade is in his hand. A thin line of blood on his upper thigh. Now I’m close enough, I can see a whole crisscrossing pattern of hair-line scars.

Dean’s hand is shaking. Hopped up on speed. A razor blade inches away from his femoral artery. It would only take a little slip.

Now Dean is morphing from shocked to angry. And I realise that I’m inches away from that razor blade, too.

I really hadn’t thought this through.

There’s only one thing I can think of. I say, ‘Sleep.’ 

Sleep is only ever a heartbeat away. Waiting just below the surface. I pull him under.

We’re both in the forest of lampposts, where I thought only dreamwalkers could come. With the logic of dreams, Dean seems to think this is all perfectly normal. But it’s not. I’ve mixed his sleep up with mine.

Luca – help me!

Aliya’s voice. It’s in my head, of course, but so are we, so I hear it echoing eerily from all around like it’s bouncing off the mist. She sounds terrified. She must be in real trouble. It’s dangerous to go. But despite all that, my heart gives a leap of pure joy.
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The other half
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Luca – help me!

Aliya shouted inwards, a cry that reverberated through the layers of her mind, through the tear in reality that gave onto another world. A cry so fierce that it frayed the edges of that tear, reached through into the mind of her apprentice and echoed up through all the levels of their awareness, pulling them in. She needed them here, truly in her world, not just within her mind; needed them so desperately that it didn’t matter if the hole dividing their realities was torn open wide. She needed one person she could rely on.

Luca didn’t need to reply in words: she felt their response as a rush of warmth, a giant yes that encompassed the world and told her she had never been alone.
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Cracks
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Well, this is awkward. 

I mean, technically, me and Dean are asleep in a toilet stall. I can’t just let him wake up: no trousers, razor blade, my unconscious body. So I’ll have to leave him running around in my subconscious for a while. I know he won’t wake up on his own: I’ve pulled him deeper than normal sleep. Which is ... Shit, which is wrong on all kinds of levels, but with great power comes a great heap of bad choices. Sue me. 

There’s no time to lose – Aliya’s call is reverberating right through me, the urgency and desperation tugging me into another world.

I run. Through the lampposts and sideways through a rip like a broken mirror where the edges of reality don’t match up; and now I’m pelting through trees, stately silver-barked giants that rise into the branches of myriad thoughts. Running straight into the trunk of Aliya’s tree, wanting to be there for her so strongly that I take myself right through the swirl of her thoughts without losing myself to them. I’ve done this once before, but it’s hard: to know that Aliya’s whole waking world, that I’ve lived for so long through her eyes, is just another layer of dreaming for me; to manifest my own form within that dream, separate from Aliya even though I only have access to this world through her. I have to build myself a body out of pure controlled imagination and believe in that body enough for it to hold me. I’m a firework in reverse. I’m here: solid, real, imaginary.

I arrive in the middle of an apocalypse. But a big grin still stretches my face as soon as I see Aliya. I throw my arms around her.

She shoves me away. ‘Are you crazy?’

I thought she’d be a little more pleased to see me.

‘This isn’t a sightseeing tour, Luca! What did you bring him for?’

I spin around. ‘Shit! What the hell are you doing here?’

Dean ducks as a fireball whistles over his head. ‘Cool graphics, man,’ he says.

I turn back to Aliya in a panic. ‘I’ve got to take him back. This is so messed up. How is it even possible? Is it because I knocked him out?’ Aliya looks shocked, so I add, ‘Not like—’ I mime smacking him with a hammer ‘—I mean I put him to sleep. And now his sleep is caught up with mine ... Sorry, I need to take him home. Back in a minute.’

She grabs my arm. ‘Look around you, idiot. We don’t have a minute.’

Right. Apocalypse Now. 

We’re in some proper fantasy landscape, with towering cliffs and marble buildings and real live awesome freaking dragons flying everywhere. (And fireballs. Stuff blowing up. All that.) I know I’ve been in Aliya’s world loads of times, but this really looks like another world, rather than just an olde-worlde version of mine. And being here in my own body, rather than looking out through Aliya’s eyes, makes it more viscerally terrifying.

‘Is this real?’ Dean asks.

‘“Real” is a tricky concept,’ I say. ‘Real enough that you can pinch yourself and you won’t wake up. Real enough that if you die, you won’t wake up at all.’

‘Right,’ Dean drawls, ‘don’t die, then?’

‘Good conclusion.’

We’re standing on a mountain ledge a couple of metres wide. There’s no way down. Aliya looks beaten all to shit, and Kai has an arm around her protectively. ‘What the hell’s going on?’

Aliya gives me a brief run-down: death curse, angry dragons, civilization crumbles. It feels like she’s leaving a lot out: what explains all the pain and isolation behind her eyes? And why isn’t Quantum with her?

An exhausted-looking dragon the size of a Jack Russell flops onto a spike of rock just above our heads, and Quantum scrambles off his back.

‘Oh,’ he says, ‘you’re back.’

It’s so hard to get my head around Quantum not liking me. He barely knows me; but after all the months I spent being Aliya, he’s one of my closest friends.  

‘Yeah, I’m back.’ Of course I am: I’d do anything for Aliya. She saved my sister’s life; she showed me what it means to live my own. I’d do anything she asks ... but she’s not asking. Like she expects me to decide.

‘What’s the goal of this game, then?’ Dean asks. ‘Pop the dragons?’

‘No!’ I yell as Quantum whips his head around and ominous sparks fly out of his nostrils. ‘They’re real people, Dean. Save the dragons. Save everyone.’

‘Weird gameplay, man,’ he mutters. 

Yeah, there aren’t a lot of games out there where no one gets killed. Art imitating life. But isn’t it my job to try and make life better than that? 

‘It’s too big for me,’ Aliya says. ‘But you have to be able to break the curse. This is all a dream for you – you can do anything in a dream when you know you’re dreaming.’

This whole world is a projection. I can do literally anything I can imagine. So, yeah, technically I should be able to destroy the curse ... but only if I can imagine it really precisely. You can only control your own mind when you know it. When you understand deeply what’s going on, where your thoughts are coming from. I don’t know this curse. I have too much power, here: if I just dive in and start breaking stuff, I could rip apart her entire world. A curse is a nebulous concept – what if I try and destroy it but break one of the laws of physics instead? Atomic bonds, or something. Everyone dissolving into a random array of particles. Like, beyond dead. I’m not going to risk that. But she doesn’t need me to; she knows how to tell what needs breaking and what needs to be healed. It’s just too big for her to see. That’s why I’m here: to break the puzzle down into little pieces, give her a place to start.

Everything is broken, and we have to knit it back together. Heal the broken relationships. What do I know about doing that?

Not much. But I do know that you can only ever start from where you are. And all the damage in my life began with me and Dean. I thought helping him was just a small thing, and pushed him aside because I had bigger problems. But big things are made of lots of small pieces put together.

‘Dean,’ I say, ‘you’re the key to this, mate. It begins with you and me. Do you want to fix ... us?’

‘I never wanted us to be broken. I just break things because it’s what I do.’

Even though for Dean this is just a dream, and he probably won’t remember a thing about it when he wakes up, I’m still glad because it means that subconsciously at least he hasn’t given up on our friendship. Or given up on himself.

He’s reaching out to me. Not physically – we haven’t hugged since we were about ten – but emotionally. Entering a trance when fireballs are flying around is no mean trick, but I make a conscious effort to breathe out all the adrenaline and let myself sink inwards, just far enough that the external world doesn’t feel like a solid thing. It’s overlaid with webs of elemental force, shot through with vapour trails of emotional energy. A beautiful network. And it’s full of cracks.

I start where I’m at. Me and Dean, shattered pieces of a friendship. I gather them up, feeling the emotional edges where he has broken our trust. But there are jagged edges that I have created, too.

All these months, I’ve been thinking the problem is all coming from Dean – but I’ve been creating just as many obstacles. Wanting things to be simple; wanting to not have to think about what being me means. Dean makes it impossible to do that: he makes me look myself in the eye. I’ve been avoiding doing that. Surrounding myself with friends who make it easy. Nothing wrong with easy ... except when it’s a fake complacency that’s an excuse not to grow. 

How can I pretend being me is easy? It’s not just about being non-binary, or even being a dreamwalker. It’s about being a teenager; being an individual in a world that tries to mould us all into parts of a commercial machine. It’s about being human. If I can’t accept how hard that is, and live with it, then how can I connect to anyone else? Being alive in this impossible world is what makes us all the same.

So, I let it in: all the mess and confusion and insecurity that is life. Let the walls come down, stop trying to protect myself by pretending the chaos isn’t there. Protect myself instead by reaching out to what holds us all together.

Dean stops being unfinished business, part of the past that I have to fix before I can move on. He becomes the present, a shared experience of pain; a pain I can feel as keenly as my own. A pain that I can’t remove, but I can embrace and accept and support until its weight becomes bearable. 

Like shards of pottery reforming between my hands, the cracks heal.
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Weaving
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Aliya could see the rift between Luca and their friend healing, their roots of trust and memory weaving together to form a whole. It looked so simple. Such a small thing. A solution she hadn’t been able to see because she’d neglected the small things for too long. This small thing was the warp beam of a loom, the anchor she could use to weave everything together.

The dragons couldn’t fight against the anger in their minds because it wasn’t their anger: it was a parasite that had stolen their capacity for love. But she could fight it for them. If her love was strong enough she could weave it into a blanket of protection around them like Meriel had made for Quantum.

She’d always been bad at weaving.

So many hours with her mother, bent over the loom unpicking mistakes and twisted threads. So many moments of shelter in the surety of her mother’s love. A love that felt a long way from her now, because she was a shaman, an outsider. The childhood memories of her family were shards of pain, broken threads. She picked up the tattered end of those threads and reached out to find their frayed twins. She had created a distance, but a shaman was the heart of their community, the one who stood between their people and danger. How could a shaman be separate?

Luca made it look easy, but it was hard for her. To trust, to connect, to pull down all the barriers – that meant giving others the power to hurt her. But what was the alternative? To maintain her walls and keep on hurting herself. It wasn’t brave to be strong and independent; real courage was in connection.

She’d always considered Luca to be too trusting, but seeing them now, that trust appeared not as naivete but as wisdom. Real magic, coming not from rituals or elemental forces but from the power of the human heart. If Luca was brave enough to be vulnerable, then so was she. By allowing herself to be weak, she’d become strong enough to break the curse.

Aliya reached out a hand to Luca, and they grasped wrists, a stable grip to hold them steady at the nexus of the maelstrom of emotional force.

She drew the threads of her family together, lines of light and energy connecting, the physical distance between herself and her family mattering not at all as she closed the emotional distance. Her parents, her siblings ... they were part of the tapestry of her life, and she wove them into the web of light she was creating around her.

All the broken relationships ... Juna, whom Aliya had never allowed to accept her new role. To prevent Juna from placing a distance into their friendship, Aliya had pulled away first, roots withering as she held back their growth. Vali, who would have supported her all through this terrible journey if she’d let him. She reached out. 

And Kai, who she knew wanted a closeness she hadn’t been willing to give. She let the door of possibility open, and with a rush of warmth, she felt him join his intention to hers and step into the weaving.

Quantum. The only one who fully understood her. The one she was most afraid of losing. The one she had already begun to push away in the expectation of heartbreak. She reached out, the roots of her love sparks of pure, bright energy.

This was the truth that Meriel had seen, which led her to sacrifice her life for Quantum’s. If he had died, Aliya’s heart would have been too damaged to break the curse. Meriel had solved the puzzle of the curse before any of them; she did like a good puzzle. The air elemental who had believed all dragons to be greedy and selfish had befriended Quantum and seen the truth of him. She had given her life not just for him, but to save all dragonkind from extinction. She had sacrificed herself because she had faith in redemption, and now it was up to Aliya to prove her belief justified.

Aliya wove them all back into a net of love.

Through Quantum, she could feel a whole host of other broken threads, his family and community a tangle of relationships shattered by anger. The dragon scale bracelet on her wrist throbbed, searing her skin, a visceral link she could use to strengthen her connection.

Over it all, the curse: the jagged copper net of anger that had torn all these people apart. Into each juncture of that net, she sent her newfound strength. It seemed such a small thing against the weight of an entire mountain’s hatred, but at each touch, the metallic strands began to corrode away. However strong the hatred was, love was always stronger. As the curse weakened, rusted and creaking, the dragons’ natural connections began to re-assert themselves, the love that had been buried by the curse finding its way to the surface.

She began to weave.

The tapestry grew around her, spreading out in a picture made of strands of many-coloured light, a web of interconnectedness from which it was impossible to separate herself. She was just one cell in the vast body of life, drawing them all together, holding that body back from death. Luca’s energy wove into the pattern, grounding her, reminding her she was an individual as well as part of the whole.

The curse snapped, the net collapsing with a scream of tortured metal. The scent of rust and blood blew away on the wind of a thousand sighs. She felt Kai catch the shape of it and invert it, turning the maze of hatred into a labyrinth, a web of kindness that felt like an apology for that first, terrible, labyrinth he had made.

Only the tapestry remained; no tangles, no broken threads. Even her mother would find nothing to criticise in this.

Aliya’s eyes blinked open. For a moment she thought she had been transported into a forest. All around, a rippling carpet of green, down the cliff-side and across the valley floor. Not trees, but dragons, huddled close together, touching wings and intertwining tails, scales in all imaginable shades of green glimmering in the light of the setting sun. An enormous family. 

Her wrist throbbed. She let go of Luca’s arm and they said ‘Ow!’ as their skin pulled apart. Aliya scratched her wrist, and a charred leather cord dropped away. The cerulean dragon scale remained, a shining arrowhead fused into her flesh. 

Quantum crawled onto her shoulder and she leant her cheek against his side. 

‘Go and find your parents,’ she told him. He nodded against her skin and leapt away, bounding through the throng of bodies like an excited kitten.

Aliya leant back wearily, and only then became aware that Kai was standing behind her, supporting most of her weight. Extricating herself would be too much work, so she just rolled her head sideways against his shoulder until she could see Luca flopped against the rock wall, legs stretched out and eyes dropping closed.

‘Are you asleep?’ she asked. They laughed without opening their eyes. Aliya grinned. ‘Okay, that was a stupid question. I’m a bit tired. Have just saved an entire race.’

‘We have, you mean.’ Her apprentice gave her a lopsided smile.

She went and knelt beside them, her knees pressing into Luca’s thigh, and laid a hand on their arm. 

Luca winced and showed her their wrist. It looked like a burn, but pale blue instead of red: an impression of the dragon scale she wore, seared into his skin.

‘Sorry.’

They shook their head. ‘Don’t be. It’s like ... a little piece of dragon in my head. I mean, it hurts, but it also feels like...’

‘Togetherness. Yes, I know.’ It felt like all the things she was so bad at expressing. Like— ‘Thank you. I can’t say...’

‘I know. I can’t say what it means to be back here ... but I can’t stay.’ Luca jerked their head towards their friend.

As if on cue, Dean said, ‘What happens on the next level?’

‘The next level is reality, mate,’ Luca told him. ‘That’s way harder. Aliya, will you be okay here  on your own?’

Of course, Luca had read the loneliness she tried to hide: they knew her far too well. ‘I’m not alone,’ she said. ‘I never have been; it just took me a while to realise it.’

‘I miss you,’ Luca blurted, reaching for her hand. ‘I know you’ve been giving me space to find my own feet and all, and I did need that... but it ended up being a bit too much space. Let’s talk, this time. Like, all the time. We don’t have to only be friends when the world needs saving.’

Aliya would never say something like that ... and wasn’t that part of the problem? She squeezed their hand. ‘Yeah. I miss you, too, Apprentice.’

‘Of course you do,’ Luca said, wiping their eyes. ‘Apprentices are the epitome of cool. Now, I need to go and fix my own problems. I messed up, but I know what to do now.’ Before she could even open her mouth, they continued, ‘No – you need to be here right now. There is some serious trauma to be dealt with; Quantum needs you more than I do.’ 

‘Of course. I know you don’t need my help.’

Luca cuffed her on the arm. ‘That wasn’t what I meant. I always need you, Sensai. But I’ve always got you.’ They tapped their head, then their heart. ‘You’ve already helped. I thought some things—some people—were too broken to fix. You’ve just proved they’re not. I just need to do what you did: ask for help. Trust my friends to be there for me.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘The apprentice becomes the master?’

‘I guess they do.’

With one last crooked smile, Luca grabbed Dean’s arm and they both dissolved into emptiness. A galaxy of swirling motes filled the space where they had been and then was gone. She touched her own heart. Never quite gone.

For a moment, the emptiness pressed in on her. Then she relaxed into that emptiness and found it amazingly full. She looked up at Kai, buoyed up by the faint echoes of the countless interconnected lives surrounding her. He swallowed convulsively, seeing something in her eyes that had never been there before.

Quantum hurtled towards her and jumped onto her knee. The edges of the vast web she had woven still pulled at her awareness; she could sense the churning ocean of relief and loss, a whole civilisation struggling to realign itself. And the bright spark of Quantum’s joy at being part of that.

‘The town elders are going to be very annoyed with you,’ he said, eyes dancing.

‘They don’t like being saved?’

‘Not by magic they don’t believe in. Not only will they be obliged to be grateful to you, but they’ll also have to change their whole worldview as well. Thoroughly frustrating.’ He sounded thrilled at the prospect.

‘They need shamans of their own to help them keep their priorities straight,’ she said.

‘There are no dragon shamans.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure. They just need training.’

Quantum cocked his head like a bird. ‘Do you mean me?’

She stroked his neck. ‘Oh, Quantum. I wish it was you.’

‘You already know, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Aren’t you going to try and change my mind?’

For weeks, she’d been so scared that Quantum was going to abandon her. She’d been resentful of his wings because she thought they’d take him away from her. Now that he was actually choosing to leave her side, it no longer felt like she was losing him.

‘You’ll be my best friend wherever you are. But you shouldn’t stay here out of guilt.’

They both looked out over the sea of dragons. Sounds of grief were beginning to puncture the awed hush which had followed the breaking of the curse. Some of them were starting to organise teams to clear the rubble and lay out the dead. 

‘It’s not guilt. Well, maybe some; but I know the curse had multiple causes, and although I may have been one of them, I also helped to break it. No, it’s more that I can see my people clearly, with an outsider’s eye. I might not be a shaman, but I understand the balance you try to keep. I know I’m what they need.’

You’re what I need, too, she thought, but she didn’t say it, just tapped her heart again. She had him, always.
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The heart of the matter
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Dean looks majorly confused when he opens his eyes. Which is good, because when that wears off he’s going to segue into mortally embarrassed, and we don’t have time for that. I’m on fire. I’m burning with connection, with potential, with ... love. The whole world feels part of that. Even a twisted and destructive giant insect doesn’t deserve to be left on the outside.

‘Luca, what...? This is more of your weird shit, isn’t it? Did you hypnotise me or something?’

He leans away from me, and I realise I’m waving a razor blade around. Oops. I drop it in the bin, and Dean watches it go with haunted eyes but doesn’t move to stop me. He seems sober now, as if enforced slumber was an antidote to whatever he’d taken earlier.

‘We were just dreaming. But I have all my best ideas in dreams.’ In dreams I’m still a little bit Aliya; I have some distance from myself and all my problems. ‘Come on, mate – I need your help to end this.’

We squeeze out of the toilet stall. A guy in cool eyeliner leaning over the sink winks at me in the mirror. I don’t care what anyone thinks right now. What an amazing feeling. I wink back.

The pavement outside the club is still busy, even though it’s after midnight, everyone lit a sickly yellow; there’s a pervading scent of booze and cheap pizza. I’ve never felt so alive.

‘Call your mum and tell her you’re staying at my place,’ I tell Dean.

I phone Padma twice, so it will get through her quiet time settings and wake her up.

‘You have to sneak out,’ I tell her after she mumbles a sleepy greeting. ‘I’ve worked out what we need to do about The Mantis.’

‘What, now?’ she says. ‘Why tonight? Is it the right phase of the moon or something?’

‘I’ve no idea what phase of the moon it is.’

She sighs. ‘You’re a very disappointing witch sometimes, you know that.’

‘Padma...’

‘Okay, I’m getting up. If my mum catches me I’m going to kill you.’

Then I call Ravi: ‘But I never sneak out.’

‘Ravi, you’re sixteen: you should be sneaking out.’

Justin, who’s still awake: ‘Excellent. YouTube was rotting my brain. Gallivanting around London sounds much more wholesome. I’ll pick Lily up on the way.’

Yikes: am I going to contribute to my sister engaging in such delinquent behaviour as sneaking out after midnight? Of course I am.

We all meet at Embankment tube station and catch a night bus to London Bridge in awkward silence.

‘What the hell is going on with you guys?’ Dean asks. ‘Are you all mad at Luca?’

‘Pretty much,’ Ravi says.

‘But you all came out in the middle of the night for them anyway? Man, you deserve each other.’ I shut my eyes, as if that will prevent me from hearing Dean’s rambling. ‘Tonight has been so weird, like you wouldn’t believe. What’s that thing called, a shamanic journey or something? Was I supposed to find my spirit animal? It’s well hazy now, but there were dragons. And this girl who was a bit skanky, like, bones in her hair and wearing furs that were hardly even dead yet, but still somehow all kinds of hot. Maybe she’s my spirit animal.’ He laughs. No one else joins in.

I open my eyes to find Padma glaring at me. ‘All kinds of hot, huh?’ 

‘She’s all kinds of my friend.’ Her jealousy is her problem, not mine.

She grabs my wrist. ‘Did you get a tattoo?’

Oh, crap. The dragon-scale mark has come with me out of the dream. It’s kinda pretty, a leaf-shaped arrow pointing up my arm. At least, it will be pretty when the edges aren’t all red and inflamed. Mum’s going to kill me.

‘So, you gonna tell us what we’re doing, then?’ Justin asks with a massive yawn. He’s wearing awful tartan pyjamas under his coat.

Ravi leans over from the seat opposite. ‘Yes, why now? What changed?’

‘Everything!’ I say. ‘That’s the point: I realised that everyone can change.’ Even elementals; their nature is not fixed. Aliya took the death curse of a seriously messed-up mountain and transformed it into the basis of something beautiful. And I’m beginning to see the shape of all these strands coming together, how The Mantis was shaped by that same mountain’s rage, how it was born of anger and escaped to our world knowing only how to exploit and not how to love. A cycle of abuse; a very human thing.

‘Great,’ says Dean, ‘you can write a motivational poster. Can I go to bed, now?’

‘Yeah, please do,’ Lily says. ‘What are you doing here, anyway?’

‘No idea,’ he grumbles.

‘Dean’s the final piece of the puzzle,’ I tell them ‘He’s essential.’ 

The bus pulls up at our stop and we all tumble out onto the deserted pavement. Whereas Camden Town was still heaving, here in the commercial district it’s eerily still. Emergency lighting from surrounding offices spills a greenish light onto concrete and the dark walls of glass reflect our pale faces. The Shard has a small red light flashing at the top to warn away low-flying planes. Or possibly to deflect shamans.

Well, not this one. I’m about to do a proper full-on shamanic ritual.

That’s the real reason we’re doing this in the middle of the night. Not for the symbolism or the lunar energy or any of that stuff – I just reckon there’s less chance of getting arrested.

‘Okay,’ I tell my troops as we reach the base of The Shard, ‘we’re going to form a ring around the building, and then—’ I check the time: 1:13am ‘—at one twenty I need you all to call my old number, the one The Shard has.’

‘The one you warned us never to call?’ Ravi says.

‘Ah ... yeah, that one. Look, I don’t think you’ll be in any danger, but if you find yourselves developing an uncontrollable urge to chop down trees or join the oil industry, then drop your phone and run screaming, okay?’

‘Not a chance,’ says Padma, giving me the warm glow of knowing she’s always got my back. ‘I’ll run screaming, sure – but I’m not dropping my phone.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Everyone down with this?’

‘Shall we synchronise our watches?’ Justin asks.

Ravi holds up his phone. ‘They sync automatically.’

‘Oh, yeah. Sometimes the modern world is so disappointing.’

‘Let’s go,’ says Lily, grabbing Justin’s hand and towing him down the underpass that leads to London Bridge station. Ravi and Dean disappear down the alley on the far side of the building. Padma examines me in silence for a moment, head cocked. Then she kisses me.

‘Decisive is a good look on you,’ she says. ‘I’ll be just on the far corner – yell if you need me to come charging to the rescue.’

Even with so much unresolved between us, she came without question when I needed her. All my friends came. ‘You already did.’

‘Sap.’ She punches me on the arm and jogs to the end of the arcade. Lifting her phone in a salute, she dials. Showtime. 

I can feel the labyrinth I made coiling beneath my feet, the sleeping monster at its heart. My own heart beats a staccato rhythm. Am I really going to be the fool who releases it?

Yup. If I keep it in prison, I’ll be the monster.

I dial my old number and make the harsh ringing into hammers that batter down the prison walls, the invisible sound waves shaking the imaginary maze apart. After an eternity of ringing, The Mantis answers. Its whirring, metallic voice seems to beam straight from the phone to the inside of my skull, making my brain rattle like broken clockwork. 

‘My jailer returns. Are these offerings by way of apology?’

‘Holy crap,’ says Justin. I check my phone screen: somehow I’m on a group call, even though my old dumb phone isn’t capable of doing those. And somehow, when focused through human technology, the elemental can make himself heard by ordinary humans.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘My friends aren’t offerings: they’re teachers. Humanity has treated you very unkindly, and I’m here to show you a better way.’

‘There has been no unkindness,’ The Mantis hisses. ‘There has been give and take, a transaction completed, a contract kept.’

‘But it is unkind to only give when you expect something in return,’ I say. ‘All you’ve been taught is selfishness. You were fed on greed and didn’t realise that there was anything else. But discontent is only one aspect of a person. People change all the time – and you can too. You just need to learn how to feed on the right things.’

Lily giggles hysterically. ‘Luca’s going to teach you how to have a healthy diet. Wait, no – Luca, are you seriously planning to let that thing into our heads?’

‘Lils, give Luca a chance, okay?’ says Justin. ‘They’ll never let you get hurt.’

I pull my friend’s support around me like a blanket and focus solely on The Mantis.

It says, ‘Humans may be changeable – you are born and die in less time than it takes for rock to be ground into sand. But I am built to last. Not to change.’ As its voice comes through my phone, The Mantis itself skitters into view above me, the blinking red light pulsing along its gleaming length.

‘I thought that, too,’ I say. ‘The elements seem so ... immutable. Air is air and water is water. But everything changes. And I get that we shouldn’t force that change: that’s how we created this whole climate crisis. But if you choose to change then it can be in the direction you want. You’re an individual, and you get to decide.’

‘And yet, here you are trying to impose your will upon me,’ The Mantis says, bulbous copper eyes staring down at me from the canopy of the arcade.

‘Not to impose,’ I promise, ‘just to demonstrate. To prove to you that you could tap into something better, that runs deeper than consumerism and attachment.’

‘Nothing runs deeper than selfishness,’ The Mantis says. Those are the saddest words I’ve ever heard. I imagine how it must have been, its consciousness coming into being as the metal ore safe inside a mountain’s heart – and then having its essence ripped away piece by piece as the dragons mined ever deeper into the earth until it was no more than a disembodied consciousness desperately looking for somewhere to call home.

‘Some things go deeper than selfishness,’ I tell it. ‘Let me show you.’

And I sink inwards, letting my awareness spread through the copper-wire connections The Mantis has made: a sparkling metal web with the circle of my friends at its centre. The open phone signal blazes like an electrical current, joining us together.

I can see the existing tendrils that the Mantis has wrapped around my friends, roots that tap into those kernels of dissatisfaction, encouraging them to grow. The spirit of The Shard has got to know these people over the last few weeks; it understands them. But not as well as I do. I place my awareness alongside.

‘Look,’ I say. ‘Underneath all the grasping and dissatisfaction, people just want to be happy.’ I guide the electric current of The Mantis’ awareness to the things that I can see. ‘Look what they hold onto: flashes of joy, surges of love, moments of peace. That’s what people keep closest to their hearts.’

‘The happiness is buried,’ the elemental complains.

‘But if you dig it out, feel how strong it is.’

We turn to Lily first. I spent so long haunting her dreams that I know the emotional landscape of her mind almost as well as my own. The attachment is easiest to see, of course, wrapped up in barbed wire like ribbon around a Christmas present. But that’s only the surface.

We spiral down. A little like dreamwalking, but because she’s awake her subtle mind is just a blur of emotions and impulses, an impressionist painting looked at from too close. At the heart of her: the blazing joy of being alive.

‘That’s worth holding onto,’ I say. And The Mantis reaches out and holds that fierce elation, lets it fill its battery, and, in turn, focuses Lily’s joy. 

Then Justin. 

‘You never managed to get a grip on Justin, did you?’ I say. ‘He doesn’t think about himself much, huh? But if you look for other desires instead...’

I thought Justin was quite superficial when I first met him: he throws himself into everything, has a new interest every week. I show The Mantis the person I’ve come to know: he might change which bands he likes overnight, but when it comes to people he’s loyal to the core. His wish to be happy is anchored in his friends’ happiness. There is nothing more stable than that. The Mantis sends a questing tendril of energy into that space, like a kid testing the water with one toe before jumping into the pool. There’s a moment of surprise, and then it dives in.

We move on to Ravi, sloshing through waves of emotion. Imagine living like this, needing to navigate this quagmire to find food – no wonder The Mantis just latched onto the grossest and most forceful desires. It is just a baby, after all, needing me to help it learn to swim.

Ravi is flailing anxiety, ordered systems being buffeted by unacknowledged wants, ambition and drive and the need to prove himself. But that’s not him. Underneath all that churning, there’s a core of confidence, a certainty of what’s right. That’s the wellspring in him that will never run dry, that’s worth nurturing until that confidence comes to the surface. The Mantis will help that happen, now that it’s found the right thing to feed on. They’ll help each other.

Now Padma. I have to work past a wall of my own hurt before I can see her clearly – but this is more important than my feelings. She’s still hard to fathom – I haven’t known her as long as any of my other friends, and I guess my perception of her has always been skewed by my attraction. I try hard to just see what’s in front of me. It’s not like I’m reading her mind: I’m just bringing what I already know into focus.

If Padma were a painting, it would be an abstract with lots of contrasting colours. Bold sweeps of pink are shadowed by deepest blue-black. Solid blocks of bronze slashed across with stripes of khaki. What’s behind it all? 

I’m surprised by what I find. The core that she hides away: faith. A smouldering ember. She rebels so hard against her parents’ religion and all the restrictions it represents; but she still believes, in her own way.

‘I don’t understand this,’ The Mantis grumbles.

‘Ask Westminster Abbey; he’ll explain,’ I say. ‘I just know that it’s strong. Deeply buried, but right in the centre of what keeps her grounded. Try it, you’ll see.’

It’s still a bit creepy, watching – no, encouraging – The Mantis to feed on my friends’ emotions. Parasites don’t get a good rep, but there are lots of symbiotic relationships that work. Little fish cleaning sharks’ teeth. This is working: I’m not just giving the elemental an energy source that’s better for us, I’m also showing it where to find its own happiness. Already, it feels more settled, contented.

I’ve saved Dean ‘til last. Because this will be hardest, and because he’s the real key. If we can find the core of happiness even in someone experiencing the worst of human emotion, then The Mantis will never need to tap into any negative thoughts again.

Dean’s consciousness is sluggish, like pea soup in a blender, round and round, trying to stay afloat. He needs something to hold onto.

It’s The Mantis who finds it, this time. Wonder. A child-like glee that Dean usually keeps buried because he’s trying so hard to be grown-up, but hasn’t worked out that growing up doesn’t mean throwing away our childhood. The Mantis holds onto that sense of wonder with almost desperate intensity. Makes sense, for someone whose childhood was ripped away from them too soon. Dean grabs hold, too. It doesn’t stop the spiral of his thoughts, but it gives them a centre, something good that can’t be churned into mush by his depression. Two lost children, holding each other up.

Brought together in harmony, my friends and The Mantis are both better. I let it feel the love I hold for all of them, and it pushes back against the edges of my consciousness, trying to come in. No: asking for permission to enter. And why not? We’re part of each other’s lives, now.

I let it see the heart of me.

A clarity, an inner space, a sky free from clouds. Always there. It’s where I come when I want to access the in-between: a place between sleeping and waking, awareness untethered from conceptual thought. It’s peace, a buried source of happiness. In me, in everyone.

I let The Mantis feel it all, spread our linked awareness further and further. We are limitless. The burn on my wrist pulses; even the dragons on another world, those creatures who hurt The Mantis so badly, are linked into this joy. It can find all the energy it needs by helping others.

‘Oh, yes!’ says The Mantis. ‘How did I not know?’

‘You learnt from the sort of people who have to build ninety-five-storey buildings in order to be happy,’ I say with a mental shrug, ‘but I bet they’re still building and still miserable.’

It laughs, but this time its laughter is the creak of swings in a playground, the familiar purr of the family car, the silence at the end of a favourite album.

‘You’re welcome,’ I say.

––––––––
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It’s three in the morning. The tubes have stopped running and we have to get two night buses. Lily is asleep with her head in Justin’s lap. Ravi has dozed off and slumped against Dean, who’s sitting bolt upright looking uncomfortable. Me and Padma sit in uneasy silence as we trundle up Charing Cross Road.

‘When I was a kid, I’d always try to spot The Leaky Cauldron whenever we came up here,’ Padma murmurs.

‘Me, too,’ I say. ‘If this was the Knight Bus, it would take us there.’

‘If this was the Knight Bus, it would take you to Hogwarts and you could learn how to be a proper wizard.’

‘Nah, you’re alright. Harry Potter’s got the Chosen One thing nailed down.’

She rests her head on my shoulder. ‘Are we going to be okay, Luca?’

I take her hand and squeeze. ‘I hope so. But the jealousy...’

‘But that’s all over now, isn’t it? The Mantis is defeated.’

‘The Mantis never made you jealous. It’s like if your mind were an iPod, it pressed repeat on certain songs. But you loaded the tracks on there in the first place.’

‘Yeah, well, you try listening to the same song over and over and not getting it stuck in your head!’ Padma says.

‘You’ve got to try and stop singing that tune, though.’

She nods. Mouth buried in my shoulder, she asks, ‘How?’

‘Faith,’ I say. ‘Ask for help when thoughts get stuck on repeat.’

She lifts her head to look at me. ‘You don’t even believe in God.’

‘But you do. So it’ll work for you.’

I believe that. I believe in a lot of things. Mainly in the power we have to change.

She slips her hand into mine and gives a light squeeze. Then her grip tightens and she pulls my wrist up in front of her face.

The blue arrow has been joined by the image of copper wire encircling my wrist.

‘It’s very ... street.’ Padma’s trying to keep a straight face.

Justin looks over. ‘Holy crap, Luca. A heart wrapped in barbed wire! It totally looks like a prison tat.’

Now all my friends are crowding around me, Lily rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and saying, ‘You’re going to be grounded for life!’ and then we’re laughing, all laughing together as if we’ll never stop. Like there’s no reason to ever stop.
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Kai’s curse

[image: image]


Aliya stood at the ship’s rail and raised one hand, a last farewell. From the jetty below, Quantum watched as the ship made ready to cast off. Beside her, Kai gave Fennik a reassuring scratch, but the wolf continued to circle restlessly, whining in the back of his throat. 

‘I’m taking him below before he gets it into his head to jump overboard,’ Kai said.

For a moment, Aliya entertained the idea of throwing herself over the rail, back to where Quantum waited on shore.

From the helm, the ship’s captain shouted an order, and the sailors began untying the hawsers keeping the vessel tied to the pier. Quantum let out a sharp croak, halfway between frustration and fear, and scrambled onto one of the thick ropes, climbing it like a steep, narrow pathway to the deck. Partway across, the rope slackened as the sailor loosed the knot, and Quantum dipped down towards the water. He squeezed his eyes shut and raced up the final section of rope. His teeth were clenched to muffle a low, continuous scream.

Aliya leant over the side and plucked him off the sagging rope. ‘What in the Nine Realms, Quantum?’

‘I hate water,’ he panted, ‘I really hate all that water.’ His eyes popped open. ‘That’s a good reason to stay on board, right?’

Aliya laughed helplessly. ‘It’s a terrible reason! There are a thousand good excuses to stay. But a thousand and one reasons to say goodbye.’ 

Quantum sniffled. ‘I didn’t think you could count that high.’

‘Quantum ... I love you. You know that, right?’

‘You don’t make a habit of saying so. Are you telling me we’re parting just when I’ve started to civilise you?’

‘Your work is done.’

‘It’s hardly started! I was planning to teach you to read and write ... but I suppose you have someone else who can do that now.’

There was silence while they held each other. Aliya broke it by saying, ‘We’ve only got a minute before we set sail.’

Quantum glanced over his shoulder and then buried his head in Aliya’s chest. ‘I’m scared,’ he whispered.

‘You can change your mind.’ She remembered how scornful the dragons could be, how it must have been for Quantum to grow up disabled in such a society. ‘Quantum, you don’t owe them anything.’

‘I owe it to myself,’ he said with a sigh. ‘I ran away, Aliya, and I have to stop running. My time with you has given me enough perspective to see that I wasn’t so much escaping prejudice as trying to outrun my own insecurities. My parents love me just as I am. Some of my people will never accept me, but most of them will if I give them a chance. If I’m ready to accept myself.’

‘You’re ready,’ she told him. ‘Ready to face all the people who’ve hurt you. Strong enough to look anyone in the eye and know you’re their equal. Spirits, Quantum: you’ve just helped save your entire race!’

‘I nearly killed my entire race. But now I have a chance to make sure history never repeats itself. I’m going to stand for election to the national conclave. I’ll be the youngest dragon ever elected, you’ll see.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘I’m ready. Look for me on the wind.’

Pushing off from her chest, he launched himself across the narrow strip of water and landed cat-footed on the jetty. Aliya wiped her eyes. They would see each other again. He would come and visit ... and she had additional reasons for returning to the dragon’s country soon.

‘Are you sad to be leaving home?’ she asked her new apprentice.

His claws scratched against the deck as he shifted from foot to foot. ‘Not at all,’ he said. 

Her lip twitched at the obvious lie. It was just the sort of thing Quantum would have said ... but Linden was not Quantum. He was still a youth in draconian terms, and although he was much larger than Quantum his lack of worldliness made him seem younger. And not only was he leaving home for the first time, he was leaving under a cloud of controversy. Even in the face of personal experience, not all the dragons were willing to accept the idea of a world their science couldn’t control. Linden’s own mother had been vehemently against him training as a shaman.

‘Lack of training won’t change my nature,’ Linden had told her. He’d hunched low to the ground and averted his eyes, but he hadn’t backed down. ‘I’ve always been a shaman. I was given the name Linden by a tree spirit I met when I was fourteen years old. I want to do this; and my people need me to, even if they won’t acknowledge it yet.’

Yes, there was a streak of steel in her new apprentice, for all his meek demeanour. He’d do.

‘I’m going to take my things below,’ Aliya said and left Linden to watch his homeland recede into the distance.

The trading ship they had begged passage on was small. Most of the hold was filled with cargo, some from the city of Affiza across the sea, some newly bartered for at the dragons’ trading post. The bow was given over to hammocks for the crew, with a sliver of space left over for two humans, a dragon, and a wolf.

Fennik was taking up most of that space, asleep with his front paws over his muzzle. 

Kai looked up with a grin. ‘Fennik’s found his sea legs.’

Aliya stumbled as the ship rolled and caught herself against Kai’s chest. She cleared her throat. ‘So have I, obviously.’

The hold was dim and musty, full of unfamiliar noises. The crew were all above deck, leaving them alone. She didn’t remove her hands from Kai’s shoulders.

‘Come home with me,’ she said.

‘Aliya...’

‘What, you have a better offer? I don’t know why you’ve avoided your own home for so long, but what’s a shaman without a home? We can’t maintain the balance with nature if we’re out of balance with our own people. I’ve understood something on this journey about the value of having a home, a community. I want you to be part of that.’

His face twisted. There was fear in him, but she knew all about fear. And about not letting it win.

She kissed him. He jerked with shock and an animal instinct to flee danger, and then responded with a desperate release. Their kiss was almost a battle. She had to prove that she could be as brave as him, that she wasn’t scared to take this wherever he wanted it to go.

She slid a hand inside his shirt, acres of smooth skin running up his back. An unexpected bandage around his chest. Kai froze, his lips thin and gaze firmly focused into the distance. Aliya unlaced his shirt, touching him as gently as if she were uncovering a wound.

The bindings pressed his small breasts flat. She moved to touch him and he twitched, an involuntary withdrawal.

‘This doesn’t change anything,’ Aliya said. ‘I know you’re a man.’

Kai made a soft sound somewhere between a whine and a sob. ‘Is this a curse you can remove?’

Aliya pulled his shirt closed and threaded her hands into the short hair at the base of his neck. ‘As a shaman? No. As someone who loves you? Maybe. With enough time. We’ll find a way.’
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Copper
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When Dean comes to our balcony at break the next day, it takes me a minute to recognise him. He’s wearing Para boots over tight black jeans and a ripped-up Metallica t-shirt. I jog down the steps to meet him.

‘I’m embracing my dark side,’ he says wryly. It’s more than a fashion statement: it’s a coming-out, in its way. And coming out is powerful: you can begin to shape your future once you’re on board with who you are now.

‘You look hot,’ I say. It’s true: his dark eyes, all brooding and dramatic, and bits of tanned skin poking out everywhere.

‘And you keep telling me you’re not gay,’ he says.

‘I’m not blind, either. And I think I might be bisexual. Not that I fancy you! And I haven’t told anyone else that, yet, okay?’ His eyebrows are climbing off the top of his forehead. Time for me to shut up. This is about him right now, not me. ‘Hey, Ravi,’ I shout up to the balcony, ‘Dean looks hot, right?’

Ravi, Justin, and Padma all come and lean on the railing, looking down at us. Ravi is very out of his depth. ‘Um, really not my type,’ he says. ‘I guess, though?’

‘I feel that, in the interest of keeping the peace, I should be exempt from having an opinion,’ Padma says.

‘That means she thinks you’re hot,’ I tell Dean with a laugh.

He doesn’t laugh, though. Just stands there shuffling his feet. ‘Can I come sit with you guys?’

I’m about to say ‘of course,’ but Ravi bursts out with, ‘Why would you think that’s okay, after the way you’ve treated us this last year?’

‘You have been a real arse,’ Justin says apologetically. 

‘Yeah,’ says Dean. He manages to look up and meet their judgemental stares. ‘I’ve been ... I mean I’m ... I’ve got depression. It’s made me a dick. I mean, even more than usual.’

‘Oh,’ Ravi says. I will him to understand what a big deal it is for Dean to have admitted that. ‘I’m sorry. Is that an excuse, though? Can’t you be sad without making everyone around you miserable too?’

Justin kicks Ravi’s foot. ‘I’m glad you told us. If Luca’s cool with it, then so am I.’

I push Dean up the steps ahead of me and he settles onto a bench, hands between his knees. He doesn’t join in the conversation much; he doesn’t show off or try to be the centre of attention, all the things he used to hide behind. He just sits there looking miserable. But it feels like progress.

‘Hey, Ravi,’ I say, ‘I’ve got a present for you.’ I present it to him with a flourish.

‘A feather?’

‘A quill. An ordinary pen was too heavy.’ I lay out a sheet of paper and a bottle of ink on the balcony railing. The quill whips out of Ravi’s hands and dances through the empty air, dipping itself into the ink and beginning to scribble almost illegibly on the paper.

‘This is algebra,’ Ravi says.

‘I asked them to explain the recipe for invisibility,’ I tell him.

‘It’s called a formula, not a recipe,’ he says distractedly.

‘Yeah, that’s why they’re explaining it to you and not me.’

If I listen hard, I can hear a faint chiming as they flutter their iridescent wings.

If I listen hard, The Mantis is there with us, a subtle chord in the back of my mind, in harmony with my thoughts.

Leaning back against the concrete wall, I sink inwards, knowing my friends will watch my back while I’m gone. 

Orange poppies are in bloom in my forest-in-between. The lampposts stretch off into the distance as far as I can see – as far as I can imagine. They are each made of copper, now, glowing warmly in the misty light.

This world is waking up. Changing. This is just the beginning. There’s a lot to accomplish: there’s still global warming, and ice caps, and the Amazon. I still need to find the bees. Big things. But big things are made up of lots of little things. Lots of little people, working together. 

I brush my hands through the orange flowers. A million lamps light my way.
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hello

i know you cannot hear my voice

——but you can feel my presence

————if you try

if you look deep inside

——you’ll find yourself————and a part of me

——————a part of everyone

——
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evolving together

——a symbiosis

——
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mutualism

have you heard of that?

‘the ecological interaction between two or more species where each species benefits’

you can read the science on wikipedia

(i will know when you do

——the internet runs through my veins)

——pollination or

————fungal networks of underground communication between trees

but beyond the science there is a magic

——a connection

——
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scientists call it mutualism

——i have another word for it

——
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i call it love
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Dancing in the rain
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Kai waited until the smoke from her village’s cookfires could be seen over the hill before trying to break her heart.

The journey back had been easy until now. The sea voyage had taken a day, following the coast of the peninsular to the closest human port. Then, after three days of walking westward along the base of the mountains, they had returned to the shallow cave where they had stashed their gear before crossing the mountains. Meera had been ecstatic to see her. Linden had no trouble keeping up with them in the air as they rode north.

Aliya had thought their relationship was going smoothly, too. They talked a lot. At night, he held her close and nuzzled her hair while Fennik draped himself over their feet and kept them warm. She was quite proud of herself for not getting defensive or arguing with everything Kai said. Well, not all the time, anyway.

And now this.

‘Aliya, I can’t,’ Kai said. ‘Think what it will mean ... I’ll never be able to give you children.’

She snorted. ‘I already have a whole village full of children to look after. And I reckon our horses will be having babies together before too long.’

‘There’ll be no going back from this ... your reputation...’

‘True. Lower your heels.’

‘What?’

‘My reputation will never survive if I turn up with an inferior horseman. Your calves are too tight. Drop your heels.’

Gazgemal blew through his nose as if laughing at his tense rider.

‘Aliya! You’re not listening to me. I don’t know if I...’

Aliya glanced at Linden. ‘Could you give us a minute?’

‘Sure,’ he said, and launched himself skywards, turning lazy circles overhead.

‘I’m listening,’ Aliya said, ‘I just think you’re talking horseshit.’ She stared straight ahead. ‘I’ve never had sex. Honestly, never really thought about it. I haven’t missed it up ‘til now and I don’t reckon I ever will.’

Kai was silent for a long time. ‘I think about it. But I can’t.’

‘I’m okay with that. Are you?’ Aliya asked. ‘I kissed a couple of boys – back before all the dreamwalking stuff started – but I wondered what all the fuss was about.’

‘You don’t like it when we kiss?’ 

‘Oh, yes – but that’s because it’s you, not because it’s kissing.’

‘Oh,’ said Kai. ‘Yes, I’m okay with that.’

‘Finally!’ Aliya said. ‘Let’s go home.’

Coming down the long, gentle slope towards her home, the first person she saw was her little brother. Simion was standing in the shallow water just below the ford, fishing with a sharpened stick. She reined in and watched, her heart pierced with affection. He was singularly bad at it: you needed patience and stillness to spear fish, and Simion flitted from one distraction to the next like a butterfly. He missed again, and kicked at the water in frustration, sending a sheet of spray into the air. As the spray scattered, he looked up and saw Aliya through the rainbow of droplets.

Simion yelled and ran out into the river. Aliya urged Meera into the ford and met her brother halfway, catching hold of his waving arms and pulling him up onto Meera’s back.

Wrapping her arms around him, she said, ‘Hey, Simi. I met a monkey who looked just like you!’

He twisted round and looked up at her with wide eyes. ‘You did not!’

‘I did. It has a big hairy nose—’ she gave his nose a yank ‘—and long hairy arms, and fat hairy feet—’ She jiggled each part of his body as she listed it, until by the time they were in the village Simion was in fits of laughter.

Miryam came out of their hut, saying, ‘Simion, now what are you up to—’ She broke off as Aliya swung down from Meera’s back and wrapped her mother in her arms. She was the taller of them, now. How long had it been since she’d hugged her ma?

After a startled moment, Miryam squeezed her back. They only broke apart when Petra’s dubious voice asked, ‘Quantum?’

‘No, this is Linden, my new apprentice,’ Aliya told her sister, ‘and tall, dark and humourless, there, is Kai. My partner.’

‘Oh, thank the stars,’ said Petra. Miryam shushed her, and said to Kai, ‘Welcome. We will find you a space in the men’s hall.’

‘Kai will be living with me,’ Aliya said. She didn’t need her mother’s permission ... but when Miryam acquiesced with a smile, a knot of tension in her stomach loosened. 

‘Come on, let’s see if my hut has been rebuilt yet,’ she told her companions. ‘We can curtain off an alcove for you, Linden—’

‘Aren’t there any caves around here?’ Linden asked.

‘I know one, I know one!’ Simion said. ‘Let me show you. Will you fly there? How high can you go? Can you breathe fire, like Quantum? Ooh, can you fly and breathe fire at the same time—’

More people were gathering as word spread that their shaman had returned, and Aliya called out greetings as they passed through the village. It was so good to see everyone, even Old Man Grif who complained constantly about his feet.

‘Where’s Quantum?’

‘Vali! What are you doing here?’ She pulled him into a hug. ‘Quantum’s spending some time with his family. With his other family.’ She held him at arm’s length; he looked uncomfortable. ‘Spit it out, then.’

Vali hunched his shoulders. ‘I’m going to be married.’

She’d only been gone for three months! Wait, why was she feeling insulted that he’d made such a big decision without her? She had encouraged him to have his own life, after all... but she didn’t want it to be a life without her in it. 

‘Who to?’

He set his jaw. ‘Your sister.’

Aliya gaped at him. He was going to marry stubborn, impulsive Petra? Petra, who would be happy to live in a city and be a merchant’s wife. Happy to manage his business and raise his children. 

Aliya pulled him into a crushing hug. ‘You’re the best little brother I could imagine.’

Vali managed to meet her eyes. The puppy love she’d seen regarding all his previous crushes had been burned away and replaced by something deeper. ‘I’m not going to get the “hurt her and I’ll kill you” speech?’ he asked.

Aliya snorted. ‘I’ll be giving Petra that speech. You don’t need it: you’re loyal to the core.’

‘I’ll never hurt her.’

‘Better not compose her any poetry, then. Your poetry is painful.’

So, there it was: home. Reaching out and welcoming her in. A homecoming feast, stories and dancing around the fire, a broken ankle she needed to set. There was ... life. Messy and amazing and huge. And she was right there in the centre of it.

And then, there was a wedding.

Noon on Midwinter’s Day, with a light dusting of frost turning the meadow grass into a crystal carpet. Juna and Lannen standing before her with their hands clasped as she knotted a rope around their united grip, crowning them with garlands of heather and winter-flowering jasmine for fertility and health.

She could feel Linden’s inquisitive gaze on her, sensing the full import of the ceremony as she drew the power of the earth into the knotted cord to make the handfasting strong.

She could feel Kai’s dark eyes, never leaving her even as the ceremony ended and the new couple were carried back into the heart of the village by many uplifted hands.

She could feel Quantum there, even in his absence, a cord around her own heart.

She could feel everything: her land, her people. Earth, water, air, and fire enfolding her, like she was dancing in the eye of a storm with her head thrown back to drink the rain.
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            I am interested in reading – and writing – books that have some meaning, some impact; that do not just entertain, but make us into better people. Fiction has great power to change us: we take the hero’s journey with them, and so stories can lead us deeper into the truth of who we are.


I have always loved fantasy, but as a born cynic I would ask myself, ‘Isn’t this unrealistic? Why does good always triumph over evil?’ But I have learnt to find this truth in fantasy: good always triumphs over evil because this is an inevitability. The story follows our inner journey, the one each of us must take over our lifetime: a journey from darkness and struggle that always holds the potential for light. Each one of us has that potential to conquer our inner demons and find our own enlightenment; that potential is indestructible, and the darkness within our mind is only a temporary obstruction. So, good will always triumph over evil, in the end.


The novels I write will, I hope, be one little spark to illuminate and encourage that inner journey.


I live in a Buddhist community in the middle of nowhere. I walk in the woods every day, and would probably be happy never to go into a city again (as long as I have access to online shopping).


There is a lot of insight I have gained through meditation in my writing – but my books aren’t Buddhist books. I just try to inspire everyone to be good and kind and happy.

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at A.K. Adler’s site.
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	    About the Publisher

        
            Books that make you glad to be part of the human race


UpLit Press is an indie digital-first publisher of novels that inspire hope. Our stories may go to some dark places, but they will bring a light to guide you through.
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