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      Travelling at speed, it did not take the ziri long to traverse the path. As they approached the far end, Chara slowed them to normal flying speed and they glided the rest of the way.

      They emerged into their second morning of the day among the hills above the great port of Dakastown. The sky was filled with clouds pouring northward in clumps and streams. The wind buffeted them and Elona hung on to the saddle even tighter.

      Seabirds screamed a warning as they passed across the marsh in which the dark Ziri Tower stood. Kantees had warned them about the dakasa that infested these waters so Chara remained a good way above the surface. It reflected back their shapes silhouetted against the sky.

      “It stinks,” muttered Elona to herself, partly to keep her mind off the flying and partly because it really did smell very bad. She could not imagine how the zirichasa and their keepers in the tower could tolerate it.

      Chara banked gently to the right and brought them round once more in the direction of the ley-circle. Not that the view improved as far as Elona was concerned, instead of a fetid swamp, she was faced with the long drop-off to the sea.

      She closed her eyes and consoled herself with the fact they were not going to be staying here long.

      The next stop was Jakalain as soon as it could be managed, the place where Kantees had been a slave. And where, she said, she had been sent for her protection from—someone. That part wasn’t clear but it was more machinations of the Arch-Patterner.

      When she looked at it sensibly, she had to accept it looked as if Florian was putting potential fahain in places where they could develop. It was also clear this man did not care what pain his plans caused. And after all this, there were just two of them, how many others had he manipulated? What had happened to them?

      She had not forgotten the words of the Kisharuk when it realised she was fahain: “Always the rebellious ones, a troublesome lot.”

      We are the ones that stand in its way.

      She felt Ilith slowing in preparation for landing. She did not open her eyes but held her breath as his wings beat hard and fast for a few moments until she heard his talons scratch on stone. The sound had a curious echoing quality to it.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw they were in some sort of circular courtyard, open to the sky apart from the roof overhang which might serve to provide some shelter in the rain.

      Sun suddenly poured down as it found a gap in the shifting clouds.

      Elona squinted in the abrupt light. There were big doors at intervals, large enough for a zirichak to enter.

      Ulina came over and helped her unbuckle herself.

      “What is this place?”

      “Ziri enclosures for the ley-circle.”

      Elona had never seen anything like it. As she watched, Kantees went to the four big doors and pushed them open.

      “They’re used for racers,” said Kantees. “If there had been an event, we wouldn’t have found a single one empty. Hundreds of riders and ziri all waiting to travel to the track, or waiting for their path home.”

      Elona went to Chara and put her hand on her neck, burying it among the feathers. Chara made a little grunting noise that meant she was happy.

      “If we were staying any length of time, I would get a box of sand or clay for you,” said Elona. “But I hope we’ll be out of here before the end of the day.”

      “We go this way,” said Kantees patting Sheesha on his snout as she went past him. Halenth waited patiently in the background.

      “I’ll be back soon,” said Elona as she turned and followed Kantees, with Ulina close behind her. Her mother had not told Ulina to stop protecting Elona, so she remained on guard.

      They passed through the part of the structure designed for human habitation with a kitchen area, seats and a pair of bedrooms leading off it. They exited through the main door into a lane. Kantees stopped abruptly and stared up and down. She gave a small laugh.

      “What is it?”

      There was a wide smile on Kantees’ face as she turned, she pointed at the ground a short distance away. Elona could see nothing.

      “That’s where I met Sheesha.”

      “There?”

      “This street. He thought I had hurt him. He was going to kill and eat me.”

      It was Elona’s turn to laugh.

      “I was young and he was huge. I was being chased by an assassin and a ziri.” She sounded indignant.

      Elona shook her head. “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just, when I met Chara, I thought she was going to kill me.”

      Kantees stared for a moment and then laughed too.

      “Come on, the sooner we can arrange a path to Jakalain the sooner I can be home.”

      They strode along the roadway between the ziri buildings.

      “You think of that place as your home?”

      Kantees shrugged. “It’s the nearest thing I ever had to one, after I was sold. They didn’t treat us badly, and I had Sheesha. They were very grateful I managed to rescue their sons. If anywhere is home for me, that is.”

      “What about your first master?”

      “Here in Dakastown? It wasn’t too bad. I learnt a lot, except for reading and writing. But then they came after me and it was the Arch-Patterner who arranged to move me.”

      She stopped and Elona felt it was still the middle of the story but did not press her. If she wanted to talk about it, she would.

      The collection of ground-level eyries for the ziri ended and they were now on a road heading slightly uphill and winding between low trees and bushes, all of them in bloom. The warm air was filled with the scent of flowers and insects buzzing.

      “I’m not used to so much growth this close to a ley-circle.”

      “Oh, it’s still a way to go. Would you have preferred to fly?”

      Elona reached out and shoved Kantees in the shoulder so she stumbled to the side. “That’s not funny.”

      “I really don’t understand why you’re scared of flying.”

      “I’m not scared of flying. I’m afraid of falling. I feel exactly the same way if I’m near the edge of something.”

      “Did you fall when you were young?”

      “No,” said Elona. “People think it’s silly but I see it as self-preservation. I don’t feel safe, so I’m scared and I want to get away.”

      “But you’ve been ziri-back many times now, surely—”

      “Don’t bother. No, it doesn’t make any difference. My father insisted my bedroom was in a tower. The room I could cope with, as long as I didn’t try to look down, but the stairs. Every day.”

      “Sorry.”

      “As long as I can keep my feet on the ground, and it’s not on the edge of something, I’m fine. Just do not ask me to enjoy flying.”

      They came to an outcropping of rock standing across the track, which led around it. The warmth seemed to have affected the air and it looked blurry.

      “Just past that—” started Kantees.

      A flash of sunlight caught on the metal tip of the arrow that appeared directly in front of them and flashed at Elona. The pain as it penetrated her chest was a shockwave of agony that crashed through her body.

      Her legs crumpled as she heard Kantees cry out and saw the fleeting shadow of Ulina flash by.

      She needed to do something but the pain was too much. It tore at her concentration and pulled her down as her blood seeped from her body and into her clothes.

      Her mind was everywhere, she could see the half-dozen figures behind their invisibility, and Ulina running at them—slicing another arrow from the air with a simple swipe of her arm.

      Kantees had turned to her and was falling to her knees as a second arrow cut her cheek.

      Ziri screaming in the distance.

      The bubbling power of the ley-circle.

      I’m dying. Again.

      The patterning that had disguised their attackers vanished, and the Farahalek leapt from their hidden positions. Six of them.

      Elona grappled with the power of the ley-circle, not knowing what to do with it. Two of the Farahalek had thrown themselves at Ulina. They too were young. So young. The others were crossing the gap to Elona and Kantees, and would be on them in less than a heartbeat.

      The Kisharuk wins.

      She saw Jaymis as they made love gently. His twisted face when the Kisharuk possessed him, the hateful voice.

      “Elona!”

      It was Kantees’ voice as she landed on her protecting her from the oncoming attack.

      I need time to focus, what do I do?

      The pain threatened to engulf her and tear all rational thought from her mind.

      Canvor…

      

      There were cries of pain from a short distance away. But she still lay on the ground near Dakastown with Kantees on all fours over her. The pain dulled and she could feel herself healing.

      “Pull it through,” she said in a voice barely above a croak.

      She felt Kantees move away a little.

      “They’re gone.”

      Elona coughed, pain wracked her and she could taste blood. She grabbed Kantees’ arm and dug her nails into her flesh.

      “Pull it through.”

      “What?”

      Elona realised that though she thought she was talking, her body was barely obeying. She looked up into Kantees’ distraught face and tried to enunciate the words so they would be understood. “Arrow. Pull. Through.”

      “Pull the arrow through you?”

      Elona could do no more than nod as she coughed again, and the blood trickled from her mouth.

      “But I’ll kill you.”

      “Heal.” And all else she could do was stare into Kantees’ eyes trying to make her understand.

      It seemed like an age before her sister took hold of her shoulder and hip to turn her over, all the while staring at the length of arrow sticking out from Elona’s chest. The pain redoubled and Elona shrieked as the arrowhead sticking out of her back scraped on the ground. Kantees pulled her up halfway then reached for the arrow at the front.

      “Sorry,” she said as she twisted her wrist and snapped the shaft. Elona whimpered as waves of agony went through her. She fought to stay conscious.

      Kantees gently pulled her the rest of way but supported her body at an angle on her knee so the arrow did not press against anything.

      A shadow blocked the sun for a fraction of a second.

      Elona whimpered as Kantees took hold of the arrow and pulled.

      It had been easy repairing the damage to Drahail as Bejeren pulled the arrow from his body. She had repaired the distorted patterns in his body as it came free. But then she had not been the one in agony as it happened.

      The pain threatened her focus as the arrow slid through her chest and lung. The power from the ley-circle flooded her. It was more than enough to repair the damage, and splashed round them soaking into the world.

      Kantees shouted as she pulled the shaft free finally and threw it from them.

      The pain ebbed to a throbbing ache. Elona felt as if she had been trampled by a herd of lukisa. The healing continued but after a few moments she lost consciousness.
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      Kantees cradled Elona in her arms and for the first time looked around. Ulina’s two adversaries were on the ground, and she was standing but she was covered in blood.

      “Are you all right?”

      Ulina turned her head towards her mother. She looked at her as if she was about to speak then her eyes lost focus and she collapsed.

      “No,” breathed Kantees. Trying to hurry but still be gentle, she lay Elona down and pulled herself to her feet as a sudden wind stirred the air and sent up whorls of dust. She staggered across to Ulina as Chara landed on the track next to Elona while Sheesha came to rest perched on the top of stone outcrop staring down intently at them.

      She could feel the tension in them. They were ready to fight.

      Kantees fell to her knees by her daughter and, forcing herself to calm, checked her breathing. It was shallow but regular. Then she searched her skin looking for injuries. Most of the blood was not Ulina’s but she had been cut in a dozen places, mostly her arms but it was the blow to her head that was the most worrying. She needed a healer but Elona had lost a great deal of blood and was unconscious—but to help Ulina she would have to leave Elona behind.

      The moment she decided Sheesha glided from the rock and landed beside her.

      “Chara, protect Elona. I have to get Ulina to a healer.”

      Chara looked back at her with the eyes that were not quite those of a natural ziri and grunted. Then lay down wrapping herself around Elona.

      “There were more of them,” she said to Chara as she lifted her daughter and awkwardly threw her leg over Sheesha’s neck and worked her way back into the right position. “But they just vanished, I don’t know if there are others.”

      I pray to the mother there aren’t.

      Holding Ulina in her arms, her balance was off as Sheesha readied himself to take flight. She leaned back to counterbalance her daughter’s weight as he pushed himself into the air without his usual force.

      His wings beat hard but he barely rose enough to clear the trees. It wasn’t their weight, he had carried three people, but his desire to put as little stress as possible on his riders. This was why she loved him. Knowing that Chara was a Slissac in ziri form made her wonder briefly whether that had happened to Sheesha—though she knew it was not true.

      The nearest place with patterners was the ley-circle but there was no guarantee they were skilled at healing. The obvious choice was the Sisters of Taymar but she was not sure how they would react to a Kadralin mounted on a zirichak, there was no time to search for someone in the town, she could try the castle because she was a friend of the Otulain family, Levin anyway. But things had been difficult after the failed rebellion—which had been due to her in large part.

      She knew where the Sanctuary was and Sheesha immediately adjusted his course. She gave him a mental prod and he launched into golden flight. The ground flowed beneath them for half a breath, then dropped away to become the city. It took barely a moment before they were blasted by air as the golden light disappeared.

      The sanctuary was a large stone building surrounding a grassy quadrangle with a fountain at its centre. Sheesha glided down into it and circled the fountain twice as the bald-headed sisters ran for cover, then landed neatly near the centre. He immediately lay flat so Kantees could slide off.

      “Help! I need a healer, please someone!” She walked a short distance from Sheesha. “Help!”

      The women hid in the shadows behind the columns. Kantees wanted to swear at their cowardice but she kept it to herself.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong, we were attacked, she collapsed!”

      There was a movement to her right as one of the robed figures, shaved white head reflecting the sun, came forward. The woman seemed barely more than a girl, perhaps no older than Kantees herself—not that she knew her own age exactly.

      Moving swiftly Kantees headed for her, knowing they were bound to be scared of the ziri. The girl stepped backwards at Kantees’ rapid approach so she slowed.

      “Are you a healer?”

      The girl looked round at the others still in hiding. “I’m still training.”

      “Please help.”

      “She’s not Kadralin.”

      “No, she’s Taymalin, please can you help her.”

      “There’s a lot of blood.”

      “She needs help.”

      The girl finally seemed to come to a decision and pointed at the ground. “Put her down, and please step back.”

      She’s my daughter.

      But Kantees did as she was asked, just a few steps, then crouched as the girl knelt at Ulina’s side.

      “I think she had a bad blow to the head,” said Kantees.

      “I can see that.”

      Kantees shut up and let the girl work.

      Around them there was more movement, though the Sisters remained in the shadows, their pale faces peering out across the grass—some at Kantees and Ulina, others at Sheesha who sat on his haunches, his head high, looking imposing.

      Then Kantees saw the girl close her eyes and felt her pull the power of the Mother’s milk to her. It was as it had been with Yenteel, when he had been hit by a crossbow bolt during their escape from Jakalain. Though that time Sheesha had provided the energy to save the day.

      It had been Yenteel she was looking for to ask about the Arch-Patterner but she was unsure now whether travelling to Jakalain was a good idea. She was not really even sure he was there any more, and she did not want to draw trouble to her friends again.

      Ulina moaned.

      “Talayja!”

      Kantees did not have to see the speaker to know exactly who they were and what authority they believed they had.

      “Talayja, stop this instant!”

      Kantees stood slowly, keeping her hands at her sides and held out slightly, just to make it clear she was not threatening anyone. Though having a tame ziri at her beck and call put a lie to that.

      The young healer did not take any notice, and Kantees could feel the power surging through her as the cuts on Ulina’s body simply closed up and the bruises shrank.

      Ulina snapped awake. And rolled away from the girl, bouncing to her feet. Then she swayed and would have collapsed again had Kantees not stepped forward and caught her.

      The girl stood, holding her head down. Smudges of dried blood covered the front of her white robe.

      “Talayja, go to my office and await your punishment.”

      The girl looked up and caught Kantees’ eye for a moment before she turned and walked away, keeping her eyes to the ground.

      The woman arrived like a storm. She was in her fifties and her face told a tale of responsibility, control, and dislike. Kantees knew this type.

      “I know who you are,” said the woman and her tone did not communicate any pleasure in that knowledge.

      Kantees looked her in the eye. “Well, I don’t know you.”

      “You’re the one who has turned Esternes upside-down.”

      “No, I turned it right side up.”

      “Who is this Taymalin child and why do you have her?”

      Kantees took a deep breath. “Why do you intend to punish that girl? She helped Ulina.”

      “We expect a donation for our services. You do not look as if you have two bits of tay to rub together.”

      “No, but I would thank the girl, Talayja, for her kindness and humanity.”

      “Get out of my sanctuary, Kadralin.”

      “With pleasure, whoever you are. But if I ever learn any harm has come to that girl, then I will return to speak with you.”

      “Do not threaten me.”

      “It’s a promise.”
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      Kantees was still angry when they landed back at the rocky outcrop where Elona was now sitting up with her back to Chara’s feathered body. Chara remained curled around her protectively.

      “How did they know we’re here?” was the first thing she said before her feet hit the ground.

      Elona sighed and pulled herself to her feet, she was clearly still in pain.

      “Perhaps they didn’t know. Perhaps they are waiting for us at all the ley-circles.”

      “There are not enough Farahalek in the world for that,” said Ulina.

      Elona stared hard at the girl. “What happened?”

      “Doesn’t matter. There was a healer at the Sisters’ sanctuary. She was effective.”

      “Did you pay them?”

      “I did not.”

      “They won’t like that.”

      “I’m not sure which thing upset the senior more, the fact that I wasn’t going to pay, that I was Kadralin, or that I am Kantees of the Ziri who upset her perfect world.”

      “A difficult knot to untangle,” said Elona then she groaned again and sat down.

      “Is the healing not complete?”

      “No healing is ever complete, it is a patch on the pattern which must rebuild itself. It takes the injury a long way but not to its perfect end. The worse the damage, the more that is left behind to fix naturally.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “It’s just what I’ve noticed.”

      Kantees turned to Ulina. “But you are fully healed?”

      “My head still hurts but the rest is well, mother.”

      “I think that girl was fahain, she didn’t use a patterning,” said Kantees. “Her name is Talayja.”

      “Odd sort of name,” said Elona. “Is that Taltian?”

      “Her accent was not noticeable if she was.”

      “Who are you?”

      Ulina spun on her heel as the man spoke. Kantees looked up and saw him on the path coming round the rocks, his head and shoulders silhouetted against the sky.

      Sheesha growled and reared up.

      Kantees felt a gathering of power around him but he held up his hand in what might have been a gesture of peace.

      “Who are you?” Kantees responded.

      “Ganna of Otu, Patterner. And now I see, if I am not mistaken, you are Kantees of the Ziri.”

      “I am she, what do you want?”

      “Have I miss-stepped? I thought this was a path that all might use, not the private rooms of Kantees.”

      Elona gave a short laugh. “He has a point.”

      “Some of us felt the use of a great deal of power and then we saw ziri flying from and to this place, I was sent to investigate.”

      “Just you?” said Kantees.

      “I am not without defences.”

      “Well, Ganna of Otu, we have been attacked by Farahalek, their bodies lie there in the dirt. Some of our party were wounded and we flew to get help.”

      “Yet you survived?”

      “Just barely in some cases, but yes.”

      “Against two Farahalek.”

      “Six.”

      He looked first surprised but then he was looking for other bodies.

      “Where are they?”

      Kantees looked at Elona who shrugged.

      “Not here anymore.”

      “I see. You were coming to the circle? Did you wish to travel to Jakalain?”

      “Yes, Ganna of Otu. I did want to travel to Jakalain.”

      “We would be happy to open a path for you, Kantees, Lord Jakalain has ordered that any path you want to open from Esternes should be charged to him.”

      “He is a good man.”

      “We have some openings in our schedule, if you would like to come to the circle and discuss it.”

      Kantees looked at Elona who shook her head.

      “Thank you, Ganna, we need some time to recover, and will come soon.”

      “I will have tasa prepared.” He turned away.

      “Ganna.”

      He turned back. “Kantees?”

      “Do you know the emissary of the Arch-Patterner, a Kadralin who goes by the name Yenteel?”

      “Yes, I know him.” There was a curious tone to the man’s voice that Kantees could not decipher.

      “Have you seen him recently? I wanted to talk to him. Do you know if he is at Jakalain?”

      “Unless he travelled by a different route, I do not think he is at Jakalain. The last time we spoke he was heading to Dirdin.”

      “He told you that?”

      Once again the patterner looked a little uneasy. “We are friends, but that was the path he took.”

      Elona pushed herself to her feet and the man called Ganna jumped as she appeared. He recovered quickly and bowed to her. “I am sorry, Lady Elona, I did not know you were here too.”

      She supposed that everyone knew who she was and the scarring on her face had probably prompted a thousand gossips with ten thousand guesses and lies.

      “Was the path to the Woodcircle?”

      He nodded. “But forgive me, I must ask, it is said you made a path that had no length? Just a door in the sky from one place to another? That’s what patterners from Canvor said, the story they told. Is that possible?”

      Elona sighed. “It is truth.”

      “And—” He hesitated as if he did not want to ask the next question but felt compelled to do so and it came out in a rush. “—they said you wrestled a demon of the kisheth to learn the skill? They say that’s how you became half-scarred.”

      “No, Ganna, I did not wrestle a demon. And that is not how I received this.” She touched her hand to her scarred cheek.

      “Sorry,” said Ganna. “We’ll be expecting you.”

      And with that he disappeared.

      “Wrestled a demon?” said Kantees and laughed.

      “Seems patterners are the worst gossips.”

      “Let’s get back,” said Kantees.

      “Can I rest for a little while?”

      “If you need to, of course.”

      Elona nodded and sank to the floor, it looked as if she was asleep before she even reached the ground.
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      Kantees wanted Ulina to go back to Ilith and Halenth but she refused to leave them, in case the assassins returned, or someone else unfriendly. Instead, they just waited for Elona to regain her strength.

      The sun had moved a fair distance among the shredded clouds before Elona woke once more. She seemed a great deal more aware of her surroundings this time.

      Chara needed no urging to lay flat and allow Elona to climb on her back, which she did slowly, and with the occasional grunt of pain. Ulina climbed up behind her mother on Sheesha. With heavy strokes of their huge wings, the two zirichasa launched into the air and flew side by side back towards the pens.

      It took very little time to cover the distance and the ziri were soon spiralling down. Kantees noticed that Ilith was not in the central area but guessed he must be in one of the eyries.

      They floated down lightly with Sheesha now following Chara, the feathers on the trailing edges of her wings fluttering as they descended.

      Kantees tensed for no reason then Chara veered off suddenly to the right, hooting a warning. Sheesha responded at the same moment and banked hard left.

      At that angle Kantees could see nothing of what was going on below but moments later a fire arrow shot up between the two ziri.

      Sheesha angled down and dived, his wing powering him forward. At the same time, he turned to the right. The ground swung round as he careened towards the empty space of the eyrie they had been using. The bowman had already loosed another arrow.

      Sheesha went into a twisting roll and the flaming arrow skimmed past his head, piercing the space where his neck had been. They were upside-down as the arrow passed between Kantees’ body and Sheesha’s wing. He completed the roll less than a dragon’s length above the ground and snapped his wings flat out and he came down talons first on the bowman.

      Kantees heard no scream but she felt the crushing landing as Sheesha belly-flopped into the ground. Even if he hadn’t been using his claws, the crushing weight of a massive ziri would have killed the man instantly.

      Ulina was already on the ground and running towards the open door of the eyrie. This time Kantees did hear a shout of pain that became a gurgle in the dark. She jumped down and chased after Ulina in case she needed help.

      Behind her she could hear Sheesha’s teeth rending flesh from bone.

      Kantees looked around, Halenth’s eyrie was dark and silent but she could feel him. After a few moments the ziri poked his head out, and there was blood around his mouth and the rags of clothing.

      There was no sign of Ilith and she moved towards his eyrie. When she reached the dark of the eyrie, Kantees stopped. Ulina wasn’t here but there was another human body lying near the entrance. But that wasn’t what Kantees was looking at.

      “No.”

      Ilith lay in a widening pool of blood. His head severed from his body.

      The stench of death was in her nose, that must have been what alerted Chara and Sheesha.

      “There are no more,” said Ulina. “But the girl is here.”

      “Girl?” said Kantees though she was still staring at the lifeless zirichak.

      “Talayja. She is dead too.”

      Kantees turned. “What? Where?”

      Ulina pointed through to the human part of the building. Kantees skirted Ilith’s body taking care not to tread in his blood.

      It looked as if they had not even spared a thought in killing her. She was just a few steps from the main door, wrapped in a cloak that half covered her head but did not hide her features. The side of her neck had been cut, not deep but enough. Her blood-soaked clothing reflected the light that seeped in from the outside.

      Her pale skin was ghostly white in the dimness of the room.

      “Silly child,” said Kantees and pulled the cloak’s hood so it covered the surprised look on the girl’s face.

      She heard Chara landing and tried not to look at Ilith as she went back outside.

      Elona became almost as pale as the girl inside when Kantees told her what had happened. She did not seem much concerned about Talayja but then she had not met her. And now she never would. Chara seemed to be more upset about it and looked into the darkness of the eyrie almost as if she would shed a tear.

      “We have to go,” said Elona. “More will come and we almost failed today.”

      “I can bring more ziri, more riders,” said Kantees.

      “And put them at risk too?”

      “This innocent girl has died because we are being hunted, Elona. Her blood is on our hands. My hands.”

      “Even so, we must not become distracted. I know the Woodcircle in Dirdin, I can open a path to there from here and we can fly through it fast and high. We will find this Yenteel of yours.”

      “You are still weak.”

      “I am strong enough.”

      Kantees looked at Chara. “Do you agree with her, or should we bring more ziri?”

      Chara turned her head slowly and poked at Elona.

      Kantees nodded. “Very well then. There’s one thing though…”

      Elona looked at her. “I know, I’ll have to ride Chara.”

      “Without a saddle or reins.”

      “Can’t we—no, they won’t be big enough, will they?”

      “Even the straps for the saddle alone won’t go around Chara, and you’re safer staying out of the saddle if it’s not on properly.”

      It was with a sigh that Elona nodded. “Ilith was a good zirichak.” Then she straightened up. “Let’s go.”

      They mounted their respective steeds. Kantees did not want to leave Ilith like this but there was no choice. Elona was right about getting away as fast as possible and finding somewhere the Farahalek weren’t waiting for them. She wondered whether Dirdin was likely to be safe, but at least they would be on their guard now.

      They were about to take to the air when she heard a voice.

      “Wait, take me, please.”

      Chara turned towards the sound and settled back down on her haunches.

      Talayja staggered into the light at the door to the eyrie then leaned against the frame. Her breathing was laboured and her skin still the shade of death. But the side of her neck was sealed and barely a mark showed. She trembled and her legs gave way. She cried out as she hit the ground, barely getting her hands down to protect her face from the stone.

      Kantees did not move. “You were dead.”

      The girl’s sad face turned up toward her. “Just need time.”

      Elona had dismounted again and helped the girl to her feet. “Come...”

      Kantees watched Elona lead her into the sunshine. “Ulina, keep watch.”

      But her daughter was already on the roof of the eyrie and looking out. Elona sat the girl on a stone bench with the sunlight on her then took her hands.

      “Let me help you.”

      Kantees could not tell what they were doing but she felt the power of the ley-circle flaring up and pouring in a torrent into the space between them.

      It was almost as if she could see the patterns of them like shades against the brilliance of the power they were sharing and yet, to Kantees, it seemed there were not two, but three shadows.

      The moment passed, the power faded and Elona stood, looking stronger than she had. The girl too had colour in her cheeks though she still seemed weak as she climbed to her feet.

      “You’ll ride with me on Chara,” said Elona. “Hold on to me and you’ll be safe.”

      The girl nodded and followed Elona.

      Kantees smiled, listening to Elona you would think she was some great rider of ziri. But then she was brave enough to continue riding when she was so scared. Braver than Kantees herself, that was a certainty.

      Ulina came back down.

      “More coming.”

      “Farahalek?”

      “I am not sure, but they move like men who know how to fight.”

      But they were ready now. Chara launched as gently as she could, with Elona and Talayja clinging to her back. Kantees watched her wings carefully but it looked as if she was strong enough to carry the extra weight. While she was the size of Sheesha, it paid to be careful and a strained muscle could put a ziri on the ground for a ten-day.

      Then with Ulina on Halenth, Sheesha followed Chara into the air. They circled upwards and gained altitude before heading away in a long curve that would bring them round to the ley-circle.

      Kantees could see there was already an open patterner’s path but Elona did not seem concerned about it. It was small and they would be well above it.

      Chara accelerated as Elona drew power from the circle and wove it in her own peculiar way. The circular portal formed in front of them, and through it she could see a darkening sky completely different to the one they were under.

      Moments later Chara flashed to golden speed with Sheesha and Halenth behind her and they shot through the portal and Kantees felt it close the moment they were through.
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      The position of the sun said it was late afternoon. The world below them was filled with the fresh greens of trees returning to life after winter.

      “Dirdin,” shouted Elona to Kantees. The golden power of the ziri protected them from the wind as they shot across the rolling forests of the great land that stood to the northeast between Faerholme and Tirnia.

      There were mountains on every horizon.

      Chara gained more altitude and the forests spread out beneath them with silvery rivers threading between the trees. They were already past the town to which she had been taken after she arrived in the Woodcircle that first time.

      “Can you slow down, Chara?” She needed to think rather than be shooting across the sky. Besides the golden trail was easy to see and follow.

      She felt Chara’s grunting acknowledgement through her thighs rather than hearing it.

      The girl still clung to her with bony arms, somehow it made her feel less nervous about being on Chara’s back—even without saddle, stirrups and buckles.

      “I really shouldn’t have reminded myself,” she said out loud as Chara brought the three ziri out of the golden pattern and they were all blasted by the warm damp air which, unlike Dakastown, did not taste of salt.

      The zirichasa slowed to a gentle glide.

      “We need to go back.”

      “To Esternes?”

      “No, the town, the one near the circle.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can find your friend.”

      Chara was already turning, banking to the left away with Sheesha and Halenth staying in formation. Elona’s stomach lurched. She was becoming steadily more aware there was nothing preventing her from slipping from Chara’s back and falling to her death.

      Elona felt she needed to apologise every time Sheesha followed Chara, Kantees had been the one in charge for so long.

      They had come a long way in that short space of time but Elona did not want to use the golden pattern to head back. With luck anyone who observed them would think they were heading north.

      “We need to be unobserved,” she called over to Kantees. “Chara, let Sheesha lead.”

      There was another grunt of agreement that she felt through her legs and Chara fell back until she was behind Sheesha and Halenth came up beside her.

      For some reason the change of position helped with Elona’s fears. Although watching the undulations of Sheesha managed to make her queasy again.

      The pair of ziri descended to the tree-tops and steered more towards what she supposed was the Raertane border in the south. Keeping the ley-circle and town on their left.

      Staying close to the tree-tops in the dense forest meant they were far less likely to be observed unless they happened to pass directly over someone—and assuming that person happened to look up at exactly the right time. It was safer though it meant they were less certain of their precise position.

      The sun was touching the mountain ridges when they came down on a hilltop.

      Elona’s limbs ached a great deal when she dismounted. The girl Talayja seemed in a similar condition although she had considerably more reason for feeling stiff. She should not even have been alive—she hadn’t been according to Kantees. The sharing of healing patterns between them had been curious, and refreshing.

      The girl immediately went to Chara and, standing back, thanked her for saving her. Chara had grunted in response.

      “Does it understand me, lady?”

      “Her name is Chara. Yes, she can understand you.” Elona did not go into any long explanation.

      The girl turned back to the Elona’s sister. “Thank you, Chara.”

      Chara gave another grunt. Then pulled her head round to Elona and scratched a word in the dirt. HUNT.

      “Yes, of course, we’ll wait for you here.”

      Sheesha made a noise at Kantees.

      “Yes, go on, you great lump. Bring something back for us.”

      The two ziri launched into the air leaving behind a backwash of air almost enough to knock the humans over.

      Ulina was already missing. She had probably gone to check the area.

      “How close are we?” said Elona.

      “Can’t you feel the circle?”

      Elona gave a short laugh and looked to where the Mother’s milk bubbled. Given that the Woodcircle was powerful she judged it to be a couple of leagues away, and slightly north of their position. Which meant the town should be a little nearer.
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      Talayja was staring at the word in the dirt.

      “Zirichasa can write?”

      Elona smiled. “Only that one.”

      The girl looked askance at her. “Is it someone cursed into ziri form, lady?”

      Elona nodded since that was the simplest answer.

      But the girl’s face had taken on a look of astonishment. “Begging your pardon, lady, I was joking.”

      “No,” said Elona. “You were right. She’s my sister.”

      The girl’s brow furrowed. “Lady Elona of Corlain, the Half-scarred, has no sister, only an adopted brother.”

      Elona frowned slightly at the nickname, these stories spread fast. “We choose to call one another sisters. Just as Kantees is also our sister.”

      The girl stared back. “It’s easier to believe in a ziri that can write than someone’s pattern being changed so profoundly, lady.”

      “And yet maintain their memories and remain the person they once were. Yes, I know. But she is a ziri for now, and must hunt to eat.”

      “Sheesha is very clever too.”

      Talayja turned to Kantees and smiled. “I’m sorry, Kantees of the Ziri, I did not intend any slight on your mount.”

      “You’re very well informed,” said Elona.

      “Yes, all the novices love to hear the stories, though the senior sisters frown upon gossip and especially stories like yours.” She stopped and stared out across the forest. “I suppose I am not a novice now.”

      Ulina came jogging up the slope.

      “There are no people in the area. Some large animals, I do not think they eat meat. I saw no trace of abomination, mother.”

      “I dislike forests,” said Kantees to Elona by way of explanation.

      “I quite like them,” said Elona. They help you hide.

      Kantees gave her a hard look. “You wait until the abominations come crawling out of the trees, or trap you in fog before they devour you. Nothing good comes from trees.”

      Elona was reminded of the woods at the ley-circle where she had held back the feeding. Perhaps Kantees had a point.

      The sun had gone from the sky and the air turned colder as the stars appeared. No one suggested making a fire, instead they wrapped their cloaks closer around them. Except Talayja who had nothing but the novice robe in which she stood.

      They moved halfway down the hill to a place Ulina had found where two trees growing out of the slope created a space that was almost flat and big enough for them all. Kantees and Elona sat with their backs to the trees while Ulina took up a position higher on the slope so that she had a better view. Halenth settled slightly down the hill from them.

      “Here, Talayja,” said Elona, “come under my cloak and we can keep each other warm. When the ziri return you will find the warmest place to sleep is beneath their wings.”

      The girl cuddled up to Elona. It was curious how much older Elona felt even though she doubted she had more than a couple of years on Talayja. This must be how Kantees and Chara felt about their adopted daughters.

      Not that Talayja is or even wants to be my daughter, adopted or otherwise.

      Which made her think of Jaymis.

      She sighed and refused to let herself be drawn into maudlin thoughts.

      “So, Talayja, where are you from?”

      “Tenya, lady.”

      “You can stop saying lady, Talayja, we’re all equal here.”

      “Then what should I call you, la—” She cut off the last word half-formed.

      “My name is Elona, and her name is Kantees. I don’t really know anything about Tenya.” Except it is the butt of so many jokes.

      “It is filled with lakes and swamps, and all the year it is cold and damp except when it is cold and frozen, la—.” She caught herself again. “There is nothing else to know. I am glad to be away from it.”

      “You ran away?”

      The girl hesitated before the “yes”.

      “You can tell us the truth, Talayja. If you know our stories as well as you seem then you know too what deeds we have committed.”

      “Some worse than others,” said Kantees.

      “It would be too long in the telling, lady.”

      “We are not going anywhere. We have all night before us—Chara and Sheesha will have found somewhere to wait out the darkness. So unfortunately, we will not be very warm after all. What more is there to keep us entertained than a story that is new to us?”

      “We won’t judge” said Kantees. “If for nothing else than you saved Ulina’s life when no one else would even try when they could.”

      “I am a farm girl,” said Talayja. “My father’s farm was one of the better placed ones though we lived close to the Great Marsh. We grew vegetables, enough for ourselves and some to be sold in the market. We lived well, there was enough hunting for my brothers to provide fresh meat, and I looked after the small animals bringing in the eggs and milking the fenichasa. We had some kelukisa for their wool.”

      Elona nodded as the girl spoke, it reminded her of her time with Usala. She knew how hard the work was—but how simple.

      “But I am a girl and of little value to my father.”

      Elona nodded at that too. Though at least she had been a bargaining chip before she went mad.

      “Especially as my mother was part Kadralin.”

      “It made a difference?” said Elona.

      Kantees shifted her position. “Of course it did—at least to some. Is that not the case?”

      “It made a difference to those who might want to wed me,” said Talayja. “In Tenya they are very proud of their Taymalin heritage, so much they dislike seeing it corrupted. I was little more than a burden on the family.”

      “But you did your fair share of the work.”

      “Lady Elona, my tasks could have been shared out between my brothers and they would barely have noticed. Or my mother could have done them in addition to her others. I was taught to be grateful my father had not killed me at birth”

      Elona put her arm around Talayja’s shoulders and pulled her closer. These Tenyans are primitives, was what she thought but then realised it was an attitude to be found everywhere she had been. In Esternes it went so far as to make Kadralin into slaves—even if Kantees was putting that right.

      “Go on with your story.”

      “There was one thing that was noticed. Our livestock never seemed to get ill. It was a joke among the other farmers to begin with, though they were jealous of my father’s luck. They said he must be blessed by the Tahulin. You see living close to the Great Swamp it was common for people and animals to die of disease, of one sort or another.

      “But none of ours did—only from old age or when they were slaughtered for food. And then they would taste good regardless of what their bloodline might have been—pure or not.”

      “That sounds like a good thing,” said Elona though she could easily guess what was coming next.

      “At first. But then there was anger and accusations of being in league with the Kisharuk.”

      “Why would that monster help a farm in Tenya?” said Kantees.

      Elona felt Talayja shivering and answered for her. “It doesn’t need to make any sense. People will use anything to justify their thoughts and actions. How did they find out it was you?”

      The girl did not answer for a while but there was no hurry. Elona stared up at the brilliant points of light that dusted the heavens. The faint red glow of Colimar made the leaves into black silhouettes against the sky.

      “I didn’t even know it was me,” she said.

      “Until?”

      “My mother worked it out. Before I had been born, she had five boys and one of them had died in childbirth and two others later of disease. After she had me, every child she bore was healthy—and so was she. It was why I had so many brothers. Then she talked to my father about how the farm had been once and when it had started to receive so much good luck.”

      “Your gift worked from when you were born? How could you channel the power? Where did it come from?”

      Elona felt the girl shake her head. “I do not know, Lady Elona. But my mother was right and my father believed her, so he beat me in front of our neighbours and commanded me not to do it.”

      Kantees moved again. “That’s ridiculous. He should have been pleased.”

      “He was but he wanted to appease his neighbours.”

      “But you couldn’t stop?” said Elona.

      “I did not know how it happened so how could I stop?”

      Warm tears dripped on to Elona’s arm.

      “What happened?”

      There was a long delay before she spoke again.

      “When nothing changed, and I begged him to understand I did not know what was happening so could not stop, my father sold my talent to our neighbours.”

      “Did that work?”

      “Yes, but eventually all I was doing was travelling between farms and talking to the animals. Somehow that did make things better but there were always more farms to visit getting further away. I spent almost no time at home and what little good I did was spread so thinly that once more the farmers became angry claiming my father was swindling them.”

      “People are stupid.”

      “Mostly they were desperate, Lady Kantees. Tenya is not an easy place to live, I’ve seen the fields of Esternes.”

      “Even Dakastown has its marsh.”

      “With respect, lady, the people of Dakastown live on the produce which the sea and the ley-circle brings them. They can stay away from the marsh. In Tenya we have little choice in the matter.”

      “Go on with your story, Talayja.”

      “Yes, Lady Elona. The farmers who paid my father became angry. Then one of them refused to let me leave until I had changed his farm to be the way my father’s had been. He sent away the cart from the next farm that had come to collect me, and I was three days travel from home.”

      “On your own?”

      “No, my youngest brother escorted me but they sent him away on the cart. He did not argue, we were both scared. Then…” Her voice trailed off.

      Elona drew her closer again and put her hand in Talayja’s giving it a squeeze.

      “Let me guess, the farmer had a son and he was to take you, then you would have to marry and this farmer would own you instead of your father.”

      Elona felt her nod.

      “We have all suffered at the hands of greedy and lustful men, Talayja.” She said it though she knew it was not entirely true of Kantees—it occurred to her that though Kantees had male friends and followers she never spoke of them in any way other than as a companion on a journey. She spoke of women in the same way.

      Chara’s only male problem was Sheesha, though she said she could control him.

      Still, she knew how badly the women in the Widow’s Court had suffered, so her words were not entirely untrue.

      “Yes.” The single spoken word implied a great deal more.

      “What happened?”

      There was a very long pause, it seemed Talayja would not answer.

      “Do not be afraid, we will not judge.”

      “How can you not? I have committed crimes for which I should be put to death.”

      Kantees laughed, which Elona did not think was appropriate.

      “I rode Sheesha, and for that I should have been hung.”

      “I too committed capital crimes, Talayja, and if you know my story you know that is the truth. What did you do?”

      “I killed him when he touched me.”

      “Of course you did,” said Kantees. “If it had been me, I’d’ve killed the father too for just wanting it to happen.”

      “I did that too.”

      “Good.”

      “No, Lady Kantees, it was not good. I killed them all. I killed everything in the house, every man, every woman, every child, every animal.”

      For that, Kantees did not have a ready response.
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      “You are fahain, Talayja, just as we are,” said Elona softly. “A powerful healer by instinct it seems, but able to break patterns as well as mend them. I understand.”

      Talayja did not continue for a while, perhaps she was fighting with demons come out of the past to assail her.

      “I woke and felt I had a terrible nightmare, but it was only just beginning. The boy was dead beside me, blood had come from his mouth and eyes and ears. It was dry and it was daylight. I could hear nothing in the house, little enough from outside. I was scared and tried the door but it was locked. I called out but no one came. So I broke the window and climbed down.

      “I found the animals, dead the same way. I did not want to believe it was me and tried to convince myself it was a disease from the marshes. But I was alive and everyone else dead where they had been standing or sitting.

      “In truth, I knew I had done it, and that thought was more terrifying than anything that had gone before. I took the road and ran for as long as I could then I wept. There were other farms but no one stopped me. I did not really know where I was and how far I had come until I saw a sign at a crossroads.”

      “You should have got off the road,” said Kantees.

      “In Tenya that is not wise, Lady Kantees. It is too easy to fall into a bog that will swallow you up as if you had never existed.”

      It occurred to Elona that Kantees’ journey had, in some ways, been easier than theirs. She had always had Sheesha as her friend and her transport. Elona and Talayja had no one to call friend and only death as a companion.

      She wondered how many other fahain there were in the world struggling with their talents, suffering at the hands of family and society. How many died before they could free themselves?

      Which made Talayja one of the lucky ones.

      “I cannot read, Lady Elona, but I followed where the sign pointed and found a town with a castle at its heart. The land in this place had hills, I knew what they were though my life had been lived in the flatness of the marsh. I hid in the town though I did not know who might come after me. They would know it was me who killed the farm because I was gone and my brother would tell them I had been left there.

      “I was soon hungry and tried to steal food but I did not have any skill in it. I was caught and taken to the castle. They beat me but I did not say my name. I was so dirty they did not see how quickly the bruises and cuts healed. At least they gave me some food. Then word came from the marsh and they knew who I was, they heard what I had done. So I was hung.”

      She said it in such a matter-of-fact manner.

      “In truth, Lady Elona, I deserved it. I did not complain. It hurt a great deal but I welcomed it so I would not hurt anyone else.”

      “No, you did not deserve it. If your family had not used you in the way they did, you would not have been put into that position with a power you did not understand and could not control.”

      Elona said the words but she knew the pain of having murdered another. It was easy to say that one should not blame one’s self, but how could any decent person deny it?

      “But you did not die.”

      “Oh no, Lady Elona, I believe I was truly dead. I do not remember anything of what happened in between but I woke up, I was in a ditch with the others who had been hung. I think I was not in my right mind, foolishly I found my way back to the gate of the town and tried to get in.

      “They saw me and were terrified. The armsmen hacked at me with their swords. There was so much pain that time. When I next awoke, I was in a wide river floating in the pouring rain. Something bit my leg and I reacted to protect myself. Then I was surrounded by the bodies of fish floated to the surface including the big thing that had bitten me. I killed them all in an instant. But I had never learnt to swim, I barely knew the word, no one swims in Tenya. I suppose I drowned.”

      She stopped. Her words had almost become a chant and in the new silence Elona could feel her looking inward.

      “What happened?”

      “Truthfully, Lady Elona, I do not know. There are vague memories of waking in water, tasting salt and then dying again. I do not know how long that went on for until finally I woke up in a fishing boat. I had been laid out on a plank, and I could smell fish. The sun had dried me. I stared up at the blue sky and the sail flapping.”

      She gave a small laugh. “The boatman was very scared at first. He called me Tahulin-made-flesh but at least he didn’t throw me back into the sea. I was weak as a baby, I would not have been able to stop him. He gave me food and water, and a jumper to wear because I was naked. He was a fisherman out of Dakastown and asked me how long I had been in the water. I could not tell him, but when I was at the farm it had been winter and now it was spring.

      “How many times can you drown in that many days? I don’t know. He had called me Tahulin and I wondered whether he was right.”

      “I have seen Tahulin,” said Kantees. “Swimming like great fish through the clouds.”

      Elona nodded. “I met Tahulin in the Tirnian Fastness where the Kisharuk planned to dominate all of humanity, and they have fought for me.”

      Talayja sniffed. “You’re making fun of me.”

      Kantees made a rude noise. Elona gave Talayja a squeeze.

      “No, indeed we are not. These things are true. There are stories of people who come back after death, I admit I did not give them much credence—and they were usually monsters out to kill and destroy—but perhaps there was truth at their heart.”

      “I do not know stories like that.”

      “I was forced to study a great many things when I was young.”

      “My old master would have called it nonsense,” said Kantees. “And that is what I believed until I saw them. It was beautiful.”

      “So I might be Tahulin?”

      Elona shrugged. “You are what you are. We will call you fahain because there is no other word for those who use the Mother’s milk to perform their magic without the aid of patterns.”

      “In Tenya we have heard of fahain, but they are not thought of as good things. Perhaps that is the truth since I kill without even a thought.”

      “Yes, I would rather you did not do that. Unless you could bring us back to life.”

      Talayja shook her head in the dark. “I cannot, I have tried. I can heal but only when there is life already there. Death is the end for all but me.”

      Elona could feel Kantees becoming uneasy. When it had just been a story, there had been no immediate threat, but saying it aloud now was something very different.

      “How did you come to be with the Sisters in Dakastown?”

      “Once the old fisherman was willing to talk to me again, I asked him what I should do—I did not want to be on the streets, I would either end up dead again and have to move on, or I would kill people. I did not tell him that but he suggested joining the Sisters.

      “But out there on the sea I had time to think. We passed a ley-circle deep under the water, and I realised I could feel it. So I asked him and he said there had been feedings hereabouts. I practised my healing on myself and on the fish that he caught. I helped him bring in his catches as I regained my strength.”

      She paused.

      “Eating nothing but fish can become very boring. I tried to bring down a sea bird—but I couldn’t do it.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I wanted something to eat other than fish, the birds chased the boat and they were very plump. I knew I had it in me to cause sufficient harm to a bird that it would die. I might even be able to do it quickly so that it did not suffer. But I couldn’t do it, I could not make myself kill.”

      Elona felt something of a relief in Kantees. Although what she said was. “That’s a shame, could be a handy talent out here.”

      “Don’t listen to her. It just shows you are a good person.”

      “I killed so many people.”

      “By accident.”

      “How can it be an accident? It was me.”

      “Did you intend to do it? Did you even know you could do it?”

      There was a long pause. “No, Lady Elona.”

      “Then it was an accident. If you did it now, knowing you could, that would be different. But, as you said, you can’t intentionally.”

      “But I still might do it if I am attacked. I think that’s what happens.”

      “Practising with your healing focuses your ability. I’m sure it will allow you to focus when you do harm as well—though let’s hope that never happens. Now, finish your story because I think we are nearly at its end.”

      “Yes, Lady Elona, thank you. When we returned to shore, I did as he suggested and went to the Sisters. I pretended I was an orphan who had managed to get passage from Tenya, but that I was a healer. They let me in and when someone had an injury, they tested me. They were horrified I did not use patterning, and resolved that I would be taught to read and write, and to use patterns so my skill would have its proper focus.”

      “They wanted to take the fahain out of you,” said Elona. “We scare them.”

      “I had been there two ten-days, I liked it though they had not started my lessons and that is when Kantees arrived with Ulina. They were either scared of Sheesha, or Kantees, or did not like you. Anyway, I could not let someone die. So I did what I knew how to do.”

      “Thank you,” said the voice of Ulina from up the hill.

      “It was a brave thing to do,” said Elona.

      “I did not think it brave, but after the Sister threatened me, I knew I could not remain there and had to get away. There was a chance I might hurt someone if I was upset, and I liked Lady Kantees. I guessed you were staying at the eyries because we had been there on a race day to help. It was exciting to meet her, and I wanted to join your adventures.”

      “That was a mistake,” said Elona. “Our adventures involve a lot of unpleasantness—and sometimes people get killed.”

      “Like me.”

      Elona laughed. “Yes, like you. At least for you it was not permanent. I know two people who were very sad to find you dead.”

      “She recovered,” said Kantees.

      “And now I am in Dirdin,” said Talayja, her voice was excited but then she yawned. “I am sorry.”

      “Don’t be, we all need to sleep.”

      It wasn’t long before Talayja’s breathing calmed and once she was asleep, Elona allowed herself to follow.
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      Dawn came early and with it the ziri carrying fresh meat with them. Halenth took his share. Kantees watched as Elona wiped some dried blood from Chara’s muzzle.

      “You should clean better after eating.”

      Talayja turned her nose up at the idea of eating raw meat but they did not want to light a fire in case someone decided to investigate.

      “Can’t you cook the meat?” said Kantees looking directly at Elona.

      “Yes, I know how to cook but we agreed no fire.”

      “You can make the world cold, can’t you make a piece of meat hot?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Elona hesitated. “I can’t do anything that small.”

      “You communicated with Sheesha.”

      “That’s different.”

      Kantees gave up. “Let the ziri have it then. Who’s to go into the town?” said Kantees.

      Elona sighed. “I want to but it can only be you and Ulina. I might be recognised, and you know who you’re looking for.”

      “You think he might be here?”

      “I doubt we’d be that lucky but you might find someone who knows where he went.”

      “Can I go?” said Talayja. “I’ve only seen places in Tenya, and then Dakastown. I’ve never seen this many trees and I’d love to see the town.”

      “I don’t mind staying here with Chara and the ziri,” said Elona.

      “We’ll bring back food.”
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      Kantees led the way through the forest, watching the shadows as if something might leap out at them at any moment.

      “This is so lovely,” said Talayja.

      “Until some abomination crawls out of the bushes to eat you.”

      But Talayja just laughed. Kantees blinked at the colours that bloomed around them. She was certain there had been no flowers a moment ago. But she felt her heart lighten anyway—and was immediately suspicious of it.

      She glanced at the girl—and saw she was surrounded by a radiant silver light.

      “Stop! Everyone standstill.”

      Ulina and Talayja came to a halt staring at Kantees, who surveyed the area.

      “Ulina, what’s out there?”

      “There’s nothing, mama.”

      Kantees turned from the glowing girl and tried to trace the source of the patterns with her inner sight. But everything led back to Talayja.

      “What’s going on, girl?”

      The happy expression on her face disappeared. The silver light vanished.

      “Nothing, Lady Kantees. I didn’t do anything, please don’t punish me.”

      “So it was you.”

      “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.”

      Kantees looked at the bushes and small plants with their open blooms, and the petals filtering down from the trees like delicate pink snowflakes.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. What harm was there in beauty?

      “You made the plants flower.”

      “It’s lovely here. And things like that happen when I’ve happy. I’m sorry.”

      Kantees gave a small laugh.

      “Don’t apologise for your power, Talayja. I don’t think the forest is lovely but it is made pleasanter with flowers. What Elona and I do always ends up being about fighting and winning—it’s just about surviving. But this—” she reached out to touch a small bloom. “—this is so much more than we can do.”

      The glow returned to Talayja, if a little muted.

      “The problem is you’ll have to control it. You can’t go around just making everything better and glowing.”

      The words were barely out of her mouth when Kantees realised how stupid they were—wasn’t making things better the whole reason that she and Elona, even Chara, did what they did?

      She sighed again. “I didn’t mean it that way. Making things better is good. The problem is the people who don’t want that to happen. If they know what you’re doing they will try to cut you down, they want to destroy anything that gives people their own power. And they want to stop anyone who tries to give power to others.”

      There was a long pause. Talayja sat down and ran her fingers down the stem of a plant. It had been a dull green-grey but even as Kantees watched it the colour became more intense.

      “I understand, Lady Kantees. That’s why they fought over me in Tenya. That’s why the Sisters of Taymalin wanted to punish me for helping you and Ulina.”

      “That’s why you cannot be so obvious,” said Kantees. “When you’re around friends then please let your power flow—be happy. We all need joy in our lives, and the Mother knows we get precious little of it.”

      “But when among people we don’t know, I must restrain myself.”

      “Consider it part of your training.”

      “I will try.”

      “Let’s see how you manage on the way to the town. If you have it under control when we get there, you can come inside. If not, you’ll have to wait until we return.”

      They continued through the trees. Kantees could see that Talayja was making an effort to keep herself reined in, even though she was clearly overwhelmed by everything in the forest.

      Forest. Not just a wood, a huge forest like the Talamyrth.

      She did not know whether it was as big or bigger, but according to Elona it had more people in it and that made a difference.

      Presently they reached the road, she knew the ley-circle was to the right but could not be sure where the town was in relation to where they were. The tracks showed a great deal of traffic—which included recent kichek poo—but that was no help in deciding which direction they should go.

      “Food,” said Ulina.

      Kantees sniffed, there was a definite smell of cooking bread. They checked the wind and turned to the left.

      The smells of human encampment increased though they could still only hear the animals and birds of the forest. Then the trees thinned out to be replaced by fields, with people working in them. A cart pulled by a single kichek passed them heading back the way they had come. There was a middle-aged couple driving it, they greeted Kantees and the others with a friendly wave—wishing the blessings of Taymar on them.

      Kantees took it with a smile but she felt the power of Talayja blossoming behind her.

      “They were nice,” said the girl.

      “Remember what I said about the power.”

      Talayja shut down quickly.

      Finally, they reached the town gates, the streets were filled with people and stalls. It was market day.

      Kantees sighed. It was both a good and a bad thing. The numbers would help to disguise them—people would be less likely to note someone they did not recognise—but it made finding Yenteel, even assuming he was here, that much harder.

      They located an inn, it was packed inside but there were spaces to sit outside, still shaded from the sun by woven awnings. Women alone might get away with being in a tavern on market day.

      A Kadralin serving girl came to them and asked their pleasure. Kantees always felt awkward around servants, all she wanted to do was free them from their bondage. But not all wanted to be free, and perhaps this one was a simple employee getting paid for the work she did.

      After some discussion she ordered three small ciders, to keep them refreshed in the heat, with some cold meats with vegetables to assuage their hunger. The girl returned a short time later and asked for a tay. It was an outrageous price, but on market day the innkeeper could probably charge whatever he wanted.

      Kantees held out the coin but did not drop it into the girl’s hand.

      “What’s your name?”

      The girl looked uncomfortable. “Meriath, mistress.”

      “Meriath, I’m looking for a friend. I know he was here but he may have moved on. A Kadralin blacker than you or I, from far Mirriasmia, lean and tall. Educated.”

      She hesitated.

      “A man who can charm himself into the heart of any woman or man, and from there into their bed.”

      Her hand went to her mouth.

      Kantees smiled and dropped the coin into the girl’s hand. “You have met Yenteel.”

      “I must be about my business,” she said.

      “I’ll pay for information.”

      But she was gone.

      Kantees turned back. “Keep an eye on her.”

      Ulina slipped away.

      Talayja was staring at Kantees with wide eyes.

      “What you said…”

      Kantees shrugged. “Yenteel is broad in his likes.”

      “I have heard of men who like men. In Tenya they are abominations.”

      “It is not perhaps considered normal here, but we are not that primitive. Not even in Esternes.”

      Talayja pouted. “We might be backward to you, but we’re not as bad as Umran.”

      Kantees smiled. “There’s always one that’s worse. I wonder who the Umrani look down on.”

      The food arrived, delivered by Meriath. Ulina sat and began eating immediately.

      “How do I know you’re a friend?” said the girl. “He said people might be searching for him, to kill him.”

      “Did he mention Kantees of the Ziri?”

      “Everyone knows about her.”

      Kantees held the girl’s gaze.

      “You’re not her, where are your zirichasa?”

      Someone shouted Meriath’s name.

      “If you can get word to him, say that his niece Ulina misses him. And we will meet him here later.” She passed another tay to the girl as she left.

      Ulina looked up from her food. “Niece?”

      “It will get his attention, and who else knows about you?

      They finished their food and drink. “Come on, we need to get food to take with us.”
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      The sun had moved well past noon by the time they returned to the tavern carrying the items they had bought. The place was no less busy and finding a place to sit was harder.

      “Hello, niece,” said a voice behind them.

      Kantees turned with a huge smile on her face and hugged him. Even Ulina took his hand and gave it a squeeze—for which he returned his own smile.

      “I am happy to see you,” he said. “Let’s go to my room where we can talk in private, and get out of this crush.”

      Kantees noted a look from Meriath as they pushed through the doors and into the melee of the main room.

      “Your lover of the day is jealous,” she said.

      “I’ll make it up to her.”

      They climbed two flights and into a room that was barely large enough for the bed and washstand. At the end of the bed was a box covered with a cloth. The sloping eaves cut the room in half diagonally while the window gave out onto the yard with the smell of horse and kichek floating in.

      “Delightful,” said Kantees.

      Ulina took up a position at the side of the window where she could keep an eye outside and on the door. Kantees sat on the bed and pushed herself back to the wall. Talayja looked lost until Kantees patted the space beside her.

      “And this is?” said Yenteel.

      “Talayja.”

      “The Life-bringer?”

      Talayja gasped.

      “What?” hissed Kantees. “The Arch-patterner again?”

      Yenteel held up his hands. “Don’t blame me.”

      “Yes, fine, give her a fancy name. Kantees of the Ziri, the Half-scarred woman, and Talayja the Life-bringer. What’s Chara’s name?”

      “Half-scarred woman? And who’s Chara?”

      Kantees covered quickly. “Never mind, just a ziri. Might as well give Sheesha a title. How did you know we were coming?”

      Yenteel pointed at the box at the end of the bed. “Melinak. It was a shock I can tell you, I thought there must be Farahalek around and the bird got it wrong. But I read the message and it was for me.”

      “And it told you to hang around here until I turned up?”

      “Yes.”

      “When did it arrive?”

      “About a ten-day ago.”

      “Why did you leave Jakalain in the first place?”

      “First of all,” said Yenteel. “I can choose to go wherever I like.”

      She was expecting him to continue but he didn’t. “Second?”

      “A patterner arrived and gave me the message to come here.”

      Kantees thought for a moment. “Do you know how to send a message back?”

      “There are instructions on how to do it, I’m supposed to confirm you’ve arrived and then stay with you until further instructions arrive.”

      “He’s an arrogant bastard.”

      “The Arch-patterner?”

      “Obviously.”

      “He’s helping.”

      “I suggest you don’t suggest that in front of Elona,” she said. “Not if you want to keep your manhood.”

      “Elona of Corlain?”

      She nodded. “Come on, we have to get back to our camp. And since you’re under instructions to stay with us, you’re coming too. Bring the melinak.”
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      Elona was lying against Chara’s neck when Kantees, Ulina, Talayja and a Kadralin man emerged from the forest. She knew they were coming because Sheesha had leapt into the sky a while before and then returned.

      “Chara, probably better play the dumb zirichak until we know we can trust him.”

      Her sister grunted in response.

      Sheesha hadn’t given up trying to get Chara to mate with him. Elona hoped her refusal did not cause him any harm—she assumed that, in the wild, he wouldn’t get rejected. The sooner they could solve Chara’s problem the better.

      Kantees made the introductions. Yenteel stared at her damaged face, of course.

      “I’ve never heard of the Half-scarred woman,” he said. “I’m sorry for whatever happened to you, Lady Elona.”

      He was certainly charming and, from what Kantees had said, he used it indiscriminately. In another life she could have been attracted to him herself.

      When Kantees gave her a brief explanation of the situation, any possible liking for him dwindled to nothing. He was just Florian’s errand-boy.

      Talayja passed out the food which Elona ate paying little attention to any etiquette. There were also stone bottles of cider, she gulped down one not realising how thirsty she was.

      The drink was strong and made her light-headed but she welcomed the release after so much stress.

      “I should send the melinak back,” said Yenteel.

      “Not yet,” said Kantees.

      She took the cloth off the cage and she and Elona studied the bird within. Its brown and black plumage marked it as a female and, to Elona, its neck seemed a little too long. The beak was wide and flat rather than pointed and the mouth filled with tiny sharp teeth.

      “Almost like a little ziri,” said Elona.

      “They can make the golden path,” said Kantees.

      Elona nodded. “I’ve seen them just never this close.”

      “They taste good,” said Ulina.

      “You can’t eat it,” said Yenteel.

      Ulina grinned at him. “Are you going to stop me, uncle?”

      “Hush, Ulina. Stop baiting him.”

      “You’ve grown, Ulina,” said Yenteel. “But your humour needs work.”

      “What are you thinking, sister?” said Elona, certain she had a good idea what Kantees’ was planning.

      “We want to find the Arch-Patterner, and this little beast will take us straight to him.”

      “Why do you want to find Florian?” said Yenteel.

      Elona stood up and faced him, then put her head on one side. “Because the Kisharuk is behind the Tirnian aggression, and Florian knows it—even though he’s not telling anyone. And I am of the opinion he knows how to destroy the monster, so I want a word with him.”

      She guessed he hadn’t heard anything beyond the word Kisharuk, and she waited for the inevitable incredulity.

      “The Kisharuk?”

      “Your belief is not required,” she said and turned back to the melinak, kneeling down beside it again.

      “She’s not serious,” said Yenteel looking at Kantees.

      She said nothing but Ulina stepped in front of him. “She is not joking, uncle.”

      “But…”

      He went silent.

      “Do you think we could incorporate it into the ziri formation?” said Elona.

      “Even if we could, Sheesha’s not likely to let this little thing lead.”

      Chara grunted very loudly.

      “But,” said Kantees, “Chara would.”

      Elona put her hand in the air. “Yenteel, the patterning instructions if you please.”

      He didn’t argue and moments later a piece of thin and fragile material was dropped into her palm.

      Unfolding it, she studied what it said and the pattern symbols that went with it. “Pity I never studied patterning.”

      She offered it to Kantees who shook her head. “Can’t read at all, never mind patterns.”

      Talayja cleared her throat. “Lady Elona, Lady Kantees, if I may?”

      “Of course, you are not a servant,” said Elona.

      “May I ask what it is you’re discussing?”

      The two women stood and turned to her.

      Kantees spoke first. “The melinak can be given a pattern which takes it to a person. It doesn’t matter where they are, the melinak can fly swift as a ziri and will find them. It is used to carry messages.”

      “The pattern we have here,” said Elona, “will take the creature to the Arch-Patterner, and he is the one we want to speak to.”

      “I am almost ashamed to say it because Sheesha and Chara are such noble beasts,” said Talayja.

      “What?” said Kantees and Elona together.

      “What if you used the pattern on a ziri itself?”

      “Do they have ability to find people?” said Yenteel.

      Everyone looked at Kantees.

      “I don’t know.”

      Elona looked at Chara who gave a shrug.

      There was a sharp intake of breath from Talayja, Elona looked at her only to realise she had seen Chara’s reaction. Talayja turned to Elona and opened her mouth. Elona shook her head sharply. Talayja’s mouth closed like trap on any words she had been planning to say.

      “Nothing to stop you trying, I suppose,” said Yenteel. “The patterns don’t wear out.”

      “No chance anything could go wrong,” said Kantees, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

      Elona shook her head. “No, we can’t do that, we have no idea what might happen.”

      “We can’t risk just letting the melinak fly free,” said Kantees. “We might lose it.”

      “The same if we try to incorporate it into the ziri’s golden path. They might not be exactly the same, the wrong pattern might hurt it,” said Elona.

      “So there’s nothing you can do except let me just send it,” said Yenteel.

      “I think there’s one more choice,” said Elona. “We take the golden path with the ziri, then cast the patterning on the little one. I can hold it in place and see which way it wants to go.”

      Yenteel stared at Elona. “You can hold it?”

      Kantees answered him. “Elona battled the Kisharuk and bested it. I think she can handle a little melinak.”

      Elona stared at the small bundle of feathers, looking more than a little like its huge counterpart.

      “Can you communicate with it, Kantees?” said Elona.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You talk to Sheesha and the others.”

      “Why don’t you try? You’ve spoken to Sheesha as well.” It was clear that those events were still raw in Kantees’ mind and she would prefer that each of them kept to their own area of skill.

      “Because you have more understanding of it and more experience. I would probably just mess it up.”

      Kantees sighed and focused her gaze on the melinak. There was a long pause and Elona held her breath—anything not to spoil her sister’s concentration.

      The bird stopped moving and looked back at Kantees. Sheesha snorted and grumbled.

      The melinak uttered a curious trilling sound and then turned away.

      Kantees looked up and Elona breathed.

      “It’s pretty stupid,” said Kantees slowly. “But yes, I can communicate with it. It’s hungry and wants something it can tear apart and eat.” She turned and looked at Sheesha. “No different to you.”

      Sheesha grumbled again.

      “Do you think you can control it like the ziri?” said Elona.

      Kantees settled back on her heels and shook her head. “No, it has no desire to be in a group with other creatures. It’s a loner.”

      “Worth a try, I suppose.”

      “It was interesting though,” said Kantees. “There’s a lot in it that’s similar to a ziri, it’s just very self-centred. Sheesha knows we aren’t ziri but wants to be with us—he loves to fly and the faster the better. The world for this little thing starts and ends at its wingtips.”

      “A dead-end then.”

      “I could probably teach it to do tricks.”

      Chara hooted gently. Elona looked up to see her staring at the ground and then at Elona.

      “I think its writing again,” said Talayja quietly, her voice uncertain as if worried she might be overstepping the instruction she’d been given earlier.

      Elona jumped up. “I’ll see what she’s found.”

      As expected, Chara had written in the soil, among the stones and broken branches.

      PATTERN ON ME.

      Elona picked up a stick and used it to scrape at the ground, erasing the words.

      “Too risky,” she said.

      Chara growled.

      “No.”

      The growl grew in volume. Sheesha sat back on his haunches and joined in.

      Kantees stared at him and then at Chara.

      “Stop it, Chara!”

      But Chara ignored her, the growl—that seemed to go on without a single breath being taken—grew in volume. Yenteel was backing away, Talayja seemed rooted to the spot staring at Chara in terror.

      Elona faced her sister. “I don’t want to lose you again!”

      Chara went quiet and Sheesha followed suit immediately. She scraped in the ground again.

      WILL BE GOOD.

      “What’s going on?” said Yenteel.

      Elona halt-turned to him. “Chara wants us to cast the pattern on her.” She turned back. “You can’t know it will be all right.”

      Chara used her tail to wipe a bigger space free of debris and it became more like the times they had discussed matters in Hanna.

      I AM NOT ZIRI I CAN THINK UNDERSTAND

      “It’s still dangerous.”

      NOT BE BAD

      “You could die.”

      Chara shook her head.

      “This isn’t a zirichak, is it?” Yenteel’s words were framed as a question but did not require an answer. He certainly wasn’t expecting the one he got.

      “No, it’s my sister, Chara, she’s a Slissac.”

      Yenteel did not respond but Talayja squeaked.

      Kantees looked at Elona. “What do you think?”

      Elona put her hand on Chara’s neck and buried her fingers in her feathers.

      “She’s right saying she has an understanding of what can happen. That she’s not just a ziri.”

      “But is it enough of a difference?” said Kantees.

      YES

      “This is a Slissac?” said Yenteel. “You’re joking.”

      Elona just looked at him while Chara scratched TRUTH.

      He looked at Kantees. She nodded.

      “And they can change shape?”

      “Not usually,” said Elona. “She’s also fahain.”

      “Why doesn’t she change back?”

      “She doesn’t know how. These questions are not helping.”

      “They’re helping me.”

      “And me,” said Talayja. “What did it write?”

      “Later,” said Elona. “And it’s she, not it.”

      Chara nudged her hard.

      “All right. Tomorrow morning. We’ll make the pattern on you. If that doesn’t work, we’ll try the other idea.”

      “Very well,” said Kantees. “We’ll move at first light.”

      “Don’t I have a say in this?” said Yenteel. “It’s my message and my bird.”

      “No,” said Kantees, and Chara growled.

      Yenteel held his hands up. “I agree with your plan completely.”
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      They rose in the grey light of late dawn, the sun unable to force its light through the dark clouds. It had been decided Talayja would ride with Ulina on Halenth while Yenteel would sit behind Kantees on Sheesha. Elona would ride Chara and had the melinak in its box attached to her belt.

      “You must stay with Chara,” said Elona. “If you let us get away from you, there may be nothing we can do. Chara will try to hold back and you know I’m no more use than a sack of apples once we’re in the air.”

      “Shouldn’t I make the pattern?” said Yenteel.

      Kantees laughed. “Only if you want to stay behind. Elona can do it from Chara’s back. No one rides Chara except Elona.”

      Talayja diplomatically said nothing.

      Sheesha and Halenth took to the air and circled slowly, ready to follow Chara if the compulsion of the pattern turned out to be too powerful to control.

      Elona and Chara prepared themselves.

      “I won’t put anything extra into this,” said Elona. “I’ll just make the pattern and trigger it as if I was Yenteel.”

      Chara grunted.

      Elona took the strip of cloth they had cut and with a piece of charcoal provided by Yenteel, she inscribed the patterns from the document and then laid it across Chara’s neck.

      She carefully tucked the instructions away inside her jacket, touched the cloth with a finger and sent the tiniest amount of power into it.

      Chara stiffened, turned her head backwards and stared at Elona. Her eyes seemed strangely unfocused but she nodded once. Then she faced forwards, spread her wings and launched into the air.

      They climbed swiftly, Elona could feel the stress in Chara as if she was fighting to hold back the compulsion the pattern had put on her. She reached the height of the other zirichasa and they fell into a line behind her.

      Elona could feel the formation pattern was not right. Chara was the one creating it but it did not seem to fit correctly. Neither Sheesha nor Halenth were properly integrated.

      Chara turned to the south with the others following.

      Then power flowed from Kantees. It engulfed all the ziri and somehow made the pattern stabilise, although Elona knew it wasn’t the same as the usual one.

      “Chara! Go!” shouted Kantees from behind.

      There was a moment when Elona could still feel the stress but then Chara stopped fighting the compulsion and let it move through her, taking control of her. The golden light formed around them instantly and they shot forwards.

      Chara climbed fast, turning towards the south as she did so. The ground fell away from them and Elona slammed her eyes shut—realising once again that, without someone to hold on to, this felt even worse. So she squinted her eyes. Focusing only on Chara’s straight neck and not trying to see through the golden shield surrounding them.

      Boredom set in quickly.

      Elona knew that Kantees had spent a great deal of her adventures flying for hours and days. Sometimes with the golden light, often without because of the drain it put on the ziri, if there was no ley-circle nearby.

      How Chara was going to cope she did not know. She didn’t imagine the little melinak could store great quantities of Mother’s milk to maintain magical flight for long periods. The pattern must make allowances for tiredness and hunger, though how that could be achieved she had no idea, it seemed such a short set of symbols.

      If the worst happened, Elona herself would have to break them free and bring them down.

      It was something they had not discussed. Perhaps Kantees could do it more skilfully, and more gently since it was within her experience.

      They had left the Dirdin ley-circle far behind and Elona knew that Chara was now using the stored Mother’s milk of herself and the other ziri. And that would not last forever.

      She felt an instruction from Kantees and Chara climbed again. She flinched when they hit the clouds and passed straight through, with streaks of water running horizontally across the outside of the golden shell. It was dark inside the cloud but the light grew steadily and they burst free into sunshine and a clear sky. Below them the clouds were like the rolling hills of Faerholme though they shone purest white.

      It was another world. Wide and open.

      Chara flew level again just above the cloud tops, sometimes shooting through a puff that rose higher than the rest. Elona closed her eyes when that happened, the fear they would strike something solid was real every time.

      She heard voices behind her as Talayja asked excited questions. She did not hear Yenteel. She could imagine he was used to such things but for the girl it was completely new. There was the occasional response from Ulina.

      Perhaps Talayja’s excitement would make a difference to Ulina’s serious attitude. Even though neither Kantees nor Elona were much older than the new girl they had been through so much—

      She stopped. Talayja had been through her own personal torture. The fact she maintained such a happy disposition had nothing to do with her lack of suffering. Elona could only admit that the girl was happy and excited because that was her nature.

      “I could be like that,” she said out loud, though not so that the others could hear her. Doubt filled her mind as soon as she uttered the words.

      She had no opportunity to think about it further as Chara tilted down into the clouds and the world went grey once more. Elona’s stomach rebelled as the real world returned and looked very far away. She leaned as far as she could to the left as she threw up.

      Chara’s wings were folded in tight so she missed them but what had been her breakfast was now an unpleasant mess lying on the golden shell beneath them.

      Her head began to ache and the smell just made her feel worse. She closed her eyes because it no longer made any difference.

      She croaked a “sorry” though she doubted anyone heard her.

      An interminable time later, or so it seemed, she was blasted by warm but fresh air and soaked to the skin by rain in an instant.

      The shock of it jolted her to awareness and she peered through the damp, grey gloom at a shattered terrain of sharp-edged cliffs, deep valleys, high peaks, and precarious towers of rock jutting up from below. She sensed a ley-circle nearby, not a big one but larger than the tiny one in the cave in Taltia. They were closing on it.

      Chara’s wings were fully spread and she was gliding on the buffeting currents of an uncertain wind that ran between these cliffs. The shuddering flight kept Elona in the present, as every jolt was transmitted from Chara’s back up through Elona’s spine. She clung on, almost not caring if she tugged too hard on her sister’s feathers.

      They sank deeper into a dark valley. Elona judged the sun must still be quite high, yet it could not penetrate the heavy clouds and the mountains surrounding them.

      “Light!” shouted Kantees from behind.

      Elona concentrated and generated a glowing ball above her head. It barely seemed to make any difference, she drew from the ley-circle and added to the ball. And wished she hadn’t as the cliff faces on either side were so close and rushing past at considerable speed.

      She closed eyes again.

      If they struck something she did not want to see it coming.
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      Chara felt the change in air pressure before she saw the cliffs on either side retreat and they were out in an open space—and Elona’s light now only illuminated rain.

      Her instincts were telling her to land and that she shouldn’t be flying in such a downpour. The ley-circle was just ahead and she already felt herself absorbing its energy, filling the space inside she had been forced to drain.

      The compulsion itself was still there but her need to eat and rest outweighed it. Even though she knew next to nothing about patterning, she recognised the skill someone had in creating a pattern that fitted itself so neatly into her existence—at least, into the existence of a melinak. It provided a drive to follow its direction, but not at the cost of the life of its victim.

      Elona had said she thought creatures like the ziri and the nachasa had been created by the Slissac, just like the glowing moss. Perhaps they had not been made but simply changed to make them more suitable.

      Was that why she had been able to fly a zirichak so easily—she thought sadly of Sulassa who they had left behind—and did it explain why she had become one when she needed to change, needed to win.

      A nachak would have been more appropriate but she had never seen one, and that would have been a disaster afterwards. No, if she was going to be stuck like this for the rest of her life, then a ziri was preferable.

      She landed lightly and lay down to let Elona off.

      Her poor sister.

      The smell of the sick had been terrible in the closed-off space of the formation though the other ziri probably didn’t care, but it had all vanished the moment Chara had broken the golden shell.

      Holding the formation together while under the compulsion had been hard, but Kantees had helped. The pattern to find the originator was intended just for one creature.

      But it had worked.

      She heard Elona cry out in pain as she hit the ground. She always gripped too tightly with her legs and they had gone to sleep because of it. Now she was staggering along the length of Chara’s neck.

      “Do you need to eat?”

      Chara nodded and then shook her head.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’s hungry and wants to feed, but she can’t fly in this weather,” said Kantees coming up behind them. “Pity she couldn’t find somewhere with some shelter.”

      Chara looked around but even with her superior eyesight—though she had noticed ziri could not see warmth as well as a Slissac—there was only rain and shadow.

      The ball of light Elona had created reappeared and rose a good distance above them before steadily increasing in radiance.

      It failed to defeat the rain, even though the light it cast on them seemed more powerful than a sunny day, it did not get far through the sheets of rain and all they could see was reflections and shadows.

      “Choose a direction,” said Kantees.

      Chara lifted her head and gave a short but loud hoot. Moments later the sound echoed back but she was reasonably sure it had arrived back earlier from a place off to her left. So she waddled off in that direction, giving the ziri equivalent of “follow me”.

      They all tramped after her, splashing across the water-covered stone of the ley-circle.
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      If they hoped for a cave, they failed to find one but there was a slight overhang on the cliff this side which kept most of the rain off. But it was not enough for them to make a fire—even if they had the necessary to do so—and everything was so wet there was little chance of drying.

      Chara could feel her reserves filling from the ley-circle. It was a curious sensation but satisfying, almost like eating a good meal, which reminded her of how hungry she was. In the normal run of things, a zirichak is happy to lie around and only eat once every few days.

      Unfortunately flying, both normally and with the golden path, was exhausting to more than just their magic reserves. She was still strong enough to hunt to get some food, but no more than that. It was the same for the others.

      But there was no chance of hunting until the rain stopped and they could dry out. She knew this instinctively and while she might be able to override the instinct, she doubted she’d be able to persuade the others to move.

      The zirichak side was telling her just to go to sleep, conserve her energy and wait out the rain. She felt Elona pushing up against her and raised her wing on the cliff-side where it was driest.

      “You want to go to sleep?”

      Chara grunted.

      “I suppose you’re tired.”

      “Can I rest with you, Lady Elona?” said Talayja.

      “If Chara doesn’t mind—and please stop calling me Lady Elona.”

      “And I like it even less than she does,” said Kantees her voice echoing strangely against the cliff wall. “I was never an aristocrat.”

      “I can’t help it. I’m just a farmer’s daughter from Tenya and you’re both so important and so far above me.”

      “Try harder,” said Elona

      The two women sat under Chara’s wing, she let it down over them then curled her head around until it too was under the overhang. The ground was awash with water and it just soaked into her feathers making them uncomfortable. The compulsion to follow the pattern nagged at her too, like knowing you have to do something but being unable to do it.

      It was nice having her sister so close, but she tended to be moody and think the worst was going to happen while Talayja was like sunshine.

      Mind you, the worst does happen a great deal.

      “Can you bring other people back from the dead?” said Elona.

      “Just me. I have tried, Lady Elona—sorry. If the body has been dead for a long time I can’t do anything, the patterns become corrupted and broken, they change into something else and there’s nothing that can be mended. But if they’ve not been dead too long the body can be healed.” There was a pause as if she was deciding what she should say. “They even start breathing again. That’s the worst part, people think I’ve made them alive, but I haven’t, it’s just the body working. There’s something missing and I can’t bring that back. I reached the point where I just said I can’t do it.” She sighed. “They hated me for that.”

      “Something missing?” said Elona.

      “I don’t know, mistress—”

      “Not mistress either, you’re not my servant.”

      “Sorry.”

      Elona sighed. “And I’m sorry for snapping at you, you were saying about something missing?”

      “Just that I don’t really know. There must be something missing because even if the body is perfect, the person is still not alive.”

      Elona fell silent and Chara knew she was thinking about Jaymis. Although she had never met him it was clear her sister cared for him a great deal. Chara felt something twist inside herself, recognised it and shook her head. Jealousy?

      “Everything all right, Chara?” said Elona.

      She gave a non-committal grunt. That binding they had would have been more of a problem if she was still a Slissac.

      Which brought her back to her problem of how to change. She still had no idea and had tried everything Elona had suggested. More than once.

      But it had been interesting what Talayja had said, perhaps that explained why she could still be herself even though she was physically a completely different creature. There was something more than just patterns.

      There were Tahulin too. Her mother had told her people thought Tahulin were the dead. Perhaps they really were. Both Kantees and Elona had encountered them but they had been so different. Kantees had met creatures swimming in the clouds of the sky—that they were the clouds, but Elona’s had been in the cellars of a castle and moved dust? Something like that.

      She felt the power of the ley-circle. Her reserves were full now, if only she could get something to eat. Once her stomach started rumbling there would be no sleep for Elona or Talayja.

      What if she wasn’t a pattern?

      What if she was something else, something other than her body? Perhaps it was a special sort of pattern, something different.

      She lifted her head and opened her eyes. The rain had slackened off and there was some daylight filtering down making the world a lighter shade of grey. She stood up.

      Elona and Talayja cried out as they tumbled on to the wet ground but Chara took no notice. An idea was tickling the back of her mind.

      “What’s wrong, Chara?”

      She took the time to grunt twice and moved out into the rain.

      “What’s going on?” said Kantees her voice clear enough that she must have got out from under Sheesha’s wing.

      “I don’t know,” said Elona. “She just got up.”

      “Could it be the pattern? Maybe she’s going to fly off?”

      “She wouldn’t go without me.” Elona’s voice sounded concerned as if she wasn’t sure she was right.

      “What’s she doing?” said Yenteel.

      “Hush,” said Elona.

      Chara walked to the centre of the ley-circle. She was dripping with water again and rivulets of rain made her skin itch as they flowed beneath her feathers.

      But they don’t make me itch, they make this body itch.

      Chara she lifted her head and roared at the sky. Her voice echoed and re-echoed up the cliffs amplifying the sound until it felt as if it could crack stone and sunder the sky. Sheesha and Halenth took up her cry.

      She could hear the humans shouting at each other but not what they were saying.

      I’ve been doing it all wrong. I cannot change me, because I am me.

      She drew the raw power from the ley-circle. It fed her thoughts just as it had done in the cave during the duel. She roared again.

      I am me and I can only be me.

      She staggered forwards as her weight became wrongly distributed and her elbows were no longer supporting her on the ground. She fell flat on her face in the puddles and felt the water against her scales. Her fingers felt the stone. Her knees hurt where she had landed on them.

      “Sweet mother,” said Elona close beside her. She felt Elona’s hands on her back and arms. “Chara, you did it, oh sweet mother, you did it.”

      Chara realised Elona was crying, so she pushed herself up on to her knees, though it hurt, and hugged her sister to give her the comfort she needed.
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      Someone wrapped a cloak round her as they helped her to the overhang. The damp cloak was rather more uncomfortable against her skin than the rain alone, because that just ran off her.

      They expected her to feel tired after the change but apart from the scrapes where she had fallen, she felt fine. Better than fine.

      The clouds must be moving away because there was now even more light, or was that just because her Slissac eyes could see so much better? No, the rain was lessening.

      “Talayja?” she said and looked for her. She wasn’t in sight.

      “She’s hiding,” said Elona. “You’re a Slissac, and she’s scared.”

      “I’m not scared,” said Yenteel. “And you really are a Slissac.” He stared at her without the slightest shame.

      Chara let her tongue slip out of her mouth, she knew it tended to upset humans because it was long, then turned to Kantees. “Can I kill hi’?”

      The look on his face changed and he backed away.

      Kantees laughed. “You will have to get to the back of the line. I’m first.”

      Chara clicked. “Oh, it’s so good to ’e a’le to laugh again.” Then she turned to where Talayja was peeping out from behind Sheesha. “Talayja, ’lease I want to thank you.”

      “Thank me?”

      “Without your wisdo’ I would not ha’e ’een a’le to change ’ack. It was you that hel’ed.”

      “Me?”

      “I would like to em’race you.”

      The girl did not move.

      “Do you not trust our sister?” said Kantees.

      It seemed that was too much and she burst into tears.

      “Now look what you’ve done, sister,” said Elona. “Not everyone has your strength.”

      “I was trying to help.”

      Chara moved forward halfway along Sheesha’s length but rather than approaching the girl directly she went to the wall and sat down, pulling the dripping cloak closer round her shoulders. She could now see the cliffs dropped away to the south and there was a gap where the streams of water flowed out of the area. And above the valley shone the arc of a rainbow.

      “Can’t anyone else see the problem here?” said Yenteel.

      “Shut up,” said Kantees.

      Chara tapped the ground beside her. “Co’e and sit by ’e, Talayja. When you’re ready.” Then she watched as the girl gathered up her courage, walked to where Chara sat and placed herself close enough that they could touch if they wished to.

      “I’m sorry,” said Talayja.

      “You ha’e nothing to ’e sorry a’out.”

      “I disobeyed you.”

      Chara clicked. “What Elona said is the sa’e for ’e. You are no one’s servant here. And I a’ a story told to scare children.”

      “Not you.” She was silent for a moment. “You said I helped you change back?”

      “What you said a’out there ’eing so’ething other than just a ’attern.”

      “It’s just what I think, it’s probably wrong. I am not wise or have any learning, I can’t read.”

      “You were right. I had ’een trying to change ’e, but what I needed to do was change ’y ’ody.”

      “And Yenteel is right, we’re stuck here now. And it’s all my fault.”

      “You don’t ha’e to listen to hi’,” said Kantees.

      “But we’re stuck here—we have one extra person and one less ziri.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      Talayja turned and looked at her properly for the first time. “You can change back again?”

      “I might need some practice but yes, I think I can.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “May I em’race you now?”

      The girl got on her knees and wrapped her arms around Chara gingerly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sheesha and Halenth had flown off to feed and bring back something for the others. Chara watched as Kantees put out a pan to catch water running off the cliff.

      “There’s nothing to make a fire with,” said Elona. “And even if there was, everything is waterlogged.”

      “I think you can solve that problem.”

      “We’ve been through this. I don’t have enough control. I’m more likely to make anything explode, especially with all this power available.” She gestured at the ley-circle.

      “I’m betting you can make some stones very hot.”

      Elona opened her mouth and shut it again then said “Oh.”

      “In fact, you can start now and we can begin drying things off.”

      Chara clicked quietly to herself, she had already set the sopping wet cloak hanging on a rock outcrop. She was naked but it didn’t matter, she had nothing to hide from humans—though she did notice Yenteel looking at her very closely.

      “Seen enough yet?” she asked facing him directly.

      “Academic curiosity,” he said smoothly.

      “Kantees has told us e’erything a’out you. Let us ’e clear, Journey’an, you ha’e no chance of ’edding ’e.” She gestured round the circle. “Of e’eryone here, you would ’e the last one I would choose. Even Sheesha would stand a better chance.”

      If she had meant to crush him, it did not appear to have worked since he just grinned. But he bowed. “I would never force my attentions on someone who did not desire them.”

      “Which means he’s getting nothing,” said Kantees to Elona but loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Talayja alone looked shocked at the exchange.
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      It wasn’t long before Elona had a section of the cliff face and part of the ground beneath it radiating heat.

      “I have some tasa leaves,” said Yenteel. “If anyone’s interested?”

      Soon the pungent aroma filled the area as a smaller pot of water and the leaves set to boil. Wet clothes and bags were laid out around another wider area which Elona did not heat so much. The warmth was good on their feet. Yenteel was sent away while they changed into drier things.

      “I kept these with me,” said Elona and brought out Chara’s travelling clothes, that Usala had made for her. Chara pulled them on, grateful to be in proper clothes once more.

      They drank tasa until the ziri returned with their catch. It was some sort of large lizard which didn’t have a lot of meat on it but it was enough to make a meal for the four of them.

      The evening was cold after the rain and as darkness came on, Elona created a new ball of light. Its soft light reflected off the damp stone.

      “Can you change back to a ziri?” said Kantees.

      “I think so.”

      “What about the pattern, will that still be working?” said Yenteel.

      Chara shook her head.

      Elona answered. “The thing it was cast on disappeared. It will be gone. We can do it again.”

      Yenteel nodded then yawned. He walked to where the drying clothes were lying, and made a pillow from his bag.

      “You take the ziri, I’ll be fine on the warm stones.”

      “Is he hoping we’ll take pity on him?” said Elona.

      Kantees laughed. “He is.”

      “Living in hope is an admirable thing.”
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      Next morning Chara disentangled herself from her sisters under Sheesha’s wing and went out into the morning. The sun was hard-pressed to get down this deep between the cliffs but its light spilt across the ridges and reflected off hard stone. The air was clean and she breathed it deeply.

      They were still looking for the Arch-Patterner, but she was glad she did not have to ask a human patterner how to undo the enchantment. She knew she could now feel the power of the ley-circles in the same way as her two sisters—and Talayja.

      Elona hated the idea their future was written and everything that happened was pre-ordained. Kantees had also expressed her dislike of it. Chara was not sure what she thought, it seemed she was not part of any human prophecy.

      She looked at her hands almost as if she had not seen them before. It had been a long time since she could hold things properly. But the strength of a ziri held its own attraction. To be able to fly where she chose, to make a pattern that split the sky apart with its golden light. It was a dream that had become reality.

      She placed her hand on her belly, though there were side-effects. The seed of the male was gone. It was not part of her so when she changed, it was lost. It made her sad, even though it would be a simple thing to find another mate.

      It was the price she paid for the power she gained.

      You’re avoiding it.

      She stood in the centre of the ley-circle, slipped off the loose clothing and gave a final look around—only to find all the others watching her. Including Yenteel. She felt a wave of embarrassment despite there being nothing in her body that a human male could possibly be interested in.

      Though from the description Kantees had given of him, he might want to try—if she were willing. However, what she had told him yesterday was just as certain today, she had no interest in experimenting with him.

      She shook her head. She needed to concentrate.

      The most important thing was the power, to make such a fundamental change required a vast quantity of it. This ley-circle was big enough, but she could imagine there might be some she could drain completely.

      At least this time she wasn’t in the middle of a fight. Or deep underground.

      Elona had said that, even though it wasn’t necessary, her hand movements helped her concentrate on the effect she was trying to produce.

      What hand movement would help me focus on a ziri?

      She felt self-conscious about doing it in front of an audience—especially since she was not completely certain she would succeed—but she lifted her arms from her body a little like down-sloping wings and placed one foot in front of the other as if she were about to launch herself into the air.

      I am not changing myself into a ziri, I am changing my body.

      She imagined herself the way she had been, the wings and the tail, the neck and the teeth. She felt the power of the ley-circle beneath her and drew it up. She pulled it into herself, all of it.

      The ground drifted away from her as her neck lengthened, she felt her tail balancing the weight as she grew. Her arms stretched to the ground and she could feel the air movements across her wings as the feathers emerged fully formed from her skin. They did not grow, she simply became the zirichak.

      And then it was done.

      She turned to look at the others. Kantees, Ulina and Elona were at their ease. Interested but not surprised. Talayja and Yenteel could have caught flies in their mouths.

      Sheesha gave a gentle welcoming hoot, she grunted back at him. She was not going to encourage him. She settled to the ground as Elona walked over carrying a strip of cloth and the letter.

      “Is the compulsion gone?”

      She grunted once.

      Elona laid out the cloth on the stones and copied the patterns from the letter.

      “I could probably cast this myself—”

      Chara grunted her denial twice, forcefully.

      “—but I wasn’t going to. If you let me finish. It could end up being far too strong for you to control. We will stay with the ordinary pattern.”

      Once she had finished it, she leaned back against Chara’s body.

      “I wish I could tolerate flying,” she said. “I think it would be a wonderful thing to be with you in the sky.”

      Chara gave a gentle hoot in agreement. The others were packing up their belongings. It did not take long and soon Elona was sitting on her back again, with the pattern draped over Chara’s neck. As before the others took to the sky first and, when they were ready, Elona activated the pattern.

      Its power flooded through her and Chara felt the direction she needed to go, along with the strong desire to get there as soon as possible.

      Controlling herself as best she could, she launched smoothly and circled upwards with her wings beating the air strongly. It was a tremendous feeling to watch the ground falling away, she continued to draw power from the circle preparing to fly fast.

      Sheesha and Halenth fell in line behind her and she felt Kantees adjusting the curiously mismatched formation. Chara had no idea how she did it, the zirichak in her simply wanted to fly alone.

      But then they were ready, Chara stopped turning above the ley-circle and headed in the direction the compulsion told her across the bright ridges and dark valleys between them. She accelerated and the world turned golden.
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      The morning passed in the same way as the previous day, but Chara found herself getting very hungry as it approached midday and her reserves were running down. And, as before, the compulsion faded.

      She descended rapidly and let the golden magic slip away. The air under her wings felt good as she surveyed the landscape looking for a suitable location. The mountains were now to their left while below them were ranges of meandering hills and woodland. There was even a small ley-circle nearby.

      Her stomach grumbled as she saw huge herds of some sort of lukisa wandering between the trees. A wide river cut through the terrain coming down from the mountains, it was in flood as the snows melted and in one place there was a hill almost surrounded by the tumbling waters.

      She circled it twice and landed on the flattest part. Elona almost fell to the ground, with the melinak cage attached to her waist.

      “Thank the Mother,” she muttered digging her fingers into the earth. Ulina dismounted to scout the area, and Talayja thanked Halenth as she dismounted. Kantees told Sheesha they should go and eat, watching Yenteel drop to the ground like a sack of apples.

      Satisfied her sister was all right, Chara launched herself once more to feed, with Sheesha and Halenth close behind.

      They circled the hill once more, looking for prey. There was a herd nearby, and she headed high so they could get close without alarming the creatures. Without being aware of what she was doing, she focused on one of the lukisa that had become separated from the main group.

      Chara noted that these ones had shorter hair than the ones further north, and longer necks as they ate both from the ground and the leaves of the trees.

      The isolated lukik did not stand a chance. It knew something was wrong only moments before her talons dug into its back. She beat her wings hard, lifting it from the ground as it struggled, its blood leaking out around her claws.

      Once she had gained enough height, she let it go. It died when it hit the ground, and she tore at its flesh to feed her hunger. After a while she drew back and Sheesha took over. Chara cleaned her feathers of blood while she waited for the other two to finish.

      She noted the sikechasa that circled overhead, waiting for the ziri to leave so they could pick at whatever remained. The urge to follow the patterning grew in her as the food was digested and her strength returned. But it was still under control.

      For a while she dozed, as Halenth preened himself but finally they were ready and launched once more into the air. They floated easily on the wind. Chara turned in the direction she needed to go. The other two fell into formation behind her, Chara allowed it and adjusted her thoughts to include them. The air around her flashed into gold and they shot away across the hills.
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      As the sun was descending, Chara became aware of the powerful ley-circle ahead. She had been able to maintain the golden path for the rest of the afternoon as she felt her goal getting closer. An excitement filled her, Sheesha and Halenth felt it too.

      The hills had flattened even more as they flew through the afternoon and apart from the occasional outcrop of higher land, the ground was just grass and trees interlaced with rivers and lakes.

      And plenty of prey. This would be a good place for ziri to live, or would have been if there had been a suitable eyrie. But there were no mountains here and no cliffs with caves. It was a shame.

      Then there were villages, small at first and with only tracks to link one to another.

      Then a town, and a road.

      Chara’s guiding power took her along it. There were carts moving on it, individuals walking, people in groups. They all looked up and some hid as the three ziri flew above them.

      It was going dark as they approached the city. They had lost the sun somewhere during the afternoon and the sky was full of clouds once more. The place was big but Chara felt the pull of the compulsion to somewhere inside it. She drew power from the nearby ley-circle as the golden path disintegrated around them and the three ziri spread their wings feeling the warm moist air.

      A part of Chara was telling her she had made a mistake but her destination was so close now she could barely think of anything else.

      Gliding on silent feathers they turned in the air as Chara identified the place she needed. The person the pattern was guiding her to was inside it.

      The building was square but open in the centre, each side of it topped by a sharply angled roof. They had to land in the middle. She led the other two down, their wings fighting the pull of the earth as they descended into the wide space. The square was laid out in a geometric pattern of grass and paths with a fountain at its centre.

      The air was filled with a drizzle of rain that made her heavy—though not enough to prevent them from flying. They settled on the ground, and Chara realised how hungry she was again but the compulsion still held her.

      The windows that looked over the courtyard were filled with faces staring out at them. But she was only interested in one window. She waddled across to it, lifted her head and stared inside.

      She could feel him, a presence in the room, lit by magic. One man was looking out at her but stumbled back as her face rose and looked in. She grumbled in the back of her throat and then hooted.

      And there he was. Human. Old. Male. This was him, this was the one she needed to reach. She stared at him, willing him to open the window. He came right up to her and looked out.

      Chara was vaguely aware of armsmen clattering into the square.

      She hooted again.

      His eyebrows knitted for a moment. Then he shook his head and came closer to the window. She held herself frozen. He did something to a catch on the inside of the frame and swung it wide.

      Chara’s tongue snaked from her mouth and she licked his face.

      The moment she touched him, the compulsion left her and she realised with horror what she had done.
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      “They’re not coming back,” said Elona.

      “Sheesha wouldn’t leave me,” said Kantees.

      “We’re stupid, we shouldn’t have let her go off on her own like that. As soon as she had eaten and recovered, the compulsion from the pattern must have taken over. There was nothing she could do. She probably didn’t even think about us.”

      “Sheesha wouldn’t leave me.” Kantees repeated but sounded less convinced.

      “Sheesha did what a zirichak does, follows the leader.”

      “Don’t tell me how ziri behave!”

      Yenteel looked as if he was about to say something but caught a look from Ulina who shook her head. He swallowed his words.

      The afternoon wore into evening. Talayja tried to cheer them up with a card game but even Kantees wasn’t interested.

      Elona knew her sister had not come to any harm but it was apparent she would not be returning any time soon. It looked as if it was going to be a cold night.

      They found some rocks and Elona heated them up.
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      Chara shrank back from the window. She grumbled at Sheesha and prepared to take to the air.

      “Wait!”

      She paused but the idea of revealing her nature to anyone she did not know seemed unwise. She waddled to a space in the middle of the square.

      “Yenteel sent you?”

      A zirichak could not understand speech, they were just animals. But she was reluctant to simply abandon the man. If they lost him now, they might not find him again.

      She cursed herself for not being able to control the compulsion. But they were all hungry, so she made the necessary movements and sounds so that Sheesha and Halenth understood they should fetch food and she would wait here. They took wing immediately and Chara curled up in an effort to look harmless.

      Time passed. She smelled him and opened her eyes.

      He looked like a perfectly ordinary human being wearing patterner robes and a large grey floppy hat, but there was a strangeness in him. Something in his patterning seemed different, at least compared to what she had experienced with humans. Perhaps it was because he was a powerful patterner.

      The one called Florian looked into her eye, she affected zirichak disinterest and closed hers again. But not before she had observed the armsmen holding their bows at the ready, and he was attended by three other patterners, one woman and two men. She could feel the power ready to move within them.

      Perhaps he was so great he did not do his own patterns.

      Then he sat down. She could have eaten him easily but it seemed he did not think she was a threat, or he was confident in the ability of his other attendants to deal with any danger she might pose.

      “I think you understood my words,” he said quietly, if she had not been a ziri she would not have heard his words even at such a close distance. It was certain no one else did.

      Why was he being so careful?

      “I understand your problem, Kantees.”

      She could not help reacting to the wrong name. It was only the slightest movement but he had seen it.

      “Yes, I guessed it must be you.”

      She was not going to disabuse him of his mistake. Better he thought she was a Kadralin than he know she was Slissac.

      But what did that mean? Was Kantees capable of this change too? And how would he even know if that was the truth? Both of the others complained about his interference in their lives, but this knowledge created so many more questions than it could hope to answer.

      “Is Elona with you?”

      Grunt.

      “That’s yes?”

      Grunt.

      “Can you change back?”

      Chara chose not to answer that.

      He nodded as if she had revealed some deep secret. “Not here obviously.”

      “But you met with Yenteel and he used the melinak pattern on you?”

      Grunt.

      “And you’re here to take me to her.”

      Why not? Grunt.
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      Elona woke up to the dawn light, wet with dew, tired and with a headache. It had been a while since she slept in the open without a blanket. The night sky had been clear so it had got very cold.

      Her muscles ached as she stretched, she groaned.

      The first thing Kantees said, without even a good morning, “Can you heat up these rocks again?”

      “That’s all I’m good for, is it? Heating up rocks?”

      “If you want to eat the meat raw then feel free not to. It will take a lot longer to light a fire and we don’t really want to alert anyone to our position.”

      “Fine.”

      She heated the rocks and tried to dry herself in the sun. Kantees was equally wet but didn’t seem to care, Ulina had slept in a tree. As for Talayja, her smile seemed to make her wet clothes irrelevant. Yenteel, however, was staring at the way her clothes clung to her—until Kantees asked him if he was worried his eyes might drop out.

      They ate cooked meat with some vegetables, all cleaned in a nearby river, and washed it down with more tasa.

      “What do we do?” said Yenteel.

      “They will come back,” said Kantees.

      “When?”

      Elona felt the fringes of the nearby ley-circle tickling her mind.

      “I can send you back to Canvor,” she said suddenly. “And you can bring back more ziri which we can ride in the direction the others were going.”

      “They will be back,” repeated Kantees.

      “I know but when? I think we need to keep moving.”

      “We don’t know the right direction.”

      Elona pointed at the cage with the melinak. “We can try one of the other ideas.”

      Kantees looked sceptical but nodded her agreement.

      They gathered up their things and started to walk.

      Even Elona had to admit that a few minutes on the back of a zirichak would be better than this. Instead, it took half the morning to negotiate their way through the woods and across streams until they reached the ley-circle.

      It was a round area smaller even than the one at Hanna. The plants at its edge did not look normal, most were yellowed and dead but through it were strands of livid green that seemed almost to move in the sunlight.

      “That’s the trouble with unused ley-circles in places like this,” said Yenteel, “nobody to kill the abominations.”

      “The next feeding will wipe it out,” said Kantees. But she was looking very uncomfortable, Elona understood, if an abomination lived, it could become a real problem.

      “Can I go back to Canvor too?” said Yenteel.

      Elona gave him a look. “Don’t you want to meet your master?”

      “Yenteel is basically lazy,” said Kantees. “If he can avoid being given another job, he will.”

      “I don’t want to go there,” said Talayja. “I want to stay with you.”

      “I’ll bring a ziri just for you then,” said Kantees then turned her gaze on Elona. “Do we need Yenteel?”

      “Is he good for anything?”

      “Nothing we need,” said Kantees and laughed at Yenteel’s look of indignation.

      “Fine, in that case the fewer people we have to travel with the better.”

      “But I don’t have to go back?” said Talayja.

      Elona smiled. “No, I would be happy for you to stay with us. Now if you will let me concentrate, I shall make a portal.”

      “Doesn’t she mean path?” said Yenteel.

      “Hush,” said Kantees.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Elona took a long drink of water from her recently refilled container and focused on the power available in the circle. It would be enough.

      She reached out to Canvor and found it as a blob of concentrated light in the World’s Pattern. This was getting easier each time she did it. She brought Canvor to where they stood and joined the two circles at ground level.

      Yenteel gasped and Elona opened her eyes. It was earlier in the morning at Canvor, the portal was not large but the light from here streamed through into the darker land beyond. Armsmen on that side jumped to their feet and readied their weapons.

      “I’ll open a new portal later this afternoon,” Elona said. “Up high.”

      “All right, keep it open for a count of thirty, any more than that and we won’t try to come through.”

      “Shall I come, mother?”

      “You stay and protect Elona.”

      Yenteel was peering through the hole. “Yenteel, journeyman for the Arch-Patterner and Kantees of the Ziri coming through.”

      Kantees gave him a shove and they stepped into Faerholme.

      Elona let the portal collapse.

      “You are so powerful,” said Talayja, her voice tinged with awe.

      Elona turned to her. “Is there any more food?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheesha and Halenth arrived back just as it was getting too dark to fly, bringing Chara half a kelukisa which she wolfed down. They had gathered a considerable crowd, though most chose to watch them through the windows from within the buildings.

      But the square was filled with a great number of young people. She assumed it must be some sort of school and she could see many had slates on which symbols and patterns had been scrawled and partially wiped off.

      A school for patterners, and this was a city.

      She wondered where they were, but she was not about to reveal her ability to write in front of the masses.

      Usala had taught her the geography of the Taymalin kingdoms and she knew they had been heading south and perhaps a little west. She did not think it was hot enough for Mirriasmia but they had travelled a long way. Perhaps it was Umran, which meant the city might be Leket.

      She looked at the sky which threatened rain. It was the right sort of weather for the place from what her mother had told her. The rain in Leket was legendary.

      It was also where Elona said Jaymis had almost died from an arrow wound.

      Florian had gone off to do whatever it was that Arch-Patterner’s did, though given the time of day, he was probably eating.

      She cursed herself again for being weak and giving in to the compulsion. Perhaps if Kantees had been the ziri that would not have happened. But it was a line of thought that had no value. She was here, no one else.

      Still, the idea that Kantees might be able to change form too fascinated her. Then she thought how that would make Sheesha unnecessary. Then her mind suggested other lines of thought involving that ziri which she chose not to pursue.

      Florian had not returned that night so the ziri curled up and slept in the drizzling rain.
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      The morning was cold and misty but the rain had stopped. She wouldn’t get hungry for a day or so, unless they flew back. The school returned to what she could only assume was its normal schedule, with the classes running in various rooms. Though there were still plenty of people watching them—whether they were supposed to or not.

      Florian returned with his entourage of patterners.

      She could feel the changes around her as they drew patterns and activated them.

      The patterners discussed things but though she could hear what they were saying most of it made no sense. Except that the majority reported negatives to the Arch-Patterner. She guessed they must be testing her but it was taking time and she was itching to get back.

      Eventually Florian came to stand in front of her.

      “It seems you are just a zirichak,” he said but gave her a wink.

      She met his eye and his concentration seemed to break for just a moment. In that fraction of time, Chara’s newly found pattern-sense saw behind the barrier that seemed to start at his skin. He was a human, but there was something Slissac here as well.

      It was this that made her decision. She broke eye-contact and rose on to her back legs, towering above the people. Sheesha and Halenth followed her example, perhaps thinking they were about to fly.

      Chara came down turned to one of the flower beds, but shielded what she was doing from the patterners by spreading her left wing. With her right she wiped flat an area of the bed and delicately wrote in the soil.

      RIDE

      Then turned her head back to find Florian already coming round and she spread it slightly further to hide him. He looked down at where her talon rested like punctuation at the end of her word.

      As he turned to look up at her, she scraped her claw back, obliterating the word and a large number of plants.

      Reversing direction awkwardly she lay down so that he would be able to climb on her shoulders.

      The other patterners protested when he said he was going to ride the zirichak. He listened to their arguments and did not interrupt them but, when they had finished, he pointed out he was the Arch-Patterner and could do as he wished. Also, he mentioned that he did not appreciate the person who had claimed he was too old.

      Yet he managed it all with a friendly manner.

      Chara had a passing thought he might be the Kisharuk, but it didn’t really make sense. From what Elona had said Florian had been the same person for as long as she had known him—nearly twenty years. While the monster had been three different people in as many moon-turns of the recent past, and had been the emperor for a long time before that.

      And Elona did not think the Kisharuk could perform pattern magic itself, whereas Florian was the Arch-Patterner for the Taymalin. So she was not concerned when he hiked up his robes to climb on to her back.

      His patterners had not put up very strong arguments and they were now clearing out of the way. They obeyed him, or they were used to him doing things like this. He did smile a lot, she thought.

      “No saddle,” he said. “I hope you’ll be gentle with me. I haven’t done this in a very long time.”

      Unfortunately, there was no gentle way to get out of this square surrounded on all sides with four-storey buildings.

      She jumped hard and his legs bent under her wings as he hung on. Three wing beats brought her above the roof with Sheesha and Halenth on her tail. She headed north, in the direction her senses told her was the way back.

      They cleared the main part of the city in a short time and she gained more height but flying in the mist and murk that surrounded this city was difficult. Her wings were damp. So she gathered as much power from the ley-circle as she could and flashed into golden light.

      What little rain and mist that was caught inside the shell dissipated, and nothing else could penetrate. Chara angled upwards and they shot through the clouds bursting out into sunlight, dragging the torn clouds behind them.

      “That’s astonishing,” said Florian. “I did not know zirichasa could form the golden pattern like melinasa do.”

      His knee grip on her wings lessened as he relaxed. Not that she was using her wings, they were folded tight against her body.

      More ziri would have given her extra power but Sheesha was strong and his reserves of Mother’s milk went deep—as a tamed ziri Halenth did not use the golden path normally and her reserves were minimal, but they still added to what Chara was able to use.

      She accelerated hard while the city ley-circle was still available to her.

      It was odd that, somehow, there was little sense of speed here above the clouds but she could feel the world turning beneath her as the ley-circle fell behind and others, small and distant, moved across her senses.

      Her destination was clear in her mind and she fed more of the Mother’s milk into the pattern. She did not know how fast Sheesha could go, but she knew she was travelling more quickly than she had done ever before.

      Though one of Elona’s portals would have been faster.

      She felt a ley-circle to her left and angled towards it.

      In the moments they were close enough she drew Mother’s milk from it to replace their dwindling supplies. Then she turned back on course. A little later she felt another ley-circle slightly off their course and detoured to feed once more.

      Again, Chara fed greater power into the pattern as she turned back on course.

      The morning was passing. The clouds vanished and the ground below them flowed past despite the distance. Chara thought about the compulsion pattern. It was a simple thing and designed for the limited minds of animals. They flew at their normal speed directly at their target.

      With her own natural direction sense, she was able to make detours and fly as fast, or slow, as she desired. She could feel they were closing in on the place she had left from. And its ley-circle glowed in her mind.

      She reduced the rate she was feeding power into the pattern and they slowed, eventually she cut off the flow completely and they were blasted with warm dry air. She set them in a descending glide aiming for the hill on which she had left the others.

      She turned her head as they passed over the ley-circle and saw people—Elona, Ulina and Talayja. Moments later she had the ziri in a tight descending spiral.
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      Elona was frustrated with the lack of anything to do. She hated being delayed by people who needed to do things. And when it meant there was nothing she herself could do, it was a hundred times worse.

      So she lay on her back in the sun with her eyes closed, feeling the warmth on her bare limbs. And fuming against the inaction. She could feel Talayja practicing with her power—the silvery glow she could emit was astonishing.

      Ulina was keeping watch, of course. They had placed themselves a distance from the ley-circle itself since the livid green plant that surrounded it looked particularly unpleasant. There was just some wrongness about it.

      It was funny how people regarded a feeding as a blessing but it could bring such unpleasantness to the world, and even kill. She absently ran the fingers of her left hand across her scarred fore-arm.

      She had long since come to the conclusion that whatever a feeding really was, there was no guiding hand behind it. It was as fickle as the wind, as natural as a mountain, and as safe as a raging river.

      A shadow passed across her eyes and she opened them—blinded by the brilliant blue of the sky. But there were three shadows, in a triangular formation.

      “Sheesha returns,” said Ulina.

      Elona sat up too fast and felt giddy.

      Chara touched down in the middle of the ley-circle, Sheesha and Halenth landed for a moment and then took to the air again. Probably going for food.

      Then Chara lay down and Elona stared at the man sitting on her back.

      She got angry, she couldn’t help it. She knew it did no good but the mere sight of him was too much. He got down awkwardly. Talayja headed towards the circle.

      “Leave him,” shouted Elona

      “He needs help.”

      “He doesn’t deserve any.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Elona sighed. “Help him if you want to.”

      The girl bounced over the edge of the ley-circle in an inelegant jump and bowed to Florian. The Arch-Patterner smiled at her but declined to take her offered hand.

      The air around Chara shimmered like a heat haze and she shrank. Her wings became arms, her back legs straightened and moved beneath her as her tail simply shrank away. Elona felt that the transformation ought to look horrific and strange, but it didn’t. Every stage seemed to make sense until it was Chara standing slightly behind Florian.

      He must have been aware of the change because Talayja was staring, so he turned. And jumped back. With a sudden shout of fury, he swung his staff at Chara’s head. She ducked easily. But Florian lost his balance and started to fall.

      Talayja caught him then stiffened. “I don’t understand, he’s not—”

      Florian straightened, pulled out a knife and lunged at Chara. There was a sudden flow of power from the girl. Elona threw out her scarred hand palm-first at Florian, a ball of blue light materialised and struck him, knocking him sideways out of Talayja’s hands.

      But Florian crumpled to the ground, not moving.

      Elona ran towards him.

      “Whatever you did, Talayja, undo it, right now.”

      She reached the prone form and shuddered. The skin of the Arch-Patterner was dried out, as if something had pulled all the moisture from him. That he was dead was obvious, and her senses could feel not a single hint of a living pattern in him.

      “Don’t blame her,” said Talayja. “Well, do blame her, but you can blame me too.”

      A shadow grew behind her and she turned to see Chara once more in ziri form, and leaning over Talayja who was looking at her hands.

      Elona held up her hand to stop Chara from attacking.

      The strangeness she had perceived in the Arch-Patterner the last time she had seen him, was now in Talayja, even as she watched it faded until it seemed the girl was the only thing there.

      Elona shook her head. “No! There are two of you monsters!”
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      “I am no monster, but he is,” said the voice of Talayja. “But yes, I suppose there are two of us.”

      Chara’s growl threatened to make the earth shatter beneath them. Ulina had emerged behind them all with her knife at the ready. She kept her gaze locked on Talayja.

      “Explain why we shouldn’t kill you.”

      The creature that used to be Talayja looked at her and smiled. “Because I’m on your side.”

      “You were created by the Slissac.”

      “Yes and no, the patterning they worked to make the Kisharuk also made me, but they didn’t mean to. I am his mirror. His nemesis. Where he exists to destroy the Taymalin, I live to save them. I do not really understand it, even after all these years though I have studied everything the Taymalin patterners have ever written.”

      “Where is Talayja? Is she dead?”

      The face looked sad. “I don’t know.” He held up his hand to ward off her protests. “Truthfully, I don’t. I have always tried to take my hosts from those who were intent on killing themselves or in a place where they might die. People without family and friends. Then I have stayed with them as long as I possibly could. When I transferred in the past, it has been because the bodies had come to the end of their lives. I don’t know if it would have happened anyway. The only ones who might have knowledge of this would be my creators. But they are long gone.”

      “Shut up,” said Elona abruptly and turned away. She did not want it to see her crying. She fought to maintain control of her voice. “Ulina, don’t kill it, it won’t do any good. Chara, change back please.”

      She wondered what the time was and decided to open the portal to Canvor now.

      Drawing in the Mother’s milk she connected to the lake ley-circle and brought them together. She counted slowly to forty and let the portal drop.

      She felt Chara at her side, putting her arm around Elona’s shoulders.

      “Elona, this thing is dangerous, we should kill it.”

      “And it will just possess another of us. Ulina or me. Maybe you.”

      “If I was a Slissac ’atterner, I wouldn’t create a creature that could ’ossess ’e.”

      “Then just us humans then.”

      “I would not want to lose you.”

      “I would not want you to lose me either.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Jaymis is dead.”

      “’Etter to know.”

      “It’s not the knowledge I wanted. I thought maybe Talayja might be able to save him—and now she’s gone too.”

      The anger in her had become a knot of tightness around her heart. “I want to kill it.”

      “I know.”

      “It holds our lives as hostage to its own.”

      They reached the pile of bags and Chara sorted through them while Elona stared back at Talayja.

      “It’s not fair, she looks exactly the same on the outside.”

      Chara found a white shift and threw it over her head, wriggling her arms into the sleeves. “I saw so’ething in its ’attern—so’ething Slissac.”

      “I’d seen it too, back at Canvor, but I didn’t know what it was.”

      “Now we do.”

      “Where are Kantees and Yenteel?”

      “At Canvor, fetching more ziri and probably giving some sort of report to Drahail if he’s there. That’s why I opened the portal, so they can return.”

      Chara shrugged and the shift fell to cover her. “She has no love of Taymalin leaders.”

      “Oh, I think she’d just do it anyway out of courtesy, though probably not tell him everything.”

      Chara stretched and looked at Talayja. “It seems I was not in the creature’s prophecies. He thought I was Kantees.”

      “But she can’t…” Elona didn’t finish her sentence. “I knew the future wasn’t fixed. I knew it.” The knowledge was a strange triumph.
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      It was mid-afternoon when Elona opened the portal for a third time and finally Kantees flew through on a grey-black ziri and followed by half a dozen others, all of which were riderless.

      They settled on the grass and Kantees slipped off. Chara and Elona went to meet her. It took only a few moments for her to be given the relevant details.

      Her reaction was predictable and the zirichasa roared deafeningly as her anger filled them. The one who had been Talayja had the decency to look scared as nine dragons focused on it, their necks raised high and emitting growls and hoots.

      “We can’t kill it,” said Elona. “That’s exactly what Talayja did, now she’s gone and that creature wanders about in her body.”

      “We could torture it,” said Kantees.

      “Could you cause ’ain to Talayja’s ’ody?”

      Kantees’ silence gave the answer they all had.

      “What are we going to do?” said Chara.

      “Find the Kisharuk and kill it.”

      “How, Elona?” said Kantees. “If your experience and this creature has taught us anything, it’s that it can’t die.”

      Chara looked at it. “’Erha’s it knows.”

      “Why would it tell us?” said Kantees.

      “Because it claims it wants to save the Taymalin, the way the monster wants to kill us,” said Elona.

      They all turned to look at it.

      “I can’t stand the way it looks like Talayja,” said Kantees.

      Chara clicked once. “How can it not, it is her on the outside.”

      “I wondered whether the reason the monster did not like fahain was because it could not possess us,” said Elona. “It would have been an advantage.”

      With that she headed across the circle to where the creature sat near the warmed stones.

      “What do I call you?” she said. “You are not Talayja though you have her body.”

      “I was never given a name, not like the Kisharuk. I was not supposed to exist, no one knew I was there. I have lived over a thousand years and never had a name of my own.”

      “You know the Slissac tongue.”

      “I have not spoken it in almost as long.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      It looked down. “I know it.”

      “Give yourself a name. We will not desecrate our friend’s memory by calling you by hers.”

      It was unnerving to see Talayja’s face, twisted into expressions that did not fit.

      “Getharuk,” it said eventually.

      “What does it mean?”

      “One who preserves life.”

      Kantees growled and the ziri echoed her. Elona restrained herself from an outburst of anger.

      “That’s your opinion. You can keep that if it makes you feel better, but I name you Jikala.”

      Kantees’ laugh was mingled with Chara’s clicks. The face that had been Talayja gave a sad smile.

      “I accept your name, Lady Elona of Corlain.”

      “And you will wear a cloak all the time to cover your head and keep your face in shadow. We do not want to be reminded of the insult.”

      “I should remind you it was she who killed me.”

      “You attacked Chara without provocation.”

      “A Slissac.”

      “Talayja was protecting Chara—and she failed to kill you, unfortunately.”

      Ulina appeared with a cloak that she threw down in front of Jikala who picked it up and slung round its shoulders. It raised the hood and pulled the front down.

      “Better,” said Elona. She looked around. “All right, we’ll remain here the rest of the day and head out in the morning.”

      “What are you going to do?” said Jikala.

      “Find the Kisharuk and kill it.”
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      Kantees sent the ziri out to hunt then spoke to Ulina.

      “I must ask a favour of you, daughter.”

      “You know I will obey you, mother.”

      Kantees smiled and stroked Ulina’s hair. “I know, but I want you to have a choice.”

      “You would not ask me to do anything that did not need to be done.”

      “This needs to be done. I have asked you to look after Elona but I think perhaps she is capable of looking after herself. At least, for the most part, but Jikala is another matter. I want you to watch the creature don’t let it cause itself or any of us any harm. Will you do that?”

      “As my mother commands,” said Ulina.

      “A request only, but you have the best skills.”

      “But if I kill it, it will be able to possess me or anyone else.”

      “That’s the hard part.”

      “I understand.”

      “But you don’t need to sit on its shoulder the whole time, just keep an eye open.”

      Ulina looked at Kantees with her serious face—the one she almost always used. “Mother, do I tell you how to ride a ziri?”

      Kantees laughed and kissed her daughter on the forehead. “You know best.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      As Ulina moved away to begin watching Jikala, Chara and Elona came over.

      “The three of us against the Kisharuk,” said Kantees. “Are we strong enough?”

      “Time will tell the tale,” said Elona.

      “’Ut there is so’ething I have to tell you, Kantees,” said Chara.

      “The prophecies can be wrong,” said Elona.

      Kantees did not understand the look Chara gave their sister.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The same thing,” said Elona.

      Chara shook her head. “The Arch-Patterner assumed I was you, as a zirichak.”

      Kantees opened her mouth and then shut it again.

      “His prophecies said that it would be Kantees who turned into a zirichak. And from his reaction when she changed back, he had no idea about Chara at all.” Elona glanced in the direction of Jikala. “There was no Slissac in his story.”

      “He thought I was a ziri?”

      Chara nodded.

      “He thought I would be the one that could change?”

      They both nodded.

      “Can I?”

      “Have you ever tried?”

      “It would be…” her voice trailed off and she glanced over at the zirichasa who were lounging in the light of the setting sun. “…I don’t know. I never thought.”

      “You deserve it if anyone does,” said Chara.

      “I’ll have to think about it.”

      “The point is,” said Elona, “he didn’t know. He doesn’t know everything that’s going to happen and the prophecies he’s been working from aren’t always right. I mean the one for me said I’d be leading an army, but that didn’t happen. Now he’s wrong about Kantees.”

      “There was still a zirichak that was not one,” said Chara.

      Kantees shook her head. “I don’t think it matters whether this is about prophecy or not, we’ve agreed to go with Elona. That’s the only thing that’s important.”

      Elona gave them both a small smile and nodded. “Thank you,” then added, “what happened in Canvor?”

      Kantees shrugged. “Not a great deal but I had received a message from Gally who was in Jakalain. It was the best place to collect new zirichasa. Sorry for the delay.”

      “How is the city?”

      “Recovering, I think. The lake is re-filling so that is making people happy but it’s very slow. I don’t think they realise just how long it’s going to take.”

      Elona shook her head. “If only I had known.”

      “You did what was right at the ti’e,” said Chara.

      “And picked you up on the way back.”

      “It is all done and gone.”

      “Did you see Drahail?”

      Kantees shook her head. “No, I didn’t ask for an audience, and I’m sure he was busy trying to explain to the Council how the Slissac in his dungeons had been freed by Elona of Corlain.”

      “I hope so, this was my fear—if knowledge that Slissac exist in the mountains the Taymalin would mount a war against them.”

      And from what I know now, they would win then that too would be on my conscience.

      “I doubt anything will come of it,” said Kantees. “My people were in the mountains of Esternes for years without the Taymalin knowing.”

      “This is different,” said Elona.
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      It did not take them long to prepare for travel in the morning. The Mother had blessed them with another fine day, and the mists in the valleys soon burned away as the sun rose.

      With nine ziri they could all have one alone but Chara insisted Elona ride on her back. Elona did not want to upset her sister so agreed and if truth be told, sitting in the saddle with straps made almost no difference to how she felt.

      She’d rather be terrified riding on her sister’s back who understood what she was feeling, than on some unthinking beast.

      Jikala was given one called Tralenth which had a saddle like Ilith which suited Elona, since it meant he couldn’t dismount quickly. They went through Florian’s bag and got rid of everything they didn’t need.

      Once they were prepared, Chara stood in the centre of the ley-circle and grew into a zirichak, there was no pause this time, she simply did it. Elona noticed Kantees watching her carefully as if that would teach her the technique. It was still a completely unfathomable thing as far as Elona was concerned.

      Then they launched into the air with a thunder of wing beats. The formation arranged itself into a diamond pattern behind Chara as Elona felt for the ley-circle. It was getting easier for her too, and moments later a great round window had formed in the air revealing a grey plain under a heavy sky.

      Chara turned the formation to line up with it, accelerated until they became golden, and arrowed through into another place.
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      Chara allowed their flight to continue for a dozen heartbeats then slowed. Elona braced herself for the blast of air as the golden protection fell away. The stench of rotting fish filled their nostrils and every one of them—ziri included—complained about it.

      They turned and Elona was riveted by the sight of the drowned Fastness with the black stones of the collapsed tower at its heart beside the fallen hall where Elona had killed the empress.

      The main walls were still intact with the fetid waters of the Canvor lake collected inside of it. It must have overflowed the walls originally because all around, where before there had been dry scrub, it was now filled with pools of dark water.

      The ground was covered with black carrion birds feasting on the remains of the fish that had been carried along with the lake water. The air too had its share of beasts, sikechasa of all sizes gliding on the currents, sometimes swooping either to dive into the water or take one of the other birds.

      “It’s the Fastness,” said the voice that had once belonged to Talayja. “So this is where the lake at Canvor went.”

      Elona did not bother to respond to the obvious. Also she simply did not like talking to the creature.

      Chara had started them down in a descending spiral towards the ruin. Her target was a tower on the north side. Its top was big enough to accommodate all the ziri and it had not been touched by flood or violence. A cloud of birds erupted away from the tower as they came down.

      Elona slipped off Chara’s back and was grateful for the feel of solid wood beneath her feet once more. The stench had not diminished but she guessed she must be getting used to it.

      “What happened here?” said Jikala.

      “I fought the Kisharuk and I lost,” said Elona.

      Ulina had already taken up a position where she could see into the main part of the castle but also watch Jikala. Elona felt a wave of nausea as the girl was perched on the wall. She knew Ulina could climb up and down walls almost as if they were flat ground, and could probably survive a fall. Knowing it did not make the feelings go away. She stopped looking.

      Chara changed shape.

      “They ’uilt a castle on to’ of a ley-circle?”

      Elona saw Jikala turn at her words and then looked out into the ruin.

      “Slissac tower,” said Kantees. “They can trap the power of a feeding and keep it contained.” She looked at the fallen stones. “But the next time there is a feeding here, it will all be destroyed.”

      Elona wondered what would happen to the Tahulin—would they be gone too? On the one hand she would like to know, on the other, she hoped they would remain unharmed, perhaps they would be able to escape.

      “Can you feel the walls?” said Chara.

      Elona could but she had been expecting it. “Defensive pattern, makes them almost impenetrable, it’s powered by the ley-circle.”

      “Why are we here?” said Jikala.

      Elona sighed. “We’re trying to find the Kisharuk so we must look for clues in the parts of the building that are still standing. There were less than five hundred men here, so I think they would mostly have been over this side where the hall has collapsed. That’s where Jaymis and I met her—it.”

      Chara looked over the edge at the pools of water. “’Ut what we want ’ight ’e underwater.”

      “It might.”

      “We could be here some time,” said Kantees.

      Elona shrugged. “Better make a camp then.”

      It took Ulina a moment’s work using her knife to cut away the hinges and bolt of a trapdoor. She dropped through, scouted quickly and reported there was nothing dangerous on the first level. Then Elona drew the power of the ley-circle to herself and dissolved a large area of the roof big enough for the ziri to go through.

      Jikala said nothing while this was going on but Elona could see it watching with what seemed to be somewhere between astonishment and satisfaction.

      They relieved the semi-darkness by opening the shutters on the windows. There was furniture in the form of bunks, tables and chairs—this was an external tower so probably for the guards.

      Elona wondered whether this place, like the castle far to the south had not been constructed by the Taymalin, but they had simply taken it over. It didn’t matter now, she was more interested in the Slissac tower, and wished she had not destroyed it.

      The zirichasa settled in to their new quarters with their usual lack of concern. They were warm and well-fed so they went to sleep.

      Ulina went down through the next few levels and reported the level above the main one—it could not really be called the ground, there were so many below it—looked as if it had been occupied recently.

      “Do we have any idea what we’re looking for?” said Kantees.

      They stood together on the main level. The passage ahead of them was blocked by fallen castle walls on one side, with broken black stone on the other. Water was still draining from the walls and created puddles reflecting the dim light. The place was filled with the buzzing of flies which had been attracted by the rotting fish carcasses.

      The passage at right angles had also suffered from the collapse of the Slissac tower. The only other direction was further down.

      Elona shook her head. “I just don’t know. I hoped there would be something.”

      “The Kisharuk’s daily journal?” said Jikala.

      “Shut up.” Elona turned to her sisters. “I don’t know what could be a clue to where we might find the Kisharuk, but we have to look. We’ll cover more ground if we split up.”

      “What about that?” said Kantees pointing at Jikala.

      “It can come with me,” said Elona. “I’ll go down to the next floor. You two see what you can see up here.”

      Chara climbed through the broken wall and changed into her zirichak form in as much time as it took to take a breath. Elona felt the surge of power from the ley-circle that gave her the strength.

      “She’s getting good at that,” said Kantees with a grin and followed.

      Elona turned to look at the stairs. They led into blackness. Ulina stood close by watching Jikala.

      “The child unnerves me,” said Jikala.

      “Good.”

      “But if she kills me, I’ll just possess her, or you.”

      “I do not have to kill you,” said Ulina.

      “What would happen if you chose not to steal someone else’s body?”

      “We can survive for a while but we cannot do anything, it’s like being Tahulin.” It paused. “You told Talayja you met some here.”

      “You have all her memories?”

      “Yes.”

      “You have all the memories of every person you ever stole.”

      “I told you, I tried to find people that were going to die anyway.”

      “But you have their memories?”

      “Yes. I have memories that stretch back over a thousand years. The memories of small men, people who failed.”

      “Be silent. Each of them was worth more than a thousand of you.”

      She led the way to the stairs and conjured a ball of light to precede them as they descended.

      The walls and floor of the next level down were wetter, and the smells even worse.

      “If there was anything to find it will have been destroyed by the water,” said Jikala.

      “My aunt told you to be quiet,” hissed Ulina.

      Elona was grateful to Ulina for making it stop talking but she had a mind to agree. This was probably pointless but they had to go through the motions.

      So she looked into each room. There was evidence of occupation and in one room half a dozen dead bodies. She had killed them by bringing the flood.

      It took a long time but they made an entire circuit of the Fastness at this level, there had been additional death and a strange-looking water creature with multiple tentacles. It might have been an abomination but she knew from her lessons that there were many strange things in the depths of water, so perhaps it was natural. But when a ley-circle like Canvor’s was beneath the water, abominations must be more common.

      She wondered what the time was and sent Ulina up to check with Kantees. With an opportunity to rest she sat down on a step but when Jikala tried to sit as well she insisted the creature use the damp floor.

      “Sometimes my hosts died of illness,” said Jikala. “You wouldn’t want me to catch something unpleasant and die, then be forced to possess someone else.”

      “You won’t die, Talayja was a healer, more than a healer, did you know you would end up inside her?”

      “No.”

      “Tell me how the prophecies work.”

      “I don’t know how they work. I do know that some humans and some Slissac I think, see the future—or perhaps how the future might be. If it’s a future I want then I will do what I can to help make it happen. They were always right.”

      “Perhaps they would have happened without your interference.”

      “I was trying to guide the Taymalin to the point they could destroy the Kisharuk.”

      There was something about the side-long glance it gave Elona that made her suspicious.

      “And have we reached that place yet?”

      It shook its head slowly.

      “How do you know?”

      “There are other prophecies.”

      “But your precious prophecies didn’t tell you that Chara would be the one to change into a ziri, did it? You thought it was going to be Kantees.”

      “Sometimes I fail.”

      “Mother’s milk! Don’t you see? The prophecies mean nothing, the only reason they’ve been partly fulfilled is because you made them happen—or not. It’s nothing to do with prophecies, it’s all you!”

      There was a long silence.

      “How did you know I would become the Half-scarred Woman?”

      “I didn’t. There was a prophecy that used that name in association with Tirnia so I planted the name in the area.”

      Elona flashed to anger again. “You really don’t care what you do to people, do you? You send Usala into the mountains, to waste her entire life, on the off-chance I might turn up?”

      “The prophecy said the one who would aid the destruction of the Kisharuk would be there.”

      Elona’s anger turned to bitter laughter. “In that case you did a good thing, though you never intended it. That prophecy was talking about Chara, not me! If you had not sent Usala, Chara would have died. If she had died, I would have.”

      Jikala frowned. “I always intend to do good.”

      “But cause misery and pain.”

      “The Kisharuk is the one that does that.”

      “You’re both monsters and no different from one another, except the other one is at least honest its desire for destruction.”

      Another silence dragged out between them until Jikala spoke.

      “How did it happen?”

      “What?”

      Jikala indicated the side of his face, mirrorwise to Elona’s scarring.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I would not ask if I did.”

      “Kisheth.”

      He hesitated and then nodded. “The Mother’s Kitchen in Avakending. You tried to use its power.”

      “I succeeded. This was the price I paid.”

      “Such places are strange and no one knows what kisheth really is.”

      “You have been very attentive to my journey.”

      “As best I could though you kept disappearing from knowledge, sometimes for a very long time. Your ability to create portals at will is very powerful.”

      “So I’m told.” She stood up. “Ulina will have to catch us up. We have time to search the next level down before evening.”

      Jikala rose. “If that is your wish.”

      “It is. And do not test me, monster. I do not need Ulina for protection. I can make you suffer without touching you and I have the will to do it for all the pain you have caused.”

      Jikala nodded.

      Elona headed down the stairs, the ball of light bobbing ahead of her.

      Where the previous level had only been damp this one had puddles and running water but the smell of rotting flesh was less.

      It was clear this would be the last level they could check. The stairwell descending from here was visible for only a few steps before it disappeared into water. If it was draining away at all it must be slow. Elona thought of the hole she had made in the wall, surely that should provide a way out? But perhaps it had become blocked.

      She sent the ball ahead. Its light reflected off the water they were splashing through.

      It was very cold here and the damp seeped through her clothes.

      The layout of the place was confusing. They were now well below the ground of the interior, but she knew there was at least one more level before they reached the bottom of the outer walls.

      Which must mean the Slissac tower had been on a hill and the Fastness built around it. It seemed to make sense because there were no doors on the interior side on this level, as if the builders had chosen not to dig inward but work around it.

      The first corridor yielded nothing unusual. They reached the second stairwell to find that one full of water as well. The surface rippled and she could have sworn she saw a shadow but perhaps it was just a fish attracted to the light and then scared away by their presence.

      They went on and halfway along the next passage, she found the Slissac door.
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      The left hand of the pair of doors stood slightly ajar and water trickled out into the passage.

      The builders of the Fastness had constructed walls to form a short passage to the doors, and these were inscribed in the Taymalin language with the words: Death stalks those who enter.

      Elona gave a short laugh. “One way to keep the ignorant out.”

      “These towers were here before the Taymalin arrived.”

      “Do you know the history of how the Slissac spread across the world?”

      “I journeyed with Taymar across the sea as he led your people in their escape. But I did not learn anything of the Slissac who travelled that route before him.”

      “And did you meet any Slissac in this land when you arrived?”

      “I did not.” There was something about its tone that made her suspicious.

      “But they were here, weren’t they? The ones living in the mountains who left earlier in order to avoid the contamination by the human slaves.”

      Jikala looked at her. “You know more about it than I do. I did not spend time with the Slissac.”

      “I imagine the Kisharuk is the same then. All it wanted to do was kill.”

      “We did not know anything when we were created. We were like animals with a simple goal, except I had no idea how to perform mine. It is easy to kill, a great deal harder to prevent death.” Jikala sighed. “Each person I possessed taught me more. That was how I learnt who I must become in order to save your people.”

      Elona tried the door but it was jammed. Its frame twisted during the collapse of the tower perhaps.

      She stepped back to the other side of the passage, thrust out the palm of her hand and blasted the doors inward with a ball made of blue light. The defensive shield was a versatile pattern.

      An ominous creaking and grinding of rocks remained after the crashing of metal and stone subsided. She walked towards the entrance.

      “It might collapse,” said Jikala.

      “Then you had better stay close to me and hope that it doesn’t.”

      Inside were a set of small rooms which might have been for guards, she had no idea if the Slissac needed them when the place had been built.

      “Every Slissac building has patterns inscribed on every wall,” she said.

      “I’ve seen them, they did not appear to hold any significance.”

      “Not patterns you recognised then?”

      “Most of them were just stories. Others seemed to have no meaning.”

      “You’re lying,” said Elona with a shake of her head then sent a gentle wave of power as far as she could. Patches of moss lit up. “You know what’s happening here.”

      “I remember the moss,” he said.

      But Elona wasn’t listening, she had felt something when she created the lights. Her power had been changed and refocused as it passed through the rooms. It was similar to what she had felt around Chara’s family heart-room.

      She wanted to try it again but knew if she did so there was a good chance she would burn out the moss. The most knowledgeable patterner in existence was standing beside her, and she needed information—or at least to learn whether or not this was something he was familiar with.

      Following the passage, she headed for the centre of what had been the tower. Water was flowing in from somewhere because the floor was wet.

      “The symbols here focus power,” she said running her fingers through the grooves as they walked. “And channel it.”

      “The towers can survive a feeding and prevent abominations, I know that.”

      “The symbols are energised as the feeding happens. But I do not understand how such patterning even works.”

      “It’s the patterns of the symbols that makes the difference,” said Jikala. “A symbol on its own will do nothing. How they are arranged one with another is what matters.”

      “You don’t seem shy about telling me the secrets of the patterners.”

      “Why should I be? If you can destroy the Kisharuk you will do it through knowledge and understanding, though I do not see that there is anything you can do.”

      “Then why even bother to try to protect the Taymalin at all?”

      “You accuse me, Elona of Corlain, of manipulating your life and the life of others. You complain of your lack of free will. If I could steal a fraction of your free will for myself I would do it. You ask why I work to save the Taymalin? It is because I have no choice.”

      “That does not absolve you of your crimes.”

      They turned a corner which then almost immediately turned back the other way. It was almost as if she was living Kantees’ story of how she encountered the abomination in the tower at Two Circles. Except she could see where she was going.

      The walls here did not seem straight, and something above them cracked loudly delivering a waterfall of stinking water that splashed on the stones.

      “How precise does it have to be? With the walls like this?”

      “The precision of the positioning has an effect, but even like this it would certainly try to channel the power in the way that’s been intended.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “This skill is not within the knowledge of the Taymalin.”

      “Why don’t you just say you don’t know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you know what these towers are for?”

      “Yes.”

      “You have examined one before.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you deliberately kept this knowledge from the Taymalin.”

      Jikala did not respond.

      Elona did not feel she could get angry about everything, but this monster certainly made it possible to try. “Your arrogance is terrifying.”

      “I did not think they were ready for this knowledge. It is too dangerous.”

      “As I say, arrogance.”

      “It did nothing for the Slissac who built them, Elona. Where are they now?”

      The only Slissac dwellings still occupied were those of Chara’s people. All the rest were gone.

      They reached the centre of the tower where a low circular stone wall marked the exact middle. Just as Kantees had described it. What she had not mentioned was the patterning covering it and the floor around it. Inscribed in a tiny script of repeating symbols and arrangements.

      Here the walls too had much smaller writing on it. Elona laughed. They did not understand how crude their symbols were in comparison to a true pattern, and the only way they could approximate it was by writing smaller. Though it must help, otherwise they would not have bothered.

      Jikala was running its fingers across the symbols.

      A constant stream of dribbling water came from a crack in the ceiling, highlighted by the moss glowing outside of the room. Elona frowned and looked around. The moss in here was not glowing. It hung from the patterns as if it had invaded from outside, there was no special gutter for it. Yet it had been unaffected by her wave of power.

      A movement in the shadows caught her eye and she turned. But there was nothing there. She shivered. This was an eerie place.

      She reached out and touched the moss, sending some power through her fingers. The room lit up.

      The stones above them creaked again.

      “We should leave,” said Jikala.

      “What are you scared of? You can just steal someone else’s body.”

      “I don’t want to, Elona. Don’t you understand? I must help the Taymalin, every one of them that I possess ceases to be themselves. My whole existence is built on my ability to do a thing that I must not do—but cannot stop myself anyway.”

      “My heart bleeds.”

      The sound of dripping water was a constant here as it leaked through from above. She turned again as something moved just at the edge of her vision.

      “Did you see that?”

      “I didn’t see anything. I really don’t think it is safe here.”

      Jikala hovered nearby, staring up at the water dripping through the cracked ceiling. Elona hated looking at the monster in what had been Talayja’s body. All the mannerisms that had made the girl who she was were gone. Even she couldn’t beat this death.

      Elona looked around again. There were deeper shadows thrown by the light moss she had activated, and something moved in them. Its wet surface glistened.

      She furrowed her eyebrows, peering at it, trying to make out what it could be.

      She conjured a floating ball of light instead of trying to activate the moss. It appeared close to her and its glow threw everything into sharp relief. The thing she thought she had seen was no longer there.

      The rocks above their head ground together.

      “I’m getting out,” said Jikala.

      A glowing shape flowed up through the centre of the ley-circle. It flickered, faded then glowed strong again. It moved beyond the central well and as it touched the ground the water around it spun and rose into a water spout.

      Elona felt for its pattern and recognised it.

      “Wait, it’s just a Tahulin. They helped me when I was here before.”

      “Tahulin can’t be trusted.”

      “These can,” she said. “Tell me about Tahulin, monster. What do the Taymalin patterners know of them?”

      “There is no knowledge written down. Only observations. They have as many different forms as there are things in the world. Whether they were once people has never been decided.”

      The Tahulin had picked up all the water it needed and was now like a liquid whirlwind, small drops of water flew off in all directions like shattered shards of light.

      Suddenly it lunged towards Elona.

      “Look out!” shouted Jikala.

      Elona threw herself to the side as something damp and glistening erupted from one of the other entrances and flew over her head. It smashed into the wall above her with a squelching thump.

      The Tahulin moved into its path as Elona hit the hard wet ground and heard the splashing footsteps of Jikala retreating.

      A silent wailing filled her head as the place where the fleshy tentacle and the Tahulin met glowed with a lurid green light. The Tahulin folded over.

      Elona had just grasped the idea that there was something alive here and the Tahulin had not been attacking, but defending her when an agonising pain went through her right ankle as it was wrapped in a cold and wet tentacle.

      She barely had time to think as another came at her from behind and snaked round her left arm. Its strength was irresistible and she felt herself being pulled in two directions at once. Her muscles and joints tearing apart.

      The Tahulin was enveloped in green light, shrinking and shedding water like a pierced water skin. That was what she could hear screaming her head.

      The pain was exhausting her, she had trouble focusing but gritted her teeth and pulled the power from the ley-circle—only to have it drained from her instantly. Her flesh seemed to burn as it was syphoned from her and into the tentacles that held her. Another went round her neck and pulled her head back, crushing her windpipe and suffocating her.

      I mustn’t die.

      In desperation she opened herself to the full power of the ley-circle and willed a sphere of blue protection around her and the Tahulin.

      It flashed into place for a tiny fraction of time then dissipated but it had been enough. The tentacles that held them were severed. The piece that had penetrated the Tahulin splashed to the ground. She breathed in a sudden and desperate breath.

      This time Elona felt the power she had taken being syphoned into the walls and back down into the ley-circle. She didn’t spend time thinking or trying to unwrap the tentacles that bound her.

      The wall behind her crashed to the floor, leaving a wide hole into the next room. Then the rest of the wall crumbled. Already damaged by the fall of the tower and the weight of water, the hole Elona made was the final straw. A column gave way and the roof bowed ominously.

      The Tahulin retreated to the ley-circle well and sank into it. Elona got her bearings and ran for the exit as the ceiling gave way behind her. Noise, dust and water filled the air. The stones around her were cracking and giving way.

      She cried out and stumbled as pain seared through her side. The water around her feet was rising and she tripped on a rock she couldn’t see. She splashed face down into the filthy stinking water that swirled through the tunnel.

      A crashing roar from behind filled her ears and she felt her body being lifted by the fetid tide of Canvor’s lake water. It slammed her into the wall at the next corner, then spun her around and bashed into the next turn almost immediately.

      The water engulfed her and there was no air to breathe.

      Again something grabbed her ankle and brought her to a jarring halt against the flow where every part of her was beaten by pieces of stone carried along in the relentless current.

      Another tentacle wound itself around her waist, she was yanked sideways into a space filled with water while the current was replaced by random swirls and eddies. She desperately needed to breathe, she needed to get away.

      If only she had a ziri she could ride.

      Through her closed eyelids, she saw the world turn gold.
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      She lay on her back and breathed air. Her lungs pulled it painfully through her agonised throat. Then she gasped and choked, she managed to roll over on to her hands and knees, coughing up water.

      Someone hit her on the back and she coughed up even more.

      “Just try to get it all out,” said the voice of Talayja.

      She lashed out and hit the monster, it was a weak blow but she felt better for it.

      “Leave me alone.”

      When she had stopped coughing, and then spat out as much of the remaining stagnant lake water from her mouth, she sat back on her heels. They were in complete darkness. She could hear water flowing around her.

      She conjured a ball of light above her head.

      Her eyes were sore and ached more when she opened them, but she looked around. They were in the Fastness passageway just outside the entrance to the base of the Slissac tower.

      She coughed again sending daggers of pain through her throat.

      The entrance to the tower was gone, collapsed in on itself. Water still leaked from between the stones and the floor of the corridor was covered to a depth of a few finger widths.

      The thing that had been Talayja was kneeling beside her, looking concerned.

      It lifted up a shard of stone that could have passed for a dagger. “This was in your back.” She could feel the place but it had become a dull ache already, her healing was progressing and the proximity of the ley-circle made it work all the faster. It always happened, and she seemed to have no control over it.

      Elona used Jikala’s shoulder to get to her feet. She was weak and clung to the creature as it stood up.

      “I am not as powerful as people think,” she whispered to avoid hurting her throat.

      “That’s not important.”

      “You ran away.”

      “I did not want to die.”

      She made no comment. They had covered that point already, but if he thought he was being noble in not wanting to possess other people he was wrong.

      He was like an animal in the way that he had a single magical ability, and nothing else in his nature could change it. But people, or any creature that could truly think, was able to activate any pattern.

      “Let’s go back,” it said.

      She nodded and let it guide her as they slowly made their way back to the stairs. She shied away from the deep water in the stairwell. She had seen something moving, was it the thing with the tentacles, perhaps there was more than one. Had she killed the one that had attacked them, or just sent it back to whatever hole it had come from.

      “Abomination,” she said.

      “Must have come from Canvor,” it said. “You cannot keep living things away from a ley-circle that’s underwater, and if an abomination is made no one will know.”

      “So I did it.”

      “You did not create it. And you may have done Canvor a favour by bringing it here to die.”

      “It wasn’t dead.”

      “I noticed, but there will eventually be nothing left for it to eat.”

      “It was killing the Tahulin, perhaps it doesn’t feed only on flesh.”

      The creature said nothing as they slowly mounted the stairs. She needed to rest after every flight.

      “Tahulin are alive,” she said. “They eat the Mother’s milk.”

      “That is the conclusion of the Taymalin patterners as well.”

      “So this abomination could be the same.”

      “Perhaps.”

      They climbed another flight and Elona could not express her relief at reaching daylight, leaving the evil dark below them.

      Ulina was the first person they saw.

      “I should have been with you!” she said fiercely when she saw the state of Elona. “The tower sank further, we were worried. Mama said there was zirichak power in the depths.”

      Elona smiled tiredly. “I’m sure you would have been a help, Ulina, but I survived the monster we ran into.”

      “What was it? Does it still live?”

      The Jikala creature opened its mouth but Elona spoke first. “Later. I need to rest and recover. Just tell me if anyone else has found any kind of clue.”

      “My mother has found some writings. Chara said she could read them but we should wait until you return. I was sent to find you.”

      Elona smiled. “You found me.”

      They made quicker progress as they climbed further, with Ulina helping on Elona’s other side.

      Elona could feel the healing moving on apace. Her throat was no longer sore though her chest still ached. The pain of her back wound was almost gone, while the bruising around her neck, wrist and ankle was completely healed. But healing did not make her clothes dry or take away the smell that clung to her.

      A fire burned in the hearth of the room they had chosen as their base and Elona went over to it.

      “Get out of those clothes,” said Chara.

      Elona glanced at Jikala. “Make that thing wait outside.” It was not that she was embarrassed by its presence, she was offended by its very existence.

      “I was not made with any interest in human bodies, Lady Elona.”

      “Nevertheless.”

      So Jikala left the room and Elona stripped.

      “These are disgusting,” said Kantees. “Did you go swimming?”

      “Why is there a wound in your ’ack?” said Chara hesitating before she put a blanket round Elona’s shoulders.

      “Is there any clean water in this place?” said Elona.

      “Not that I could find,” said Kantees. “But there are rivers and streams nearby.”

      “Let Jikala back in,” said Elona. “I’ll tell you what happened.”

      So she told the story and felt as if she had achieved nothing except nearly getting herself drowned and eaten. She told Jikala to relate their part of the tale but it amounted only to it running out of the collapsing building and being hit by the deluge of water. When it recovered its senses Elona was lying close by.

      “She was not breathing,” it said. “Over the years I have learnt techniques to help people who have been drowning. I was able to make her breathe again, and with her natural healing she recovered.”

      Then Elona felt faint and the room spun. Several pairs of hands caught her before she hit the stone floor. She could hear what people were saying but it felt as if it had nothing to do with her.

      “She has a fever,” said Chara.

      Kantees made a noise. “All that disgusting water, she probably swallowed half of Canvor’s lake.”

      “Will she be all right?” said Jikala.

      “Her healing is ’owerful,” said Chara. “She just needs to rest.”
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      When Elona woke, the air smelled fresher but there was a cold draught from somewhere. She sat up and pulled the coarse blankets around her, then noticed how hungry she was feeling.

      Sunlight angled through the window shutters. The others were curled up in their own blankets around the room. Elona was closest to the hearth though it was nothing but handful of embers now.

      With the blanket round her like a cloak, she squatted by the fire, added some tinder and blew gently. A flame came alive at its heart consuming the dried twigs and moss. She added some more substantial twigs and smaller branches then kept an eye on it until she was sure it was going to burn properly.

      She found some dried meat in one of the bags and chewed it.

      Her skin was still dirty from being soaked. She vaguely remembered something about there being rivers and lakes nearby but she would wait. There was no way she would take a ziri on her own.

      She went to look out of the window. The world looked bright and green, even though this was supposed to be the Great Waste. It had not been like this when she had been here before.

      She heard Chara’s hard feet on the stone. Then her sister’s arms wrapped around her.

      “Good ’orning, feeling ’etter?”

      “Yes, just trying to deal with my hunger.” She took another bite from the meat. It was tough but better than nothing. “I’d killed for some bread and butter though.” She sighed. “What did I miss?

      “Nothing.”

      “Ulina said you found some writings.”

      “Kantees did, ’ut we wanted to wait for you.”

      “I’m dirty and I smell.”

      “That’s no reason not to wait.”

      “Very funny. I really need to clean up.”

      “I can take you to the river...” she let her voice trail away.

      “It’s my only choice, I suppose.”

      Moments later Chara had stripped off her clothes and there was a ziri standing where she had been. Elona smiled into the huge face. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way you can do that.”

      Chara grunted and lay down. Once Elona was seated, Chara launched herself up through the hole in the ceiling and into the brilliant sunshine.

      The shutters of the window hid the drop from the tower but now the ruined Fastness lay around her. Instead of closing her eyes, she looked towards the horizon and the sky. Lostimal was making a day appearance, its ghostly form floating behind the blue dome above them.

      In response to the sun, the Great Waste had bloomed with colour—predominantly yellow but there were splashes of purple and red. It seemed to stretch into forever in all directions.

      The river was a glistening thread of silver winding across the plain, avoiding the low hills and making its way to the north. Chara set her nose towards the nearest bend and they descended slowly without a single wing beat. The soft warm air brushed Elona’s left cheek—the scarred side was impervious to sensation.

      Chara touched down on the grassy river bank and Elona slid from her back. Then Chara was standing there instead of the zirichak.

      “I ho’e that wasn’t too scary.”

      Elona smiled and took Chara’s hand in hers. “You know me, it can’t not be but of all the journeys I’ve had to make, that was probably the least bad.”

      Chara clicked. “Least ’ad? Thanks for nothing, white-skin.”

      Elona laughed and realised she hadn’t done that in a long time. The day was beautiful, the air warm and filled with perfume. “How can they call this the Great Waste?”

      The question was rhetorical—she had seen it in winter.

      She made her way to the river, there was a steep bank that went down to a small pebble shoreline. Chara joined her as Elona stripped off her clothes.

      “You coming in?” said Elona.

      “Not ’e,” said her sister. “I’ going to wash your clothes.”

      Elona looked back at the Fastness. From this angle, it did not look much different. Its sheer grey walls towered above the flowers. The defensive patterns in the walls still flowed. It looked as majestic and impregnable as it had the first time. But the black tower was gone, and a portion of the crenelations on the southern side had shattered, probably as it fell.

      She heard a splash and turned to see Chara submerging her clothes in the water then pulling them out and slapping them against a smooth stone. The river was quite wide and she could see the middle was deep, but not fast moving. She stepped with one foot into the clear water and gasped.

      “Taymar’s teeth! It’s freezing.”

      “What are you, a child?” said Chara.

      Elona gave her a sidelong glance then moved forward until the water was up to her knees. Gathering up her courage, she sat with a sudden splash.

      She shrieked then laughed before lying back and submerging her head in the river. The sounds of the world vanished, replaced with strange bubblings and mutterings, as if the river was trying to talk to her.

      The distorted sky twisted with the ripples above her, the cold spread through her but she found it relaxing rather than concerning. Then her natural healing fought back and her skin tingled.

      She wondered how long she had been lying here. She had played games with her maid Savi when they were young, seeing who could hold their breath the longest. It felt like a different lifetime, like the memory of someone else. But she was comfortable here and felt she could stay forever.

      The sun was blocked by a dark figure who came and stood over her. Then it reached down, grabbed her upper arm and pulled her to the surface.

      “Elona! Are you all right?”

      She took in a breath but it was a normal one, not what she might expect after being underwater so long. But when she exhaled her breath smelled very strange.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I was worried, you were under such a long ti’e. I didn’t think humans could survive that long underwater.”

      Elona got herself into a sitting position. Chara sat down next to her in the water. Her breath stopped smelling on the third or fourth time she let it out.

      “It’s like when I crossed the mountains before meeting you. I should have died a dozen times from the cold but the healing kept me alive. I think this was the same.”

      “That’s not so’ething, I think you should test. One day, it won’t ’e a’le to save you.”

      Elona leaned her head on Chara’s shoulder. “I know. It just felt so nice. As if all my cares were washed away. At least for a time.”

      Chara reached her arm around Elona’s shoulders and held her.

      “I understand.” She hesitated. “There’s so’ething I wanted to tell you.”

      Elona’s immediate thought was one of concern but it did not feel as if Chara was upset.

      “Of course.”

      “What I told you, back at Hanna, a’out having children any ti’e I desired.”

      Elona guessed what was coming but said nothing.

      “Changing into a zirichak, well, I don’t know how it works ’ut when I changed ’ack I knew it wasn’t true any longer. The male seed did not change with me. The ziri body does not have the same ability, I suppose.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Chara held her tighter.

      “I don’t think I mind. I ha’e three ado’ted daughters now. Any ’ore would only ’ake things difficult.”

      “I suppose.”

      Elona felt Chara lean her head against her own.

      “But you could do it again if you enjoyed the experience.”

      Chara did not respond for a moment. “I a’ not sure what experience you are talking a’out, sister.”

      Elona felt the heat of embarrassment rising, and it had nothing to do with any power of healing. “I…meant the…coupling.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “That.”

      “Is it enjoyable for humans?”

      “When it’s done right.”

      “And Jaymis did it right?”

      “I have little to compare it to—” Only violence. “—but we both enjoyed it, so I suppose we must have done it quite well.”

      Chara nodded. “Well, I know the male was satisfied, that much was obvious.”

      Elona could not help but laugh though she cut it short. “But were you?”

      “I have nothing at all to co’’are it with either,” she said, “but there were ’leasant sensations involved. ’Ut our ’ales are not trying to ’ake us feel good, I would have to try with one of the other ’atriarchs, to see any difference.”

      Elona laughed again.

      “I a’ serious, Elona.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I a’ not serious—I was teasing.”

      Elona lifted her head and slapped Chara lightly on the knee.

      “Do Slissac tease? I thought they had no sense of humour.”

      “Only one’s raised by Tay’alin healers in ’ountain valleys have it.”

      Elona sighed, the cold of the water was leeching the heat from her skin once more—perhaps because she wasn’t at risk the magic had ceased to work. “Are my clothes dry?”

      Chara turned her head and looked back to the little beach.

      “They could do with ’ore ti’e in the sun but if you want to go ’ack they will ’e all right, I ex’ect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Chara descended through the ceiling and landed neatly. Kantees was cooking while Ulina sat close to a window, alternating scanning the outside with watching Jikala, who was lying on their back in the same place they had slept.

      “You look better,” said Kantees.

      “Cleaner and I don’t smell.”

      “Unlike that one.” Kantees hooked her thumb at Jikala.

      “Maybe we should give it a chance to clean up too?” said Elona.

      “Well, I’ not taking it,” said Chara.

      Kantees looked at Ulina and pursed her lips. Ulina must have been listening because she went over and prodded Jikala with her foot. A few moments later two of the ziri took flight.

      “I don’t like asking her,” said Kantees. “But she’s the best equipped to deal with it.”

      “It’s the Arch-’atterner,” said Chara. “She can’t ’rotect herself against that.”

      Elona shook her head. “I don’t think it can even energise patterns. I didn’t see the Kisharuk do it, or focus any of the Mother’s milk. It had its own patterners to do that.”

      “How can it ’e the Arch-’atterner if it can’t do ’atterns?”

      Elona shrugged. “It still knows more about patterning than any human alive. Perhaps the person it possessed was a patterner. Other than that, I think it’s more like an animal, it has its own innate power but it can’t do magic.”

      Kantees nodded. “Except it’s cleverer than an animal.”

      Then she turned round and pulled a pot off the fire.

      “That smells good,” said Elona.

      “We found some oats yesterday in one of the kitchens. It had been flooded but these were on a shelf, there was some salt as well. I set them to soak overnight and today we have porridge.”

      “Anything that’s not meat,” said Elona.
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      They had eaten, and saved some for the Ulina and Jikala, who returned in due course.

      Finally, Kantees brought out the documents she had found. They had been in a hearth where it looked as if there had been an attempt to burn them but whether it was the flood water, or just incompetence on the part of the person doing it, only a few edges were charred.

      The writing was in the Slissac/Taymalin script which meant that both Chara and Elona could read it. That unfortunately did not help a great deal.

      “I don’t know what this is,” said Elona after examining each sheet carefully. “This bit at the beginning is talking about a route or path.”

      Chara nodded. “It ’eans the sa’e to ’e, although it could also ’ean journey.”

      “It’s as if this is meant to be a map.”

      “I know what maps look like,” said Kantees leaning across. “And they don’t look like that.”

      “Just patterning symbols,” said Elona. She glanced across at Jikala eating from his bowl. “Do we ask it?”

      “No,” said Kantees.

      “If we can’t understand these sheets, what difference would it ’ake?” said Chara

      “It does say it wants to help all Taymalin,” said Elona. “It wants to destroy the Kisharuk too.”

      Kantees made a rude sound. “It could be lying. They could be in league.”

      Elona pursed her lips and shook her head. “I don’t think so. It could just have left us alone, and then we would have been killed. Me by Metrid and you by the Farahalek.”

      “It had no idea I e’en existed ’ut if Elona hadn’t turned u’ I would have stayed with Usala until she died. Living in the ’ountains.”

      “And I wouldn’t have stopped Metrid from killing Drahail, and she would have taken control of the throne.” She looked at Chara. “And you wouldn’t have ridden the ziri, and been able to stop the emperor’s forces from invading.”

      Kantees held up her hand. “All right, his interference is what stopped the Kisharuk, so it’s on our side. Does that mean we trust it?”

      Both Elona and Chara shook their heads.

      “Just gi’e it one piece,” said Chara. “From the ’iddle.”

      A short time later, Jikala looked up from the sheet it was holding, frowning with Talayja’s face.

      “Well,” said Kantees. “Do you know what it is?”

      “I think I do,” it said slowly.

      “And?”

      “This is a list of ley-circles.”

      Elona shook her head. “Those are not names, they’re not even words. They don’t make any sense.”

      “I have seen something like this before. It was a long time ago, perhaps four hundred years, a great path-maker, Yarvel was his name, he understood the World’s Pattern better than any patterner before or after him. It was said he could make a path to a ley-circle he had never previously visited.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Elona, “even I can’t do that.” Then she stopped, that was exactly what she had done the first time. She had never been to Dirdin. And she had done it a second time when she saved herself and Jaymis from death. “Oh.”

      Jikala nodded. “You see, and you are not the first. There have been other instances where a patterner has made a path by accident or under stress. I was heartened when I learnt you had escaped Canvor by doing just that. Though your ability to make a gate instead of a path is truly a first to my knowledge.”

      “Never mind that,” said Elona, irritated by the possessive way he spoke, as if it had been down to him that she had this ability. He knew nothing. “What does this mean?” She shook the paper in his face.

      “Yarvel proposed it might be possible to map ley-circles within the World’s Pattern, and use a special notation he had designed to provide a location that any patterner could use to make a path to any of them.”

      “A book with all the ley-circles listed?”

      “Yes, and more than that, it would be possible to find them only through the World’s Pattern. You could stay in one place and create your map then travel to any one of them.”

      “And you think that’s what this is?”

      “I don’t think this is a book of all the ley-circles,” said Jikala, “but I think it is a list of ley-circles described in the fashion Yarvel proposed, showing a route through the World’s Pattern to somewhere.”

      Kantees shifted. “A route? Why wouldn’t you just jump straight to the last place on the list? Why do you need others?”

      “It is easier to make a path to a nearer place than a further one.”

      “There’s no difference,” said Elona.

      It looked at her. “You’re fahain.”

      “For which I am grateful,” said Elona. “So how does this work?”

      Jikala shook its head. “I have no idea. This is a cypher without a key.”

      “You said you understood it,” said Kantees.

      “No, I said I think I know what it is. I did not meet Yarvel and there has never been any evidence he succeeded in his idea. You don’t know what it’s like with patterners, they have many ideas, most of them are nonsense. Even the wisest may spend years studying something and even if they do succeed, they never write anything down or teach others. They are selfish and foolish.”

      “They are hu’an,” said Chara.

      “Exactly.”

      Elona took the sheaf of papers from Kantees’ hands and gave them to Jikala. “Study these, we have managed to decipher some of the writing but may have missed something. I want to know where the Kisharuk is going and why. We can’t kill it if we can’t find it.”
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      “I need to go ’ack to Hanna,” said Chara after they had finished their discussions. “For a day, no more.”

      Elona nodded. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, I should go alone.”

      “Why?”

      “To see my family, and show the elders I can now change at will. It will convince them I am truly Slissac, and not some puppet of the white-skins.” She gave a soft click. “I will also have the chance to see my adopted daughters and speak with them as a true mother and not with the grunts of a zirichak.”

      “Of course,” said Elona. “You have your own family now.”

      Chara put her hand on Elona’s shoulder. “And a sister who ’akes it ’ossible to ’e in two ’laces at once.”

      “When do you want to go?”

      “Now.”

      They climbed up to the roof and looked across the broken Fastness. The smell was still bad but there was a cold northerly wind that carried the worst of it away across the slowly drying plain.

      Chara’s shadow changed from Slissac to zirichak.

      Elona delved into the World’s Pattern, drawing the two ley-circles together. The portal opened above the centre of the ruin and a window into mountains overlaid the flat horizon.

      “I will open it again at the same time tomorrow. I will keep it open for a count of thirty.”

      Chara grunted, dropped over the edge of the tower and glided without a single wing-beat across to the portal and through. Then twisted to the left and vanished from view.

      Elona let the portal collapse.

      She remained on the roof, staying away from the edge and staring out to the horizon. But eventually the sun on her skin became too strong and she retreated into the shadows below.
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      She clambered over the damp debris of fallen ceiling and walls of the main hall, ending up in its centre among the rotting fish and weeds. It was open to the sky and the sun sent beams slanting sharply through windows to illuminate the ruin in places, leaving the rest in shadow.

      Her boots echoed as she walked across the floor to the place where she had crushed the life from the empress and sealed Jaymis’s fate. She crouched down and laid the palm of her scarred hand on the ground in the last place he had been standing as himself.

      Then she sat down and wrapped her knees with her arms.

      This is the point where I become maudlin and proceed to regret my life.

      She sighed. There was no point to it, there never had been even when she had been nothing more than a crazy woman who saw the world as a corrupted thing. Though in a way, that’s exactly what it had been.

      The prophecy had trapped her and forced her along a single line to its ultimate conclusion. She had deluded herself if she had ever thought she had any real choice. But it was not the prophecy that caged her, she did it to herself.

      The path she trod was the only one she could use. There were other choices she might make, where she might go a different way and abandon the quest of the Kisharuk. But to take one of those paths was to abandon the future of this world to the entity that wished to destroy it.

      And that she could not accept. How many would die if she chose a different way?

      How many will die anyway?

      She sighed. Hopefully only herself.

      “That’s no way to think,” she said out loud and her voice echoed among the scattered stones as she stood up.

      She glanced at the place where the empress had died. The body, if it hadn’t been washed away by the flood was buried under the fallen walls.

      Elona headed back as she thought about the papers Kantees had found. Perhaps trying to understand them was the wrong thing to be doing—a more important question had formed in her mind.
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      “Why?” she said abruptly as she came into the room where they had made their camp. Kantees was checking their stores while Jikala was studying the papers. Ulina was probably patrolling.

      They both looked at her in surprise.

      “Why what?” said Kantees.

      “Suppose this Yarvel had succeeded in specifying the location of a ley-circle within the World’s Pattern, why would the Kisharuk want that?”

      Ulina’s voice piped up from above them. “Aunt, it would mean he would be able to attack wherever he chose.”

      “But that’s not what this is, is it, Jikala? Now you have all the pages, do you maintain that it is a route?”

      “As best I can understand it, yes, I am sure of it.”

      “Where to?”

      “Akanatal.”

      “Impossible,” said Elona.

      “What’s Akanatal?” said Kantees.
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      “According to the writings of the Taymalin’s escape, it’s the name of the Slissac land beyond the Eastern Ocean,” said Elona. “But the histories were written long after Taymar’s time. It’s just a legend.”

      Jikala got to its feet. “It is the true name of the Slissac homeland. I was there when the histories were written, I did not want the truth to be forgotten.”

      “Why would the Kisharuk want to go back?”

      “It is afraid,” said Ulina.

      Elona looked up towards the bright sky with the silhouette of the child looking down at them.

      “What do you know, Ulina?” said Kantees.

      The girl disappeared for a moment and then simply jumped down to their level.

      “I know only what we were taught,” said the girl. “The Farahalek learn to kill but we must also know to think like our prey.”

      “The Kisharuk is our prey?” said Elona.

      “We hunt it, do we not?”

      Elona gave a half-smile. “I had not thought of it like that.”

      “Its plan had been subterfuge, slowly taking over the kingdoms until none could stand in its way. This is how the Farahalek are too. But you did not die when you should and killed its tool for the subjugation of Faerholme.”

      “You mean Metrid?”

      “Yes, aunt. Then Mama interfered with the first attack on Jakalain and forced its hand to try to take over by force, and she prevented that too.”

      “I did very little.”

      “If you had not been there the attack would have succeeded, mama.”

      Kantees held up her hand in acknowledgement.

      “Aunt, you bested the Farahalek sent to kill you. And you faced the Kisharuk here, and you defeated it. Then it tried to attack Canvor directly where it was beaten back at great loss. After that the Dunor was captured and destroyed.”

      “But the monster succeeded in its second attack on Canvor,” said Elona.

      Ulina shook her head forcefully. “It did not, aunt. It burned more buildings but it did not kill the King and it did not take the castle. It was a foolish waste of power and no advantage was gained.”

      Elona frowned at the idea the second attack was pointless—it had killed someone she knew and turned Canvor into a dangerous place. On the other hand, she had studied history and could not deny that, from the viewpoint of territory gained, it had done nothing useful. It had been an act of spite.

      “The Kisharuk knows only secrecy, deceit and betrayal,” said the girl. “Those are things the Farahalek know and hold to their hearts. But the Farahalek are wiser than the creature they worship. It knows nothing of warfare but we have learnt it because we must.

      “In all the years the Kisharuk has existed, it has known only success but now it has been defeated. It failed against Elona of Corlain, its armies have been broken, and those that supported it—not knowing what it truly was—are identified and imprisoned.

      “It is what you said before, aunt, the Kisharuk is little more than an animal and now it retreats to a place of safety to lick its wounds. We must chase it and bring it down while it is weakened.”

      The sisters were silent. Ulina had never spoken so much in the entire time Elona had known her. And now she was done, the girl turned and headed back to the roof to keep watch.

      “The child is not wrong,” said Jikala.

      Elona shook her head. “But we did not do much, how could it be that easy?”

      Kantees laughed. “Not much? Easy? Were you asleep, sister?”

      “It didn’t seem much at the time.”

      Kantees put her head on one side. “Are you seeking praise?”

      “What? No, of course not.”

      Kantees laughed again more gently. “We have suffered, Elona, you more than the rest of us. How can you say it was easy?”

      Elona was unable to think of a response. Perhaps it had not been easy but it had just been the right thing to do at the time.

      “I need to think,” she said finally.

      “Again?” said Kantees.

      “I find it works for me, sister, I recommend you try it some time.”

      Kantees laughed again, grabbed Elona’s hand and gave it a squeeze before heading back to continue checking their stores.

      This time Elona went to the roof where Ulina was sitting on the south-facing parapet with her legs dangling over the edge—it made Elona’s heart skip to see her in such a precarious position so instead she went to the other side of the roof and looked north.

      The flood from Canvor had not extended in that direction, so the rivers and open areas of water were natural. The Waste was quite inhospitable, as far as she knew there were no major settlements across its huge area, whether on the Tirnian or Taltian sides. According to the maps she had studied with Bejeren, there was a high plateau that filled most of the northern peninsula that reached into the northern ocean. Nobody knew what was beyond that.

      But the homeland of the Slissac was in the far east. The maps, such as they were, said the Eastern Ocean was at least a thousand leagues away, but to the north the sea was perhaps a mere hundred leagues.

      The Kisharuk with its small army of patterners would already be making paths and walking their way across the world. How small a number of patterners, she wondered? Some of them would have been caught in her flood, most likely.

      How could she possibly catch up with them? The zirichasa were fast but without a ley-circle they could not maintain the golden path for any useful period of time. And no one knew where the ley-circles were—and even if they made it to the Eastern Ocean how could they possibly cross it riding on the backs of ziri?

      The flashing of water caught her eye as something splashed in a large pool some distance from the Fastness. She stared at the waves moving out from the spot. Then it was there again: something small and lithe showed its back for the merest moment and then dived back down leaving only ripples.

      And she remembered. They must go north.

      Would the others follow her, or would they think she was crazy? She was not entirely sure she wasn’t.
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      The following morning, after they had broken their fast, Elona went up to the roof once more and conjured the portal to Hanna. She started her slow count to forty—she always said she would count to thirty, but gave her sister more time.

      But she had not reached even fifteen before Chara came through. Elona waited a little bit more just to allow for a straggler, not that she was expecting anyone.

      Chara back-winged into a gentle landing and immediately changed shape. She was already walking by the time the transformation had completed and flung her arms around Elona.

      “I ’issed you.”

      “It was only a day.”

      “Did you not ’iss ’e?”

      “Of course, I did.”

      They hugged for several breaths, Elona felt as if her strength was fed by the contact.

      “Was everything all right?”

      “It was good. The elders are very ’leased I can change. I was a’le to hold ’y daughters and that was good.”

      “And not having any white-skins around helped.”

      “It did hel’,” said Chara. “Sorry.”

      Elona shook her head. “No, it’s fine, I understand. Your daughters are all right?”

      Chara clicked. “They are very good. But Yalanka wants to change like ’e. She tries every day.”

      Elona laughed too. “That sounds like a good thing, does she have any talent?”

      “I spoke to the priestess but there is nothing yet. But Yalanka was asking me how it is done and I was not able to give a good answer. I do not think I a’ a good ’other.”

      “My mother is a body in a tower. At least you can talk to them and hold them.”

      She stopped suddenly.

      “What?” said Chara.

      “No, it’s nothing.” Elona pushed her thought away. “We have to get moving. Every day we waste the Kisharuk is getting further from us.”

      Chara put her head on one side. “Tell ’e.”

      “No, it doesn’t matter, we need to get moving.”

      She made to turn away but Chara still held her. “Sister, what? We will not ’e going anywhere until you at least tell ’e.”

      Elona sighed. “It was just about my mother.”

      “What a’out her?”

      “When I was last at home, I didn’t see her—I couldn’t.”

      “So you want to see her? I can fly, you can o’en a door.”

      “No, that’s not really it.”

      “Then what?”

      “All my life, the Sisters of Taymalin have kept her body alive in the belief that she is still there. If I look now, I have the skill to know whether she is truly there or not.” Elona hesitated, her voice breaking and buried her face in Chara’s shoulder. “What if she has always been dead?”

      “Then you will know,” said Kantees from behind them. “Chara has mourned a mother she knew and lost. I have never mourned the parents I never knew. You at least had a father, even if he’s a complete xililik, but if your mother needs to be mourned, you should know.”

      “We need to get on.”

      “You didn’t say that about Chara’s journey home, or my trip to Canvor. It sounds like everyone else is allowed to perform a personal journey except you.”

      Chara pulled away from her and became the ziri. She lay down in front of Elona.

      “I hate flying.”

      “Go! You can be back before midday.”

      Elona sighed, she knew they were right although a dozen more arguments crowded her mind. So instead of giving them voice, she climbed on to her sister’s back and held tight as they launched into the air.

      The shape of the Lifespring ley-circle—one of the few that were named—was etched into her mind. She had lived with it every day for over sixteen years and felt its feedings many times.

      It was easy to locate and with the ease of practice she made the hole in the world that Chara shot through cloaked in gold.

      Like a shimmering arrow, they shot across the landscape that Elona knew so well. The Timalay river was a heartbeat in time and Chara twisted in the air as she dropped the golden pattern in such a way that her belly was in the direction of travel as the blast of air hit them.

      Her wings absorbed their speed and Elona was barely touched, though her stomach leapt into her mouth as Chara descended like a stone before beating her wings hard and alighting in the main courtyard.

      Elona had already dismounted by the time the armsmen were hurrying towards them. She made sure her face was uncovered as she approached them.

      She said nothing until the first then the rest knelt before her. It was clear a few of them had no idea who she was—they were the last to kneel.

      The main door banged open and Bejeren came running out, his gaze torn between Chara’s magnificence and Elona’s scarred face.

      “Elona, you’re home! Your father is not here but with the King.”

      “I’m not staying, Bejeren. I have come to pay my respects to my mother. You may escort me.”

      After the revelations about the Arch-Patterner, she was not sure how to treat Bejeren. He had been one of her only friends, even when she had gone mad and tried to kill him as an enemy.

      She preferred not to become attached again.

      They headed inside and mounted the familiar steps. Everything was as it had been, her father had changed nothing in all the years she had been alive—all the years since her mother had been gone.

      He mourns her loss and he cannot let go.

      She shook the thought from her mind, she did not wish to feel sympathy for the man who had her chained in a tower.

      Somehow the journey to her mother was shorter than she was expecting and they entered the round room of such unpleasant memories. Years of paying respects to an unliving body. The place where Krazak had tried to rape and kill her. Where his body had lain on her and his life’s blood had poured out and stained her.

      All in the distant past.

      There was her mother’s perfect body, fed and maintained by the patterns of the Sisters. She too abused by Krazak.

      Elona shook her head.

      “Why are you here, Elona?”

      “To find the truth.”

      She looked into the body. Its patterns were perfect, healthy without a single imperfection. Her mother’s heart continued to beat, the blood coursed through her.

      But there was nothing beyond it.

      Talayja had told her how a dead body could be restored to perfection, yet it did not live. Chara’s shape changing proved there was more to life than simply the patterns of the body. And while Elona did not know what that was, it imparted a uniqueness to those things that were living. She recognised it now in its absence.

      Her mother was dead and always had been.

      All this had been a lie.

      Tears filled her eyes and she wept.

      She felt Bejeren’s arm around her shoulder but she shook him off roughly. “Don’t touch me.”

      Then she turned to face him. “She’s dead. She has never been alive, all these years, the Sisters lied and my father—all of us—are betrayed.”

      “How do you know?”

      Anger flared inside her. She felt power building, and a desire to burn everything. To make a pyre of her mother’s bed.

      Bejeren’s eyes widened in fear and he stepped back rapidly, crashing into one of the screens and knocking it flat as he fell.

      Then as quickly as the anger had raged, she felt herself calming. Like ice.

      “Tell him or don’t,” she said. “But know this, she has been dead as long as I have been alive.”

      She fled before the tears overcame her again.

      Chara was ready for her to mount and as soon as Elona was in position, her sister beat her wings and shot upwards. Golden flight came instantly and Elona remembered to form the gate in time for them to pass through and come out circling the Fastness.

      As they landed Elona threw herself from Chara’s back and fell weeping to the floor.
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      The others were very subdued around her. She didn’t explain but it was clear enough things had not gone well. By midday they were ready to travel and had one last meal on the top of the tower.

      “What’s the ley-circle that’s furthest east, Elona?” said Kantees. “You could take us there and we could fly the rest of the way.”

      “North,” she said.

      “Why?”

      Elona looked up at her and sighed. “Because that’s the way we have to go.”

      “But it’s the wrong direction.”

      “Call it a prophecy,” said Elona and glanced at Jikala. “And it’s the quickest way to the coast.”

      “The wrong coast,” muttered Kantees.

      They went silent again.

      “This is ridiculous,” said Kantees. “Tell us what happened so we know what it is we’re trying to avoid.”

      Shaking her head, Elona said. “Nothing important, my mother’s dead. She was always dead. It doesn’t change anything.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jikala cleared its throat. “Elona’s mother, Veona, was birthing her when Metrid brought down the wolves on them. But Metrid was interrupted at the last moment and they were rescued. Veona did not seem to be truly dead—it was like a sleep from which she never woke. The Sisters of Taymalin have kept her body healthy all these years.”

      “Except,” said Elona, “there is no life in her. No spark that makes a person alive, she is no more than mere flesh. I could not see it when I was younger and I believed she would wake up one day. Only I have seen Chara change and yet remain herself, and I know there is something more to being alive. I have looked on my mother with new eyes and it is not there. It was all a lie.”

      She cursed herself as her eyes filled with tears again.

      But this time Chara and Kantees were here with their arms around her. She felt Kantees’ tears and knew that if she had been able Chara would have wept with her too. The comfort of their arms gave her strength and let her grief dissipate.

      Kantees pulled away. “North it is then.” She got up and went to her bags. “Probably about time we use this,” she said, “or try to. I asked Gally to fetch it for me from Jakalain, and collected it when I went to Canvor.”

      She held up a dull geometric shape, like a cube with the corners chopped off, its surface featureless.

      “I’ve tried it with Sheesha but he doesn’t understand what it is.”

      “What is it?” said Elona.

      Chara said “Chilafrah.”

      “It holds power,” said Kantees. “My first master gave it to me.” She hesitated and seemed to be remembering something sad. “It can hold a great deal of the Mother’s milk and it can be tapped to power patterns.”

      “There are very few true chilafrah,” said Jikala. “Where did he get it?”

      Kantees glared at them. “I have no idea and that’s hardly important.”

      “What use is it to us?” said Elona.

      “If Chara can use it when we are using the golden flight, she should be able to maintain it longer.”

      She passed it to Chara who turned it over in her hands.

      “How do I use it?”

      Kantees shrugged. “I don’t know, but putting it close to a pattern worked in the past. Even Yenteel made it work and he has no talent.”
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      They circled the Fastness one last time, allowing the zirichasa formation to settle with Elona riding Chara at the front. Then as they came around the last time they accelerated and the golden pattern grew around them. The ground below moved past at an ever-increasing speed.

      Elona had the chilafrah in a bag slung across her shoulders. They had agreed Chara would follow the largest river so she tried to keep her mind away from the fact they were flying. Now that they were now cut off from the buffeting wind, she was able to close her eyes. It was almost possible to believe she was sitting on a feather-covered chair on the ground.

      She put her hand into the bag and took hold of the chilafrah. She could feel nothing. There was no sense of the power that was supposed to be within it.

      With her mind’s eye she looked at it, then tried to see inside. And could not, there was a barrier just below the smooth skin composed of an arrangement of patterns. It reminded her of the void, but there was no creeping coldness. Her perception was simply blunted.

      Clearly this was another way of using symbols, the way the Slissac towers could funnel and control a feeding, this small lump of stone could bottle it up.

      It still gave her no idea of how it could be used, or if she could gain access to the power within—but that was not, she reminded herself, why Kantees had given it to them.

      She opened her eyes and glimpsed the landscape rolling beneath them. It was so flat here, the river meandered in great arcs through a landscape of flowering but treacherous green—sunlight reflected from the pools and small lakes they passed over.

      There was no sign of human habitation.

      She brought her eyes up to look at the horizon once more before her stomach betrayed her and she gripped with her knees convulsively. Chara remained locked in the arrow shape that all ziri adopted when flying fast.

      Elona felt for the pattern. It was there and very strong, but she could feel that Chara was using her inner reserves—and that of the other zirichasa in the formation—to provide its power. This was where the chilafrah was supposed to help but how?

      Elona removed the stone from her bag and held it. It seemed quite impotent. She was holding it without any harm to herself—and Kantees took no precautions—so she pressed it against Chara’s neck while watching the power that flowed within her.

      Nothing changed.

      She was not surprised. If nothing happened when she or Kantees touched it, why should it work for Chara? And Chara knew it was there, understood what it was supposed to do.

      Elona found that focusing on her task helped her to ignore the fact they were in the air—but that realisation brought back her feelings of insecurity. She shook, her hands went numb with fear and the chilafrah slipped from her fingers.

      She heard Kantees gasp as Elona tried to grab it, looking down without even thinking about it as the chilafrah fell. Then she saw Ulina diving through the air beneath her, and the terror of falling struck her like a physical blow to the gut. She clutched Chara’s neck, wrapping her arms around her.

      But her eyes were still wide as she watched Ulina catch the chilafrah then land on the curved plane of golden light below them. She did not fall through but rolled over on to her back holding the chilafrah, as she did so it touched the pattern that held them all and within her mind Elona saw a splash of light and power.

      Then it was gone as Ulina held the stone to her breast as she slid to the lowest point.

      “Keep flying, Chara, Ulina is safe,” shouted Kantees. “We’ll get her back on Halenth in a moment.”

      “No wait,” said Elona, “did you see the power?”

      “There was something,” said Kantees.

      “When the chilafrah touched the pattern itself.”

      Kantees didn’t respond for a moment. “That makes sense but Ulina is not going to do that while sitting on it.”

      Elona did not try to see what came next, she went back to keeping her eyes closed but loosened her grip on Chara’s neck. She heard Kantees talking to Ulina but it was too quiet to hear exactly what they were saying. She heard material being torn and then nothing for a while.

      “Ulina’s made a sort of basket for the stone and is going to let it down to touch the pattern. We all need to be ready in case something goes wrong and the pattern fails.”

      Elona took a deep breath and tried to focus her inner sight on where she thought the stone might be.

      “Be ready, Chara, if it does provide power be sure to use it.”

      The effect of the magic on Chara’s body meant that she could not even grunt in acknowledgement.

      There was a sudden flare of power behind and below them. The brightness fed through the pattern until it was almost dazzling, and she could see it was mirrored in the real world as the gold light intensified beyond her eyelids.

      “Mother’s tits,” breathed Kantees.

      Elona forced herself to look, it was hard to see past the light but the ground was almost a blur with their speed but even as she looked the brightness dimmed back to the normal level and they slowed.

      She looked at the place where the chilafrah intersected the pattern and could see it was still working but something had changed as if the flow that must have been tremendous at first had reduced to a more manageable level.

      Then the light increased once more and they accelerated again.

      The sun went out as they passed under a huge bank of clouds.

      “This is good,” said Kantees. “How far is the coast from where we were?”

      “I don’t know, perhaps one or two hundred leagues?” said Elona without opening her eyes.

      “We have a plateau on our right if you want to look.”

      Elona was still lying along Chara’s neck, she turned her head and then opened her eyes. A huge wall of stone rose from the plain, it was taller than the height they were flying so all they could see was the ridge at the top.

      Fuzzy grey blurs filled the air at points which Elona took for rain showers.

      She reached out for a ley-circle but found nothing within her range.

      “How long will the chilafrah last?” she asked.

      “I don’t really know. I think it’s like a barrel of beer, you could have a drip that lasts for days but open the tap and it will be gone in a very short time. Yenteel and I used it to power a protective wall for a night. It helped maintain the defences of Jakalain for a long time without being emptied, but this? I can’t say.”
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      The afternoon wore away in the grey of rain, though none of it touched them, nor did it seem to have any effect on the zirichasa golden pattern. The weather changed again, the sky was still filled with clouds but they seemed higher and the rain had stopped.

      Chara must have decided it was time to break as they slowed, the ziri spread their wings and the golden light vanished. They were buffeted by cool damp air as Chara banked to the left. Elona could feel them descending and when they touched the solid earth she slipped from Chara’s back and lay in the damp grass. Her legs were numb but that was soon replaced with pins and needles.

      I will never get used to flying.

      She wondered how far they had travelled, and the distance to the sea. Travelling on the back of a ziri might get them places quicker than walking, or even a tekrasa but she could not imagine anyone wanting to use it for any form of long-distance flight.

      Chara lifted off again and glided a short way. Then transformed into her real self. Elona realised there was a ley-circle here but small enough she had not noticed in her self-pity.

      Her sister wandered back and dug through the bags to find her clothes.

      The pins and needles had reached a painful level which finally subsided and Elona was able to stand. To the east, the cliffs were a huge distant shadow stretching north and south.

      “How do we get the ’ower into the chilafrah?” said Chara.

      “Just being close to a big ley-circle has been sufficient,” said Kantees.

      “And this one?”

      “Perhaps you should place it directly over the circle, just to be sure.”

      Ulina passed the strange Slissac cube to Chara who headed back to the centre of the small ley-circle.

      “Does anyone know how far we’ve come?” said Elona.

      Kantees shrugged. “I can’t say. Sheesha managed to fly a long way when the eye of the Mother was on us.”

      “What’s that?” said Chara as she came back.

      Kantees glanced at Jikala. “Do you know?”

      “It has been spoken of. It’s a feeding that does not touch the ground.”

      “We were high above the clouds, Lostimal was not full,” said Kantees, “and Colimar lay across her. They looked like an eye. There was no Mother’s milk that could be seen but Sheesha was able to fly on the golden path for longer than he should.”

      Elona shook her head. There was so much knowledge Jikala had—that the patterners had—was it right they should hold it all as a secret from the rest?

      “We’ll camp here,” she said, “and see if we can reach the sea by tomorrow.”

      “It’s not late,” said Chara.

      “Do the ziri need to feed?”

      They both looked at Kantees, who seemed to look inside for a moment.

      “That would be a good idea though the chilafrah has meant they were not drained by the journey.”

      They set a fire after Sheesha and the others went off in search of their prey. It wasn’t cold but the dampness in the air was uncomfortable. In the distance, close to the cliffs the grey of rain showers formed and moved north clinging to the stone.

      “Why do no people live here?” said Elona to no one in particular.

      “Why bother,” said Jikala. “It’s cold and damp, you can’t farm easily and there’s nothing to trade with.”

      Elona pointed at the cliffs. “There could be iron.”

      “The lack of ley-circles,” said Kantees.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something my first master researched. I suppose he was trying to educate me like you. But I was not allowed to read.” She was glaring pointedly at Jikala.

      “But what do you mean a lack of ley-circles?”

      “The further north you go there are fewer, and those that exist are weaker and smaller.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “No.”

      “Lostimal is the problem,” said Jikala. “The ley-circles are strongest to the south where it is higher in the sky during a feeding. The further north we go, Lostimal is lower in the sky when Colimar crosses it. There is less Mother’s milk, and the circles less powerful.”

      Chara stared at him. “And when it is too weak for me to change my form?”

      “You will be unable to change.”

      “We should not have come north,” said Kantees.

      Elona held up her hand. “We have two other ziri we can ride if we have to, and you can use the chilafrah if you have to change to Slissac.”

      “If it has the ’ower.”

      “If the worst happens, we can fly south again.”

      “But not using the golden path, it could take a moon-turn just to get back from here,” said Kantees.

      Elona turned on Jikala. “Is there a place where there are no more ley-circles, Jikala?”

      “No one has travelled past the northern sea and returned to tell the tale.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “We don’t know but it is likely there is a place where there are none, yes.”

      “The ziri will not be able to fly fast,” said Kantees.

      Chara looked at her. “I will ’e una’le to change.”

      “And I won’t be able to protect you. I don’t think even this circle has the power to open a path or portal.” She glared at Jikala. “This is the reason no one lives here, isn’t it?”

      “There are different sizes of ley-circle, sister, perhaps this just happens to be a small one,” said Kantees. “We may have travelled a long way today but the circle of the Fastness was huge.”

      “We don’t know how any of this works,” said Elona.

      “Nobody does,” said Jikala. “We only know what we have seen and what has been recorded.”

      They fell silent. Elona prepared a meal with Chara’s help which they cooked over the fire. The sun was descending across the plain in the west as the zirichasa returned.

      The rest of the evening was filled with the sound of small animals all around them along with the gross digestive noises and smells of the zirichasa.
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      They were ready to move out the next day with the ziri loaded up. They had walked down to the ley-circle where the chilafrah lay looking like nothing more than square-cut black stone. The sky remained cloudy and threatened rain. A strong wind was buffeting them from the west.

      “Do I change?” said Chara.

      Elona glanced at Kantees for a moment. “We can’t tell you what to do.”

      Chara sighed. “What is ’est?”

      Elona shook her head and looked down. “I have a feeling we must move as fast as we can.”

      Chara put her hand on Elona’s shoulder. “Then that is what we will do.”

      Moments later the blue-green ziri was at her side.

      “How is Sheesha managing now?” said Elona to Kantees.

      Chara snorted and lay down.

      “Better when she is only sometimes a ziri.”

      Elona climbed into position on Chara’s back. This time she was carrying the chilafrah attached to its rope, and tied the other end to her wrist to ensure she did not lose it.

      The others mounted and they rose quickly into the air. Elona’s discomfort was aggravated by a strong wind that kept forcing Chara to compensate by tipping this way and that.

      Finally they were all airborne and the formation in position. Chara accelerated away with the others holding their position as best they could, the golden light enfolded them, and the air around them became still. Elona let the chilafrah down until it contacted the pattern.

      With a burst of light, they shot away north once more.
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      They had not been flying long when Kantees shouted for them to look ahead. Elona had been lying along Chara again with her arms wrapped around her sister’s neck, letting the chilafrah dangle.

      Awkwardly she raised her head and could see nothing except a gold-tinted wall of white. She looked to the right where the plateau stood. It did not look as high but they might have steered off course a little. What was more worrying was that the cliffs vanished into the same blank wall of white.

      Then they hit it.

      And ploughed through.

      “Snow!” called Kantees. “This is bad.”

      It was easy to see why. There was now nothing visible beyond the golden pattern. They had no idea where they were in relation to the plateau, the ground or any idea what direction they were heading.

      The only advantage, from Elona’s viewpoint, was that she could no longer see the ground and her fear receded.

      A burst of light ahead lit up the interior, making Chara’s feathers flash green and yellow. But it was gone almost instantly then a deafening roll of thunder shook them. It was so loud it almost hurt.

      Lightning flashed on the other side of them and the instantaneous thunder boomed through them.

      “We have to get on the ground,” shouted Elona. The end of her words filled with more booming thunder.

      “How?” called Kantees in return. “We can’t drop the pattern—the storm will take us. We can’t go down at this speed without the risk of crashing into something.”

      “But what if we’ve gone too far?” said Elona. “We might cross the coast and be out over the ocean.”

      “More reason not to come down, I know, I’ve done it!”

      “Then we have to keep going.”

      Elona felt herself being pushed down into Chara’s neck as she made the formation gain altitude. She realised what her sister was doing, but also how risky it was. It would be good to get above the storm but that still would not prevent them from travelling too far.

      Lightning continued to flash about them and the thunder buffeted their ears but they were safe within the cocoon of golden light, though it did not stop the air from getting colder. Then they burst out of the clouds into a space where the sun shone on them relentlessly. Around them was the brilliant white sea of the cloud tops, but all about them were huge columns rising higher, massive anvil forms that accompanied thunder storms.

      Chara flattened out but kept heading in the same direction.

      They dare not try to turn back, it could make their situation even worse.

      It was hard to imagine it was still morning, but they had not been travelling as long as they had yesterday and the sun was to the right and behind.

      “We could turn and follow the sun back?” she said.

      “No need,” said Kantees. “Look ahead.”

      Elona was not keen on that idea but she knew she had to be brave.

      The white clouds were streaming away beneath them, and ahead it looked as if they stopped. Chara chose this moment to bank so their course avoided one of the great cloud columns.

      Then the chilafrah failed.

      The magical pattern surrounding them flickered and a freezing blast of air struck them. Elona was glad she was still clinging to Chara’s neck. Then the magic re-asserted itself but the power was less and Elona could feel Chara and the other ziri were now feeding their own energy to maintain it.

      She heard Kantees swearing.

      Elona looked around desperately to see if Lostimal was up, just in case they might use the Mother’s eye, she had not been hopeful and although she found the dim red light of Colimar, Lostimal was not above the horizon.

      They were still streaking above the cloud tops to where it seemed the world ended.

      “How long can they do this?” said Elona.

      “Not long.”

      “Could they just glide?”

      “We’re very high. They could survive the cold but I don’t know if we can. And high-level winds are treacherous.”

      “I’ll just have to do it myself then,” said Elona half to herself, and half to Chara. “Head down as soon as you can, if the pattern fails, I’ll keep it going as long as I can.”

      She knew Chara could hear her, but also that she was unable to respond.

      They had almost reached the edge of the storm.
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      Elona felt the strength of the zirichasa slipping as they approached the edge of the clouds. Her eyes tight shut, she felt the pattern and fed it.

      She was not as strong as the formation and she knew they had slowed considerably but she could not look. She just needed to hold on for as long as she had the strength.
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      Chara felt her sister’s power flowing into the pattern and allowed her to take control. They kept moving forward and, as soon as she dared, they started their dive.

      It was a long way down.

      The first thing she noticed was that they had overshot the coastline. Beneath them was nothing but ocean. With the sun behind them, it did not interfere with her view. She had no idea how far they had come—the storm must have been right on the coast which meant they had been travelling across the sea for a long time.

      There was no way they could turn back. The most important thing was to get down to an altitude where her family would not die from cold.

      She increased the angle of her dive but did not dare try to fly faster. She searched for a ley-circle but there was no Mother’s milk within her senses. Perhaps Jikala was right, and there were none to be found.

      With nothing to compare with, she found she could not even judge their height above the waves.

      She could feel Elona becoming weak, she reduced their speed as much as she could and dropped the golden pattern. But it didn’t disappear, Elona still held it in place. She put her attention into it again, and this time forced it to dissipate.

      Salty sea air struck them. It was cold but not too bad. All the ziri glided, Chara could feel their hunger, the flight above the clouds had taken its toll. At least Elona was no longer trying to feed the pattern, but she had not moved. Then her weight shifted ominously to the side.

      Chara broke the formation suddenly and each of the other animals started to move in different directions. Chara tried to fly slightly on her side as Elona slipped the other way. Then someone landed on Chara’s back, and she flew straight as she felt the feet move up her spine. The weight of Elona was adjusted to being more central and Chara compensated.

      She could not safely turn her head while they were flying but Halenth went over the top of them, riderless, to confirm that Ulina had transferred to prevent Elona from falling into the sea. Then she re-asserted the formation to make sure they all stayed together.

      That emergency was resolved, now she had to concentrate on saving them all by finding a place to land.

      Carefully, in order not to surprise anyone or lose a passenger, she had the formation bank through a complete turn so she could see where they were. The only feature was the storm which filled the entire southern horizon with the sun peeking over the cloud tops.

      Fear crept into her heart.

      They could not head back. There was no clear path in any direction. Whichever way they went in they would eventually tire and fall into the sea. Zirichasa could not survive a complete soaking, they would get dragged down. And she could not change back without sufficient power, even if the chilafrah had not been completely exhausted she did not trust it to allow her to transform.

      And there was no hint of a ley-circle.

      She circled again.

      “Just keep going north,” said Jikala. “There is land somewhere.”

      Chara sighed. She did not trust the creature but she assumed it wanted to survive as much as the rest of them.

      At the end of the second turn, she continued north.
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      The day wore on. The ziri tried to glide as much as possible to conserve their strength. It turned out the sea was not completely featureless. At one point they passed over a group of massive fish—the size was uncertain but longer than a ziri wingspan—blowing water high as they came to the surface in great arching moves.

      A line of razor rocks, with the waves bursting white around them passed by. There had been a moment of hope but it was clear they could not land. The rocks were barely large enough and the waves engulfed them at regular intervals.

      “It means the water can’t be too deep,” shouted Jikala.

      Perhaps.

      She could feel the tamed ziri were getting very tired now. She and Sheesha could have kept this up a lot longer but the others were not as strong.

      “Look!” shouted Ulina.

      Chara realised she had almost fallen asleep on the wing. The sea was close and she could feel the spray coming off the waves as they rose and fell.

      She cleared her head and tried to see. There was something dark on the horizon—no, it was above it. And slightly off to one side from their direction of flight. She had no idea what it was but adjusted their course anyway.

      Pain wrenched her mind. And the formation changed as one of the ziri fell away. She could not stop, and dare not turn to see but she knew one of the others had fallen into the water. She could feel its terror, the encroaching cold and then it was gone.

      She heard Kantees weeping.

      Chara focused on their destination, praying it was land.

      The cloud in the sky resolved into what looked like smoke but on a scale she had never imagined. But beneath it there was a hill—or a mountain—growing out of the sea. She thanked the Mother, and her hope spurred the others on in a resurgence of strength, and a desperation to rest.

      The island was black, all of it except the plumes of grey smoke that poured from the peak.

      “Fire mountain,” warned Kantees.

      Chara didn’t care. They had to rest.

      The waves beneath them turned into rolling breakers crashing on smooth rounded rocks cut by wide cracks. It was unlike anything she’d seen before but it was solid and they landed heavily.

      Chara joined her sister in exhausted sleep.
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      Kantees looked around. She and Sheesha had been through a great deal but this did not look good at all. All the ziri were flat out, along with Elona. They had lost one of the formation.

      There was no ley-circle here and they had no idea where here was, except it was a long way north of where they had wanted to be. The air was bad and there was a constant rain of something like ash. The mountain was pushing clouds of smoke into the sky all the time, and the ground shook frequently.

      It was true she had been lost at sea before, the first time Sheesha had flown using the golden pattern. But it had just been the two of them and Sheesha had not been exhausted.

      “Fire mountains grow out of the earth,” said Jikala. “I think this one is new.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “The ground is warm and there are no plants or birds.”

      Kantees’ only experience of fire mountains had been the old ones in the central range of Esternes. They were not alive like this.

      “It makes no difference, we’re stuck here.”

      Jikala did not seem bothered one way or the other. Why should it be, if they all died it could travel until it found another to possess.

      Ulina reappeared running lightly across the tops of the rocks, Kantees had sent her to see what she could find around the shore line.

      “There is a river of rock wide as Sheesha is long and hotter than a blacksmith’s forge, mama. I could not get very close for fear it would burn me.”

      She pointed at a place where clouds of white shot into the air perhaps half a league off.

      “Check the other way.”

      “Yes, mama.” Ulina set off once more.

      The place had the smell of rotten eggs as well.

      “Do you think there will be drinkable water here?” she said.

      Jikala shook its head. “Only if it rains. No food either except in the sea.”

      “Which we can’t catch.”

      “We can,” said Elona’s voice barely more than a croak. “Is there any water?”

      Kantees brought her the skin and did not complain when she drank deeply.

      “I feel as if I have been put through a mangle,” she said, holding a hand to her head. “What food is left?”

      “We have some meat.”

      “I can bring fish to the shore if everyone else can catch them.”

      “Can you heat a stone for cooking?”

      “Eventually.”

      Jikala interrupted. “You will find stones hot enough in this place. And fish will quench your thirst too.”

      Kantees fetched their remaining food and gave it all to Elona. “You eat everything to build your strength. Then you can bring the fish for the rest of us.”

      Elona looked at the food doubtfully.

      “It’s all right,” said Kantees, “we stand our best chance if you’re strong.” She looked at around at the barren landscape and at the bodies lying asleep. They were all covered with a layer of the grey ash now. “We have to get off this rock and the sooner the better, I don’t know what this ash will do to the ziri’s flying. We need food and water—you can get it for us.”

      Ulina returned a short time later with a similar tale about the other direction though in this case, the barrier had been a wide and deep crack in the ground into which the sea poured with every wave, again sending up steam at one end.

      “The ground shakes a great deal there.”

      “I think I’m ready,” said Elona.

      Kantees roused Sheesha. Chara lifted her head wearily then pulled herself up on to her feet.

      “Will he know what to do?” said Elona.

      “You’ve seen the way they bring food for the ones that don’t hunt? That’s their instinct, and they do the same for us. I don’t have to explain it to him, he’ll just do it.”

      Chara grunted.

      “Sorry, and you know exactly what to do—Sheesha would copy anyway.”
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      They found a small bay where the stones were only just above the waves, the air filled with a fine mist. Elona’s energy had returned with the food and water, though she hated to eat it all when her friends needed it too. Now she sat with her back to a warm rock, gathered up her power and senses to reach out into the sea.

      She had thought the cold grey rolling sea would be empty of life—it looked as inhospitable as the island. But it was full of fish, even more than the waters around Avakending. There was so much here that it was as if the water itself was alive.

      She shook her head and withdrew.

      “What’s wrong?” said Kantees. “No fish?”

      “It’s not that, give me a moment.”

      She took a breath and plunged her senses back into the living maelstrom and let herself feel it, almost become it. There was one sort of fish she was looking for—not too large but big enough to satisfy the appetites of the ziri. It took only a short time before she succeeded in locating a shoal of thousands, moving like a single entity yet having no single leader. They were voracious beasts and homed in on groups of smaller ones engulfing and consuming them. Just as she had before she suggested they turn this way and then that, guiding the creatures towards the shore.

      Her control was torn from them and shredded. She jumped.

      She opened her eyes and the sea looked exactly as it had, waves rolling in and crashing on the rocks. The spray soaking her hand the rocks at regular intervals—but the warmth of the island drying the water leaving a crust of salt.

      “Are you all right?” said Kantees.

      “I had them, but—” she saw the image of silent black death sliding into the shoal. “—they were attacked by something. I’ll get them back.”

      For a third time, she entered the water and found the shoal, it had recombined after the predator had attacked. Elona could not even tell if any had been killed: the shoal did not care and what was one or two eaten compared to the thousands who survived?

      Once more she let her suggestions guide them. The shoal never questioned, it simply followed the turns of its members. And suddenly they were at the surface and splashing in the shallow waters. Elona’s contact disintegrated as the fish individuated with their own problems—lack of depth, nothing to eat and monsters snapping at them from above.

      A fish landed in Elona’s lap, she grabbed it firmly and threw it behind her. The ziri stood on the rocks and grabbed at the water boiling with confused and terrified fish. They ate dozens of them, and then Chara began to throw them up on to the shore. Sheesha quickly copied her and the others too—perhaps less efficiently but their mouths were smaller.

      A cleanly severed fish head slid down the rocks beside Elona, followed by another one. She stood up and climbed out of the spray to where Ulina was busy killing the ones thrown up. There was already had a huge pile of feebly twitching and headless bodies.

      She turned back to the water, to tell Kantees to stop the ziri, they had plenty for now. More than enough.

      But the words did not leave her mouth.

      There was something in the water a long way out. It was hard to see because the rising and falling of the sea kept hiding it from view. She was certain it had not been there before but it seemed as solid as the rock she stood on.

      It looked like the top of a dome, the waves broke across it, occasionally engulfing it. Sometimes it stood proud showing a surface of pale colours, not quite white but with grey, ochre and yellow following a pattern of ridges that started at the highest point and ran in widening but even grooves down the sides. Yet what was truly astonishing was the size. The thing appeared to be like a ball and if that were true it must be enormous—even bigger than the collapsed hall at the Fastness.

      Kantees must have seen her staring, she jumped up on to the higher rocks. Chara lifted her head even higher and stared.

      “Another one,” said Kantees.

      “Another what?” said Elona.

      “The first time Sheesha flew fast I ended up in the sea—but there was one of these. It was big enough for me to stand on, and for Sheesha to rescue me. But this is bigger. A lot bigger. And I saw another one near a ley-circle in the sea during a feeding.”

      Elona shook herself and muttered under her breath. She closed her eyes and sent out her senses through the teeming water. She found the thing easily and it was as big as they thought, the curving body almost reached the shore before curving under. The surface was a solid wall, enclosing open spaces and inside was a blur of life.

      “What are they?” said Kantees.

      Elona opened her eyes and followed Kantees’ pointing finger to a place in the sea but closer. Two heads poked above the water, bobbing up and down easily with the movement of the waves. Their sharp angular heads had small ears and large black eyes, and all their skin covered with slick grey hair.

      She almost laughed out loud. “Shocalin. They’re Shocalin!”

      Chara turned to look at Elona, tilting her head to one side.

      “My old master said they were a myth,” said Kantees then she looked back at the two heads in the water. “Then again, turns out he was wrong about a lot of things.”

      Elona hurried forward as far as she could, her heart pounding, tears in her eyes. It hadn’t been a dream. It was all true.

      Barely able to contain her emotions, Elona cupped her hands around her mouth and the words came to her as if they had never been forgotten.

      “Aeshtas ulchris tahlya! Aeshtas ulchris tahlya! Aeshtas ulchris tahlya!”
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      The two heads bobbed down into the impenetrable sea then came towards the shore at tremendous speed.

      Moments later they shot out of the water as if launched from a bow, and landed together on the rocks just below where Elona now stood. If there had been any doubt as to their intelligence before, it was dismissed instantly by the fact that each wore a belt with a loop across one shoulder and a pouch at their sides. They stood a little over half her height.

      They did not appear to carry any weapons but their fingers ended in claws and their whiskered jaws were filled with sharp teeth. They bowed to Elona.

      “What’s going on?” said Kantees.

      “I have no idea.”

      “What did those words mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Prophecy,” said Jikala. “But not one I know.”

      Elona turned on him. “I do not require you to say anything.”

      “What happens now?” said Kantees.

      “They rescue us and take us where we need to go.”

      “You can speak their language?”

      “No.”

      “But you just did.”

      “I learnt those words in a dream, I don’t know what they mean. I mean I thought it was a dream.”

      Jikala cleared her throat.

      Elona glared at it. “What?”

      “You said: I am the one. More or less.”

      “You can speak their language?”

      “That’s not their language but yes, I can speak it.”

      The Shocalin had been standing patiently, but as the conversation lapsed one of them spoke again. Its voice was high-pitched but gentle.

      “They want to know if you’re ready to come with them,” said Jikala.

      “What language is that?”

      “The surface speech of the Miralin.”

      This time both Elona and Kantees looked at Jikala in complete disbelief.

      It shrugged. “I haven’t heard any creature use it in many years, the Miralin may all be dead for all I know, but that is the language they used out of the water.”

      “But fishmen?” said Elona then sighed. There was little point in debating it, if Jikala could interpret that was all that mattered. “Never mind. Tell them I thank them and yes, I would like to go with them, but make sure they understand it’s all of us.”

      Jikala spoke haltingly at first but seemed to grow in confidence as the words formed in its mouth. It gestured to all of them as it came to the end. The eyes of Shocalin followed where he pointed but paused as they studied the ziri. Then there was a burst of chattering between them that did not resemble the language Jikala had used. Finally they addressed a comment at Jikala and dived into the sea with only the slightest splash and ripple.

      “They said they would return,” said Jikala.

      Elona frowned then shook her head. “Let’s get the food cooked and eaten.”

      Chara burped.

      “Yes, all right, you’re not hungry.”
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      They collected all the catch they could carry and withdrew inland away from thunderous sea. The tide was going out but there was still an uncomfortable wetness in the air. It took a little while to prepare all the fish, it wouldn’t keep so they gutted them all. Ulina knew where the rocks were hot enough and carried the meal back and forth.

      Elona did not eat much, but the fresh meat filled in what the other food lacked. The others ate voraciously, but they still had plenty left over.

      Evening came on slowly as the sun descended into the distant horizon.

      “Do you think they will be able to take us?” said Kantees.

      “If they cannot, we have a serious problem.”

      “I think they were only expecting you.”

      The conversation lapsed into silence.

      Lostimal rose in the east but, barely more than a fingernail, it gave little light. Colimar seemed to jump into view a short time later, it was easy to see the red moon’s course would not take it in front of the white this night.

      Elona wondered whether there was any kind of power that could be drawn from it this far north, perhaps it might be enough to create a portal—except there was no ley-circle here.

      “Jikala?”

      “Elona.”

      “Could the chilafrah provide sufficient Mother’s milk for a portal?”

      “The one Kantees owns is clearly of tremendous capacity but no one has ever succeeded in quantifying what is needed to perform even the smallest of patterns. The accuracy of the pattern is one thing, while the strength of the patterner is another then there is the available Mother’s milk of which a ley-circle can provide an inexhaustible supply. Numerous patterners have attempted to divine the answer to your question. None ever has.”

      “And you’re sure about that?”

      “I have lived among them for lifetimes. I have studied all their works.”

      “When you had them to hand.”

      Jikala hesitated. “Yes, when they were to hand.”

      “Patterners are secretive and greedy.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “But this information could easily have been researched and even discovered by some patterner who chose never to reveal it to others.”

      “It is possible,” said Jikala. “But the end result is the same, there is no way of knowing the answer to your question.”

      Kantees moved. “Doesn’t matter anyway, it has no power.”

      “I wondered if there might be a way of refilling it,” said Elona. “You said you and Sheesha rode the golden path under the eye of the Mother even though it wasn’t a feeding.” She looked up at Colimar now a good way above the horizon, its movement almost visible against the backdrop of stars. “If the chilafrah could be taken high enough, into the eye of the Mother, perhaps that would work.”

      Kantees followed her gaze. “But not tonight.”

      “No.”

      The ground heaved beneath them. The ziri, even Chara, screeched and burst into the air with thudding wing-beats. Elona tried to get to her feet but the treacherous rocks twisted and she fell back.

      The dull red light of Colimar was washed away by searing yellow light. Elona’s shadow stood out sharp before her, and her friends lit up as they stared past her and up.

      A thunderous roar echoed from the mountain. Elona turned to see flames and burning liquid leaping up from the summit. Clouds of smoke pushed into the sky, lit from beneath by the mountain’s internal fires.

      “We have to get away!” shouted Jikala. “The heat of the air and smoke will be enough to kill us. But if they do not, its fiery blood will roast us and the steam from the ocean can broil us!”

      Elona could feel Kantees sending her command to the zirichasa to bring them down again. Chara was already landing close by.

      Elona mounted Chara.

      The ash thickened around them, settling on everything, including the ziri wings. The others had landed and moments later everyone was aback their mounts.

      Chara launched herself through the thick air, keeping low to the ground and then skimming across the shoreline and out over the rising swell of the water.

      The brilliant light of the eruption had been dimmed by the thick ash but there was still enough to see by, and Elona stared fearfully at the sea. The water behaved strangely as great ripples flowed away from the island. The mountain cracked and bellowed making conversation impossible. Elona covered her nose and mouth as best she could but there was nothing to be done for the ziri.

      She tried to shout at Chara to turn back towards the shore but her words were lost in the noise.

      Where were the Shocalin?

      In desperation, she tried to force her thought into her sister’s mind. Chara jerked as if she had been prodded with a knife and spun in the air. They coasted lower over the terrifying swell of water, as it rose and fell the top of the massive sphere of the Shocalin home appeared and was in turn swamped. Too huge to be affected by the waves.

      As they turned above it, Elona saw light pouring from one side. The island shuddered. It was as if the ocean suddenly drained as the level dropped abruptly. The light revealed an opening in the otherwise solid and ridged surface.

      A dozen of the creatures were doing something to the edges of the entrance and one who waved a paw at them intently.

      Then the ocean reclaimed them, Elona saw several of the Shocalin being pulled out and into the open water before a great wave covered it again. The sphere moved towards the shoreline as the great surge hit it and the light of the entrance slipped out of view as the great sphere came to an abrupt halt.

      They hit the island.

      Elona had no idea how long the Shocalin home could survive being dashed against the rocks—or how it was even propelled.

      Under the light of the exploding mountain, she saw a Shocalin in the water again, once more he was gesturing for them to follow. And then he dived out of sight.

      Zirichasa can’t swim.

      She needed power.

      I am an idiot.

      There was power she could use all around her. She brought her gaze up to the mountain, and saw rivers of molten rock sliding down its sides and running across the short plain towards them. Jikala’s words about getting broiled by steam struck her hard. It would make the sea boil and the Shocalin would be cooked in their home.

      Chara had been circling slowly which suited Elona, but there was no way she could explain to her sister what was about to happen.

      She reached out her senses into the island itself, she felt the patterns in turmoil with the heat of everything just below the surface and the new rivers flowing towards them.

      Before, she had the ley-circle to save the power she had taken from the air. Now she had the chilafrah. She put her scarred hand into her bag and grabbed the cube. She became the conduit as she pulled the heat from the island and fed it through her hand and into the Slissac container.

      It hurt.

      She drew the heat but it seemed as if it was unlimited, focusing harder she allowed herself to take increasing levels of it, though it threatened to tear her own patterns apart.

      But her own suffering was irrelevant, she had to save Chara, Kantees, Ulina and the ziri even Jikala.

      She knew it was working, the power was going somewhere and the chilafrah was the only place. If only she could see into it, she had no idea how much she was collecting or whether it could be enough.

      But it had to be.

      She let her concentration drop and opened her eyes. Chara was heading out to sea but came around and Elona saw the island. It was as if she had done nothing. The molten rivers were close to the shore now—perhaps a little darker than they had been but that might be natural cooling.

      She found the Shocalin sphere and saw the light. It still looked dangerously close to the rocks, but perhaps it was strong enough to survive.

      Now for the second part of the plan.

      She conjured a blue protective sphere around them, pulled the chilafrah from the bag and dropped it. To her relief, the moment it touched the shield, she could feel the power flowing from it.

      Her joy was short-lived as Chara beat her wings hard trying to hover in a space where she could no longer fly. The sound of the other ziri doing the same came to her ears as they all fell into the bottom of the protection she had made.

      As Chara descended, the protective bubble around them went down too.

      Then they hit the sea, and Chara joined the jumble of ziri trying to get their balance on the slick curved interior.

      Ash fell on the upper surface.

      Kantees’ laugh filled the bubble though it sounded strained and uncertain.

      “Now what?”

      Elona shook her head, she had only thought this far—she hadn’t expected to fall out of the sky but the bubble had enough air in it to get them down through the water. But it was like a sealed bottle of air, floating on the sea. Rising and falling.

      “Look,” said Ulina, “Outside.”

      Below them swarmed Shocalin, far more than the ones she had seen at the entrance. Between the light above and below she saw they carried a net between them.

      The bubble she had created had been big enough to encompass all of the flying ziri but they were now all in a pile together in the bottom of it.

      Steadily she reduced its size. They would run out of air but hopefully the Shocalin would have them safe before that happened—perhaps being smaller would also mean it would last longer.

      It took the little creatures a short time to get the rope net over the top of the much smaller sphere. But they were having difficulty forcing it under the water. Waves crashed across the top, and the mountain thundered above. The Shocalin moved with incredible speed when they chose and Elona saw a rope being brought up from the entrance.

      The fear of her bubble bursting steadily grew in her mind as the rope was attached to the net and grew taut. She focused on the pattern once more and fed her own power into it. She dared not allow it to fail.

      The noise of the upper world cut off as the sea swallowed them. Below, the light that marked the opening into the sphere drew slowly nearer.

      Shocalin swam with them, or held onto the net, as they descended. Above, the light from the volcano twisted as the waves moved. The bubble shuddered and half a dozen of the Shocalin were torn away into open water, only to turn and swim back.

      A dark shape struck the outside of the bubble. Elona watched as the rock—hot enough to make the water around it boil, slid down the outside of the bubble, catching on the rope as it went.

      Then the sea was filled with descending rocks filling the water with streams of steam as they descended. En masse, the Shocalin let go of the net and ropes, and swam for the opening in the great curve of the sphere.

      The protective sphere jerked as a piece of volcano the size of Sheesha’s head hit the rope and seemed to cling to it. A Shocalin carrying a rod of some sort swam up from the entrance and pushed at the stone to overbalance it. Reluctantly it gave way and tumbled down. Then another rock struck the Shocalin, the bubbles were filled with the smoke of burning hair and flesh as the poor creature was carried it into the depths.

      “Oh Mother,” said Kantees’ voice in her ear.

      They were getting closer to the light but the rain of rocks intensified. While most of the Shocalin were gone there were still some who dodged between the deadly bombs helping to keep the rope and net free of them.

      “What are those?” said Kantees in horror. She was pointing down, Elona looked and there were huge shapes swimming beneath them.

      Elona had no chance to respond as she felt the chilafrah cease to supply any power to the bubble. She concentrated everything she had, and could feel herself almost thinning as she gave everything to hold the pattern in place. She let it shrink even further but had no strength to explain. It did not matter how much discomfort they suffered as long as they survived.

      The lights of the entrance were so close it felt as if she could touch them. She became light-headed. She opened her mouth to cry a warning to the others, but it filled with cold sea water.
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      The air that had been in the bubble exploded upwards. She felt something hot go past her face as the net gathered around them, crushing her against flesh and feathers. She knew the ziri were panicking and thrashing about. She could feel Kantees trying to control them. There was nothing she could do to help.

      The lights were all around them now.

      Water rushed past her skin. Her lungs burned with the need for air.

      She realised she could hear curious piping noises, and squeaks. The water shuddered and there was a crash. She could see the surface above her, with lights. The net fell apart around her and she scrambled upwards—reminded of that swim she and Chara had made a lifetime ago.

      A dozen small hands were on her, pushing her up towards the light.

      Her head broke the surface. The air was filled with noise. The Shocalin jabbering at one another, humans breathing in and the deep groans of ziri.

      With help she was brought to the shore and dragged up on to it with sea water flowing from her. She saw Kantees, Ulina and Jikala too, laying where they had been dragged.

      But the Shocalin weren’t finished, the four of them were lifted and carried by the eight of the small creatures each, away from the edge and on to raised platforms that looked like low tables—perhaps not low for one of their rescuers.

      From here Elona could see ziri heads and necks lying out of the water. Chara was calm, understanding now that she was safe, Sheesha took his lead from her though he kept looking at the Shocalin as if he wanted to take a bite out of them.

      The muzzles of the other ziri had been bound.

      There was a lot of discussion among the small creatures as if they were trying to decide how to get the big ziri out of the water.

      Eventually they seemed to come to a decision and starting with Chara, perhaps because she seemed the most docile, they manhandled her along the dock to where it sloped gently up and out. Elona managed to get to her feet and made her way unsteadily to the same place. Chara was able to use the hooked claws on her wings to drag herself out, then lie exhausted as the water poured from her.

      Kantees followed Elona’s lead but she went directly to Sheesha to make sure he remained calm as they went through the same process—which she then repeated for the rest.

      Finally, all the ziri were out of the water though they made a sorry sight.

      Elona looked around. The space was big and where there had been an opening below them, it was now sealed shut. The walls, the door, and even the ground they lay on was made of something she did not recognise—it seemed to be one continuous piece and wasn’t stone of any sort. But it was smooth and shiny, even when dry.

      “I lost the chilafrah,” said Elona suddenly. Then she coughed.

      “That’s a pity,” said Kantees. “I’m too exhausted to care just now, I may get angry with you later.”

      Elona nodded. She was angry enough with herself but there was little she could have done. “At least we’re not dead.”

      “I see that as a good thing,” said Kantees.

      “And we’re underwater, in a Shocalin … whatever this is.”

      “Shell,” said Kantees.

      “Shell?”

      “Urchin shell.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Sea creature, when they’re alive they have spines but they have a shell and when they die the shell is all that remains.”

      Elona looked around. “They’re very big.”

      Kantees sighed. “Usually they’re no more than a couple of hand-breadths in width. My first master had a couple of them.”

      “But this one is big enough for the Shocalin to make a town inside.”

      “It might just be a fishing vessel,” said Jikala.

      “No one asked you,” said Elona then she turned back to Kantees. “Will the ziri be all right?”

      Kantees gave them a look over. “Getting completely submerged in water is not in my experience but I think they should be.”

      Chara grunted but it was hard to tell what she was trying to communicate.

      Eventually a small group of Shocalin arrived, one of them had white in its muzzle although it moved with the same ease as the rest. They spoke to Elona alone though Jikala translated.

      “We welcome the one who has been long expected.”

      “Thank you for rescuing us.”

      “We must aid the one.” He looked at the others and the ziri. “The prophesy did not speak of the others, or the flying creatures. Never has a nest of the people been home to the beasts who would hunt and eat us.”

      “The zirichasa are ours to command, they will not harm you.”

      “That is good to hear, we would not wish to bring harm to them.”

      Kantees pulled a face.

      “Is there a place away from the water where we can stay? It’s cold and damp here.”

      There was surprise over what she said, and some discussion but the older Shocalin sent one of the others away.

      “There are rooms close by, our own spaces would be too small for such big folk and their beasts but we may clear a space.”

      “Thank you.” Elona hesitated, the memory of the Shocalin who was dragged down by the rock was clear in her mind. “I wanted to say sorry that your people have died helping us.”

      “Your concern is welcome,” he said. “There is always sadness in the people when one is lost. Now you must rest, it is a hardship to be wet by the ocean when you are not one of the people.”

      Elona nodded. “Nor a fish.”

      The old Shocalin nodded seriously. “That is true.”

      He left them.

      “Funny little things, aren’t they?” said Kantees.

      “I think they take their prophecy very seriously.”

      “Well, that can only be good for us,” said Kantees.

      Elona sighed, she had no desire to take any prophecy seriously, she just wanted to find the Kisharuk and destroy it.
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      It was only a short while later they were escorted to a pair of rooms that looked as if they had been emptied recently, judging by the scrape marks on the ground.

      Once they were out of the main area the amount of light coming from the walls reduced. Every few paces a glowing patch helped to light the way, and it was the same here in the rooms they were given.

      There were no doors. Elona noted she had not seen a single door in the entire place apart from the one that led to the outside. She wondered how it was possible that the sphere could have a hole in it and yet still contain air to be breathed.

      It smelled strange too. It wasn’t just what she took for the animal smell of the Shocalin themselves but there was an underlying sharpness she did not recognise. One of the other mysteries of a creature that was supposed to have passed into legend a long time ago.

      Along with the Miralin.

      Elona shook her head. It seemed as if they were living one of those legends even now. Would there be stories told about her? The Scarred Woman.

      I lost the chilafrah.

      It was the only way she might be able to do any worthwhile magic in this place without ley-circles, now that she knew she could put magic into it, it would be like having a portable ley-circle—but it must now be lying at the bottom of the ocean, waiting for the rivers of melted rock to roll over it and bury it until the world was unmade.

      She shivered suddenly. The whole place was cold, she had not noticed when they first came out of the water because that had been even colder. But as they dried very slowly, it became noticeable just how cool it was. The Shocalin were covered in fur, so they probably didn’t notice. Until the ziri were dry there was no way to take advantage of their natural warmth, and they would not dry quickly in this place.

      “We need blankets, perhaps a fire. Jikala, can you get one of the Shocalin to call a leader or someone who can help us?”

      Kantees was shivering visibly by now, Ulina’s pale skin was whiter than usual and only Jikala seemed unaffected. And water was still dripping from the unhappy ziri who huddled together.

      Elona started pacing trying to keep warm. They had got out the remainder of their clothes but everything was soaked and useless for helping to keep them warm.

      Chara grunted at her.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said through chattering teeth and her breath condensed in the air as she spoke. “This is ridiculous. Why is it so cold?”

      A Shocalin arrived with its retinue, it looked like the old one they had spoken with before though it was hard to tell—there seemed to be little to distinguish one from another.

      Jikala went into an explanation to the old one. It took a while since it did not seem to know all the words needed.

      There was sudden consternation at one point and a great deal of talking between the Shocalin.

      Jikala turned. “They understand the problem but insist that we cannot have a fire.”

      “Why?”

      “Even if we had what it takes to make one, they say fire eats the air.”

      “Yes,” said Kantees. “I remember my first master put a small fire under a glass with a kikik one time; the fire went out after a few moments and the kikik died. Some people said the smoke killed it but he was sure it wasn’t.”

      “All right, no fire. But why is it so cold? We’re wet and don’t have fur.”

      Jikala went back to its discussion with the Shocalin. After a while they went away and Jikala returned to Elona.

      “They said it’s cold because they have moved away from the island. The water there was warm because of the fire mountain, they also said that was why there was so much fish. They have fishing groups collecting food so that they have enough to feed us as well as themselves, he thinks that will take a two-day to finish.”

      “If we survive a two-day in this cold,” said Elona.

      “He said he would consult the Home keepers to see what they could do. They would consider moving Home a little closer to the island if that helps but he cannot take a risk if it means losing Home, and you.”

      Elona nodded. “Yes, well, he stands a chance of losing me if we can’t get dry.”

      “That also weighed on his mind, after so many years of waiting for the fulfilment of the prophecy, he did not want a small family like Dagor’s Home to be the one to kill the saviour.”

      Elona closed her eyes. “The what?”

      “It took me a while to understand the word but if I understood correctly, they think you are the saviour.”

      “I’m supposed to save them? From what?”

      “He did not say, I can ask next time.”

      “I don’t want to know, I don’t care.”

      “I do not think that is the best attitude to take, how will you know how best to react to them? What would happen if they decided you were not, after all, the saviour? They might decide to kill us all. Shocalin have always liked to keep to themselves.”

      “Fine,” said Elona. “Find out everything you can about their prophecy but make sure that being warm is the highest priority.”

      She looked around at the smooth organic surfaces. This had been an animal and now they were living inside its skeleton. If Jikala had interpreted correctly, he had said the small family of Dagor’s Home. Did that mean there were bigger ones than this?

      Once upon a time, the only thing she truly knew was her father’s castle. Her world had changed, expanding until she thought she understood the Slissac, Kadralin and Taymalin.

      After that she had learnt of the Tahulin and knew them to be real, though their forms seemed to differ.

      Now she lived among the Shocalin and here was an entirely new world again.

      Every time I think I know what’s going on, something new appears.

      Close to the middle of the room, the gently undulating floor rose up to a rounded point. It was not large, coming only to her knee. No hand would have made this, it was just a natural thing, part of the creature that had once lived here.

      “I might be able to make this warm,” she said.

      She had expected Kantees to answer her, but it was Jikala again. “To do that you must drain your own energy. There is always a price to pay.”

      Elona glared at it. “So you think you should just freeze? What good am I if I cannot help the people I care about?”

      “We are not dead yet,” said Kantees.

      It was at that moment a bustling at the door heralded the entry of a dozen Shocalin carrying what looked like rush mats but with a finer weave.

      Jikala conversed with them briefly then turned to Elona. “They will bring the Home closer to the island, into warmer water, and have brought these. They are the only thing they have that resembles cloth, woven from a thread they make from seaweed.”

      “Thank them very much.”

      Kantees and Ulina examined the cloth. “It’s pretty rough.” They held up one sheet between them, it was large enough to wrap around a body.

      Elona nodded. “Here’s what we’ll do. I will warm up this lump so we can take off our clothes and dry them on it. We can maintain our decency using those.”

      “We’re all women here,” said Kantees.

      Elona glanced at Jikala. “I don’t see that as a woman.”

      “I am neither,” it said, “and have been both. Though usually men because they have more power. I have seen more naked people, attractive and otherwise, than you have lived days.” It paused. “I have interest in the nature of your scars, but nothing beyond that.”

      Elona shook her head but did not argue. Instead, she knelt and put her hands on the smooth bony material. It was filled with tiny holes and when she examined its pattern it was both simple and complex—but had a strange beauty she had never seen before.

      Being careful not to use too much of her own power, she gently warmed the material. The need to be frugal with the Mother’s milk gave her more control and she could feel it warming beneath her fingers.

      Gently she rubbed her palms across the surface feeding heat into it. The patterns became mobile but not quite breaking loose.

      A hand came down on her shoulder. “That’s enough, sister.”

      She pulled back and opened her eyes. There was no change in the way it looked, but she could feel its radiant warmth on her unscarred skin. A great deal of it.

      “How do you feel?”

      “I am not weakened.”

      “That’s good.”

      Kantees helped Elona get undressed and laid her clothes on the hot prominence while Ulina stood by holding the seaweed blanket in such a way it hid her nakedness. Being free of the damp and clammy material was a great relief, though the air was still cold. The blanket was scratchy but did hold the warmth of her body.

      Ulina was next and then Kantees.

      They left Jikala to its own devices but it too was soon wrapped up. There was not enough room for all the clothes at once but they dried them in the order they had disrobed except Ulina insisted her mother should come second.

      Kantees, Ulina and Elona lay down huddled together and slept wrapped in layers of seaweed.
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      Elona woke with a clearer head and warm snuggled with her sister and niece. The light in the room was dimmed and the air seemed a little warmer, though the smell of damp ziri pervaded everything.

      There was something deeply comforting having her family with her, though she wished Chara could be there too. She felt more relaxed and safer than she had in a long time—perhaps it was knowing they were in the ocean where nothing could touch them.

      Still there was something she could do now to help the feathered members of her new family.

      Just as she had with the lump of rock, she reached out with her senses and found the entire floor of the room. And once more she allowed her own strength to feed into it—slowly, gently, without the desperation she so often had when attempting a pattern.

      She did not think the ziri were awake but as the floor beneath them warmed she was sure they slipped into a more comfortable sleep.
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      They did not know when morning had arrived but the lights were brighter when Elona opened her eyes.

      She could hear the rustling of feathers and, getting up on one elbow, she saw every ziri engaged in preening. All the clothes they had been wearing were dry and she slipped into her shift.

      The floor beneath her feet was still warm too, and that gave the whole room a comfortable feeling—even though it was a mess of blankets, bags, bodies and feathered beasts.

      She went over to Chara, who brought her head up from where she had been pulling at a feather under a wing.

      “I hope you appreciate the improvement, sister,” said Elona wrapping her arms around Chara’s neck and snuggling close.

      Chara gave her ziri impression of a Slissac laugh.

      “It’s the new me, no more exploding food, just warm floors.”

      “I hope you didn’t overdo it,” said Kantees from behind her.

      “I was careful.”

      “But it means you can recover your personal power.”

      “We all can, it’s just eating and resting, like the ziri too.”

      Kantees sat down with her back against Sheesha’s feathered neck.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “Being rescued by mythical beasts,” said Elona.

      Kantees put her head on one side and a half-smile. “And where has old you gone?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The new you, you said. Making jokes and being light-hearted. That’s not the Elona we know.”

      Elona leaned forward on to Chara’s neck and stared around at the glistening white walls. “I feel safe here. There’s something about it.”

      “Safe? We’re surrounded by water and ziri can’t swim.”

      “I know but this shell is old, ancient. I can feel it, being lived in for so many years, it’s gained a power of its own, almost alive again. Its purpose is to protect the Shocalin and that pattern is imprinted on it. It’s home.”

      “You can feel that?”

      “I can see it.”

      Kantees picked up a red and gold feather as long as her arm that had fallen from Sheesha.

      “You are so much more powerful than us.”

      “You only have to look.”

      Kantees gave a short laugh. “I am not jealous, sister. I’ve had my story, this is yours, and I’m very happy to let you do all the hard work.”

      Elona smiled back.
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      The Shocalin provided them with fish for breakfast, Kantees had the ziri go into the other room they had been given, so they could use that as their eyrie. Then she spoke to their hosts, using Jikala as translator, explaining about how much the feathered beasts would need to eat and how much they would excrete.

      This caused some concern and they compromised on having the zirichasa go down to the pool for their food and to let go their bodily wastes. Chara understood what was needed and could persuade the others to behave as needed.

      “Are the Shocalin going to have enough food to feed six ziri as well as us?” said Elona when her sister returned.

      Kantees shrugged. “They said they would.”

      “I think they would say anything to keep us happy.”

      “To keep you happy.”

      Elona waved her hand dismissively. “I think I might be able to help with the food.”

      “But it’s going to be fish all the time, isn’t it?”

      They looked at what had been left for them. It may have been gutted and boned but it was still raw fish.

      “Can you do better than warm?”

      “You know what happened before.”

      Kantees sighed. Elona looked at Ulina but she did not seem concerned at the prospect of uncooked meat.

      Elona managed to eat one complete fish, while Ulina and Kantees finished off three. Jikala ate two without any reaction to it at all.

      It did not taste too bad—it did not make her want to throw up—but the prospect of eating the same thing for Mother-knew how many ten-days did not appeal.

      She looked up abruptly as she felt a shifting of the patterns in the shell of Home. “We’re moving.”

      “Moving? How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They all turned to look as they heard Shocalin shouts drifting in from the passageways—high-pitched cries that still managed to communicate someone giving orders and a warning.

      “Now what?”

      The air was already growing colder but at least they were dry.

      At a nod from her mother Ulina jumped up and ran across the gently curving floor to the passageway opening.

      The shouts were getting closer but Ulina did not look alarmed and Elona could not feel any animosity or anger.

      As they watched Ulina drew back from the door and made space for eight Shocalin who, between them, were manhandling what looked like a rock resting in the centre of two pairs of wooden poles at right-angles to each other. It was almost as wide as the Shocalin were tall and wisps of smoke went up from where it contacted the poles. As they approached Elona could feel the radiant heat coming from it. A ninth Shocalin was shouting directions.

      Elona laughed. “Here’s your solution, Kantees. A rock from the fire mountain.”

      It was clear the Shocalin were straining under the weight but even when they had brought it to the middle of the floor, they did not put it down. The leader was shouting louder at the door, three more Shocalin entered at a run, the claws of their feet clicking on the shell.

      This group carried stones which they arranged in a circle beneath the rock—the heat coming off it was uncomfortably intense and Elona could barely imagine how much effort it had taken to get it this far—let alone snag it from the sea, or even the island itself.

      The shell of Home swayed but the Shocalin compensated naturally even with the weight of the rock. The humans however stumbled—except Ulina who just looked down at the floor as if it had been attempting to trick her.

      Finally the Shocalin let the rock down so that it rested on the stones.

      “Tell them, thank you,” said Elona and Jikala translated.

      Then another of Shocalin came in holding something wrapped in the rough cloth they used. He set it down, the stiff material unfolded itself, revealing the chilafrah. Elona and Kantees stared at it in amazement.

      “I thought it surely lost,” said Elona. “Thank you so much.”

      Kantees took it and put it with her things.

      “Pity it hasn’t got a flat top,” said Kantees when she returned to the warm rock.

      “It will get cold eventually,” said Jikala.

      “No one asked you,” said Elona. “Anyway, I will be able to keep it hot from now on.”
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      They had asked to speak to the leader of the Shocalin but it was another day before they had the chance.

      Chara was dealing with the ziri and they were behaving properly, though Kantees had voiced her concerns about Sheesha again.

      “He can’t understand why Chara won’t mate with him.”

      There was not much Elona could say to that, she understood why Chara didn’t—the idea was confusing at best. But as Chara had said, the ziri part of her wanted to and that made it all the more difficult. Elona was glad she was not in that position, and wished there was enough power available for Chara to change back once more.

      Having cooked fish was better than having to eat it raw, but even so it was easy to see that this diet was going to become monotonous. Keeping the rock warm was not a chore and she was able to add to its heat once in the morning and again in the evening without exhausting herself. Time would tell whether it would be sufficient.

      And that was her state of mind when she and Kantees with Ulina and Jikala were led deeper into the shell.

      It was a maze of passageways, halls and sloping paths going between levels. The Shocalin could have cut stairs into the steeper slopes but had chosen not to. The first areas they travelled through seemed to be given over to work. They passed rooms where cloth was being woven—not just the flat natural colour of the ones they had been given. These were dyed with green, blue and purple.

      That was the only activity she recognised but Shocalin were busy in other rooms with all manner of tools, and there were storage areas too. And the all-pervading smell of the sea.

      They mounted several levels, into what seemed to be the family living areas, though there was no clear distinction between who was living with whom because the individual rooms were large and filled with sleeping mats.

      Although it had become cooler down at their level, up here the air was noticeably warmer again, and the smell less of the sea and more of—animals. She felt guilty at the thought, the Shocalin were not animals, but their fur coats gave them a particular scent.

      And then there were the children and babies. So many of them. Small and furry with big dark eyes that stared at her. The tiniest were scared and pulled back behind their mothers, while the bigger ones showed the bravado of being unafraid.

      Elona had never had a toy or pet with fur—the closest she had come was her little chikak, with its scaly skin, and horses that were too large to pick up and hug. These would be just the right size.

      She felt the magic before they reached the room. By now they had spiralled up into an area where she could feel the protective patterns of the outer shell all around. And they came into a wide room with a domed roof, and she knew they were now at the very top. And the shape of the dome confirmed that Dagor’s Home was huge.

      It was hard to imagine but she guessed it to be the size of Canvor castle in breadth, and every part of the shell had a purpose. From the small portion of what she had seen there must be perhaps a thousand Shocalin here—more than most towns in Faerholme.

      And this was a lesser home?

      Bejeren had taught her a great deal of arithmetic and, though she hated learning it, she had retained an understanding and if she remembered correctly, a Home shell twice the diameter of this one would have eight times the volume—making a population of perhaps ten thousand. The numbers defied her imagination.

      She looked for the source of the power in the room. Groups of Shocalin were gathered around what appeared to be low tables, the patternings were grouped with them. Every now and then one of them would reach out across the table and looked to be drawing something with their claws. And when that happened, she felt a shift.

      But she had no time to concentrate on them to divine what they were doing. She and Jikala were led forward to where the elder Shocalin they had spoken with previously stood on a small dais where he could see the half dozen tables.

      Elona bowed when she stopped in front of him. Good manners cost nothing.

      “We hope we have been able to serve the one who must be served.”

      “Thank you, elder, we are very grateful for the rock from the island of fire. For you graciously allowing your home to be brought closer to the island so that we could become warm and dry, and for the food you supply us with. I could not ask for more.”

      The Shocalin nodded. “But you must ask more of me.”

      “I must. May I ask where we are going?”

      “Dagor’s Home travels to the market. Where we will trade goods and our people will see new faces and some may choose to leave Dagor’s Home to favour another, and other’s may favour us.”

      Even though she had to wait for Jikala’s translation, Elona was sure she caught a particular tone in the elder’s voice.

      “Will my presence promote or hinder Dagor’s Home?”

      “A question that shows wisdom,” said the elder. “Do I think correctly, you are young for the land-walkers?”

      “We are all young.”

      “Wisdom comes with experience. You have seen much but that is not surprising for the one that was prophesied. In answer to your question, there are those that do not believe you are the one foretold. They disagree with my decision and they will leave if they can. The same will be true for those of other homes, there will be those who believe.”

      “Will you be able to accommodate them if they are many?”

      “It will be too many for Dagor’s Home. I will choose those who will serve us best. Your arrival is a blessing for a small House such as ours.”

      Elona nodded. “I am concerned that our ziri eat too much of your food. How long is the journey to the market?”

      “The journey is three ten-days. Dagor’s Home will be sure to feed you and those who travel with you. Do not fear that.”

      Elona knew an answer that was not an answer when she heard it.

      “Forgive me, elder, but will the people of Dagor’s Home suffer because I and my people are with you?”

      There was a long pause this time, and Elona did not wait. It was clear he did not want to admit how difficult it would be.

      “Tell me, elder, what would have to be done to ensure that the people of Dagor’s Home do not starve because of us?”

      “I cannot lie to the one who was foretold,” he said. “The daily catch must be increased, but we do not have the swimmers or fishers to do it.”

      “What if the fish leapt into the nets of their own accord?”

      Elona did not know what a smile looked like in a Shocalin but she saw a twinkle in the eye of the elder.

      “It is said the one who is foretold will make all bountiful.”

      She restrained herself from making a caustic comment about prophecies. “Then that is what I will do.”
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      Two more days passed without any word from the elder of Dagor’s Home and, apart from those who continued to bring food, they had little to do with the Shocalin.

      “I’m concerned about the ziri,” said Kantees. “They can’t exercise at all in here. If we have to put up with thirty days of this, they won’t even be able to fly by the end of it.”

      But there was nothing Elona could say to that. They were subject to the movements of Dagor’s Home. And even if it came to the surface there was no way to get the zirichasa out without them getting wet.

      Unless she had access to power.

      On the morning of fourth day inside Dagor’s Home, the elder arrived with twenty other Shocalin—and they were the most heavily armed group she had seen, with long daggers strapped to their backs. That the blades were made of bone did nothing to diminish their threat.

      “These are the swimmers,” said the elder, “you will go with them to see if you can increase our catch.”

      Jikala accompanied Elona and the Shocalin down to the dock. She could see daylight leaking in through the large opening below the waterline.

      “Can you swim?” said Jikala translating for one of the other Shocalin.

      At which point she realised they expected her to go out into the ocean with them. Bearing in mind what the elder had said about those who did not believe she was anyone from prophecy she did not want to let him down.

      “Yes, but I cannot hold my breath as long as you can. I must make a bubble, like I did when we came in here.”

      But this time I only have to make it for myself.

      She gestured and a sphere of blue protection appeared round her. She was very aware of what Kantees had said about her first master’s experiments. She let the bubble drop.

      “That will not be enough air for you for the time we will be with the hunters,” said the one who had spoken before.

      His knowledge of air surprised her until she realised that they were all inside a bubble at this very moment and who else would know such a thing than the Shocalin. It did then lead to the question as to how they kept the air breathable but that could be for another time.

      “I can make the bubble bigger.”

      “Then it will be hard for us to take you below.”

      “Then we must be very quick in finding the catch.”

      Once again, she did not know what the Shocalin facial expression was for sceptical disbelief, but she was sure that was what she was looking at.

      “How will you communicate when you are in the water?” said Jikala.

      “Well, they can’t talk to each other, so it won’t make any difference,” said Elona. “We’ll manage.”

      “Some of these do not believe you are who you say you are.”

      “It’s not who I say I am, Arch-patterner, it’s who they say I am. It’s who people like you say I am.”

      “I’m just concerned about your safety.”

      Elona sighed. “If the worst comes to the worst, I expect I will be safe although I may end up a long way from here and you will have to fend for yourself.”

      “Let us hope it does not come to that.”

      She did not bother responding but noted some Shocalin were dragging a large heavy net towards them. The same as had been used to bring them in. She went down to the edge of the water and conjured the bubble around herself once more. She stepped forwards and it moved lightly out on to the lapping waves.

      The net went over her and she saw them bringing baskets on hooks which they attached to the dangling edges. As each one went on the bubble sank further but it took at least twenty of them before she was fully submerged.

      She could see out perfectly and marvelled at the elegance of the Shocalin as they sliced through the water. There were fish here too, different types that must have come in from the ocean. Some were barely more than specks but others were as long as her arm.

      Several Shocalin grabbed the ropes at the sides of her bubble and she was moving too. Not with the speed of the Shocalin but they were moving fast enough, heading down towards the opening. She looked up to see the lights inside the Home distorted by the undulating waves of the surface.

      Moments later they passed through the opening and out into the sea.

      Elona looked down and her body went cold with terror.

      Below was a fall into infinite black.

      There were things there that reflected the light from the surface, Shocalin moving back and forth. They were below her, and there were other things even deeper.

      And there was nothing to stop her falling into the depths.

      It was worse than flying because when she flew at least the ground was there. Here there was nothing. She tried to persuade herself it like a tekrasa rather than being on the back of a ziri, its movement was slow.

      She shut her eyes and realised she was breathing hard. She would suffocate before she fell into the depths unless she managed to control herself. And she had a task to accomplish, the debt to Dagor’s Home needed to be paid. He had saved them so she must feed its people.

      Sitting on the floor of the bubble she kept her eyes shut but spread her senses out searching for the kinds of fish she had encountered before. There was so much life here it was overwhelming, as if every particle of water was alive with something.

      She found monsters. Floating quiescent, close to the shell of the Home, ten creatures of massive size. Then came the hunters, she felt them as they approached like a pack of wolves but without the single-mindedness. Not fish but air-breathers like the Shocalin, they were clever, she knew that immediately, at least as much as zirichasa. She opened her eyes as one flashed past, its body smooth but bigger than a human—with a Shocalin on its back just the way Kantees rode a ziri.

      Elona shut her eyes before she could be seduced by the darkness below. And stretched out her senses once more. A pair of hunters had split off a group of fish from a bigger shoal.

      More hunters appeared above and below with another behind to hold the group together as the small shoal swam in the direction that did not contain predators. The hunters turned deftly, herding the shoal in the direction of the gap in the shell of Dagor’s Home.

      The experience of the team was clear enough as they controlled the fish perfectly. As they entered through the gap a net was dragged across the opening and drawn upward out of sight. Moments later the hunters shot back out of the hole just as the following group were splitting off the next catch.

      It was a lot of fish but feeding so many mouths in addition to the humans and zirichasa must mean the Shocalin spent a lot of their time fishing. Perhaps the estimate of three ten-days included time spent harvesting the sea for food. That gave her more reason to ensure Dagor’s Home was very well fed, and quickly.

      From her contact with the captured fish, she recognised them as being similar to those she had encountered before and it did not take a moment for her to locate and insinuate herself into the main shoal.

      Unlike Avakending, where there had been mere thousands, here there were perhaps tens of thousands of individuals but the numbers were irrelevant. She knew how to make them do what she wanted and it would have worked for a hundred times that number.

      She realised her head had started to ache and she recognised the symptom from when they had been trapped in the collapsed path. The air was turning bad already. She climbed to her feet and found it easier to breathe although maintaining her footing on the curved surface was hard. With luck she would not have to be out here much longer.

      The massive shoal under her control turned in the direction of Dagor’s Home and she allowed herself a small smile. She was a little below the level of the entrance gap, which meant she had to look up to see it.

      In truth that did not help her fears, the great curved shape of the shell, lit in moving waves from sunlight filtering through the waves, looked as if it might topple on her at any moment. But she closed her eyes once more and guided the shoal in her direction. She could only imagine the thoughts of the hunters and swimmers as the entire school of fish swam rapidly towards them. Her bubble was buffeted as they passed, so many they blotted out the light beyond her closed eyelids.

      Guiding them through the entrance was tricky and many of them sheared away from the main group, but the numbers were so great the loss of even a tenth of her catch meant little.

      She let them go.

      Hunters swam back and forth at the entrance to the shell holding the enormous catch inside as another net was pulled across. But unlike before it was simply left there and not pulled upwards.

      Elona realised it was simply not big enough to hold them all. The Shocalin inside might have been surprised when so many fish arrived but they were quick enough to understand they had to hold them. No doubt they would use other nets to bring the catch from the water in manageable quantities.

      Her headache was returning and she felt suddenly weak. The bubble around her shrank and her ears popped. Looking up she thought Dagor’s Home was rising away from her—then she knew the truth: She was sinking.

      Terror filled her as the water about her grew dark.

      Her strength was fading, it was difficult to know which would fail first, that she would suffocate, or she would simply lose the power to maintain the bubble. She did not even know if she could jump elsewhere as she had before. There was no source of power nearby.

      Blurred shadows, darker than the night of the sea moved about her. Abruptly she felt the bubble beneath her pushing against her legs. She stumbled and fell into the unbreathable dankness of the air at her feet. Her body strained as her head spun. But it was getting lighter again. The surface rushed towards her. The net and weights that held her down was gone.

      The bubble of blue protection burst into blinding sunshine and she released it as they went up. She flew for a moment, seeing the glistening of the rolling swell, hearing the roar of the ocean, and she breathed the fresh salt air before falling back into the shock of freezing water.

      I’m wet again.

      The cold of the water drained her skin of warmth in a moment, and she flailed against it trying to keep her head free while she rose and fell in the swell.

      Then a Shocalin popped up beside her, and three more. They caught hold of her arms and waist, holding her head up so that she did not need to try. They chattered at her in what she knew was their own language but since she neither understood the words, nor even what they might be trying to say she said nothing. Just gritted her teeth to stop them from chattering.

      Then she realised they were moving her, pulling her. In the swell she saw dark shapes moving, a vertical fin cut the air and a smiling mouth of vicious teeth popped from the water. A hunter. It turned side on and regarded her for a few moments. Another one appeared, blowing a fountain into the air from the top of its head. Then both dived out of sight with barely a splash.

      The Shocalin had apparently moved her to where they wanted because they stopped pulling. Despite being held, the knowledge that there was nothing beneath her but the ocean depths added to her fears. At least she could not see it with the sun shining off the surface of the rolling waves.

      She cried out as something touched her foot. But whatever it was did not bite. Moments later there was a solid surface beneath her, rising up from the depths. Then the swell rose and lifted her off it, but the next valley brought her down hard. She was lifted again but as the water dropped, she and the Shocalin landed on a solid surface.

      One more time the swell came across it and tried to lift her but her feet at least remained planted.

      Dagor’s Home lifted her above the water, and the swell now crashed onto the sloping surface in rolling waves. The warming sun shone on her as she lay back in complete exhaustion. The dome rose even higher, so the waves did not even come close to where she lay at its summit.

      One of the Shocalin stayed with her, lounging in the sun close to the water line.

      Elona removed her clothes and laid them out to dry as best they might. She appreciated the warmth on her skin, at least those parts that could still feel. She even fell asleep for a short time.

      There was no entrance here at the top which she thought would have been a help. But then it would let water in. She tried to sense the Shocalin inside but found the patterns in the shell itself somehow prevented her perceiving any detail.
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      It was much later when the sun was sinking towards the horizon, and the air turning cold there was movement once more in the ocean around them. The hunters, without riders, swam round and round her little island. The first time one of them shot completely from the water in a great arc, she stared in amazement. Then others followed suit almost as if they were playing and showing off.

      One of them came to a halt close to the Shocalin and proceeded to talk in a high-pitched screeching. The Shocalin paid attention and then answered back in its own language, which the hunter seemed to understand.

      Moments later the furry Shocalin had mounted the dome to where she sat at the apex. It picked up her dress and waved it at her, then pointed down into the water.

      It seemed they were ready to return her inside. It had not taken a great deal of thought to realise that going back into the water was the only way. She was ready for it, if not happy.

      She pulled her clothes back on, they were still damp but clearly that was not going to matter. Next time she would wear as little as possible—just her shift and a belt.

      Taking care not to slip she made her way down to the water line.

      More Shocalin appeared, one of them carried a rope which was looped around the head and body of the hunter he rode. They chattered cheerfully among themselves and her Shocalin pointed into the water, then at the rope followed by a swooping movement with his hand down and round under the giant shell.

      Elona took a deep breath and nodded. No magic, she just had to hang on.

      The curve of the dome seemed to cancel out some of the ocean swell so she made it back into the freezing water without too much difficulty. But letting the Shocalin pull her away from the safety of the solid surface and out above the infinite depth of the sea had her trembling with more than just the biting cold.

      One of the hunters slipped up beside her, its skin was smooth and felt as if it was very thick. Its eye, as it looked at her, certainly seemed intelligent—and why not. It was clear enough that their relationship with the Shocalin was a partnership.

      A Shocalin popped up in front of her and held the end of the short rope that looped the head of the hunter beside her. This end was also a loop so she slipped her hand in and gripped the rope.

      The Shocalin now mimed taking deep breaths, she understood enough to appreciate that this was to help her last longer underwater. She was desperately trying not to panic and took five deep breaths—though the cold seemed to make it harder.

      The Shocalin squeaked at the hunter.

      It dived. She slammed her eyes shut as she was dragged down.

      Elona felt as if her arm would be yanked from its socket and grabbed at the rope with her other hand.

      The water streamed past her and abruptly got even colder. She could hear strange sounds along with bubbling and even piping from what she thought might be the hunters.

      The sensation of speed was like flying, but it was as if it was just her and there was nothing else in the world. Even the depth of water below her mattered less as she moved almost as if it was by her own volition. But it was too good to last, her lungs began to hurt, her ears ached with pressure and her body wanted to breathe in.

      Then the hunter’s path flattened out and, moments later, twisted upwards. The sound quality changed. The hunter made several rapid changes of direction, then headed upward again.

      Her head broke the surface and she breathed in a sudden gasp of cold air. Noise assailed her ears, the chattering of uncountable Shocalin and then a shout.

      “Elona!”
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      She rubbed the salty sea water from her eyes and tried to make sense of the chaotic scene. She had never seen so many Shocalin in one place, almost the entire dry surface had one of them working with a knife to gut the fish, or packing them into baskets.

      Some brought empty containers into the area while others carted full ones out.

      She spotted Kantees and Ulina standing on the edge as two Shocalin slid beneath her arms and drove her rapidly towards the wharf. She reached up her hands, one each caught by her sister and niece. They dragged her up onto the side and she sat to catch her breath, legs drawn up.

      Ulina pulled one of the blankets from somewhere and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      “Are you all right?”

      Elona nodded.

      “You caught some fish.”

      She smiled. “A few.”

      Through the random noise a curious pattern started up, she did not understand at first but as more Shocalin voices joined in she realised they were singing. The sound echoed across the water and rebounded from the walls and ceiling. It came at her ears in pieces, the notes were strange and off-key but the rhythm was simple enough.

      Then she caught her own name woven into the words.

      I’m in a song.

      Even the other work sounds now seemed to be made in time to the music, as they sliced skin, walked, and slapped fish into baskets in time with the words. And every few phrases her name would appear again.

      Then she felt the power of it, at first it was a prickling of her skin, then it thrummed into her very bones. The very sounds they made became a pattern that fed the walls, and the shell they lived in.

      She had not been able to understand that pattern before, but now she knew it was a song. Perhaps every Shocalin contributed their own tiny fraction of magic but it added up to something of great intensity, and created a power within the walls that reminded her of the heart-room of the Slissac.

      “What are they doing?” said Kantees looking around. “Can you feel it?”

      “Dagor’s Home,” said Elona. “This is their strength.”

      “But they are saying your name too, what does that mean?”

      Elona could only shake her head.

      Then she shivered. “I need to get dry.”

      They helped her to her feet and threaded their way among the working Shocalin, but as they did every now and again one of the creatures would look, then reach out of touch her. And say the same word. She had no idea what it meant but it comforted her.

      Back in the room set aside for them, there was no privacy because of the constant traffic of Shocalin moving back and forth dealing with the catch she had given them. Chara was there too, and bumped her gently—though it made Elona stumble.

      The pillar in the centre still maintained a little heat, and the rock the Shocalin had brought showed little sign of cooling down yet. So she stripped and wrapped herself in a Shocalin blanket as best she could. Ulina hung her clothes on the pillar to dry.

      Chara offered Elona her wing but though she was tired she had spent most of the day resting.

      The old Shocalin arrived without his entourage.

      Jikala, who had said nothing since she returned, stepped in to translate.

      “Legend of Prophecy.”

      “He said…”

      “I know what he said,” breathed Elona. “He said legend of prophecy.”

      The Shocalin put his head on one side. “You speak our language now.”

      “No, I—” she stopped. She knew she was speaking in her usual way, and she could hear the incomprehensible Shocalin words as he spoke them, yet at the same time she understood them.

      “Dagor’s Home has given you knowledge.”

      Elona shook her head. “I don’t…”

      “It is how we speak with the hunters and the great driving beasts, if Dagor’s Home accepts you it will let you speak.”

      Kantees’ hand landed on Elona’s shoulder. “What’s happening?”

      Elona gave a short laugh. “Magic.”

      “Funny.”

      Elona explained as best she could, Kantees looked unimpressed. “Pity Dagor’s Home couldn’t manage it for the rest of us.”

      “Sorry, perhaps you need to get them a catch bigger than they have ever had.”

      “That was just showing off.”

      Elona laughed again. “Perhaps a little bit.”

      “Legend of Prophecy,” said the Shocalin again.

      “Please don’t call me that. I am not in favour of prophecies. They have made my life miserable. Just call me Elona.”

      “As you wish, Elona, greatest fisher and feeder of Dagor’s Home.”

      “What should I call you?”

      “I am One who is Oldest and Wisest.”

      Elona pulled a face. “Can I just call you Wisest?”

      “I am honoured, Greatest Fisher.”

      She could not be sure whether he was making a joke but decided to assume he was not. It was disconcerting hearing the sounds of words that made no sense, and yet understand them anyway with a sort of instant certainty. Regardless, she was glad she did not have to go through Jikala as their interpreter now, she didn’t trust it—and that was assuming it didn’t simply use the wrong words because it didn’t know the right ones.

      The Oldest and Wisest sat down where he was standing and she did the same, cross-legged in front of him.

      “If I may ask, Wisest, what is your intention now?”

      “You are eager to move on?”

      “I pursue a demon and while I am truly grateful for your help in rescuing us from the burning island, we must be travelling as soon as we can.”

      “Dagor’s Home is well provisioned by your benevolence, Greatest Fisher, and the driving beasts are already pushing us towards the great gathering of our people. We have the food we need and there will be little need to stop.”

      “I have to ask, Wisest, but on the way is there a ley-circle?”

      “I do not know, Greatest Fisher, but we may ask. Come.”

      He jumped to his feet and Elona followed suit.

      “Going somewhere?” said Kantees.

      “Want to come?”

      “There’s nothing else to do.”

      “Can my companions come?” she asked the Wisest.

      “Only the featherless ones.”

      Elona smiled. “Yes, we can go, but sorry, Chara, not you.”

      Chara grunted.

      “I’ve already been, some of the passages would be too small.”

      Chara grunted and for some reason Elona got the impression of the cave passageways leading from the Slissac assembly room.

      “Are you going to put something on?” said Kantees.

      “I don’t think the Shocalin care, they don’t wear clothes.” Elona looked around and picked up the blanket. “But so I don’t get cold.”

      The four humans followed Oldest and Wisest through the passages and up through the passages of Dagor’s Home.

      As before, when Elona was close to a Shocalin they reached out and brushed their taloned paws against her. But this time she could understand what they were saying. Blessed one. Greatest Fisher. Legend of Prophecy. On the one hand, their appreciation of her continued to give comfort, but on the other was the unpleasant impression they almost worshipped her.

      She would liked to have blamed Jikala for this as well as everything else, but she knew this was not his doing. This was a prophecy he knew nothing about.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the top level, it was warmer up here as it had been before. There were fewer Shocalin this time, Elona guessed they must be helping with the catch.

      They approached a couple who stood beside one of the curious tables with a raised edge. It was filled with sand that looked like hilly terrain.

      The two looked up.

      “Greetings, Wisest and Oldest.”

      “Seer into Depths, the Legend of Prophecy who is Greatest Fisher, has asked about our course. I brought her to see you.”

      Seer into Depths looked at Elona and bowed her head. Elona was not entirely sure how she knew this Shocalin was female but she did.

      Seer addressed Elona. “What does the Greatest Fisher wish to know?”

      Elona wondered how Seer could know that she spoke the language now, was it just having a name like theirs?

      “Seer into Depths, I wanted to know if Dagor’s Home will travel near a ley-circle on its journey to the great market?”

      “The sand moved,” said Ulina suddenly pointing at the table.

      The second Shocalin laughed—or rather made a sound which Elona heard as a laugh. “The youngling saw it. It has good eyes.”

      Elona looked but as far as she could tell nothing had changed. She could feel the power that surrounded the table, all of the tables in the room. It was the same sort of indistinct patterning that filled the walls.

      “The map shows the sea-bed beneath us,” said Seer into Depths. “Of course it moves as we move.”

      “Jikala, please translate for the others.”

      It began to explain what had been said.

      “Do you know if we will go near a ley-circle?”

      “Greatest Fisher, we are in a current that passes north and east. There are no ley-circles in the north. But we will pass out of the current and be pushed south for a five-day where we will find another deep current that takes us to the south and east. This will bring us closer to ley-circles. Our destination, the Place of Peace, has a ley-circle and we expect a feeding at that time.”

      Elona thanked her, they had a brief look at the other three tables, one of which showed currents, and another fish shoals and larger creatures which included the mighty beasts that pushed Dagor’s Home. The third was almost featureless. Though there was a peak in the middle of it.

      “What’s this, Seer?”

      “Can you not guess, Greatest Fisher?”

      Elona pointed at the peak in the centre. “This is Dagor’s Home?”

      “Yes.” She got the strong impression Seer into Depths was smiling though her expression did not seem to have changed.

      “It is not terrain, not water currents and not life. That leaves the Mother’s milk.”

      “You are right.”

      “We’re the only source of power nearby.”

      “That is so, and the power of Dagor’s Home increased today.”

      “Me?”

      She nodded. “We are happy to have you with us, Greatest Fisher.”

      “And a ley-circle will show on the table when it’s close?”

      “We will tell you.”

      And they were returned to their rooms.

      “So what do we do?” said Kantees.

      Elona shook her head and rested her hand on Chara’s snout. “We have no choice, we have to wait. There is nothing to do.”
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      The diet of fish and weed was getting very dull after seven days when they finally hit the current Seer into Depths had mentioned. Elona found she was aware of what was happening in regard to the shell, but Kantees and Chara both said they felt nothing. Hitting the south-going current made Elona feel better, but while she was completely confident in their hosts’ abilities, it didn’t stop the boredom.

      On the eighth day, there was a fight between Sheesha and Chara.

      It happened in the night and Elona was woken by the roaring and growling going on in the next room. She sat up abruptly and saw Kantees was already turning the corner. She was shouting at Sheesha.

      Ulina rushed past Elona as she was getting to her feet.

      When she reached the other room, it was hard to see what was going on with the looming shapes of ziri in the gloom and Kantees trying to get between them. Still shouting at Sheesha to stop.

      Stop what?

      Elona flooded the room with light as she conjured a sphere high up. In its stark brightness the other zirichasa cowered in the corner, while Sheesha had his wings up with his head touching the ceiling, looking down at Chara. She was curled small in a defensive position.

      Oh no.

      Running to Kantees’ side she grabbed her by the hand.

      “He’s desperate to mate,” said Kantees, sounding as if she was being torn in half by the need to stop him for her sister’s sake on one hand, and sympathy for his plight on the other.

      “I want to try something,” said Elona quickly. “Feel the pattern I make and give it to him, you know him best.”

      She wasn’t sure if Kantees understood but Elona remembered how she had suppressed the ardour of the man in Canvor. The only power she had that seemed to have any finesse, but she had no idea whether it would work on a zirichak.

      But she formed the pattern in her mind and imagined that Kantees shared it.

      There was a moment when nothing happened.

      Then she felt her binding with Kantees strengthen and the power in the pattern increased. It was if Kantees had taken it from her and laid it on to Sheesha. Elona provided support and helped to build it as Kantees moulded it into something that would fit the ziri.

      In that moment Elona saw the love her sister had for the beast, a caring that could never be returned. It filled her with both sorrow and joy.

      As for Sheesha, it was as if he were a stone-struck sikechak. He dropped down first onto his elbows then his head came down. He went silent and his interest in Chara evaporated.

      The other ziri relaxed immediately though Chara remained in the same position.

      Elona gently separated herself from the pattern, confident that Kantees was in control, and moved slowly across to her other sister.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s over.”

      Chara regarded her.

      “I know it could happen again but we’re getting closer to a ley-circle all the time, and Kantees knows how to deal with it now.”

      Chara let herself slump to the ground.

      Kantees came over. “Is Chara all right?”

      Chara grunted. It communicated a strong level of upset.

      “What would you expect?”

      “I’ve been in that position,” said Kantees. “Not easy to get over.”

      Elona nodded. She knew too.

      “Perhaps you should sleep with us in the other room?”

      Chara grunted twice.

      “I wish there was a way we could write here,” said Elona. “It would be a lot easier.”

      “For you two,” said Kantees then held up her hands. “I know. How long will that pattern hold?”

      “I don’t know. I used it for the first time a short while back, I didn’t even know if it would work on a ziri.” She thought of how much power she had put into trying to wipe out that man’s lusts, and felt guilty. It was like using a hammer to crack a nut.

      Kantees looked over her shoulder at Sheesha who had curled up and was already asleep.

      “I hope it’s not permanent.”

      “Probably not. Patterns aren’t unless they make a real change in something.”

      “As long as Chara is in ziri form he’s going to keep wanting her unless we control it. Other than that, we need to find him a mate as soon as we can.”

      “Do they have just one?”

      “No, the males take what they can get but always the most powerful female in the group.”

      “I suppose we’ll just have to keep an eye on him.”
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      Kantees managed to keep Sheesha under control as the days slipped by. She paid him more attention though she continued to be concerned about the zirichasa’s health and strength in general. Chara spent most of her time separated in the other room though Kantees pointed out that Sheesha could smell her.

      Chara herself seemed able to adopt the lethargy of large predators when they did not need to eat, while Jikala was unaffected by the days of inactivity. It just kept itself to itself, or answered when questioned and translated as needed.

      Elona took to wandering around Dagor’s Home and talking to the occupants who all seemed to hold her in awe. She was welcome everywhere, there appeared to be little regard to privacy among the Shocalin, but she kept out of the personal areas. Little ones would follow her and sometimes she played with them, they found her hairless skin to be endlessly interesting. To them her scars were just a part of her.

      For the adults, they had been brought up with the stories of the Legend of Prophecy and they were happy to tell her about them. Some seemed ridiculous—one said she was going to pull the moons from the sky, while another suggested she would sink all the land to make the whole world into ocean for the Shocalin.

      Eventually she found her way down into the lower regions where it got a lot colder but she found plants growing under light emanating from the shell itself. It felt almost like daylight, though there was no single point of origin and no real shadows.

      It was there she met Breath of Life, another older female Shocalin with a crew of gardeners. Breath of Life took her around and showed her how the waste from cooking and the Shocalin themselves were used to make the soil in which the plants grew and it was those that made the air fresh for everyone.

      “We have the most important task in Dagor’s Home,” said Breath of Life proudly. “Without us they would all suffocate.” She pointed up. “The bad air, what they have used up, falls down to us and the plants change it into good air that rises.”

      Finally they came down to the very deepest depth of Dagor’s Home. A room that was open to the sea below. There was light that showed the hole—big enough for a ziri and below that there was only darkness. Elona felt her fear of heights threatening to consume her once more.

      She could fall from here and sink forever.

      “Does that water look clear to you?” said Breath of Life.

      Elona did not trust herself to speak so just nodded.

      “It is full of life, so tiny you cannot see it. It loves the light and grows in it. We harvest it for extra flavour.”
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      After twenty days, Elona estimated they must have travelled perhaps five hundred leagues. Kantees still managing to maintain control of Sheesha even though she hated doing it. Elona, to her great relief felt a ley-circle in the far distance and shortly afterwards received a summons to visit Seer into Depths.

      Kantees and Ulina went with her because they were grateful for anything to break the monotony.

      They went first to the table that showed the Mother’s milk. Sure enough in the direction she had felt, the ley-circle there was a bump in the sand.

      “It’s smaller than Dagor’s Home,” said Elona which was confusing since she could feel it was larger. Though perhaps not big enough for what they needed.

      “It will grow as we approach it.”

      “What do you want to do?” said Kantees.

      “It’s not a big one, I don’t know if it will be enough for Chara to change.” She paused. “There’s also the problem of getting in and out of Dagor’s Home. We have to get wet unless I can use a bubble.”

      “But the ley-circle could help with that.”

      Elona stared at the bump in the sand. “I think we should wait for a bigger one. How’s Sheesha?”

      Kantees shook her head. “He seems to be all right but how can I know whether this is bad for him?”

      Elona sighed. “I know but it’s just another ten-day.”

      “Five-day,” said Seer.

      “But Wisest said it would be a thirty-day.”

      “That was when we would have had to fish to feed ourselves and you. But there has been no need, Greatest Fisher.”

      Elona felt a flood of relief. “And there’s a big ley-circle where we are heading?”

      “That is right.”

      “Very well,” said Kantees. “We will let this pass, and in a five-day we can escape this prison.”

      Elona did not respond though she was not sure this would be the end of their journey with the Shocalin. There was still the Eastern Ocean to be crossed, what better way was there than to be carried safely beneath the waves?
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      It was on the fourth day when she was in the room with the big pool, watching the hunters playing, that she once more felt a ley-circle. This time she knew it to be significant. She was surprised at the relief she felt knowing she would be able to weave patterns without the threat of destroying herself.

      She also looked forward to having Chara back—mostly for her own sake but also to relieve the stress of both Sheesha and Kantees.

      Hurrying back to her sisters she could see Kantees smiling and Chara looking more alive than she had since the incident with Sheesha. The other ziri were restless too.

      Kantees grabbed her by the hand her smile expanding into a grin. “I have such an idea, sister, I think I know how we can both leave and enter Dagor’s Home without getting wet, and without you having to make a bubble that the Shocalin must then drag underwater.”

      “What?”

      Kantees’ grin got even wider. “No, not yet, wait until we’re close enough.”
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      Dagor’s home crawled inexorably towards the ley-circle, finally Kantees has happy.

      “Come on,” she said leading the humans and ziri down to the wharf. “Look at the size of this place. There’s room for a zirichak to fly, we should have thought of this before. They could at least have stretched their wings.”

      In a moment, she mounted Sheesha and he bounded into the air.

      While Kantees was not wrong, it was barely enough and Sheesha was just doing tight circles. The Shocalin were staring in astonishment. Finally she brought him down again.

      “What have you proved except that we should have let them fly in here?”

      Chara made an odd noise and grabbed something out of the water, Elona turned just in time to see a fish tail disappearing down her throat.

      “Can you get them to clear the pool, nothing between here and the exit?”

      “You haven’t forgotten ziri can’t swim?”

      Kantees gave her a hard look, so Elona asked Master of Water to get everyone out of the pool and all the hunters away.

      Once more Sheesha took to the air, Kantees took him right into the ceiling then pulled him round into a dive. Elona’s hand went to her mouth in horror thinking Kantees was going to soak him, as the light went golden around him and he ploughed into the water.

      The wave that erupted from his entry soaked everybody.

      By the time the water had settled enough to be able to see into it, there was no sign of the golden light. But with her inner sense, Elona could see the glowing pattern retreating into the distance then curving upwards.

      A short time later it passed over Dagor’s Home and turned again.

      “Everybody away from the edge," Elona shouted, “she’s coming back!”

      They hustled the damp ziri back out into the passageway, the Shocalin did not move, the water simply flowed off them. Elona saw Kantees’ approach. It scared her because she knew that when using a golden pattern the ziri turned very slowly.

      In fact, Kantees must have given up on the first attempt because she went under them, then she came around again, got lined up and shot through the hole. The moment she exited the water—along with huge geyser that flooded the room again—she had Sheesha drop the pattern before she ploughed into the opposite wall.

      He landed moments later. Kantees slipped off his back and screamed with excitement, while Sheesha preened. He was completely dry.

      Elona had never seen Kantees so excited. “We can fly underwater!”

      They hugged and Elona felt a surge of power from close by. She turned as Chara, in her own form, stepped from their room and joined them. Then Ulina, who never showed much emotion joined them in the mutual embrace.

      “Slissac!”

      The rage of the Shocalin was instant when they saw her. Elona without thinking conjured a protective wall. Half a dozen Shocalin ran at them wielding whatever weapon they had to hand. Sheesha let out a roar that echoed through the shell as the Shocalin threw themselves against the shield.

      “Stop!” shouted Elona through the wall. “Stop it! She is my sister!”

      She pushed the barrier outward, forcing the Shocalin away but even with all the space between them the growing crowd of angry creatures was upsetting and disheartening.

      Everything had been going so well.

      “I could change ’ack,” said Chara.

      Elona shook her head. “I don’t think that would help now they know.”

      “Can you bring Sheesha inside the protection?” said Kantees.

      “I can but let’s just wait for Wisest.”

      “And hope he is,” said Kantees.

      “What a’out Jikala?”

      “Right now, I don’t care,” said Elona. “It’s you they have a problem with.”

      “I just wanted to ’e a’le to talk to you.”

      “Don’t blame yourself.”

      “No,” said Kantees, “because Elona’s the only one allowed to do that.”

      “This is not the time, Kantees!”

      “When is the time, sister? You’re always taking the blame for everything—you even look for opportunities to be in the wrong.”

      The angry shouting from the Shocalin dropped in volume and then quietened completely. The crowd on the side nearest the entrance parted and made room for Wisest.

      Keeping the barrier’s position fixed, Elona walked towards him and gestured for Chara to accompany her.

      She stopped a few paces from the blue wall.

      “What has gone wrong, Wisest?”

      He pointed at Chara with a claw. “There is a Slissac here. It is not permitted and it must die.”

      Elona shook her head. “No.”

      “It is our law, she must die.” There were angry mutterings among the Shocalin that could hear their conversation.

      “This is my sister. She may have been born a Slissac but she was raised by a human woman. I do not permit you to harm her.”

      “She is Slissac in skin and in bone. She must die.”

      Elona sighed, she was sure she could protect Chara but she had no desire to bring any harm to their rescuers.

      “You would attack the Legend of Prophecy?” She hated to use it but to get out of here with none being hurt needed the Shocalin’s cooperation.

      Anyway, it seemed to give him something to think about.

      “I do not wish to oppose the Legend of Prophecy, but our law is simple.”

      “And that’s the problem with it, Wisest, your law says kill Slissac?”

      “That is so.”

      “The law is too simple. It allows no room for judgement. Do you have any other law like that?” She knew she was clutching at straws, for all she knew all their laws were simple absolutes.

      “I cannot gainsay it.”

      She looked around at the other Shocalin. This was a political problem, even if Wisest agreed that the law did not apply in this case, he still had to convince the rest of the Shocalin. And then there would be the question of the other Homes, and how they might feel about Dagor’s Home changing the interpretation of a law.

      Then Elona felt one of the great driving beasts in great pain and then die. She turned to stare into the water, along with Kantees and Chara—and every Shocalin.

      “What was that?”
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      Two dozen Shocalin, closest to the water, dived in without hesitation, others ran from the room shouting the alarm as they went.

      “Ustecalin,” said Wisest. “They know we come to the market, they lie in wait and attack.”

      “They’re nasty,” said Kantees.

      As she said it, long lithe bodies came into view, they were pale grey and as thick as a ziri neck with a fin running along the spine

      “Giant eels?” said Elona.

      “Not the eels, them.”

      Heads broke the surface. As big as a human with huge black eyes, but hairless and covered with scales.

      Elona let the blue protection drop and drew on the ley-circle and poured its power into the surface of the water. The sea water boiled sending up clouds of steam and the creatures shrieked. Then she let the power go, she didn’t want to hurt any Shocalin or hunters. But the bodies of three eels and two Ustecalin floated on the surface twitching.

      They all felt the pain of another driving beast.

      “Co’e on,” said Chara. “Ride.”

      And she was a ziri again. Elona knew what she was planning. It was terrifying but she barely hesitated in climbing on her sister’s back.

      Powerful wing-beats drove them into the roof, so close Elona had to duck. Chara turned carefully to line up with the exit, and dived. A fraction of a moment before they struck the golden light wrapped them. They blasted into the water, through the hole and out into the open sea. They shot away from the shell with the flickering brightness of daylight above them, and the blackness of the depths below.

      They turned so slowly but eventually were heading back, a second golden light flashed through the water.

      “Kantees and Sheesha,” she said out loud, although Chara must know.

      It was then Elona saw something even deeper, glowing with lines of pale blue lights outlining a vast shape. If the Shocalin could live in a shell that floated beneath the surface why couldn’t the Ustecalin have something similar? But even as she thought it, Chara was already past it—the zirichasa simply flew too fast.

      The dark globe of Dagor’s Home, the first time she had seen it all, grew in size rapidly. As they went past, she saw the hunters and Shocalin battling Ustecalin and their eels, then as they skimmed past the surface she felt the patterning tremble, a group of Ustecalin had tools and were hammering at the outside of the shell near the top.

      “If they break through, it will flood and sink. The Shocalin will drown.”

      It took so long to turn.

      “Get into the air, drop the golden light, turn then we can dive again!” shouted Elona. It will also refresh our air.

      Chara might not be able to respond but she did understand. She curved upwards and moments later they burst into daylight—and a storm. The wind drove huge rolling and crashing waves as the rain lashed almost horizontally

      “Lovely,” said Elona as the golden pattern vanished and they were blasted by wind and rain, soaking her through. Chara flipped round, and Elona’s stomach turned over. Then they were diving again with the golden light enveloping them.

      “Get as close as you can to the Ustecalin.”

      The creatures attacking the top of the shell saw them coming and tried to escape. But Chara ploughed through them.

      Elona understood that when they were flying through a path, the shock of a zirichak passing was enough to destroy and kill whatever was there. She could not decide whether it was worse in the water, or less damaging because the water was not restrained in a tunnel.

      And they were past too fast to see the result.

      Chara angled up again and once more they were in the storm. They flipped again and dived.
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      Kantees saw the huge thing hanging deep below them, a lurking mass outlined in blue but blacker than the ocean depths.

      She guided Sheesha round in a great circle bringing them close to Dagor’s Home once more. She couldn’t see Elona and Chara. From the glimpse she got, the battle to protect the huge pushing beasts looked to be going the Shocalin’s way—the hunter beasts were vicious. Unfortunately, there were more Ustecalin riding on eels coming up from below.

      “River people?” she muttered. “Nobody told them they’re not supposed to be in the ocean.”

      Then she saw the golden light of Chara diving into the sea from the surface and smiled. They were changing direction above the waves. “Clever.” But it peeved her that once more a Slissac and a Taymalin had thought of something new—though she had been the one to realise they could fly beneath the waves.

      By the time she had gone through this, she was well past the battle once more. So she guided Sheesha upward. They burst out into the storm, the spray being whipped from the wave tops, and rain flaying them from the side.

      They continued to climb as she had not asked Sheesha to drop the golden shell. She did not want to get wet and the rain would not do Sheesha any favours. But it seemed there was no choice.

      Unless…

      Her bond with Sheesha was so strong that often it seemed as if his thought and hers were the same thing. What if they could stop but keep the magic in place? After all, Elona had managed it inside the path. Perhaps they did not need to be moving.

      It took her a moment to realise they were no longer climbing at high speed, instead they hung in the air as if mounted on an invisible pole. But Sheesha was still in the curious rigid posture the ziri adopted when flying fast. And he was still pointing toward the clouds.

      “I need you to turn round, Sheesha, face the sea.”

      The effect was very strange as he rotated as if he were on a wheel.

      What was it Elona had said? She thought the zirichasa had been made by the Slissac. Perhaps that was why Chara had been such an able rider so quickly.

      She looked down through the driving rain. The shape of Dagor’s Home distorted the waves as it hung just below the surface.

      “Go.”

      And as suddenly as they had stopped, Sheesha was heading down again, slightly off to the side as she did not want to accidentally hit a Shocalin or hunter.

      And they were in the depths again.

      She brought Sheesha to a halt once more and looked about. The water around the driving beasts had become clouded with blood but the line of Ustecalin coming up from the depths had not lessened. That was her target. She found Sheesha could simply change to point in whatever direction she required.

      They shot away. Sheesha curved downward and into the line of oncoming monsters.

      It was like using a broom to brush away insects, Sheesha’s magic meant she did not feel any of the impacts, but impacts there were. They crashed through group after group of them. She did not think she killed many, the water seemed to push them out of the way, but they were confused, perhaps frightened.

      She wished there was some way she could actually get to them.

      Then she saw the dark shape of whatever it was the Ustecalin came from. The line she was following went underneath it but she adjusted Sheesha’s course and they flew along its length, the golden light revealing the strange skin of the beast.

      When she had lived in Dakastown sometimes her master had taken her on trips out. More than once, she had been down to the harbour and seen vessels drawn onto dry land for repairs. Their hulls would be encrusted with shells.

      The beast’s skin was the same—only it had never had them removed. The entire surface was armoured with shells ranging from those the same size she had seen on the boats, barely a hands-breadth across, to ones that extended further than a ziri’s length.

      She could not imagine how old they must be to reach that size.

      Any doubt she had as to whether this was a living creature evaporated when she reached the slowly beating tail fin—bigger than a tower of the Fastness.

      Another golden light came alongside her and she looked across to Elona. Her expression was grim and she clung to Chara’s feathers as if her life depended on it. But her sister was looking her way so Kantees pointed up, and together they turned towards the waves.

      When they broke the surface, they both dropped the ziri pattern and then Kantees reformed it with Sheesha in charge.

      “We cannot do much,” said Elona. “We move too fast. And they are not really harmed when we fly past.”

      So Kantees stopped them mid-flight, turned and grinned. “How’s this?”

      Elona was at a loss for words.

      “Where to, sister?”

      “The beast, if we can stop that, there will be no reinforcements and I think the Shocalin can win.”

      They dived and Kantees took them back down to the beast—causing as much chaos as she could among the Ustecalin as they went.

      It was not long before they were floating beside the monster, and its body slid away.

      Ustecalin poured toward them. And in moments the golden shell was under attack from hundreds of Ustecalin hands and weapons.

      “Are we safe?” said Elona.

      “The pattern is firm, and the ley-circle can provide all we need to maintain it. What are you going to do?”

      But Elona already had a faraway look in her eyes. Moments later the Ustecalin were retreating, but they did not go far and Kantees could still see them moving indistinctly in the distance.

      “I made the water hot but I can’t reach far there’s so much of it,” said Elona then shook her head. “I’d try roasting the animal but it’s just too big for me to make a difference.”

      “What about making it cold instead?”

      “Same problem.” Elona paused. “Our air is getting bad, too much excitement.”

      Kantees decided there was nothing they could do here and they shot upwards to where the battle was taking place.

      It was hard to see anything, and even more difficult to determine what they could do to help. But Elona was right the air felt hot and stuffy, they and the ziri were exerting themselves and breathing more deeply.

      They burst up through the waves and back into the storm. Kantees had Sheesha let go of the pattern for a moment and they were soaked again. But the air was refreshed.

      “We have to help,” said Kantees.

      “Well split up again. You see if you can harass the ones coming up enough to slow them down. Now that we know your trick for stopping, Chara and I will see what we can do with the monster.”

      “Can’t you just put a barrier between them?”

      “They’ll just go around it.”

      With that Kantees had Sheesha let go of the golden pattern once more, Chara broke away and then the two separate ziri dived into the depths.
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      Chara carried Elona downward, passing Dagor’s Home, the line of Ustecalin heading upward on the back of their mounts and armed with spears.

      A mass of Ustecalin confronted her alone when she reached the vast beast. She flew from end to end, avoiding the huge tail that undulated from side to side in a slow steady rhythm.

      Small fins grew out of each side of the body.

      She had Chara stop once they were past it and then fly back, this time underneath. The light from the golden shell illuminating the dark, flat belly. They reached a section that disappeared inward, and there were lights on the inside of the beast, but the water around them was alive with hundreds of massive eels.

      Elona found it hard to comprehend this thing. She could accept the Shocalin living within the long dead shell of some giant urchin. But the Ustecalin’s home was a living creature as vast as any castle.

      They continued forward past a huge open mouth, she could feel them slide sideways as if being drawn towards it but nothing could divert the golden path much and they were soon out of the current.

      Elona felt the power of the ley-circle.

      “I could do it,” she muttered to herself.

      Instead of stopping and turning back she asked Chara to take them in a wide circle to come up along the monster’s back once more. She hoped that might mean the Ustecalin did not notice her but the golden glow of the magic would be noticed quickly enough.

      As they approached the beast once more, Elona closed her eyes and felt the ley-circle. Always before she had done this directly from one ley-circle to another, but she knew she did not have to be directly on top of one to do it. It was simply that the ley-circles were easy to spot in the World’s Pattern. She found the Fastness easily.

      She felt the space in front of the beast and imagined a gate of huge size, enough to take it all. The power surged through her and the pain of it threatened to overwhelm her. Gritting her teeth, she drew the two gates together.

      She was a conduit now, and the Mother’s milk ripped through her tearing her own patterns apart. The healing that seemed to be other than her, did its best to hold her together.

      Chara was moving now, bumping this way and that in the current. Behind her eyelids Elona could see light growing. Then, on the periphery of her pattern sense, she saw a bright line, like the one made by her little dagger but longer.

      The blade came at them.

      Three things happened in rapid succession.

      The magic of the golden pattern winked out of existence. Freezing water pounded them for a moment, then the dark of the deep sea turned to brilliant daylight. And the portal was gone with Mother’s milk no longer coursing painfully through her.

      Then she and Chara were falling.

      Just as she had tumbled from the tower in Canvor so long ago, here she was once more. Falling without hope of rescue.

      Part of her wanted to jump, she knew she could do it, just as she had from Canvor, and from Leket. But Chara was here too though they were separated.

      In the time it took for those thoughts to crash through her mind, she landed on her side in freezing salt water. The impact drove her breath from her body. It was not just water but a raging torrent that dragged her away and under.

      Unable to breathe she struggled against the current. Her leg hit something hard and scratched across it. Desperately she flailed around to find something to grab on to.

      Then she was falling again.

      Her body demanded to be able to breathe but there was only water.
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      “Wake u’, Elona!”

      Something hit her hard in the chest. She rolled over and coughed up water, then retched on the damp wet grass. Something moved in front of her and she realised it was a large fish wriggling and gasping for water.

      Things were crying out in the distance, they sounded like words she did not understand.

      “Get on my back, we have to go now!”

      Elona’s clothes were soaked and sticking to her, though the sun was so strong it felt as if it was burning her skin.

      Her body ached especially her leg where she had a vague recollection of striking it hard on something. She was not thinking properly as she pushed herself to her feet and swayed as she threw up.

      Chara was in her ziri form and lying beside her.

      Trying to focus she managed to clamber awkwardly on to her sister’s back. Chara barely gave her a moment to get secure as she threw herself into the air just as a dozen spear-wielding Ustecalin came over a low ridge. Seeing their prey escaping them they all launched their spears.

      Chara seemed to stumble in the air, knocking Elona off balance and sending her heart into her mouth in a wave of terror, but they kept flying.

      As Chara climbed, Elona was almost unable to take in the devastation. They were at the Fastness; she recognised the one remaining upright tower. Water was tumbling over the broken walls in great waterfalls and flooding the terrain around it. She could see a moving wave still flowing away from the castle.

      But it was the glistening sea creature that had crushed the buildings with its tremendous bulk. And the hundreds of Ustecalin moving across and around it, there were places where the body was cut open and the creatures climbed out of its insides. Eels slithered in the bodies of water though she could see some had gone over the sides and were dying in the sunlight among dark pools.

      The monster’s weight had not only been enough to crush all but the last tower, but it could not even maintain itself out of water and it looked painfully flat as it had fallen in on itself.

      Elona felt a wave of pity for the beast—it was too huge to die swiftly but it would be gone soon. She realised its rear end was missing the tail, it had been sliced off clean revealing flesh and bone beneath. She wondered how close they too had come to being cut off when the kisheth blade had sliced into the golden pattern and destroyed it.

      It seemed she had not been finished with the destruction of the Fastness the first time.

      Chara grunted at her.

      “Sorry, I need to focus.”

      She could not take them back to Dagor’s Home, she did not know how to locate it in the World’s Pattern, even if she knew it was close to the unnamed ley-circle they had been approaching. But they could go there directly.

      The healing within her had already soothed her aches and she knew it to be hard at work on her leg. She was feeling better as she closed her eyes and created a portal between the two places high above the Fastness.

      Chara flashed gold and they were through with the rain storm still raging. Using her new-found skill, Chara came to a halt above the circle as Elona let the portal go. Below them was hill covered in trees, all the way up to a black tower that stood over the ley-circle.

      Making wide circles Chara came down on what looked to be an island but could just be a peninsula, there was sea on three sides at least with waves pounding the shoreline. Finally, they landed at the base of the tower.

      Chara changed shape and the spear that had been buried in her side clattered to the stones. Elona picked it up, dried ziri blood crusted it.

      “You had this in your side?”

      “I could still fly.”

      “You’re not hurt now?”

      Chara shook her head. “And ’y real ’ody is ’etter in the rain.”

      “Even though you have no clothes.”

      “It is ’ecause I have none—” She gestured at Elona. “—’ut you’re soaked through again.”

      “Come on.”

      They found the entrance to the tower and entered. They went into the first room and sat down in the dark. Elona conjured a ball of light in the ceiling. The place was dirty but did not look as if any animals were using it as their living quarters at present.

      “I ho’e the Shocalin won.”

      Elona had to agree it was not a certainty but the Ustecalin had lost all their support troops, and their home.

      The two sisters needed to rest.

      Here, somewhere far to the east of the Fastness it was moving toward evening. Chara changed back into a ziri although at this size she would be unable to get through the door to leave—but there was no chance the ley-circle would somehow run out of power. Elona settled under her wing.

      If they did get back to Dagor’s Home, there was the question of the Shocalin attitude to Chara. It was apparent they hated Slissac, in a more immediate and visceral way than the Taymalin. She had no clue as to why that might be, though it suggested they had recent and unpleasant contact. Or perhaps their tradition of stories—like the one about her—meant the past was more alive to them.

      Was it possible Shocalin had been made by Slissac in the same way zirichasa and tekrasa had been? But that route led to so many questions, what about all the other races? Or the Tahulin? And why should it be the Slissac who created everything? Perhaps it was the humans.

      It was with those thoughts in her head that she slipped away into an exhausted sleep.
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      Elona woke to voices outside—it took a moment for her to realise they were ones she recognised. Her clothes were still damp but Chara had kept her warm in the sheltered room. She gave Chara a kick to rouse her and headed outside—just in case.

      Sheesha’s bright plumage was the first thing she saw. The storm had blown itself out and the weather was sunny once more.

      The ziri were gathered close to the tower while Kantees, Ulina and Jikala stood in a loose group looking at trees.

      “I don’t like forests.”

      Elona smiled. “And I don’t like flying.”

      All three turned, Kantees’ face lit up in delight and Elona thought she detected a fleeting smile from Ulina. Jikala’s expression remained flat. Then Kantees was on her and hugging as Chara emerged in Slissac form and received the same treatment.

      “It is good that you are not dead,” said Jikala.

      “Did you bring food?”

      “Fish.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll eat it raw if I have to.”

      “I’m sure we can make a fire—there’s enough wood.”

      Ulina made a face. “Everything’s soaked after the storm.”

      Elona laughed. “Nothing is damp enough to stop me.”

      It wasn’t too cold but there was something comforting in having a fire and cooking over it, even if they had no idea where they were.

      Elona and Chara related what they had done the previous day and the further destruction to the Fastness.

      Kantees nodded. “But when the next feeding happens, there’ll be nothing left at all.”

      “Except abominations.”

      “Most abominations die immediately,” said Jikala. “Those that survive have nothing to reproduce with. The concern is exaggerated, and fodder for the tales of the ignorant.”

      Chara and Elona exchanged looks, they had both suffered at the hands of human abominations that most certainly had not died out. But it wasn’t worth arguing.

      “Creating that portal underwater caused a lot of waves,” said Kantees. “Most of the Ustecalin swimming up were dragged back and through even though it did not last long.” She laughed. “I wish I could have seen it falling out of the portal on the other side.”

      “I’m not happy I had to kill it,” said Elona. “It had not done anyone any harm—but a lot of the Ustecalin survived so I suppose I shouldn’t feel too bad.”

      Kantees and Chara stared at her.

      “You care about those vicious little things? What’s wrong with you?” said Kantees.

      Elona shook her head. “Too many are dead by my hand.”

      Chara put her hand on Elona’s arm. “Then your choice was the ’est at the ti’e. Other decisions ’ight ha’e led to ’ore death.”

      Kantees made a tutting sound. “Anyway the Ustecalin were very upset when they realised what had happened, a lot of them just swam off. Some of them continued to fight but it was a lost cause for them. The Shocalin had new energy and the battle didn’t last long. I flew Sheesha back inside and found Ulina had been helping them fight off invaders.”

      “None got past me,” said Ulina.

      “Anyway, we had to rely on Jikala for translations. Wisest was in an awkward place, he understood that without our help—including Chara’s—they would have been food for the Ustecalin.” She saw Elona’s look of horror. “Yes, they eat them so you shouldn’t be so concerned, and it makes me very glad we got away from them last year. But despite all our help, Wisest said we had to leave, he let us stay the night and gave us food but this morning we were out.”

      “And you flew all the ziri underwater?”

      “It was a bit tricky getting them into the water and through the hole but we managed.” She sighed. “We came here because we guessed that if you were alive, this is where you would come.”

      Conversation ceased.

      It was a quiet place and all that could be heard were birds calling in the trees and flying insects buzzing and humming from place to place. The sun was strong and where it beat down on the ground—still damp from the storm—it sent up the smell of the earth.

      The air warmed and one by one they lay back.

      From her position, Elona could see the blue sky and the black stone of the Slissac tower pointing at it. Abruptly she wanted to see inside, properly. She sat up too quickly and her head swam for a moment before she felt safe to get to her feet. She brushed down her clothes.

      “Elona?” said Chara, still lying naked since she had not bothered to dress.

      “It’s nothing, I just wanted to look round the tower.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      Ulina was on her feet.

      Elona smiled. “It’s all right, there’s no danger here. We spent the night without any problems. You’re here at the door so nothing will come in without your knowledge.” She looked at Chara. “Are you going to put any clothes on?”

      Chara reached for her bag, she pulled out a simple shift that looked clean and shrugged it on. “Is that ’etter for your hu’an sensi’ilities?”

      “I was just asking.”

      Chara clicked and grabbed Elona by her scarred right hand, pulling her towards the entrance to the tower. “It hel’s to sto’ any ’ugs fro’ ’iting.”

      “As if they could get through your hide.”

      “Oh so’e can. Just as if they were ’ade to drink the ’lood of Slissac.”

      “They probably were.”

      The air chilled as they stepped across the threshold and it went very dark. Elona gestured with her free hand and a globe of light appeared over their heads.

      They passed the opening into the room where they had spent the night and followed the main passage, which turned in sharp angles at unexpected moments.

      “It doesn’t have the same layout as the one at the Fastness,” said Elona.

      “Is that im’ortant?”

      “I have no idea.”

      She paused to run her fingers along the patterns etched into the walls in perfect alignment with one another.

      “Can you understand what these say?”

      Chara studied the symbols then shook her head. “I haven’t ’een learning the language ’uch longer than you ’ut it’s not a story, at least not this ’art. It does look like the ’atterns in the heart-roo’, and in the ’eeting roo’ in Hanna.”

      They came to a set of stairs but continued into the main chamber in the centre of the tower where the writing on the walls became tiny and there was the low circular wall and deep hole into the earth. She could feel the bubbling power of the ley-circle beneath them.

      “This is where the Mother’s milk comes down.” She turned her head and looked up at the wider opening in the ceiling. With the merest thought, she sent her ball of light shooting up. As it gained height, different floors were revealed and, as far as she could tell, increasingly wide openings.

      “It’s a funnel. Bringing the Mother’s milk together, narrowing it down until it flows into the ley-circle through this gap.”

      “Why?” and Chara.

      Elona shook her head. “I have no idea but I suppose they could do experiments.”

      “Make a’o’inations?”

      “Make zirichasa, tekrasa, nadrasa and all the rest.”

      “Not hu’ans?”

      “I don’t know, perhaps, who can say?”

      Chara clicked. “I was teasing. The histories I read said hu’ans were discovered.”

      Elona sighed and turned to her sister, dim light filtered down from above. “How are we going to get to Akanatal? We don’t really know where we are, or how much further there is to go? We still have the problem of crossing the Eastern Ocean.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Elona brought the light down again and saw there were bright pinpoints of light it had been obscuring, far above them.

      “Come on.” Elona went back to the stairs and started to climb. Like all Slissac buildings they had to search for each set of steps, because the builders did not keep them all together. Was it because the Slissac were terrified of attack, or that this building had to be a specific design?

      They reached the highest level where the opening in the floor occupied almost all the floor space. The ceiling was pierced with holes bright with sunlight. Each hole was inscribed with the tiniest of symbols which covered their entire surface.

      Yet, unlike the Slissac buildings in Hanna, there was no power here she could detect.

      “The symbols must be powered by the Mother’s milk—they use the feeding itself to control the energy.” She stared into the hole that went down and down into the depths of the tower. Her legs went weak.

      Chara caught her arm as she wavered on the edge.

      “Perhaps we should go down,” said Elona.

      “Using the stairs and not the hole?” said Chara and clicked her amusement.

      “Very funny.”

      Chara led the way back with Elona keeping her hand on her sister’s shoulder. She had been concentrating so hard on studying the tower, she had managed to forget her fear for a short time. Its return had been particularly unpleasant.

      “You could fly.”

      “That’s even less funny.”

      Chara shrugged. “’Erha’s you could change into a ziri too.”

      “I have no idea how. I see you do it, I hear what you say. I watch the patterns altering and there is nothing familiar in it.”

      “You learn other ’atterns ’y just by seeing the’ work.”

      “Yes but this isn’t a pattern creating an effect, it’s a change in the pattern itself.”

      “Sounds the sa’e to ’e.”

      “It’s completely different.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      “All right.”

      “Right.”

      They reached the ground and Elona felt safer. “We need to wait for the next feeding here.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to feed the chilafrah to its maximum, and…”

      “And?”

      “I want to see the tower do what it does.”
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      “When is the next feeding, Jikala?” said Elona as they emerged from the tower into sunlight.

      The others were still sunning themselves.

      Kantees yawned. “Don’t you ever stop?”

      Elona ignored her. “I know you know.”

      Jikala leaned up on its elbow. “Why do you think I know?”

      “Kantees said patterners have devices to predict when they will happen and even ones that can say where.”

      “That is true but I do not have them here.”

      “Where would you need to go to get one? Canvor, Dakastown, the Fastness, or a dozen other ley-circles? I could take you right now.” Then Elona’s eyes widened with a sudden realisation. “You must have maps of every ley-circle in the whole world.”

      “What?” said Kantees.

      “It’s obvious. If they have a device that can predict where all the feedings will be, not just the time but their location, then they know where every ley-circle in the world is. And they will have put it on a map.”

      Kantees grinned. “If they have a map of every circle, we can find a route to fly from one to the next. As long as they are close enough together the zirichasa can make the journey.”

      “They won’t all ’e on land,” said Chara.

      “They don’t need to be,” said Kantees. “With the ziri and the chilafrah, as long as some of them are, we can make the journey.”

      “If we have the map,” said Elona.

      The three sisters and Ulina stared at Jikala, waiting.

      It got to its feet. “There is such a map.”

      Elona took a step forward. “Where?”

      Jikala had not been reticent in giving up information until now, and it said nothing.

      “You want the Kisharuk destroyed, don’t you?”

      “You don’t know how to do that.”

      “I’ll think of something. But I need to find it first, where’s the map?”

      “You truly wish to go looking for the monster, in a place filled with Slissac whose only desire will be to kill you?”

      Chara stepped up to Jikala. “There’s a Slissac here who would like to kill you right now if you don’t tell us.”

      Jikala looked into her eyes. “But you cannot kill me, only the body and if you do that I will end up in one of your sisters. I do not think you want that.”

      Kantees moved forwards. “I’m sure you can feel pain.”

      “Stop it,” said Elona. “Nobody is torturing anyone.”

      “Kantees, will your friend, Yenteel, know?”

      “He might.”

      “He doesn’t,” said Jikala.

      Kantees smiled. “Well, that’s easy for you to say but he knows more than he should and if I asked him to find out, then he would. And he is only a short journey away.”

      “Let’s just stop this and get something to eat,” said Elona glancing at the sky. “It must be time, I’m hungry anyway. Then Chara, you go and check around see if this is an island or not.”

      “I’ll go now,” said her sister. “I’ll pick up something that isn’t fish on the way.” Then she was beating into the sky on powerful wings.

      “Perhaps the other ziri might like to get something to eat too?”

      Kantees gave Elona a side glance then nodded, Sheesha and the others were airborne just a few moments later. Ulina pulled out a package tied with a string made from seaweed and handed it to Elona.

      “You want me here?” asked Kantees eyeing the trees suspiciously.

      “I think I’d like some time alone with Jikala.”

      “Perhaps we’ll see if maybe there’s a stream or something for some fresh water nearby.”

      With that Kantees and Ulina walked away and were soon lost between the trees.
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      Elona sat on the ground and unwrapped the dried fish.

      She held it out to Jikala who took a piece and they ate in silence for a while.

      “Why don’t you want us to have the map?”

      “It is knowledge that would be dangerous if known. Your people should not know how to return to Akanatal.”

      “I agree. Kings and lords would not make good use of it. They would see it as a way to make war on the Slissac, which is both pointless and dangerous. Each race can stay in its own place and no one needs to die.”

      Jikala chewed the fish thoughtfully. They had not known the poor girl that Jikala had been very long, but she had been like a younger sister, so full of life and enthusiasm despite the horrors she had suffered. A sister in pain if nothing else, and then she was simply gone.

      It did not think of itself as a monster, she knew that. Its claim that it only tried to occupy people who were going to die was decent enough, though hardly noble since it destroyed whatever was there before.

      Except the memories.

      What kind of memories would this creature truly have if the people he took over were the ones who were on the verge of killing themselves, or dying for some other reason?

      How would that distort its understanding of us?

      She remembered the day that he had entered her life and changed it forever.

      “Did you know what Metrid was going to do to me?”

      “No.”

      “If you had, would it have made any difference?”

      The creature glanced up at her face and she was suddenly conscious of her blackened skin. It shook its head.

      “The path you set me on was ordained so you wouldn’t interfere?”

      It shrugged. “Something like that.”

      “Yes, because you had already done what you had to do.”

      It shrugged again.

      This was not like the man in the big floppy hat who had smiled at her and seemed kind. The man who had saved her hair. She shook her head.

      “If you truly believed then, I was the one to save the Taymalin, why don’t you believe it now?”

      “Who said I believed?”

      Elona felt a flush of anger. “Because you did what you did!”

      “I did it because I was trying to save your people, I did not know whether it was true or would ever work. It never had before, but I took every chance, every opportunity.” It paused for a moment, she waited for it to continue. “I have been trying for so long to bring you people up to where you could defeat your nemesis. And your patterners have grown, they have learned and when I could, I have tried to preserve that knowledge for the future. Until the day you could undo what was done against you.”

      “Nobody believes in the Kisharuk anymore.”

      “It never stopped believing in you. It is a waterwheel driving a mill, it exists to carry out its task and it can never stop. Just as I can never stop trying to defend you.”

      “You have done nothing.”

      This time it was Jikala’s turn to anger. “I have done everything.”

      Elona shook her head. “The Kisharuk still exists after all this time. No one believes in it. If you had not spent your time interfering in our lives the patterners would still have investigated and learned. Their guild would be there even without you. You have no power in our world.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      She turned away. “You have to justify your existence and this is how you do it. The only power you have is the same one as the Kisharuk itself. You’re nothing but a ghost, a Tahulin, that eats the life of another and pretends he’s doing the right thing. You claim to be the opposite side of the coin, but you are still the same coin.”

      “I am not the same.”

      “No, you’re right, your entire existence is based on deceit—at least the Kisharuk is honest in its desire to destroy us all.”

      “What would you have me do? You know no one would believe me if I told them, I would have to kill the body I was in and possess another before I would be believed and then they would think I was the monster.”

      Elona let his words hang in the air without stating the obvious.

      “We are in agreement about one thing,” she said. “The Kisharuk must be destroyed.”

      “Yes, we agree on that at least.”

      “Which is why you must give me the map. I do not care about prophecy, but without the opportunity to face that monster once more my life, my suffering, and the pain my sisters have been through, has no meaning.”

      Jikala was silent again for a moment. “Yes, you should have it but I cannot give it to you.”

      “Not directly, no, Master Florian no longer exists, and you are now a young girl who has no authority in the world. But you know where it is, so we shall have to take it without permission.”
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      Chara returned first, circling the tower a few times before Elona waved to her. She transformed before she landed and dropped to the ground.

      “That’s showing off,” said Elona.

      “I a’ ’racticing.”

      “Pity you can’t change shape and return fully clothed.”

      “Still com’laining a’out ’e wearing clothes? I thought I knew you ’etter. We’re all girls here.”

      “I don’t think you are, strictly speaking, a girl.”

      “No, and I ha’e a great deal less to be em’arrassed a’out.”

      “Anyway, that wasn’t the reason I mentioned it. We’re going to Avakending to steal the ley-circle map.”

      Chara put her head on one side. “That’s in the south?”

      “Jikala says that’s where the map is.”

      “There’s only one?”

      “No,” said Jikala, “but the Patterner’s Guild in Avakending is where the work is done and probably the easiest to enter.”

      “We’ve discussed the other places,” said Elona, “but Avakending has a ley-circle that I know and I have friends there too.”

      Elona saw the motionless stare she got from her sister.

      “Yes, I have actual friends other than my adoptive sisters.”

      “I did not say anything.”

      Elona sighed. “Actually, some of them think I’m a magical spirit of some sort.”

      “Not so ’uch friends then, ’ore like worshi’’ers.”

      “They don’t worship me.”

      “Are you sure?” Then clicking erupted from Chara and she hit Elona on the shoulder.

      “I could learn to hate you,” said Elona.

      Kantees and Ulina emerged from the woods dragging a dead animal, each holding one of its rear legs.

      “Did we miss a joke?”

      “Elona has friends,” said Chara between clicks.

      “That’s the joke? Chara, you have not spent enough time with humans.”

      “More than enough,” said Elona. She changed the subject by pointing at the beast they were dragging in. “Food?”

      “Should keep us going for a while.”

      It had already been gutted but once they were closer to the fire, Ulina pulled out her knife and set about skinning it.

      “We’re not on an island,” said Chara. “At least this is ’art of so’ething ’igger. I followed the coast in one direction and then in the other. This is like a finger ’ointing out to sea from a larger area with hills. There’s ocean to the north and east as well. Whether that’s an island, I don’t know.”

      “The Eastern Ocean?” said Elona. “People?”

      “No sign of humans, ’ut I did find some buildings. They were very old and falling down. Not Slissac or human, the doors were Shocalin size.”

      “But the Shocalin live in the sea.”

      “’Erha’s that was not always the case.”

      Chara looked up suddenly as Sheesha and the other ziri came circling in for a landing. They had brought a catch as well.

      Once the food was all prepared and cooking in strips that would keep them supplied for days, Elona explained to Kantees and Ulina what they had to do.

      “So we open a portal to Avakending, find your friends, sneak in to the Patterners’ Guild, steal the map and return here.”

      Elona shook her head. “Yes and no. Avakending is a very busy ley-circle and they have some powerful patterners. They will notice a path or a portal. Especially if we fly through at speed in our usual way. Also, the ley-circle is a half-day’s travel from the city.” She smiled. “We have to do this differently.”
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      Chara woke inside the Slissac tower once more. Her zirichak senses told her the sun was not yet up and that was part of their plan. She shook herself gently to wake Elona who was snuggled beneath her wing.

      The ziri face was a great deal more mobile than her natural one, and she formed the muscles into a smile—though she knew it looked terrifying showing all her long sharp teeth. She didn’t care, simply having that much control of her expressions was a novelty she did not think would ever wear off.

      Elona got to her feet and gave Chara a kiss on her muzzle. The skin could feel so much more too. It wasn’t that her Slissac skin lacked sensitivity, but this was a different quality.

      It took barely more than a thought now, and she resolved into her normal form. Elona jumped, Chara clicked putting her arm round her adopted sister’s waist and giving her a hug. She had three families now: Elona, Kantees and Ulina; her Slissac one; and her mother. She missed her mother and hoped she was all right. Perhaps they could visit her once this was all finished. If it ever did.

      “What’s wrong?” said Elona.

      “Nothing.”

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “Just thinking about ’other.”

      “She’s strong, she’ll be fine.”

      “I know.”

      They went out into the pre-dawn light where the black silhouettes of the trees stood against the dark sky. Ulina and Kantees were tidying up the camp and had put out the fire. Sheesha was still snoring with the other ziri around him.

      “Here,” said Kantees and handed them cold fish wrapped in wide leaves.

      “Lovely,” said Elona.

      Chara swallowed it down quickly though she did not feel very hungry, she had eaten well the previous day in her ziri form and eating in one shape did seem to satisfy the other to some degree—it was not a thing she understood but she was always careful to leave time between eating as a ziri and changing, just in case. Or she just threw it up.

      “Are we ready?” said Elona.

      Chara transformed and stretched her wings, she loved to fly and was ready to be moving. The idea of going somewhere new was very pleasing. She lay down for Elona to mount, once again saddened by the fact her sister did not enjoy this at all.

      Then they were ready and launched into the air. Sheesha took the lead with Chara at the rear this time, it made Sheesha a little restless at first but he settled under Kantees’ control.

      They were not going to be using the golden pattern because it would attract attention and Elona was concerned about the portal collapsing once she went through, so she went last.

      They climbed upwards. When not leading a formation, she barely needed to think about the flying part at all, the inherent ziri pattern did it all for her. It was as if they became a single entity, a situation exaggerated by the golden pattern which rendered them unable to move at all. Curiously she did not find it unpleasant, it seemed entirely natural.

      They passed the top of the tower. The sky was clear and the air cold. Neither moon was in the sky and instead the twinkling stars gave their meagre light. Dawn was beginning to show by a lightening in the east, reflected in the waves of the calm sea.

      She felt Elona working the pattern, it was as unfathomable to Chara as the shape changing was to her sister. But when the portal formed, she could see it easily in her mind, but it was invisible against the stars.

      This had been part of the plan. By leaving so early they would travel to Mirriasmia when it was still in deepest night, thus making it even less likely they would be observed. Sheesha oriented on the portal and accelerated towards it. Chara felt a strange gushing of wind heading into the hole between places, as if it was dragging them through and then they were elsewhere. She whipped her tail forwards to avoid it getting nipped off like the sea monster’s, but the portal did not collapse for a good count of ten after they went through.

      Her ziri senses adjusted and she realised they were much farther from the ground than they had been on the other side. Elona had not mentioned she was going to do that, Chara did not even know she could manage it.

      But here they were, at a place called Katending, Elona had said. They were gliding high above what at first glance was a similar terrain to the one they had just left. The vast ocean on one side, and land on the other, but this was not covered with trees. It was scrub and sand, a desert. The air was warmer too, and more damp—though it was not raining.

      Elona had briefed Kantees on the direction to take so they were moving along the coast with the sea on their right.

      Chara glanced back and saw the town dropping behind. There were a few lights showing but nothing around the ley-circle itself. Nothing to indicate their arrival had been noticed.

      Kantees had the formation dip into a dive and headed out to sea until the land became a dark line on the horizon. She felt the power as the golden light engulfed them and they shot away just above the waves, which reflected back shards of yellow brilliance.

      Elona had said she and Jaymis had taken many days to walk from Avakending to Katending but using the golden pattern they could fly the other way in no time at all. They had been told keep their eyes open for the great citadel sitting on its high island. There would be those who never slept, and they would need to cease to use the ziri magic as soon as they were within sight.

      It did not take long.

      She had barely had a chance to get bored before Kantees dissolved the magic and they were flying through the air as normal once more with the sound of the waves crashing on the shore.

      If it had not been for the ziri formation they could have become separated and easily lost but with the magic that was impossible. However once more they had agreed that once in sight of Avakending, Chara would take the lead.

      As it was, it took her only a moment to accelerate into the lead and—she was not sure how—call the others to her in an arrowhead formation with Sheesha and Halenth in the second row followed by Tralenth and the other two at the back.

      She knew from what Elona had told her she needed to fly around to the far side of Avakending, staying far out from the shore and then turn inward.

      The first part of the task was easy enough, Avakending provided an ideal point around which she could pivot, ensuring she stayed a long way from it. Eventually she curved inland and they climbed to a good height so that it was unlikely anyone on the coast would notice them.

      There were hills inland, the valleys had rivers and gave off the smell of plants but the ridges were bare and brown. Once over land they glided once more, keeping their speed low.

      “If we reach the walls of Avakending, we’ve gone too far,” said Elona into her ear. “But there’s a road which comes down to run along the shore. We need to be near to that, and where it first approaches the water is close to the place I need to go.”

      Chara spotted the road and turned inland once more, they needed to find somewhere safe to land. The broken landscape had many narrow valleys and those further away from the coast looked less developed.

      She took a chance and brought them down where a small river had cut a channel between the rocks. There was not a great deal of space but that made it a good place to hide. The channel closed up before it gushed through the rocks and descended to the next valley which had been cultivated. It reminded her of the great rivers above her home valley where she had first found Elona, just on a smaller scale.

      As soon as Elona was off her back, Chara tried to transform but found herself locked into ziri form because there was no ley-circle. She could sense the closest but it was too far to be of use.

      The others were dismounting too. Ulina went off immediately to get the lay of the land and determine what dangers might exist—whether human or animal. Elona had a faraway look for a few moments and then came back to herself.

      “There are no large animals in the area.”

      The shadows were deep under the moonless sky but Chara could see well enough. The only sound was the water running in its channel, they had probably terrified the local wildlife on their arrival.

      The zirichasa all drank and then flopped down to sleep.

      Elona put her hand on Chara’s neck. “Too far to change?”

      Chara grunted.

      “I didn’t think of that. We might have to change the plan.”
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      Chara woke once more in a night that seemed to have gone on too long, but now the sun was really up though its rays had not yet penetrated the bottom of the valley.

      Elona was standing in front of her holding the chilafrah. “Can you try to change with this?”

      She got up stretching her legs and wings, eyeing the nondescript block. She was not keen on the idea, what if it had not picked up enough power from when they were at the ley-circle? What if it only got her halfway?

      On the other hand, the plan required her in Slissac form—although she would be disguised.

      She nodded.

      “From what’s happened before I think you need to be touching it. I wish there was some way of knowing how much power it contains. At least we do know it’s Mother’s milk you need to transform, just the same as doing any patterning.”

      Elona then looked at her helplessly.

      Chara awkwardly used a wing-claw to indicate the top of her head, then she lay down.

      “It might fall off,” said Elona. “I’ll try to hold it in place.”

      Chara suspected they looked ridiculous with her on the ground and Elona holding a cube of stone on her ziri-head. She tried to initiate a change but nothing happened. It was frustrating, and even more so since they couldn’t talk properly.

      Getting up, Chara waddled down to the water and flattened an area of clay. It was like being back in Hanna. Carefully, writing as small as she could, she wrote. “Magic already happening.”

      Elona stared at it for a minute and shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “What does it say?” said Kantees.

      Elona repeated the words.

      Kantees nodded. “You’re right,” she said to Chara. “This thing only seems to respond to a pattern that’s already working. I suppose there’s no way it knows what a pattern is or how to make one, but it knows how to give its power to one that’s already there.”

      Elona stared at the block in her hand. “Perhaps but where is she going to get the power from to start it?”

      Kantees grinned and pointed at Sheesha.

      “But how?”

      Kantees shrugged. “I have no idea, but our sister is fahain, she’ll work it out.”

      Chara grunted though she had as little idea as to how this was going to work as her sisters.

      As Sheesha lumbered over, Chara lay down once more and Sheesha drooped his neck over hers. He was heavy but she could feel the power within him—just as she had within her.

      “Did you make him do that?” said Elona.

      “He’ll do anything for me, and he still has the hots for ziri-Chara.”

      Elona pulled a face, which Chara agreed with entirely, then placed the chilafrah on Chara’s head once more.

      Chara relaxed and closed her eyes. When they were flying the golden path, the energy was drawn from all the zirichasa in the formation. Each had different amounts but Sheesha had a tremendous reserve and, as Chara looked into him, she became more aware of her own.

      She initiated the change and felt the surge of power being drawn from Sheesha, and out of herself—it wasn’t enough to make anything happen but as soon as it began, the chilafrah came alive and energy poured through her.

      Then Sheesha was laying across her back and he was very heavy.

      Kantees got him up in a moment.

      “It worked,” said Elona.

      Chara climbed to her feet.

      “But if she can’t change without Sheesha’s help that doesn’t do us any good,” said Kantees.

      “I think I can,” said Chara. “It really does just need the first kick and then the chilafrah does everything else. I think I can do it even as a Slissac—I have my own reserve.”

      “You do?”

      “Nowhere near as ’uch as Sheesha or when I’ ziri, but if I’ holding the chilafrah when I do it, it won’t need to be ’uch.”

      “We’ll need to recharge it.”

      “I can do that,” said Kantees. “While you’re talking to your friends today, I’ll go up to the ley-circle.”

      “They have it guarded,” said Elona. “But mostly just fences and armsmen on the road approaching it from the river.”

      “I’ll come at it from the other side then. I can get a good look from a high altitude.”

      “I just wish we had some way of judging how full it is,” said Elona again.

      A short time later Ulina, who Chara had not even noticed was missing, returned with clothes for two of them—long robes with hoods that were commonly worn in the area to keep the sun off. It provided a good disguise.

      Elona and Ulina put them on leaving Chara to stay with Jikala and the other ziri.

      She was not happy about it, and Elona pointing out that she would have the most important task that night was not much of a help.
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      Ulina led Elona along the riverside to a way she had found through to the next part of the valley.

      It was a squeeze and she was not as nimble as the girl, but she negotiated it well enough, with the river tight and thundering along at her feet. She knew it did rain here—she had experienced one of the storms—and there was a place, high above her head, where the rock changed colour indicating the highest point the water went up to.

      “I hope there isn’t a storm tonight,” she muttered to herself.

      They came out among tall plants in regimented lines of a human-planted field. The leaves were broad and stretched out to catch the sun while golden flowers bigger than their heads were also turned upwards.

      Here and there, with two or three on each plant, were pods enveloped in green leaves. Elona was not sure what they were growing here but the overall smell was damp and sweet. Ulina led her along a path running between rows of plantings. This valley was considerably larger than the one they had left. Walls had been built up along the banks and every now and then there was a wide pool of regular shape and size along with a low dam. Water was fed from the pools in baked clay pipes half-buried in the soil. They were probably designed to leak because the soil around them was moist.

      Ulina abruptly stopped and crouched. Elona almost ran into her but followed the child’s lead. Then she heard someone whistling. The farmer.

      Being found out was not part of the plan. Elona hesitated. There was a pattern she had seen worked in the Fastness.

      She put her mouth next to Ulina’s ear. “I think I can make us invisible.”

      Ulina nodded.

      What she was not sure about was whether she could make the pattern move with them, she had only experienced it being used like a wall behind which armsmen had been hidden. But she had succeeded with the protective shield. It might work.

      “I’ll cast it, you move ahead until I disappear, then I will walk towards you to make sure it will move with us.”

      Ulina nodded again.

      Elona concentrated and felt the barrier appear around them. The only problem she could see was that it was a circle and took in some of the plants as well but it was the best chance they had.

      Ulina crept away and kept looking back. As she went through the barrier, it seemed to tear open and then collapsed. Ulina turned and looked directly at Elona, shaking her head. Elona restored the pattern and this time the girl nodded so Elona moved towards her. Abruptly the barrier collapsed again, and Elona had to restore it once more.

      Ulina stretched up to speak, Elona crouched to make it easier. “It does not allow me to cross it, but it works.”

      “It’s your knife,” said Elona indicating the tiny blade that the girl kept on a string round her neck. “Breaks the magic.”

      “I will stay within.”

      So together they moved forward, with Elona’s hand on the girl’s shoulder. Partly so they would not be separated and allowing Elona to pull the magic in around her as tightly as possible, but also so she could communicate without speaking.

      They crept forward. The man had not ceased whistling, the tune had strange tonalities that Elona found jarring though interesting. The river made a constant noise too, not loud but it should help to cover their breathing and footfalls.

      They were close to the exit from the valley where the rocks pulled in again making a gate to the outside world. The river banks here had been built up too, with a path down the side wide enough to take a cart.

      Ulina moved quicker now they were past the farmer, then they saw two more men, dressed in the long robes that were common here, heading up the track towards them. It was clear that they would reach the narrow part before Ulina and Elona could exit.

      “Run,” said Elona, “but steadily.”

      Elona’s legs were longer than Ulina’s but she was younger, and the older woman could not maintain her grasp on the girl’s shoulder. Instead, she expanded the pattern as they accelerated into a slow run. Elona just concentrated on keeping the magic in place and staying behind Ulina, who could focus on direction and negotiating the path.

      But Elona had to look up. It was going to be a close thing.

      One of them called out a greeting that echoed around them.

      “In the water and standstill,” said Elona. Ulina obeyed instantly and slipped her feet over the low wall and into the cool river. Elona followed. If the pattern made them personally invisible there would have been holes in the water, but it did not seem to work that way. She pulled the pattern in close again as the men entered the rock passageway.

      Giving Ulina a gentle push, the two of them moved to the rock wall on the far side and then edged slowly downstream. One of the men glanced at the water ahead of them, and his eyebrows creased. Elona saw at once that the ripples from their movement were disturbing the normal pattern of waves.

      She squeezed Ulina’s shoulder and they came to a halt as Elona expanded the pattern as wide as she dared.

      He might have been distracted by the unusual wave patterns but not enough to bother him, he lost interest as the farmer came down the path to greet them. While they clasped hands and spoke in loud tones, Elona and Ulina moved downstream once more.

      “Why is nothing easy?” muttered Elona as they emerged into sunlight once more, stepped out of the stream, and hurried along the track.

      They finally reached the main road which Elona remembered. The sea lay directly ahead with Avakending looming up in the distance to the right, almost black against the bright blue sky. The great city was in two sections. The part on the mainland then the channel separating it from the city proper which rose even higher. The high bridge between them had terrified her.

      The heights of the city were one reason she had chosen not to go on the raid. Any hint of a fall and she would become a liability—as she so often was.

      “Which way, aunt?” said Ulina.

      “Left,” she said and started along the road, lined with scrubby grass and the same kind of trees as she had seen on the Dunor’s island. But most of the ground here was sand and stone making it hard for plants to survive.

      They stayed to the side as there was considerable traffic, carts being drawn by bright kichesa who revelled in the warmth, the occasional person on horseback, and people on foot carrying packs in the direction of the Avakending gate.

      A city needed a constant supply of food, Avakending received most of what it needed from the sea and river Avaki.

      It was not long before they approached a loose collection of buildings that passed for a town. Elona thought this must be the place, the view of Avakending looked right and there was a row of fishermen’s huts above the shoreline. Not a single boat was on the shore, they would all be out on the sea for the day’s fishing.

      “Where should we go?”

      “I need to find a woman called Kerlyn, or the man Athlem.” She frowned and glanced back at Avakending. She wondered what had happened to Lady Miriatali, Jaymis had said that Lord Nemon told him about the betrothal but then where was Nemon?

      She had only met Miriatali briefly and learned from Kerlyn later that the princess had been waging a private war against the Dunor and their machinations in Mirriasmia. But with the Kisharuk’s cabal of treasonous lords gone, she would no longer need to do that.

      Elona led the way on to the sand and headed towards the sea. The tide was out and the sun very hot. Their robes protected them from its direct onslaught but she was still roasting.

      A woman sat on a verandah, in the shade, mending a net. It was hard to tell the difference between Kadralin and Taymalin based on skin colour in this part of the world, and even Kerlyn who had the face shape of the pale Taymalin claimed Kadralin heredity.

      Elona approached the woman and she could feel Ulina becoming tense and protective.

      “I look for Kerlyn. Hey,” she said in the Kadralin language, or the best she could manage.

      The woman did not ignore her but did not respond.

      Elona glanced around and saw no one close, she took a chance and pushed back her hood. “I am Elona.”

      The woman’s eyes widened, her hand snaked out to grab the material of the hood but Ulina was already there, the wicked little knife glinting at the woman’s throat.

      “Pull back hood. Mother’s Daughter.”

      Elona seethed at the name as she covered her head once more. She had told them specifically she was not any person from any legend but it never seemed possible to stop anyone from trying to deify her in one way or another.

      “Come,” said the woman and they followed her inside the hut.

      If it was not the same building as she had been in before it was so similar Elona could not tell the difference.

      “I send word to Kerlyn,” said the woman and left. They heard her clatter across the verandah and then she was gone.

      The place was hung with nets and smelled of fish. Elona had had enough of fish from the Shocalin. The wooden roof radiated the heat from the sun and made the room stiflingly hot. Light seeped in through gaps in the walls and Ulina followed the progress of the woman through a series of them until she was out of sight.

      “How can you know to trust this woman, aunt?”

      “I don’t,” said Elona. “But sometimes you have to trust people to do the right thing even though they might not.”

      She went to the door and opened it a little to let in some of the air from the outside—it made it marginally less like being in an oven. Then she found a wooden box, brought it to the door and sat on it, leaning her head against the wall.

      “How long will it be?” said Ulina.

      “It could take all day. If Kerlyn is still working for Lady Miriatali in the castle. Or perhaps they will find Athlem first. Either way I do not think anyone will return earlier than mid-afternoon.”

      And in response to that, Ulina sat down in the middle of the floor with her legs crossed, and closed her eyes.

      Elona shook her head. Ulina was so unlike any normal child, but being trained by the Farahalek—she corrected herself—being kidnapped and tortured into obedience by the Farahalek was bound to change her.

      “How did you come to escape the Farahalek?” said Elona.

      Ulina opened her eyes and looked at her adopted aunt, as if she were weighing up whether she should answer.

      “Has your mother never asked?” said Elona.

      Ulina shook her head. “She has said I should tell her when I am ready.”

      Elona nodded. “If you wish to tell her first, you don’t have to answer me.”

      “It is not a tale that is long in telling, aunt.”

      “Kantees might be upset if you tell me before her.”

      “I will answer the question you asked but I will not tell my whole story.”

      “That is fair,” said Elona and turned so her back was to the wall and she faced inwards. She pushed the door until there was only a sliver of a gap letting in cooler air. Ulina stood and picked up a wooden wedge apparently intended for the door and jammed it so the door could not easily be pushed open. Then she sat back on the ground in exactly the same place.

      “I do not know where the Farahalek live, except it is one island among many. It does not have a ley-circle. It can only be reached with a tekrak or by sea. A day’s journey by boat takes you to another place which does have a ley-circle and it is this they use to travel.

      “The food comes from the islands and if you work hard and obey the masters then you eat. If not, you starve, or are simply killed.”

      Elona listened to Ulina’s dispassionate voice. It was the way she almost always spoke, as if there was not a single emotion within her, although Kantees had said she was improving. Elona did wonder whether her control of patterns in the minds of people could be used to free Ulina from the past pain, but she had no idea where to start and there was the potential to cause more harm than good. It was not something she was willing to attempt.

      “I was a good student. I did not fight them. I obeyed all their rules and I was dutiful in my worship of the Kisharuk. I ate better than most and was not beaten as much. I won the fight that gave me the blade.”

      She paused for a few moments. “But not every Farahalek was a blade.”

      “Failure to win that battle is not death. Success gives one the right to training in the subtle skills.”

      “I’m sorry, I interrupted you.”

      Motes of dust floated in and out of the beams of sunlight that pierced the otherwise dark interior.

      “There came a contract which required a child. I was to pose as a distant relation of a Taymalin lord and then kill his grandchildren.”

      Elona could not help herself. “But why?”

      Ulina’s impassive eyes turned on her. “I do not know, aunt. The Farahalek do not require reasons, they only want payment. There is no good or evil, there is only the contract.”

      “Did you…?”

      “On the night when I was to kill them, I chose to disobey. I climbed from the window and escaped the castle.”

      “Surely the Farahalek came after you?”

      Ulina shrugged. “I was not found.”
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      It was sometime in the late afternoon when there were heavy footsteps on the verandah that could only be made by a man in boots.

      Ulina, who had looked as if she was asleep, moved with silent speed to a position behind the door then climbed the wall to lie across one of the beams. This was before Elona even had a chance to come back to wakefulness—she was very thirsty by now and the heat had brought about a tremendous lethargy that was hard to shake off.

      “Parthia?” came a voice she recognised.

      “Athlem.” She tried to say but her mouth was very dry and then she coughed. She got control of her voice. “Athlem.”

      She kicked the wedge away and let the door swing wide.

      His face was beaming as he stepped across the threshold and then bowed deeply.

      “Lady Elona, it is so good to see you again, I thought we never would.”

      She pushed back her hood to watch his reaction to her destroyed face. The smile never left him though the emotion behind it wavered for a moment.

      “You can come down, Ulina. Athlem is a friend.”

      She landed silently beside Elona, which caused far more of a surprise in Athlem than Elona’s face had.

      There were more footsteps on the wooden floors outside and Kerlyn appeared, a scarf drawn over her head. But she merely nodded to Elona as a third person arrived. Clearly a woman but her face in darkness beneath her hood. However, it was clear her clean and delicate hands had never done a moment’s physical labour.

      Elona curtsied. “Princess Miriatali.”

      The woman pushed back her hood. The only child of the lord of Avakending, still unmarried though approaching her fortieth year—to her father’s despair.

      “Lady Elona.” She took in Elona’s face and nodded. “I had feared you were dead, though Nemon insisted you were not, but I see events have not been kind to you.”

      “As the mere puppet of prophecy, I have little say in the matter,” said Elona. “Does Lord Nemon still live?”

      “I do not know. Our engagement was broken off when it was found he was in league with the Emperor and the Dunor. Frankly it made my life rather difficult for a short while, since there were those among the Conclave who assumed I must also be involved. At present, there is a request that he be detained for examination by the Council of Lords should he be found.” Then she smiled. “But no matter, shall we sit?”

      More boxes were found and one of them was covered with a relatively clean blanket for the princess to sit on.

      “Now, Lady Elona, how may Mirriasmia serve you?”

      Elona had not been expecting to talk to the second most powerful person in the country and what she had to say became something a little more awkward.

      “I’m sorry, but we need to break into the Patterners’ Guild.”

      The princess raised an eyebrow. “May I ask why?”

      “We are in pursuit of the Tirnian Emperor and the Guild has an artefact we require to be able to follow him.”

      “You are being rather cryptic,” she said. “Why should I allow my people to assist you? Would not the patterners be willing to hand it over for such a good cause?”

      Elona swallowed. “It is a secret the patterners have kept to themselves. They would not want anyone to know of it or how they came to have it. They would not admit to its existence and would become very curious as to how anyone outside of the guild even knew of it.”

      “Well, Lady Elona, every guild has its secrets so we cannot be too upset about that.”

      “Of course.”

      Then she smiled. “I am not unwilling to offer assistance, however I must know more. There is a balance between risk and reward, and I must have more information before I can judge.”

      So Elona explained about the patterner devices that could not only predict when a feeding might occur, but also where and how this led to a map of the world showing every ley-circle. And how they intended to use this to chase the emperor across the Eastern Ocean.

      “It is interesting what you do not say.”

      “Your majesty?”

      “If our histories are accurate Taymar crossed the Eastern Ocean from the land of the Slissac. You suggest the emperor is in league with them?”

      “We think that is a possibility.”

      “Or that the emperor is the Kisharuk.”

      Elona opened her mouth to speak but could think of nothing to say.

      “Nemon’s wife Hilaneena did not die, she was reported as being the successor to Myrlask. My information becomes sketchy but shortly after you escaped Avakending and disappeared with your fellow, Jaymis, she too vanished to be replaced by a young man.”

      Princess Miriatali looked directly at Elona, who could not stop the tears.

      “It is what I thought. My spy was unable to get a good look but his description could have been your Jaymis.”

      “It was.”

      “I am sorry,” said Miriatali, “but now that we have that cleared up. I can assure you that my people will help you, though I cannot be seen to have assisted you in this.”
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      The meeting with Lady Miriatali did not last much longer and she departed with Kerlyn while Athlem remained. He accompanied Elona to the track where it was agreed he would meet Ulina, Jikala and Chara later in the evening, close to midnight. He would make the arrangements to get them into the city and where they needed to go. Elona had decided against mentioning Chara’s nature, she would have to rely on the darkness and her hood to keep her secret.

      Elona looked up the track and sighed heavily.

      “Is there something wrong, Lady Elona?”

      “We have to get past the farmer and it did not go very well this morning though he and his friends did not see us. If we are lucky, he might be working away from the entrance, or where we need to go, but how can we be sure?”

      Athlem grinned and bowed. “Count to one hundred and then follow me. I will make sure he does not get in your way. And, if this is the last time we meet, let me offer the blessings of the Mother on you and your kin.”

      “Thank you, Athlem, you are a good friend. May the Mother go with you and yours.”

      He disappeared along the track and Elona counted slowly while Ulina kept her eyes on the people around them. It was less busy but loitering around the end of a track leading to a farm might seem odd.

      However, by the time she got to a hundred nothing had happened and they set off towards the farm in the deep-cut valley. Rather than wait for trouble Elona threw up the blurring pattern as they approached the tight ravine. The noise of the water obscured any other sound but they kept their eyes open and there was no sign of anyone as they approached the rows of plantings. Ulina pointed off to the left just as Elona heard several men laughing—certainly more than two.

      She just hoped that Athlem had managed to get the attention of all the workers.

      They hurried through the ranks of plants and it took far less time than previously to reach the next bottleneck. They climbed through and it was with considerable relief they found Jikala, Kantees and Chara waiting.

      “That took long enough,” said Kantees. “Were you successful?”

      “Completely. A man called Athlem will be waiting for the three of you at the road around midnight, he will take you into the city and show you the way in.” She sighed. “Jaymis and I never got to see any of the interesting architecture when we were here.”

      “You can go,” said Kantees.

      Elona shook her head. “There are two problems with that. I can’t stand heights, and this city is worse than most for that, and Chara would have trouble carrying three of us.”

      “Your ’agic would ’e very useful.”

      “The fewer the better and Jikala has to go because it knows what to look for and where it’s likely to be found.” She held up her hand to indicate the conversation was over. “What about the chilafrah?”

      Kantees shrugged. “Who knows? We got as close as we could without being seen.”

      “I have tried changing using just ’y own inner reserve,” said Chara. “I can start it,’ut as ex’ected I cannot change.”

      Elona closed eyes and squeezed the top of her nose between thumb and forefinger. “Being unable to change is the biggest problem, Athlem will wait at the place he leaves you so if you can’t change but can get back to him, he can get you out.”

      Then Elona fumbled at her neck, took out her dagger and handed it to Chara. “You might need this.”

      They went silent then Sheesha farted.
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      Chara followed Ulina through the gap into the next valley, she could see well enough in the dark but had to go back for Jikala who couldn’t see anything. As far as she knew Ulina was a normal human when it came to her night vision but she did not require any assistance.

      There were no tell-tale heat sources she could see, other than her two companions. She told Ulina who led the way rapidly between the rows of plants. They passed through the ravine with the river walled into its precise course until they came out onto the track leading to the coast.

      Ulina was completely silent as she moved, Chara was confident she was not making much noise either, she was a hunter after all, but Jikala had no skill—or simply did not care. Not for the first time, Chara patted the bulge in the bag slung over her shoulder with the solid weight of the chilafrah inside.

      Chara spotted the warmth of someone standing still ahead. She tapped Ulina twice on the shoulder and whispered “hu’an” in her ear. Just as Jikala walked into her. Ulina hurried off to establish that the person waiting was Athlem while Chara hung back with Jikala.

      She heard their voices transmitted through the still night air and since there was no fight or shouting, she grabbed Jikala’s wrist and moved forward.

      As they approached, she checked her hood to ensure it was far enough forward to create a full shadow over her face. Not that anyone had any lights.

      It had been agreed Ulina would do the talking since Elona did not trust Jikala, and Chara’s problem with certain mouth sounds would be questioned.

      “This way,” said the gruff male voice quietly.

      He went straight across the road and followed the river to where a boat rested in the sand. There was another man here, and the smell of fish was overpowering. Chara wondered if their time with the Shocalin had increased their sensitivity to it—she liked fish but perhaps you really could have too much of a good thing, as her mother used to say.

      They climbed aboard, there was barely enough room for the five of them, and sat in the bottom while the fisherman pushed the boat off and jumped in lightly as it rose and fell with the waves.

      He paddled the boat out with strong deep strokes for a short time—as the dark of the shoreline moved away from them. The lights of the city were not many but they were sufficient to make out the huge bulk.

      I’ve been to sea but I’ve never been on a boat.

      Once satisfied they were far enough from the beach the fisherman raised the sail, it filled although there seemed to be little wind and she felt the small vessel pulling under her. Rather than being at the mercy of the waves, they were now fighting them. It became rougher and salty sea-water splashed over the sides.

      Chara wondered what these men might think if they knew she could transform into a zirichak and then fly underwater—what would they think if they knew she was Slissac? Hopefully they would never find out.

      The bulk of Avakending drew nearer and grew taller until it filled the world. The sea became even rougher and the wind intensity increased as they headed into the channel between the two parts of the city. The dark cliffs were dotted with lights here and there, it reminded her of Hanna. It was strange to think that with Elona, getting back there could happen in the time it took to raise a portal. And they could return across a thousand leagues in a heartbeat.

      When your life and movement had been controlled by the ability to ride a horse and how far it could travel in a day, this instant travel was disconcerting. One moment they had been at a ley-circle on the edge of knowledge and the next they had been here—and they could return just as easily.

      She realised they were heading for a small beach and moments later the fisherman was over the side, dragging the boat inland with each wave that rose under it.

      “Out,” said Athlem as he jumped over the side into the water. Ulina and Chara followed but Jikala seemed to have difficulty getting to its feet. But with the rest of them gone and the boat significantly lightened it was carried even further up the beach. Athlem lent his back to helping get it up on the pebbles, so Chara added her strength on the other side and soon it was all the way out.

      Athlem helped Jikala over the side and on to dry land.

      As they left the fisherman and his boat behind, Chara realised why Elona could not have taken part in this adventure—she must have guessed what would happen, given that she had been here before and had some idea of what might be required.

      They started up some rickety wooden stairs that zig-zagged up the cliff a considerable distance which was then replaced by a ladder. It would have been impossible for Elona. There was constant noise from the sea with the sound of the waves breaking on the shore echoing between the cliffs on either side.

      They did not climb the whole way up.

      There was a place where the ladder stopped on a ledge. Another continued upwards but instead Athlem walked along the ledge itself. He seemed confident but there was barely enough width to walk normally. Ulina was smaller and her agility never in question so the ledge did not bother her. Jikala continued to give the impression it simply did not care—and why should it? They were in a city, if this body died the creature would have no trouble finding a replacement. It could probably even keep to its principles and find someone who was about to kill themselves.

      Chara however did care, and though she was not her sister, the ledge simply did not seem safe. Since Athlem gave the appearance of confidence, she followed suit—trying not to think about what might happen if she were to fall.

      As they went there would be sudden cries of sea birds and sikechasa, as Athlem kicked them off the ledge where they had been roosting. But although their cries were loud, they were lost in the noise of the breaking waves.

      Just about the time she thought the ledge was getting wider, the cliff wall disappeared into a cave and they discovered a smell so awful it defied description.

      “Here we are,” said Athlem, apparently no longer concerned about noise his voice even echoed in the cave mouth. “Ladies, may I present the Great Sewers of Avakending.”
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      I will have words to say to Elona when we get back. No wonder she was reticent about the details of the plan.

      “Where do we go?” said Ulina, her lack of reaction to anything included the smell apparently.

      “The Great Sewers of Avakending lie beneath and join all the greatest buildings in this part of the city. They were created by Corta of Kafalain when he was rebuilding the city after defeating the Ustecalin who claimed the seas in these parts and driving those that survived far away in the year—”

      Ulina interrupted. “Show us the way to the Guild of Patterners.”

      “Of course.”

      Apart from the climb, the journey so far had not been too bad. It would have been potentially possible to fly here but they would have to know where to go in the first place, and the chance of a ziri being spotted was too high. Even if they were bored, tired and unobservant the city guard would still be watching for potential attack—especially since the Farahalek had tried to kill Elona, and the use of tekrasa by the Dunor.

      Chara practised a question in her head, making sure it did not contain any of the lip sounds that her mouth had trouble with.

      “Are there any guardsss?” She cursed herself, she had been so busy worrying about the m’s, p’s and b’s, she had done a long s. But if Athlem thought it odd, he said nothing.

      “Yes, but we will avoid them. Patrolling here is a punishment. They do not perform their duties very well.”

      Chara turned her Slissac gaze on the darkness and shuddered. The place was alive. Hundreds of tiny creatures, some in the water, others on the ground and a few others on the walls and ceilings. Mostly small but there were larger ones too. It was disgusting. She chose not to pass on her knowledge.

      Athlem clearly knew his way around as he opened a small closet set in the wall, above the level of the floor and struck a flint to light a torch. From that he added three more and passed one out to each of them.

      The light ruined her night vision but she was not entirely upset about that, in some ways she would rather not know about the creatures all around them. Unfortunately, it did mean they had a clear view of the viscous slurry that ran in a constant river beside them. It bubbled and belched creating the intense retch-inducing smell.

      There were branches in the tunnels, just like a real river, sometimes Athlem followed them, while others he took the bridges to cross over. Everywhere was disgusting and dirty but beneath that were well-set flagstones while the walls were tiled in geometric patterns. It seemed Corta of Kafalain had gone to a great deal of expense in creating an edifice that no one saw, and that no one really wanted to enter.

      She realised too, there were names written on the walls at junctions though in all cases they were too dirty to read—except one where she could make out the word “street”. It made her wonder whether the sewers were following the roads above, or perhaps had their own names.

      Finally they reached an arched opening and turned into it. This was not a tunnel, but a room with pipes entering from all sides. She could imagine where those came from but thankfully it was late enough there were few people using the facilities, at least here.

      “It’s not just shit and piss that comes down here,” said Athlem. “During the storms the water is drained from the streets. It helps to keep the sewers clean.”

      Chara could not stop herself. “Clean?”

      He laughed. “Yes, I cannot think how much more unpleasant it might be if it didn’t get washed out every now and then.”

      “Where now?” said Ulina.

      “That door will take you up into the guild building.”

      He was pointing at a blank wall, though as she looked at it, Chara realised the tiles were subtly different to the ones around it. Someone had gone to the trouble of at least trying to make it unnoticeable.

      “Lady Elona said you would be able to get through it.”

      “Did she?” said Chara.

      “She gave you her dagger,” said Ulina, “and I have mine.”

      “That is still a lot of stone,” said Chara, pleased with herself for managing to avoid the awkward sounds.

      “We only need to make a hole big enough to get through.”

      With that Ulina got out her knife and started to hack at the tiles and stone beneath it. Chara shrugged and followed suit.
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      Thankfully there was only a single course of brick under the tiles but with such small blades it took a while to get through. The opening was just big enough for Ulina, Jikala and Chara to squeeze through, and she carefully tried not to use her non-human bending and twisting in order to keep Athlem in the dark as to her nature.

      But he wasn’t coming any further.

      “I will wait at the exit until dawn,” he said. “You only need to follow the flow of the sewers to find it again.”

      Ulina was already mounting the stairs on the other side so Chara put her head to the opening.

      “Thank you.”

      “Good luck.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At the top of the steps they came to another door with a very faint yellow light beneath it. The scent of people drifted through but nothing that was recent. There was also the smell of meat, bread and vegetables, quite strong and close.

      Chara turned to Jikala. “What defences will they have?”

      It shrugged. “You mean patternings? What defences could they have? If they wanted anything to last for any time they would have to have a patterner powering it through the night. We are not on a ley-circle, and if they possessed a chilafrah it would be locked away. This is a reason I chose Avakending.”

      “You mean there’s nothing?”

      “I did not say that. There are guards, of course. But who would dare attack the guild of patterners?”

      “You ’ean the ’lace is ’rotected ’y fear.”

      Ulina tested the door and found it to be locked but her knife made short work of the bolt and it opened easily.

      They just want to keep people from wandering down here. They wouldn’t expect someone coming up.

      The three of them slipped out into the corridor, shutting the door behind them. The space was lit by oil lamps at intervals, their dim yellow glow providing just sufficient light to see by. The floor was flagstones and the passage wide and airy, as you might expect in such a hot climate. The smell of food was very much stronger—along with burning lamp oil. They were in the bottom of the building where the servants prepared the meals.

      Chara turned to Jikala. “Which way?”

      It pointed along the corridor.

      Once through the wood and glass double doors at the end, they found a spiral staircase going up. After the third complete turn, the blank walls—only interrupted by sets of doors—now had windows which looked out on to the city backed either by the sea, the mainland, or the castle above, depending on the direction.

      They climbed another two levels until Jikala pointed and they went through into a corridor. While constructed in the same way, this one had glass sections in the ceiling and the flagstones were covered with thin rugs that reduced the sounds of their shoes.

      Jikala indicated the first door.

      It too was locked so Ulina dealt with it.

      Chara was not sure what she was expecting—her experience of buildings like this were minimal. The only human building of any size she had been in was Canvor castle and she had spent her time there in the deepest dungeon. The airiness of the corridors and rooms unsettled her, she was more accustomed to the solidity of Slissac walls with their patterns.

      Here the carving was ornate but there was no writing.

      She stared around, her eyes seeing the blank walls as a monotone of colour. She followed Jikala into the room but something was scratching at the back of her mind.

      This new space had windows all along the opposite walls but the glass was frosted so that the lights of the city, few that they were, were smudges of white and yellow. Perhaps the patterners did not want anyone to be able to see into here.

      The silence was punctuated by their shoes on the polished wood.

      Ulina lit a candle.

      A dozen bare desks, with a chair behind each, were lined up in regimented rows and columns. The far wall, the direction in which they faced, had a large black board on which marks had been drawn. Another larger desk stood beneath it and that too was empty.

      Other walls had boards with markings on too, one of which was in the Slissac script though she could make no sense of it. They were not words. She assumed it must be one of their patternings. This must be a place for teaching, the novices would sit at the tables while the master instructed them.

      Perhaps something like this is what would have awaited her if her parents had not been killed, just as the priestess had said. The idea did not appeal.

      Jikala pressed on to the far wall and a door in the side of it.

      The area beyond was as different as it could be to the teaching room. This was a comfortable lounge with large well-padded chairs. Chara shut the door behind her and Ulina lit more candles.

      “What are we looking for?” said Ulina.

      Jikala was staring round. “It was here. A sphere.” It gestured with its hands something round, and too large to be easily hidden. “It was on a stand, over there.” It pointed at a desk. “Master Vedoric makes them.”

      “Them?” said Ulina.

      “It is not a thing of power, it is just a map. Vedoric made copies.”

      Chara’s hearing was much better than the humans, even Ulina’s. It was just at the moment Jikala was whining that Chara heard sounds of footfalls being made by people who were trying very hard to be silent.

      She knew putting the lights out would simply be a signal that those approaching they had been detected. She made her decision in a moment and threw off the cloak.

      “Kee’ looking,” she said and threw herself back to the door. The lock no longer functioned, so she whipped it open, slid through and pulled it shut behind her.

      Her heat-sensitive eyes detected five people in the room, four approaching between the desks and the fifth hanging back by the door. They had been crouched but stood up straight because they knew someone had come through.

      With luck they would think she was the only one.

      She leapt up onto the first desk, threw herself through the air at the person by the door, and screamed as she did it. It had been instinct only, and the sound that emerged from her voice was high and piercing.

      The men froze.

      Chara landed on a desk halfway to the one at the back and leapt again, ready to take him down.

      A blast of white light tore from his hand and the impact of a concussive wave knocked her out of the air, crashing down between desks and chairs, leaving her bruised.

      Moments later someone landed on her back, crushing her into the ground. She bashed his face with her elbow and kept turning, lifting herself as she twisted. He rolled off her back as she elbowed him again and again in the face.

      Then grabbing the legs of a desk, she yanked herself from beneath him.

      Just in time as a sword struck the ground where she had been a moment before. She had no particular desire to kill these men but took a moment to pull Elona’s dagger from its sheath.

      Another sword-wielding arm went across her vision and she lashed out slicing the metal, the blade separated from the hilt and clanged on the floor. She untwisted her lower body and kicked this third attacker in the face. His grunt of pain was satisfying.

      She rolled over and scrabbled underneath a desk, still aiming for the pair of legs by the door, now only a single row of desks away.

      She was ready as another brilliant blast of white light sent furniture flying—cries of pain came from the men behind her—but close to the floor she simply felt the pressure on her back as the desk above her flew away. This patterner had poor control, or did not care. Though she wondered how he was able to activate these patterns so fast.

      With the desk gone, she stood up and advanced on the patterner. He seemed to be holding something in his hand though it emitted no heat and she could not tell what it was. She dodged to the side as she heard footsteps behind her. A sword hit her arm at an angle that was not enough to cut, but pain shot through it and she felt it go numb with the shock of impact.

      She rotated away from the blow and deflected the crashing weight of the man as he ran into her. Turning full circle, she struck the man in the back with the side of her fist and, off-balance as he was, he stumbled and fell forward.

      At the same moment a barrier came into being around the patterner. Chara stared in horror as the blueness cut through the man. She could not hear any cry if there was one, as he fell in half.

      Chara felt a surprising anger over such a stupid death, and a curious hatred of the incompetent patterner. She lashed out with the dagger and the magic of the barrier evaporated. She was greeted by the patterner vomiting over the bleeding remains of the man he had just killed.

      Taking the opportunity Chara snatched at the papers the patterner was holding, ripping them away. She stuffed them into her bag as she turned back to the other men. Only to see Ulina waving more papers and gesturing for her to come to them.

      The light from other room, dim though it might be, was sufficient to illuminate her face and the sudden terror of the two armsmen who had managed to regain their feet was a force in itself. One of them clutched a sword cut off less than a hands-breadth from the hilt. She was not even sure he had noticed.

      But the momentary shock was replaced by an equal measure of hate.

      She was Slissac, the ancient enemy.

      Chara’s hand was still in her bag and she grabbed at the chilafrah.

      I hope this works.

      She triggered the change and felt the power flowing from the cube.

      Her opponents seemed to shrink away from her, and she could see from their faces the change was happening. Her head struck the ceiling.

      As her body changed, she tried desperately to maintain contact with the cube, but her arms were rapidly becoming wings that were too large and could not hold on to such a small thing.

      More power flowed and she lost contact with the chilafrah.

      She felt herself being drained of the Mother’s milk as she became the only available source. Her head spun and she collapsed.

      This was not the plan.
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      “Wake up, aunt! For the Mother’s sake!”

      The words came from a long distance, filtering through layers of cloth into her mind. And her head was being shaken violently.

      She grunted and the shaking stopped. She felt empty. Drained. Weak.

      She was lying on something lumpy and soft. The room was dark when she finally opened an eye. The smell of blood, death, and the acid scent of vomit were sharp in her muzzle.

      “The patterner got away. Jikala has run too and it has the maps.”

      The idea that Jikala had gone brought her round more than anything else. Elona would not be happy if they lost the Arch-Patterner, and everything would be ruined if they did not have what they came for. Jikala might not be Florian now but they would hesitate to kill a woman outright, they would at least want to question it, and all it had to do was talk and they would realise quickly it was one of them.

      They must do something to recover the papers but now she could not talk to Ulina.

      Everything had gone wrong.

      It was an effort but she lifted her head and nosed at the small chandelier in the ceiling. Ulina did not waste time with words but set about lighting every candle and lantern about the room that she could reach.

      Chara forced herself to up on to her haunches, having to duck under skylights. They looked flimsy but she did not know how much power she could muster. Her mind was occupied with the loss of Jikala and the maps.

      With more light in the room, she saw that the lumps she had been lying on were armsmen. One of them was still breathing but did not look like he would be taking part in life for some time.

      There was blood everywhere but none of it was hers or Ulina’s.

      She saw the bag and tapped it with a wing claw. Ulina put her hand in and pulled out the chilafrah. Chara put her head down beside Ulina and opened her mouth.

      “You want me to put it in your mouth, aunt?”

      She grunted and slid her tongue out across her razor teeth.

      Ulina was not one to question and she placed the cube on Chara’s huge tongue. She needed a pattern to trigger it, but trying to change back did not seem a good plan. As she was now they could, if they must, simply fly away. In Slissac form the only way out would probably be through the sewers and Jikala knew about that route—Chara had no doubt the creature would betray them given half a chance.

      No, all she wanted was the power. She tapped the bag again and Ulina once more examined it and pulled out the scrolls the patterner had been holding. From which it had managed to produce such powerful spells on command.

      Ulina held up one of them so that Chara could see the pattern inscribed on it. The trouble was she did not know which one it was, the blasting white light or protection. Ulina also realised the risk as she glanced over to where two pieces of what had once been a man lay leaking blood and bile on to the floor. She stood by Chara’s neck holding the scroll directly in front of the ziri’s eye.

      It took a moment to focus but Chara sent a flicker of power into the scroll.

      White light exploded away from her. It smashed through the furniture and splashed against the outside wall. The windows all blew out with a splintering crash. But the power did not stop. Chara could feel the Mother’s milk flowing from the chilafrah and through her into the pattern that now glowed. Ulina maintained her grip on it.

      When the patterner had done it, it had been a single blast that was over in a moment. But the chilafrah did not stop giving. The wall softened and melted. Chara focused on the flow inside her, diverting it to her personal zirichak reservoir. Then the pain started as the power streamed out of the small cube, it felt as if it were tearing her apart.

      She spat it out and everything stopped.

      The floor creaked ominously. The entire space in front of them was open to empty air. The smell of burned wood and melted stone blotted out everything else.

      But Chara felt strong again. She was sure she could manage a burst of golden light if she needed to.

      Ulina darted forwards toward the empty space. Chara gave a hoarse cry as she tried to stop her. But the girl was like a fenichak, and danced along the edge of the gap grabbing up the chilafrah that was perched close to the edge where Chara had ejected it.

      Ulina quickly gathered up their things and slipped the bag over her own shoulder.

      “Go?” she said pointing at the hole.

      Chara shook her head.

      “Jikala?”

      Chara growled. Ulina nodded and ran for the door.

      The space was barely large enough for a zirichak but Chara twisted around and eyed the human-sized door. The blasting pattern might have been useful but Ulina was already gone. Instead, Chara turned back and threw herself through the hole into the open air, snatching up one of the desks in her talons as she went. Her wings snapped open and she climbed fast despite the extra weight—it was less than a kelukisa. She dived at the skylights above the side corridor and dropped the desk. It smashed through as she climbed again then twisted in the air.

      The hole was not as big as her but the structure was no longer sound as she pulled in her wings and activated the golden magic. The barrier protected her as she crashed through and landed with a jolt in the corridor. She dismissed her magic and sniffed.

      She could not scent Jikala yet above the other stronger smells but Ulina knew which way the creature had gone and she could follow that.

      A single flight of stairs later, the stronger scents that merely floated in the air were dissipating but ones coming from where Ulina and Jikala had put their smell on the ground and the handrails were much clearer. It was even possible to differentiate which were the ones from their climb earlier, and which were the recent descent—along with the smelly vomit of the patterner.

      A bell rang out. A constant barrage of clanging that communicated fear and desperation. It was a raucous call for aid, not only could she hear it but felt it in the very stones she clung to. There were voices too, shouting for help, and another giving commands. They echoed through the passages, and floated up the stairwell.

      She had no time to worry about what might be coming and started her descent.

      Chara did not use the stairs, though there was not enough space to fly. Instead, she clambered down the centre, clinging to the balustrades with her wing claws and talons, like a sikechak seeking its prey. She descended head first, sniffing all around as she went.

      In no time she had gone two more flights. The older scents became fainter while the newer strengthened. Then they disappeared.

      She moved out into the place where three corridors led away. It took only a moment to find the right one. The smells were strong now and she could see Ulina ahead. She was standing still. A breath of night air flowed past, and the strong scent of Jikala with it.

      Chara slowed. The wide passages let her walk easily enough but she had to keep her head and neck down.

      The window at the end was wide open and Jikala stood on the sill, holding on to the edge. Through the window Chara could see no buildings at all—that meant this window was on the downhill side of the building and a long drop.

      “I won’t go back!” shouted Jikala. “If you try to make me, I’ll kill this body and take another. You’ll never find me.”

      It was at this moment the other end of the corridor erupted in noise as armsmen and patterners poured through.

      “Let me go,” pleaded Jikala. “I have to save them, don’t you understand?”

      Chara grunted quietly and lay her head and neck along the floor.

      Ulina turned and stared. Chara grunted again.

      The armsmen were approaching slowly but if they had bows they would soon be able to fire.

      Ulina understood and hurried back to Chara, and climbed on to her back.

      Chara felt the power building behind her. There was not time to waste finding out what they were planning but this was going to be tricky. She did not even know if she would be able to manage it.

      A roar of burning energy materialised behind her.

      She flashed into gold from a standing start, ripping masonry from the surrounding walls. They rocketed at the open window, for a moment she saw the look of terror on Jikala’s face, before it was pushed out into open air as the golden light tore away the wall. And powerful magical energies exploded around her. The golden shell shuddered and she could feel it weakening but she brought herself to a sudden stop.

      The pattern-fire dissipated and she let her magic fall away with it. She dived, powering downward with each wing-stroke.

      The falling form of Jikala drew closer, but the ground—though it was a long way—was coming at them fast. With moments to go, Chara grabbed at Jikala with her talons and threw all her strength into the ziri magic.

      The golden light sprang up around them and she pulled out of the dive as tight as the pattern allowed. But it was not fast enough. She ploughed through one building tearing a hole through every wall and exploding from the other side. Then another as she pulled up and they emerged from its roof in a tumbling cascade of tiles and timbers.

      The plan had not included such damage or her using her power. But the deed was done. She headed directly out to sea until she felt it was safe and let the magic fall. Now they would be invisible.

      She turned wearily back towards land still clutching the now inert Jikala.
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      Chara descended in slow circles with her wings arched upwards. A hint of dawn was showing on the eastern horizon, as she located the ravine in which her sisters waited.

      Jikala’s behaviour bothered her. What was it about their journey that scared the creature? Or was it simply that it felt it was being prevented from carrying out what it perceived as its only purpose—the protection of the Taymalin?

      It had claimed it did not want to possess others if it could help it, but it must do that in order to be able to interact—to be able to perform its task.

      It was late and she was tired.

      She swept in over the bushes. At the last moment, she beat her wings hard to stop all movement and dropped Jikala before she touched down. The moment her talons were on the ground she allowed herself to collapse, feeling Ulina slip from her neck.

      “The chilafrah must be held against her for the change,” said Ulina.

      “What happened?” said Elona’s voice.

      But Ulina did not respond.

      Then her sister was at her side with her arm about her neck in an embrace.

      “Do you want to change back?”

      Chara had had enough of being a ziri, and even the possibility that the chilafrah might not contain enough power did not dissuade her from grunting her assent.

      Elona moved back and pressed the cube on her spine between her wings.

      Closing her eyes, Chara initiated the magic of the change, and felt the power flow suddenly from the chilafrah. Her body scraped across the ground as she shrank until the pressure of the cube was against the back of her neck. She remained exhausted in her mind though her body had lost its fatigue. She pulled herself together and sat up.

      Elona held her in silence with Chara resting her head on Elona’s shoulder.

      Ulina approached them with her hands filled with papers which she held out to Elona. “This is what we need?”

      Chara nodded at Ulina to speak.

      “The globe that Jikala described was not there, aunt. We searched and found these which are the same thing but not on a globe.”

      “That’s good, as long as we have something we can use.”

      Ulina went back to her mother who was kindling a fire.

      “You were carrying Jikala in your claws,” said Elona.

      “It did not go to ’lan. We ’ade ’ore noise than intended.”

      She described what had happened as the light grew, and revealed a sullen Jikala hunched up with its arms wrapped around its knees.

      “So a patterner saw a live Slissac, and then there was a ziri where there hadn’t been one before.”

      “I a’ not a secret any ’ore.”

      “At least no one will recognise Jikala or Ulina. There’s nothing to connect this with me or Kantees.”

      “I think that is very selfish of you, sister.”

      Elona smiled. “I’m just being practical. They have no idea who you are or where you came from.”

      “And do you think your Drahail will keep our secret?”

      Elona sighed. “I don’t know.”

      Chara looked at the sky. “We cannot stay here. They know a ziri cannot fly across the sea any great distance and that it was a ruse to hide my direction. They will come searching soon enough.”

      Elona shook her head. “No, it’s too light, and you are too tired. We shall have to take the chance of not being discovered today. I can blur us if I must. But no fires.”

      She said the last thing louder and stared pointedly at Kantees who tutted and threw a bowl of water onto the flames she had managed to build.

      “Sorry,” said Elona, “but we can’t take the chance of being discovered after this.” She turned back to Chara and put her hand on her knee. “Get some sleep. Don’t worry, I’ll heat up a stone and we’ll have cooked food waiting for you.”

      Chara found her clothes and dressed then curled up and was asleep before she had finished drawing a breath.
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      Once Elona was sure her sister was resting properly she went over to Kantees—Ulina and Jikala were also wrapped in cloaks and resting.

      Elona thumbed her way through the sheets that they had brought.

      “It sounded bad,” said Kantees.

      “They got back and they’re alive.”

      “If I could stop her being the way she is…” Kantees was looking at Ulina’s child face, that belied the murderous creature beneath.

      Elona rested her hand on Kantees’. “She was forged in a bad place. As we all were. The only thing we can do is temper her steel with love.”

      “We’ve all had little enough of that.”

      Elona glanced at Chara and gave a short laugh. “Except Chara—she had the caring mother we all lacked, even if it didn’t start well for her.”

      Kantees smiled too. “I think there is a certain irony there.”

      Elona yawned.

      “We should sleep too,” said Kantees. “We might not have had the troubles they did but we did stay awake for their return.”

      “Someone needs to watch over us.”

      “Sheesha and the others can do it,” said Kantees. “They’ll wake me if there’s trouble.”

      Elona nodded and folded up the papers. There were diagrams and markings on each sheet, it was particularly good quality paper as well. Thick and durable. She shoved them into the bag with the chilafrah.

      “I suppose we don’t have to look at these just now.”

      She paused and looked Jikala. “I think we may have been trusting it too much.”

      Kantees laughed. “I don’t think the way you treat it could be described as trusting.”

      “I suppose not, but perhaps we should keep it tied up and hobbled.”

      “It didn’t try anything before.”

      “Before it knew we couldn’t follow the Kisharuk.”

      “So why did it tell us about the maps?”

      Elona shrugged. “Because it has to help us—or just me, I don’t know—but it realised telling us about the map would give it the opportunity to escape.”

      “That sounds slightly crazy. If it didn’t help us, we couldn’t cross the ocean.”

      “That’s what I mean. It says its purpose is to do the opposite of the Kisharuk, which wants to kill us all. For Jikala that translates into helping and saving. It must think we have a chance of destroying the Kisharuk so it has to help—but it thinks it can do a better job its own way, so given a chance it tries to escape.”

      Kantees shook her head. “Like I said, crazy.”

      “It’s not like us,” said Elona. “It’s not a person, more like an animal I suppose.”

      “I’ve known ziri with more caring than that thing.”

      Elona laughed. “Perhaps a very simple animal, like a chakik.” The mention of the word brought back the tiny creature that had been her only pet when she was young, and she found herself crying.

      “What?” said Kantees.

      Elona shook her head. “Nothing important.” She wiped her eyes. “Let’s get some sleep.”
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      The day passed without incident though it grew very hot and stuffy beneath the blankets—but lying in the sun would have burned them. At some point someone had strung a blanket in the bushes over Elona and she woke to the sun shining through the dense weave.

      Chara was still asleep but the others were awake. Kantees was checking the ziri and dealing with the large ticks that sometimes took residence beneath their feathers. Meanwhile Ulina sat on a rock close to Jikala and sliced slivers of stone from a small rock with her dagger. Jikala was looking at the papers they had stolen, which made Elona slightly uneasy but perhaps it was resigned to being among them again which meant it had to help.

      After washing her face in the water, upstream of the animals, Elona located a large flat stone and took it to the cooking spot. She spent a few minutes drawing power from the ground around them and feeding it into the stone until it radiated heat, then placed a pot of water on it to boil.

      “That should stay hot for a while,” she said to Kantees. “Let me know if it gets too cool.”

      Then she went over and sat opposite Jikala. Kantees’ words early that morning about how she was less than friendly to Jikala burned in her mind. On the one hand, this thing was not any sort of true thinking creature. Never mind that it could speak and behave like a real person, it was a fake, little more than a mimic.

      “Do you have emotions?” said Elona suddenly then wondered at herself, she had not intended to say anything of the sort.

      “Through all my incarnations I have learned what those things are.”

      “That’s not an answer to my question. Can you love?”

      It shook his head. “I feel pleasure and gratitude when something is successfully completed and I have made progress towards my goal. I do not feel those when something is unsuccessful, I am frustrated and feel what I believe is anger. There is fear when I am threatened. But love?” It shook its head. “That is of no value to me.”

      “But you are the opposite of the Kisharuk, and it hates us.”

      “It doesn’t hate, Elona of Corlain, it intends to destroy.”

      “So you intend to help.”

      “That is how I was made. I am better than you.”

      “You know how to be arrogant.”

      “It is not arrogance, I have more than a thousand years of experience.”

      “During which time you have done nothing!”

      It looked hurt but whether that was real, or simply an expression it had learned to use in these circumstances it was impossible to know.

      “I have been building the strength of the Taymalin through their patterners, extending their knowledge, ensuring it is codified and written down in preparation for the day that knowledge can be used to save you.”

      “You have no way of knowing whether that would have happened anyway.”

      “But it did happen, and I guided it.”

      “Did you never think we should be going to war with the Slissac? Or at least have the goal to destroy the Kisharuk?”

      Its brows knotted. “Why would I do that? Such a course of action would put you and your people at risk in great numbers.”

      She stared at it, opening and closing her mouth twice trying to form the idea that was sitting in her mind.

      “The Kisharuk is not truly my concern for though it is a threat ultimately, none of its actions have caused damage to the Taymalin as a race. There have been other more immediate threats that I have dealt with.”

      Elona did not like the sound of that. “Like what?”

      “I arranged for the Hadralin to die, after I used them to remove the Tudic Slissac from these lands, although,” he glanced at Chara, “I was not as successful as I believed.”

      “What did it say?” said Kantees. “Hadralin?”

      “They fought the Taymalin, there were battles but I dealt with them.”

      Elona did not want to hear any more but its words were like a drug. “Who were the Hadralin and why haven’t I heard of them?”

      “A people like the Kadralin. You have been in one of their castles, in the south. They were great in number and would have opposed the Taymalin. Once I knew of their existence, I acted to have them destroy the Tudic Slissac and then I used different methods to kill them. Disease and war between themselves. I believe the remaining few merged the Kadralin.”

      Elona did not see what Kantees intended as she stepped closer, though the anger in her was palpable. She swung a stone and smashed it into Jikala’s skull, knocking it to the ground.

      Kantees stood there shaking with anger, the bloodied stone in her hand. “I want to kill it.”

      Elona stood slowly, she had no desire to use any patterning on her sister but she wanted Jikala alive.

      Kantees turned to look at Elona with tear-filled eyes. “But I will not because you need it and it will not die anyway.” She sniffed. “It wiped out a whole people, humans like us. A people like mine.”

      Elona put her hand under Kantees’ and lifted the stone away.

      “It’s as monstrous as the Kisharuk,” said Kantees.

      “Of course it is. They are the same.”

      Jikala levered itself back into a sitting position, touched its bloodied head, and withdrew its fingers to stare at them.

      “And who are the Tudic Slissac?” said Elona.

      “The ones who built the towers and tamed the Mother’s milk.”

      “Not the same as Chara’s people.”

      “I do not know them.”

      “Good.”

      Elona had wanted to go through the maps with Jikala but her temper was frayed and she knew she would not be able to concentrate. They all needed to calm down.

      “One thing though,” she said to the creature. “How is it the Hadralin are missing from the Taymalin histories I studied?”

      “I ensured those records were lost. Only I remember.”
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      Night fell. Chara woke refreshed into star-filled darkness. They packed up the camp. Elona told her what Jikala had said about the Hadralin and Tudic Slissac, but she simply shrugged.

      “Once this task is complete, we must focus on how to destroy this one too. It is not a good influence on the world.”

      Elona nodded and went back to gathering her things.

      They did not trust that the chilafrah contained sufficient power to allow Chara another transformation and, if truth be told, she was not keen on the idea. Being a zirichak was wonderful in its own way but there were limitations too and the inability to communicate was the worst of them.

      Besides she suspected she was going to be leading the way when it came to following the map across the Eastern Ocean. It seemed reasonable to spend as much time as herself before that.

      She and Elona rode a couple of the tamed ziri rather than burden any of the others.

      They lifted into the air and this time flew inland across the dry and barren hills. When the Avakending ley-circle became a bright light in the World’s Pattern ahead of them, they turned west and crossed the river.

      Time drew on.

      Lostimal climbed full in the sky, illuminating the land beneath them in whites and blacks. The red circle of Colimar floated up close to his sister but no contact was made, and there was no feeding.

      The small ley-circle at Katending came into view and Kantees led them even higher into the cold air to ensure they were not observed—not that anyone could follow them. Finally, Chara felt Elona reach out to the ley-circle and knew she must be doing the same with their destination.

      A circle of daylight appeared in front of them and they were through.

      This place was so far to the east dawn had already broken. Scudding clouds moved through the sky at speed and the air carried the scent of a different ocean. Below, the black tower pointed up at them.

      Kantees set them down in the space between the trees and the tower’s door.

      They let the ziri go to find their own food.

      “What now?” said Chara.

      “Now we look at these materials and find out how we can cross that.” Elona pointed to the east and seemingly endless expanse of water, its waves mere ripples from this distance.

      “Do we know how far across it is?” said Kantees.

      Elona glanced at Jikala. “A thousand leagues?”

      Kantees shook her head. “It took Sheesha and me more than day to cover a hundred, if you don’t count the delays on the ground. But we could at least land. It’s not just how much Mother’s milk we have stored away, the ziri can’t fly forever: they get tired.”

      Elona sighed. “We need to look at the maps first. If it’s impossible we’ll just have to find another way.”

      Chara did not need to read Elona’s mind to know how worried she was about reaching the other side before the Kisharuk. Or at least managing to make up the time they’d lost in getting to this point, while the monster was just travelling. Probably by ship, or…

      “What a’out a tekrasa?”

      Elona shook her head. “They still need to land so the creatures can feed.”

      “Not much use in a storm either,” said Kantees.

      “We just need to look at the maps first,” said Elona again.

      They spread out the papers they had stolen and examined them. It was not all on one piece and they had to fit them together like tiles.

      Once complete, they all stared. Jikala did not appear to be surprised but everyone else was, the pattern was obvious with a wide belt of ley-circles that straddled the waist of the world, thinning out to the north and south. There were markings for the effective size of the ley-circles and the ones in the Taymalin lands were named with the thin outline of the coasts as well as they were known.

      Elona pointed at different ones. “That’s my home. That’s Canvor. The Woodcircle.”

      Kantees joined in. “Dakastown. Jakalain. Kurvin Port”

      “You can read the names?”

      “I know what Esternes looks like.”

      Chara pointed. “Hanna.”

      Elona looked again. “That must be Avakending.” Then she traced a line towards the middle of the map and much further to the east. “The Dunor’s island?”

      Chara looked further north where the ley-circles were few and far between then followed a line to the east. “Is this us now?”

      It wasn’t a large ley-circle according to the key, but not the smallest by far.

      “There are no coastlines drawn there,” said Kantees. “It could be.”

      “Let me think,” said Elona. She stared at the sheets and her lips moved in silence. Finally. “Yes, I think it might be. About fifteen hundred leagues from Avakending.”

      “How could you work that out?” said Chara.

      Elona smiled. “I mostly guessed a lot of things but I was taught when you get into big numbers a hundred leagues either way doesn’t really matter. And we don’t even know how accurate this map is.”

      “It’s not much of a map,” said Kantees. “The only detail is in our part of the world, and that isn’t very big compared to the rest.”

      “No,” said Elona, she placed her scarred hand over the kingdoms of Taymar, covering them completely.

      “Yours is ’igger than ’ine,” said Chara, covering Hanna and the surrounding area with her thumb.

      Kantees laughed. “You know how this would have gone if we’d been male.”

      Elona covered her mouth with her hand and choked back her own laugh.

      “What?” said Chara, she stared at her sisters. Then clicked. “Oh.”

      They had a break and ate some lunch, trying to get their bodies back on to the correct time for this place—luckily they had only been a two-day in Mirriasmia.

      “The first thing we should do,” said Kantees, “is to follow the coast south. If we’re right and this is us—even if it isn’t—there are more and bigger ley-circles there. To cross the ocean, we’ll need as many as possible.”

      “Think about how close Avakending and Katending were.”

      “The ones at Two Circles in northern Esternes are barely a couple of leagues apart, and that’s not in the south,” said Kantees.

      “I’m quite sure,” said Elona, “that some wise patterners would love to spend years debating how that happens.”

      Kantees held up her hand. “I was just commenting.” She turned her attention back to the map. “If we follow the coast south until we get into this area—” she waved her hand across the central band of dense ley-circles, “—it should make crossing the sea easier.”

      “If there are ’laces to land,” said Chara. “I do not like the idea of falling out of the sky fro’ exhaustion, and drowning.”

      “I don’t think any of us like that idea,” said Elona.

      Chara looked at Jikala who had been silent through the whole discussion. This was not a surprise since it seldom volunteered information but even so it seemed to be almost motionless, as if it did not want to be noticed.

      “Do you ha’e anything to say, Jikala?”

      “No.”

      “’Ut you ma’e the journey across the ocean.”

      That comment piqued her sisters’ interest and they too looked expectantly at Jikala.

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “How did you do it?” said Kantees.

      “I can’t remember.”

      Elona’s hand lashed out and struck the creature across the cheek. “You’re lying! I don’t understand you, you go to all this trouble to make me into an adversary of the Kisharuk, Kantees too, and now you try run away or stop us, why?”

      Chara placed her hand on her sister’s. “It is scared, Elona.”

      “It doesn’t have real emotions.”

      “It is dri’en by its desire to aid the Tay’alin, it fears it will not be a’le to do that.”

      “It can’t die, why should it care?”

      “You could ask it,” said Chara, “instead of hitting it.”

      Elona frowned at her but then turned to face Jikala. “Well?”

      “My existence was not intended by the creators of the Kisharuk. If I am discovered they may choose to unmake me. If I am gone, I cannot help you and your people.”

      “That’s not my concern. You made me what I am and I aim to destroy the Kisharuk if I can, so you will help me whether you like it or not. You have done more than enough damage in your quest to help the Taymalin. I don’t think we need any more of that—so you will answer our questions truthfully.”

      Jikala looked down at the map then nodded.

      “How did you cross the ocean?”

      “Taymar had his people build boats.”

      “A thousand boats were the fleet that brought the Taymalin out of bondage across the sea,” said Elona.

      “About two hundred of them. They lost half of them in the storms. I was in bodies that were drowned three times. More died when we were becalmed and the water and food stores were low. It seemed as if the wind was forever against us. We should have gone to the other coast but Taymar insisted on coming this way. He was a great leader but he was also a fool.”

      Kantees threw up her hands. “It’s impossible.”

      “You did not listen,” said Chara. “It said the winds were against the’ ’ut the Tay’alin were co’ing this way, that ’eans the winds will ’e with us going in the other direction.”

      “Only if they are constant,” said Kantees. “And winds are anything but constant. Besides they have little effect on a ziri using the golden path.”

      “Hush,” said Elona. “What about islands? And how far north or south did you cross? How long did it take?”

      “There were islands. Halfway across there were many, also on this side before we reached the mainland. There might have been more which we did not see.” He gestured at a line across the map, a little north of the middle. “That was where we crossed though it was not a straight line. As for the time, it was nearly six ten-days.”

      “But how long were you becalmed? The song says for a ten-day and a ten-day more, is that right? How long going through storms?”

      “Becalmed for fourteen days in all.”

      Elona smiled and looked at her sisters. “We will be travelling much faster than boats and …”

      She went silent and stared at the map. Then she looked at the sky. She uttered an almost soundless “No, it can’t be that simple.” She raised her blackened hand and placed it over her mouth.

      She made a sound as if she were being half-strangled. Then she gave a short laugh. Her eyes went wide. “It will work. How can it not work? I can’t think of any reason it won’t work.” Then she burst into laughter so intense she was like a madwoman.

      Kantees and Chara exchanged glances. Elona kept laughing, drawing breath painfully every once in a while.

      “What?” said Kantees finally when there was a slight lull. Her sister’s eyes were wet with tears as she slumped to the ground still shaking as she tried to suppress her laughter.

      “It’s so obvious.”

      “Is it?”

      Elona nodded and burst into giggles again. “I’m sorry,” she said between outbursts. “I don’t know where—” whatever she was going to say was lost.

      Chara fetched a water bottle and put it into Elona’s shaking hands. “Drink.”

      Elona put the neck of the bottle to her mouth and swallowed some. Then burst out laughing again.

      “She’ll have to stop eventually,” said Kantees which had the reverse effect on Elona making her laugh swell again.

      Chara pointed at the tower and Elona nodded. Still giggling she climbed to her feet and went into the dark of the interior.

      Kantees looked at the map. “What did she see?”

      “A way to get us across safely I would guess,” said Chara.

      “And so easily it’s a joke we didn’t see it before.”

      Chara looked at the darkness inside the tower, and the faint sounds of laughter floated out. “I don’t think that’s everything. She hasn’t ’een a’le to laugh like that for a long ti’e. As long as I have known her, and certainly since Jay’is was lost to her.”

      “I never met him.”

      “I did not either ’ut she cared for hi’.”

      Kantees shrugged. “I don’t think it’s something I’ll ever really understand.”

      “You ha’e ne’er lo’ed?”

      “Not like that, not a man—or woman—it does not appeal. Anyway, I have Sheesha.”

      “I understand, it is similar for Slissac.” Similar, but not the same.

      “What do we do while we’re waiting for her to recover?”

      “Make something to eat.”
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      Elona emerged from the tower a good while later. Between them Kantees and Chara had built up the fire and cooked some of the meat in the flames while they boiled up vegetables in a pot. Once the meat was edible, they threw it into the pot as well.

      “Smells delicious,” said Elona.

      “There’s plenty to go round,” said Kantees and served them each a bowl-full. They had no spoons so drank from the bowl directly and picked out the meat to chew.

      “When you’re ready,” said Kantees.

      Elona smiled with embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I don’t really know what came over me—it wasn’t really even that funny.”

      “Doesn’t ’atter,” said Chara. “You know how we can cross the ocean.”

      “Yes.”

      “Without falling out of the sky with exhaustion then drowning?” said Kantees.

      Elona smiled. “Well, nothing worth doing is without risk, but yes, I think we can do it without drowning.” She ate more of the stew.

      Kantees frowned. “Are you going to tell us?”

      “How did we get here from Avakending?”

      There was a sigh from Kantees. “You’re going to make this a game? Very well. You opened the portal from there to here.”

      “But how did I know where here is?”

      “Because we started from here—oh.” Kantees’ face transformed into a grin. “Of course.”

      Chara clicked. “Yes, that is so simple.”

      “When do we set off?” said Kantees

      Elona smiled and picked up one of the sheets with dense writing across it that was not part of the map. “This says there’s a feeding tomorrow, and if we’re right about the map, then it will be here. So that will tell us two things, and I want to see how these towers work.”

      “The day after then?”

      “Yes, two days. Plenty of time for the chilafrah to fill with power and perhaps a feeding too for it. We and the ziri can rest and gather our strength.”

      Chara sighed and looked up at the blue sky.

      I’m returning to the land of my mother’s mother’s mother, and it scares me.
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      I feel different. It can’t have been because I laughed but what else could have caused it?

      Elona shook her head. It didn’t make any sense but she could not deny that something within her had changed. It was difficult to define because it was less that she was different, and more that something that had bound her was now broken. As if she were an animal caged its entire life that had been set free.

      She was not sure what the freedom meant, or what she could do with it.

      The ley-circle bubbled beneath her anticipating the release of power from Lostimal. It seemed that the Slissac—the Tudic Slissac—had answered the question as to whether the power flowed from the moons to the earth, or in the other direction.

      Elona had seen feedings and she never doubted what the world believed, but the patterners had to argue about it.

      She stood alone in the central space of the tower. The walled well into which the power would flow, right in front of her. The Tudic Slissac knew that it came from above and could be channelled. That was why she was here. The complex patterns cut into the tower walls, so typical of Slissac, used the power of the Mother’s milk itself to guide the magic into a narrow channel.

      Nothing spilled outside. The area around the ley-circle was safe. No abominations were created—well, Kantees had told her story and so, yes, it was possible but perhaps rare.

      Jikala had killed all the Tudic Slissac in this new land, because it did not think it was safe for the Taymalin to know of it. And she could see its point, at least in this case. You only had to look at the power of the Fastness. It had been impregnable with the ley-circle at its heart. Every defensive pattern could be made to last indefinitely without needing a patterner.

      If the Hadralin castle on Dunor’s island had been built around the ley-circle with the patterns employed here—

      The hairs on her skin prickled. It was coming.

      For safety, the others had withdrawn a short distance. It was not that they thought there was any real danger, but why take unnecessary risks. Why stand willing inside the tower to watch it happen? Because for her, this was a necessary risk.

      Even if she had not been lost in the laughter yesterday, she would have done this. But today, her mind seemed clearer. She had placed the chilafrah beside the well, she had considered putting it right on the top of the wall to be closer to the power but she feared it might fall in. And that was not a necessary risk.

      She closed her eyes and watched as the stones came alive with the white energy of the Mother’s milk, drawn up from the ley-circle below.

      She smiled, so it needed that first.

      The patterns in the walls were complex, so much so they looked random—yet not as complex as life itself.

      It took barely a moment from when she felt the first arrival of the Mother’s milk, to its blinding whiteness crashing down. This she knew, this she had experienced on the day she protected herself and Jaymis from the feeding in some lost valley of Taltia. But this time it was not directed at her.

      White light blasted through her eyelids but that was nothing to the sheer chaotic energy that showed in her mind. Then she saw it, the randomness of the wall patterns matched the apparent chaos of the Mother’s milk. For all it might seem that way, and for all it had the power to disrupt any pattern it encountered, what came from above was not chaos.

      It was only complex. It too possessed a pattern, the Slissac had divined it, and they built these towers with a skill that surpassed anything Elona could even imagine. But now she did not need to imagine, she saw it, and she understood it.

      Still the power flowed from the sky as Colimar slowly crossed the centre of Lostimal’s face. The feeding of the earth from the breast of the Mother. Elona turned away keeping her eyes closed and walked out between the walls that were clear in her perception as the power flowed through them.

      The Mother’s milk behind her flickered for a moment then vanished as she stepped out into the fresh air. The world looked brighter, the colours more vivid, the scents had greater definition, and she could hear with so much more clarity.

      Or so it seemed. She smiled, it might just be a simple delusion.
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      She slept well for a second time. It was not that she thought she had been sleeping badly before, but now she had something to compare it with. She caught Chara looking at her and smiled.

      “What is it?” asked her sister, but Elona could only shake her head and say it was nothing.

      They had made their choices and decided would they fly directly south as long as they remained in sight of land. But if the coast withdrew from them, they would follow it while maintaining their southerly route.

      “We need to name them,” said Elona.

      “Name what?” said Kantees.

      “The ley-circles, I’m not sure how many I can remember, names will help. Also writing them down.”

      “The Shocalin tower?” said Chara.

      “Yes, that’s good.”

      “Ley-circle in the sea. Ley-circle also in the sea. Another ley-circle in the sea,” said Kantees.

      Elona laughed and Chara clicked.

      “I suppose we’ll have to see.”

      The ziri were excited now they were fully rested, well fed and ready to be in the air again.

      “You will ride ’e,” said Chara and transformed effortlessly before Elona had a chance to argue.

      Although her overall mood had altered significantly in the last couple of days, Elona knew her fear of falling had not changed—but she was used to it now, and she felt safest between the wings of her sister.

      Moments later they were all in the air, the formation led by Chara. They turned south and the golden path formed around them. The ground shot away.

      The stillness of the flight—and the way the world outside the golden shell seemed almost unreal—allowed Elona the illusion they were not flying at all. The coast curved to the east but as agreed Chara maintained the same direction.

      Time passed. We really don’t know how fast the zirichasa fly, she thought to herself.

      There were many things Elona missed just now. Paper and pen was one of them. The map they had was accurate, she was sure of that, but it crammed the entire world on to just a few sheets which made it very difficult to use. They needed something that was on a smaller scale.

      A couple of the sheets they had stolen had blank sides but she still lacked something to write with. As an example, she realised they were approaching another ley-circle already.

      Her thoughts were interrupted as Chara tilted upwards in a steep climb.

      “What is it?” she shouted to Kantees.

      “City. Full of people. Kadralin!”

      Elona rejected her initial surprise. She lay forward along Chara’s neck and clung tight as she looked round her and towards the ground.

      She was not sure what she expected to see, either buildings built from stone and brick laid out in streets around a great castle on a hill, or perhaps a Slissac town of blocky fortresses. What she saw resembled neither. All the buildings appeared to be single storey and arranged in clumps separated by trees and grass, and though there were streets they were not straight, but instead resembled a tree or rivers flowing one into another.

      The zirichasa went through a layer of cloud and the city disappeared.

      “Is this enough for you to recognise the ley-circle or do we need to be closer?” called Kantees.

      Elona had been so distracted she had not focused on the ley-circle itself.

      Without being asked Chara came to a stop but still maintained the golden shell about them. They hung in mid-air. Elona closed her eyes and felt for the power. She was not sure what it was that made them individual, perhaps a patterner with nothing better to do had studied that as well.

      “I have it,” she said. “Flower city.”

      And Chara launched away again leaving the strange city behind them while Elona wondered why she had been surprised it existed at all.

      It would be unfair to blame Bejeren, he taught the geography that he knew and that comprised the kingdoms of the Taymalin with vague reference to the journey Taymar had made from Akanatal. Elona glanced over her shoulder at Jikala, the creature had already admitted to killing off two potential rivals to the Taymalin. It probably hadn’t wiped out the Kadralin because the Taymalin had subjugated them—to its strange logic she could imagine that slaves and servants were a benefit not a liability.

      But here was another group of humans, Kantees was probably wrong about them being Kadralin it was more likely they came from the remnants of Hadralin the monster hadn’t killed. In a thousand years or so she guessed that a people could rebuild themselves.

      “Ocean,” called Kantees.

      Elona looked to the left and saw that Chara had descended below the clouds again, and the coastline coming at them at high speed. Moments later they were over the sea with the coast disappearing to the right.

      Chara banked hard, making Elona cling to her convulsively.

      They kept the coast in sight but shot across the waves. Then Chara was climbing again, this time it was fishing boats. From the glimpse Elona got there were dozens of them spread out across the sea. They were of similar design with large sails and crewed by what could have been six per vessel.

      Then they were through the clouds again.

      “I’m not sure there’s any point trying to hide ourselves,” said Elona. “They’re going to have seen us. We’ve left a golden trail a blind zatek could follow.”

      But since Chara could not answer it was not a conversation they could have.
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      It was mid-afternoon when another ley-circle reached Elona’s senses. The coast was still to their right but they had not seen a boat in a long time. The ley-circle was more or less directly ahead.

      A chain of hills emerged above the horizon and grew as they approached. Elona had only seen the fire mountain island they had been stranded on but the shape of the hills was unmistakeable, they had grown in a long line stretching from inland, out into the sea, marching through the water.

      Unlike the northern one, these were green with trees. The ley-circle seemed to be just this side of the chain, in the sea.

      “We could stop here,” she said to Chara.

      It seemed a likely spot to have food for the ziri and fresh water. Hopefully it would also be free of any sort of thinking and therefore dangerous creature.

      Chara came to a halt above the island keeping the golden shell around them and Elona saw that they were descending slowly. But not falling.

      “Looks safe enough,” said Kantees, then laughed at herself. “Well, you know what I mean.”

      “Perhaps we should be cautious and choose an island a little further from the ley-circle,” said Elona. “If there are abominations, the nearest island is likely to be worst affected.”

      Chara increased their speed a little and then dropped the pattern, as the zirichasa glided ahead and the cool air swept across them. Elona had not noticed how bad the air inside the shell had become. It was something they should watch out for.

      Now she could see clearly there was a haze rising from each of the fire mountains, they were not dead but merely asleep—but asleep long enough for all this vegetation to grow, and the some of the trees looked as if they had been there a long time.

      Unless something woke the mountains, they would probably stay quiet.

      The trees and bushes covered the slopes so densely they were forced to land on the beach but that was no hardship, Chara transformed immediately and stretched. The waves rolled onto the pebbles in a gentle rhythm. Elona pointed at the waterline.

      “We need to make camp above that.”

      “It’s very close to the trees,” said Kantees.

      “It’s that or you get wet in the night.”

      “Given a choice, I know which I prefer.”

      Elona smiled. “Are you going to explain that to the ziri? Anyway, there’s not going to be any big animals here.”

      “Animals, plants, shellfish? It’s all the same when they’re an abomination.”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      It was nice to have her feet on solid ground again but there was still something she had to do.

      “I’m going back to the Shocalin tower, then coming back here.”

      “It would be nice to ’e asked first,” said Chara.

      “It won’t take long.”

      “Can’t you do it on foot, from here?”

      “Not how it works really.”

      Chara turned to stare at her. “You told ’e you did it falling from a tower at Can’or. You dragged me from Hanna.”

      Elona pursed her lips then opened her mouth to say something but nothing emerged.

      “If you can do it accidentally, you can do it.”

      “Let me think.”

      The beach was in a small bay with promontories on either side. Elona went out and sat on one with the sea beating against the solid black rock. Bird cries of all sorts emerged from the forest behind her—perhaps they should be careful of abominations, it might be a bird or other flying creature.

      Or something in the water.

      She shook her head. There was no point in worrying about such things. They would deal with them if they appeared.

      But the question Chara had posed was a fair one. Elona had created portals which were not directly over a ley-circle without thought when her life had been at risk, and if she had the ability to do it then, it was something she must be able to do.

      She closed her eyes once more and reached into the World’s Pattern. She could feel the “fire island” ley-circle behind her, then she found the Shocalin tower. She knew she could draw the two of them together and create a portal between them.

      But she wanted the portal to be here.

      That was also something to consider. She was able to create a portal high above a ley-circle. What was the difference between doing that and having the portal right here in front of her?

      None at all.

      She drew the two places together and opened her eyes. The portal was a circle, they always seemed to be, but this one was just big enough for her to step through. The Shocalin tower was directly ahead, it was raining and the wind whipped it through dampening her clothes.

      “You did it,” said Kantees’ voice behind her.

      “Yes, but coming back I think I’d have to go to the ley-circle. I can leave from anywhere close, but I can only link to the ley-circle itself. I can’t see anything else in the World’s Pattern.”

      “But that’s good enough.”

      Elona let the portal go.

      “I suppose so.”
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      The following days passed in a similar way. They continued south, taking note of the ley-circles as they passed them. There were more signs of civilisation in pockets as they went, mostly human but there was a huge swamp that bordered the ocean filled with Ustecalin but these ones had buildings that seemed to grow from the water itself.

      There had been a ley-circle there with a Slissac tower, though there was a wide unoccupied area around it which Elona wondered about. Perhaps there was an abomination, or the Ustecalin thought it was dangerous so stayed away.

      She had to accept the fact she would probably never know.

      On clear nights she checked the stars to determine how far south they had come and even devised a way to determine the distance they had travelled east. It was not very accurate but better than guesses, and it only worked when they were camped by a ley-circle.

      She was almost grateful for Bejeren’s teachings now, though she would never admit it. Just as the sun was going down here on the edge of the Eastern Ocean she would open a small portal to Katending and look through to see the position of the sun in the sky. It was dependent on the clouds but as it was summer, she was usually able to do it.

      In the morning she would do the same thing but check for the star positions.

      “One thousand four hundred leagues from Canvor and it’s not changing because we’re still heading south,” she said. “And we’re further south than Mirriasmia now. I’m going to check Dunor island tomorrow.” She turned to Jikala. “Did any of your patterners ever do anything like this?”

      It shook its head. “Few of them contemplated leaving the comforts of the Taymalin lands. Even if they had they had no way of travelling fast between ley-circles.”

      “We should consider heading east,” said Chara. They all went quiet.
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      And now, a two-day further on, they were on a hill with a large ley-circle, devoid of any habitation anywhere close as far as they could see. The ocean was a short flight away.

      Although they had Elona’s plan, it was not a comfortable prospect. It still meant they would be flying out across a thousand leagues of largely empty ocean with only ley-circles to save them.

      “Do we even know where we are on the main map?” said Kantees.

      Elona pulled the papers from her bag and found the one she wanted. “I think we’re here.” She pointed to a position approaching the middle of the world. To the east were the scattered patterns of more ley-circles. They seemed to appear just as frequently as they did on land so there was no reason to be unduly worried.

      But the ocean was a fearsome beast.

      “We’ll call this the Eastward ley-circle then,” said Elona. “And we’ll go tomorrow. We can take half the day and if we don’t find a ley-circle we can come back and try further south.

      The lack of enthusiasm was obvious but they had to do it at some point. It might as well be now.
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      The rain she had seen at the Shocalin tower seemed to have caught up with them, accompanied by a cool northerly wind. Not the most auspicious start to such a daring journey, thought Elona, but then this was not a fairy story. She raised a defensive shield to keep off the worst of it.

      They delayed again and again, making sure that they had everything, ensuring the baggage would not fall off the ziri. But eventually there was nothing left to be done.

      Chara transformed and Elona took her seat.

      “Remember we want to head slightly south of east. That should take us to the next ley-circle.”

      Chara grunted.

      The others were ready.

      There was no reason to delay.

      “Well, let’s go then,” said Elona.

      Chara simply pushed herself off from the hillside and glided through the rain. The moment the other ziri had taken up their positions, Elona felt her feathered sister allowing the power to run through her. They were encased in golden light and shooting across the waves.

      They had flown over sea before and barely made it to land with their lives, perhaps that was why everyone was so on edge. But, Elona insisted to herself, this was different, it was intentional and there was power all around them, they were no longer in the north.
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      They had left the coast far behind and there was nothing except the undulating ocean to the horizon in every direction. The sky was not a perfect blue, clouds floated across it slowly—or was it them that was moving so fast it seemed the clouds moved?

      The sameness of it all, along with the cocoon of gold, made it feel as if they were motionless.

      It was unclear who felt it first but as mid-day approached Elona sensed the power of a ley-circle ahead and slightly to the north of them. Even as she noticed, Chara adjusted their direction of flight in a smooth arc until they were heading directly towards it.

      As the formation approached the ley-circle—not a big one but certainly enough to power a portal—Chara slowed and then let the pattern drop. They were washed in fresh air. The wings of the ziri snapped out as one and they maintained the formation gliding across the waves.

      There was no land here, and Elona could feel the power of the circle deep below them. She clung to Chara’s neck and forced herself to look down. It was a strange thing that when there was nothing to compare with, it was impossible to tell how far above the water they were.

      A dozen dark shapes move beneath the waves and she immediately thought of the living beast the Ustecalin lived in. There was no way to tell if these were the same, but she guessed they were huge.

      Her stomach gurgled and threatened to rebel so she sat up and stared into the distance as the wind whipped across her skin.

      “Can you take us back to the last ley-circle?” called Kantees from behind.

      “Eastward?” said Elona.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      But the closest would have the least time difference.

      Elona closed her eyes to blot out the world, and concentrated. I’ll call this Dozen Monsters. Then she smiled to herself as she remembered Kantees mentioning the town of Two Circles. Sometimes you just chose the obvious.

      She thought about Eastward and a portal formed to their left. Chara banked hard and broke up the formation, allowing Sheesha to take the lead as she brought up the rear, leaving some space between them.

      Once the main group were through Chara launched herself forward and snapped on the golden path for the merest moment and the portal collapsed behind them. They joined the others who had already landed and Chara melted back into her real self. It didn’t matter how many times Elona watched it happen, there was something about it she simply could not fathom.

      “We could just leave food and equipment here,” said Kantees, as she unpacked some of the food. “How much distance do you think we made?”

      Elona shook her head. “Difficult to say.” She got the map pages from her bag and spread them out, once more feeling defeated by the scale. But she looked at what she had and pointed at a mark to the right of their position. “If it’s this one, I still have little idea because we can only guess where the coast on the far side starts but let’s say, it’s there—” she drew an imaginary line at the far side of the sheet. “—then we made it a twentieth of the way.”

      “So we might manage it in a ten-day if we flew all day.”

      “The ziri will have to hunt.”

      “Three five-days then.”

      Elona sighed. It was taking too long. “Chara, how did you find the flight?”

      “It was not hard, we could perhaps of refreshed the air sooner.”

      “Can you fly faster?”

      “Perhaps.”
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      After they had eaten, they mounted once more and took to the air exactly as they had the previous morning. This time Elona created a portal back to Dozen Monsters and they were flying across the ocean once more.

      She felt Chara putting more energy into their flight but it was almost impossible to tell whether they were travelling faster when there was not a single point of reference in the monotonous sea.

      The afternoon wore away.

      “Islands!” shouted Kantees, waking Elona though she had not even realised she had fallen asleep.

      She stared ahead but saw nothing.

      “To the right,” said Kantees.

      There were dark shapes rising out of the water, and sea birds wheeling above. Their air was musty and she could see the sun had moved a considerable distance.

      “No ley-circle.”

      “We passed one a while back.”

      “You should have woken me, I need to identify them.”

      Chara headed for the cluster of islands and increased their height. Something went across the sun although Elona was sure the sky had been cloudless.

      It had not been completely obscured but it was as if there were a thousand dots above them. She rubbed her eyes but the dots remained. They were hard to see against the brightness but Elona realised there was a long curving trail of them.

      “Tekrasa swarm!” and she pointed up.

      “Giant ones?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      The sight took her back to her childhood, when Nursey had taken her out into the fields one evening to watch the farmers destroy the descending tekrasa along with the townsfolk who came to help. She had not understood then, but later she learned the damage a swarm caused when they launched in the morning and ignited their fire-tubes. Entire crops could be burned to a cinder.

      So the people came together to destroy them and protect the fields.

      The islands turned out to be far more extensive than they had first looked.

      Chara let the golden pattern go and they glided across hills that seemed to erupt from the sea, they were taller than the tallest human buildings and covered in green, and there was not a single surface unoccupied by birds. The air was thick with them, and they did not seem happy to see the zirichasa.

      They climbed higher which dissuaded all but the most persistent.

      “Where are the tekrasa going to land?” said Ulina.

      “Perhaps they know of a place that way,” said Kantees.

      Perhaps they will drown in the sea. Elona did not think that would happen but how could a plant know where land was. Then she laughed at herself, perhaps a plant was the most likely living thing to know.

      The pillars of rock had been growing taller and wider. The gaps between them reduced and soon plants trailed from one to another and Elona saw small beasts moving between them, clinging and swinging on the dangling plants.

      They reached a plateau where, although it looked solid, there were still gaps between the pillars and looking straight down between them the sea still rippled.

      But the whole thing gave the impression of being solid.

      “Land, sister,” said Elona. “If you can find somewhere that looks safe.”

      Chara curved away to the right to where there was open grassland and even something like kelukisa grazing there. As they circled in to land the grazing beasts bounded away in high long jumps, clearing the gaps between the pillars as if they were nothing.

      “At least there’re no trees,” said Kantees looking about suspiciously.

      “No ley-circle means no abominations,” said Elona, she turned to Chara. “Do you want to change.”

      Chara shook her head, then grunted.

      “I know, probably best not to try.”

      Kantees remained nervous. “Can you set up a protective wall?”

      “Yes but I can’t hold it.”

      “If you make one, we can use the chilafrah to hold it until morning—but we should test that you can bring it down. We had a pattern that nearly killed us because we could not destroy it.”

      Elona shrugged. “Worse comes to worse, the Farahalek daggers will disrupt it. But we can try it first.”

      The test was successful and Elona was impressed how the little cube fed power into the pattern she created, and she could ignore it. Kantees’ fears were unfounded and it was easy to remove the chilafrah from the pattern which then collapsed.

      The place they had landed proved treacherous. Chara had found what seemed to be the only safe area. Moving away from the landing point in any direction brought them to places where the ground crumbled beneath them, and the sound of the sea thundered up from invisible ravines.

      They made a fire as the night drew in which brought with it large moths and pairs of small glinting eyes.

      “I hope the chilafrah will last.”
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      The night passed without incident and the dome remained in place though the air was stale. Elona had impressed on them how important it was that they stop at every ley-circle and there was some discussion as to whether they ought to go back to the one they had passed but, in the end, they pushed on into the west once more.

      So it continued. Flying across the ocean, through weather that steadily grew worse as the days passed with clouds stacking up in the sky. Increasingly common storms, but each time they would reach a ley-circle Elona opened the portal to bring them back to Eastward. It became like a home to them and every third day they stayed there, letting the zirichasa off to hunt.

      As they extended their reach across the sea, Elona would rise with the dawn and make a small portal to their most distant ley-circle. The time difference became more obvious with the sun high in the east—when she could see it.

      It was on the ten-day that wind blasted through the gap she made like a solid blow, almost knocking her down, along with rain and sea-water that soaked her before she had a chance to close it.

      They did not travel that day or the next, as the winds raged on.

      When questioned Jikala explained there were vast storms like this from time to time. They defied any one, no patterner could calm such a thing and the winds could tear a building from the ground, flatten crops and fling livestock a dozen leagues.

      By the seventeenth day, Elona had lost their position on the map and she was concerned their estimates had been completely wrong, though the frequency of ley-circles had not changed. There was even the possibility that the land they were seeking was more to the north and they ran the risk of missing it completely.

      She kept her thoughts to herself however and was glad she did when the entire east horizon darkened with land.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 39

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elona felt numb with a sense of disbelieving as the horizon expanded. It resolved into a wide beach that ran up to a terrain of rock. Plants grew in clumps and a river had cut a narrow valley before spilling into the sea.

      There was no ley-circle in the immediate area and they had not discussed what they would do when they arrived. Assuming they had arrived and this was not just some large island.

      “Let’s land on the beach,” she said.

      Chara let the magic dissolve and they glided through the air above the waves, following them as they rolled in towards the pebble-covered slope. The air was fresh and smelled the same as every beach she had known.

      They came in low as if Chara was trying to avoid being seen, and crunched on to the stones. It was possible they had not reached Akanatal yet, but it felt as if they had. Elona slid from Chara’s back and her boots touched the stones.

      The air was warm but the sky overcast, threatening rain. That suited her, she had the same worry as Chara, they were in the land of the Slissac now. There was no one here who would be friendly to humans.

      The others had dismounted too. Ulina was already running up the beach to the rocks to scout the area. Kantees checked the ziri with more care than she usually did, as if she was filling in time with a task that avoided the truth of their situation.

      Elona wished she could talk to her ziri-sister.

      “We should move closer to the rocks,” said Kantees eventually. “We’ll be less obvious.”

      Elona looked at Chara and Sheesha. It was true that the other zirichasa would be camouflaged well enough, but the brilliant colours of the other two would only hide them among giant flowers.

      But they crunched up the beach anyway until they were close to the rocks that rose up like a wall against the ocean.

      “We made it,” said Kantees.

      “We did,” said Elona

      Chara grunted.

      “The land of the Slissac,” said Kantees.

      Even Jikala seemed to express some emotion as it touched its hand to the wall of rock. “Akanatal.”

      “What do we do now?” said Kantees.

      Elona stared out west across the waves to the horizon. They had crossed over a thousand leagues of land and another thousand of ocean. Travelled further in the space of two moon-turns than any of their people had done in their entire lives—save perhaps the nomadic Kadralin.

      “We need to find a ley-circle,” she said. “Until then we are vulnerable, only a ley-circle gives us a chance to escape.”

      “The Slissac are masters of patterning,” said Kantees. “They will have filled the land and every ley-circle—perhaps they have towers on all of them.”

      Elona shook her head. “Then why have they not crossed the sea and occupied our lands too?”

      Kantees raised her eyebrows. “But there are Slissac there.” She looked pointedly at Chara who sighed.

      “Jikala destroyed the tower builders, and Chara’s people left before Taymar’s time and were in hiding. Even Jikala did not know of them—did you?”

      It shook its head.

      “If they had not come across the sea, whether in pursuit of Taymar, or simply to expand their domination—you know what they’re like—then they have not filled this land. We must find a ley-circle.”

      It was even possible, she thought, that the Slissac had gone, in the same way as Chara’s people had been diminishing. But she did not say it since they could not make any assumptions about that. Time would tell.

      Ulina returned to give her report which said that there was no sign of any intelligent life in the area with just the same sort of animals and plants as they had left. She had found the highest place she could in the immediate area and had seen nothing but a plain of fragmented rock as far inland as she could make out.

      “So,” said Kantees. “We’re here on Akanatal but this land must be at least as big as the one we left. How do we find the Kisharuk?”

      Elona looked at Ulina then back to her sister. “It’s as your daughter said, the creature is fleeing to its home.”

      “What home?”

      “The place of its creation,” she turned to Jikala. “Where you were created too.”

      Jikala looked uncomfortable.

      “Your options for possession are limited, creature. We are the only humans here, even if you were to escape the body you’re in.”

      “I can exist without a body.”

      “I doubt you’ll be able to resist if we’re here.”

      It hesitated. “I do not intend to end the life of this body.”

      “Good. You will tell us where we need to go.”

      “You assume that I know.”

      Elona nodded. “Perhaps it is a difficult memory to unearth after all the time you have existed, but you have it. You know where you were made, and the choices are limited, it was a powerful ley-circle in this land somewhere…” her voice trailed off as she realised something. She found her bag and brought out the maps.

      The maps did have some indication how powerful the ley-circles were. One could not even be sure the positions were completely accurate since this map was the work of a patterner using the moons and predicting where ley-circles would happen based on their movements—she could hardly imagine the complexity of the arithmetic involved.

      She looked at where Kantees had indicated the position of Two Circles on Esternes. Sure enough, there were two marks so close together they appeared almost as one. She studied the map and found another one located somewhere to the east of Tirnia.

      “We need to find a ley-circle,” she said again.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I have to know how far east we are from Esternes.” She caught Jikala in her gaze. “And you need to think about where you were created, if you truly want to help the Taymalin.”

      It did not look pleased but nodded.
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      They had something to eat and then launched once more. Chara had them climb to just below the clouds. Since they had no idea how many Slissac there were here, nor where they might be found, she erred on the side of extreme caution. They did not even use the ziri magic to travel fast, the golden line it drew in the sky was far too obvious.

      So they went slowly with the wind and the real world all around them. Elona’s least favourite way to travel. She forced herself to keep her eyes open and her magic senses awake, searching for anything unusual, or the ley-circle she desperately needed.

      The day wore on and they had covered a fraction of the distance they would have otherwise—but at least they had the comfort of knowing they could land anywhere. The worry that they had perhaps found an island instead lifted as there was no sign of another coastline. True it could have been the size of Esternes but that was close to the mainland so even if it was, the real Akanatal might not be far beyond.

      The terrain remained flat cracked rock, it undulated like the waves of the deep sea but there were no real hills, and no valleys. It occurred to Elona this was not the sort of place Slissac liked—if Chara’s people were typical.

      Slissac liked tunnels and mountains. They built roads and bridges.

      Then she felt the ley-circle and breathed a sigh of relief. Chara had also sensed it as she changed direction. Just as they planned their approach remained high and slow. They had to treat every part of this land as enemy territory.

      In this case it seemed as if they had nothing to worry about. The circle was below ground level and the Mother’s milk had carved a tunnel down to it. The rock encircling it had melted into curious shapes and there was no sign of any habitation, Slissac or otherwise.

      They descended quickly once they were happy and Chara transformed immediately that Elona was off her back. Ulina stayed on Halenth and said she would scout the local area.

      Elona looked at the sky. It was still overcast which spoiled her plan to some degree, but an estimate was as good.

      “You want to know when the sun goes down?” said Chara.

      “Yes.”

      “I can see from above the clouds.”

      “That would help, I’m just trying to find where we are on the map.”

      “The Heart of the World,” said Jikala abruptly.

      “Here?” said Kantees.

      “Where I was made.”

      Elona frowned. “That’s in the legend.”

      “It is the name of the place.”

      “Bejeren thought that was just a name people had invented when they were trying to think of what to say.”

      “He is a good man, but he was not there. I had them write the things down so they would not be forgotten.”

      Elona pursed her lips, it was not that she trusted Bejeren but on balance she trusted this creature even less. However, she could not deny it had the advantage of having been there, and perhaps it really had influenced the writing of the histories.

      “A name does not tell me very much.”

      “It ’ight,” said Chara, then she spoke a few words to Jikala in Slissac who flinched at her words. Chara nodded. “It says everything.”

      “Good,” said Kantees, “but perhaps, sister, you would explain it for us?”

      “It is not the Heart of the World, as the creature said, it is the Heart-room of the World.”
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      As the day turned to evening Chara launched herself, climbing hard and fast into the air. Ulina had reported no sign of any people though there were herds of grazing animals further east where the rocky terrain ended and grasslands began. It seemed they were alone in this part of the world, for which Elona was grateful.

      It turned out that perhaps Chara had not needed to signal the sinking of the sun since the twilight was so short that the transition from day to night was abrupt enough even with the cloud cover.

      But Elona waited until she spotted Chara descending before she focussed her mind and reached through the World’s Pattern to find Dakastown. She opened a portal barely a hands-width across and peered through it.

      The smell of Esternes was very different to where they were now. The sky was filled with broken clouds and she was able to see the position of the sun easily. It was above the horizon in the east but not far. It was evening here and early morning there, perhaps a third of the sky difference.

      She let the portal go and looked at the map laid out at her feet. If the sun was a third of the day behind the time here, that meant they had travelled that much around the world.

      Which in turn meant she only needed to measure one third the width of the map to locate their position. She already knew how far north of the middle they were from studying the stars. She made some measurements and pointed to a dot.

      “This is us, we’ll call this Rock Plateau.”

      “So where are we going?” said Kantees.

      Elona held up her hand. “Give me a moment to guess.”

      She lifted the sheet of paper with their current location on it, realised it was getting too dark to see clearly and conjured a white ball of light so she could study the dots.

      She didn’t look up. “Jikala, how much did you have to travel after you were created to catch up with Taymar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t need an exact number of days, this is all guesswork anyway, but was it a long time, short time? What?”

      Jikala paused. “It was some time before I found my first host and when I eventually learned enough there were many ten-days of travelling to catch Taymar’s people.”

      This time Elona did stop scrutinising the map. “What?”

      “There were many ten-days of travelling to catch Taymar’s people.”

      “You’re saying that not all the people went with Taymar.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then there could be humans still here?”

      “I suppose so, if the Slissac did not kill them.”

      Chara shifted. “Does it ’atter, Elona?”

      Elona sighed. “Probably not.”

      “You don’t have to ’e their saviour too.”

      “But if they’re still slaves?”

      Chara put her hand on Elona’s. “One thing at a ti’e. We don’t even know what the situation is.”

      Elona nodded. “You’re right. Kisharuk first, if that thing finds that there are people here, he’ll start killing them too.”

      She turned her attention back to the sheet in her hand.

      “What are you looking for?” said Kantees.

      “A place with two ley-circles.”

      “Like Two Circles that you laughed at.”

      “Yes.”

      Kantees and Chara picked up map sheets from the same area. Ulina followed suit. Jikala turned away and stared out across rocks.

      “’Ust it ’e two?” said Chara after they had been looking at the sheets in silence for a while.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Would ’ore than two ’e all right?”

      “How many have you got?”

      “Five.”

      “Show me.”

      Elona was embarrassed she had thought her sister might be mistaken but when Chara pointed out the tight grouping of five ley-circle dots any foolish doubt was banished. The key indicated they were big too.

      “The patterners might have got it wrong,” said Kantees.

      “They might but everything we’ve seen so far says this map is right.”

      “But five ley-circles close together?”

      Elona placed all the sheets back in their correct positions and squinted.

      “Look at them all,” she said, “they aren’t spread evenly. There are groupings. If a feeding is going to occur in an area it’s likely to happen in other places near there.”

      “Near?” said Kantees. “Those places are tens of leagues apart mostly.”

      “Relatively near, but here—” she pointed at Chara’s group, “—they are really close together.” She found Two Circles and peered at them closely, then back at the five. “These ones might be closer together than your town. How far apart were the circles?”

      “Barely a single breath travelling by golden light. Roughly a two-day on foot.”

      “That’s where we’re going.”

      Kantees shook her head. “How can you be sure?”

      “I’m not, but what other place might you call the Heart-room of the World? And, as well as I can tell, it’s a good distance from the ocean on this side, which fits with the other thing Jikala said.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      Elona stood up and stretched. “Then I’m wrong.”
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      They spent the following day at the same ley-circle and let the zirichasa hunt their food. Elona used the time going through the maps again and again, as well as querying Jikala for more details about its early creation.

      It seemed genuinely concerned it couldn’t provide much help. Elona supposed it must be similar to being a new-born child with no real understanding of the world it had been brought into, aware only of its personal needs—and the loving attention of its mother.

      She wiped away the tears that blurred her vision and went to stand by the edge of the hole carved into the ground by the Mother’s milk, as if the fear of falling might wipe away her thoughts.

      Her mother was dead and always had been. She had been killed by Metrid’s wolves on a hill in the snows of mid-winter. It was only the timely intervention of armsmen searching for her that Elona had not gone the same way.

      Timely intervention. She cursed Jikala under her breath, that creature would have claimed she was saved by destiny. The prophecy that had finally brought her to this place, whether it was a design inscribed into the World’s Pattern, or just a random set of events. It didn’t matter. She was here.

      “Are you all right?” said Chara coming up behind her as she stood looking down into the hole and feeling the fear of it as if it grounded her in the real world.

      “Not really,” were the words that came from her mouth, though she had meant to say the opposite. Chara’s hard scaly hand slipped into hers. “I’m scared.”

      “We all are.”

      “Except Jikala.”

      “No, it’s not. I’ not sure a’out Ulina either.”

      “She’s as damaged by her life as we all are. Just in different ways.”

      Elona moved closer to her sister and rested her head on Chara’s shoulder.

      “That can’t ’e co’forta’le.”

      “You’ll stay with me?”

      “You won’t ’e going anywhere without ’e.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Of course, sister.”

      “You know why?”

      “Kantees and Ulina are hu’an, the creature could possess the’.”

      “Yes.”

      “You know they will refuse to stay ’ehind.”

      “I won’t be able to protect them. They have to stay away.”

      “I’ not the one you ha’e to con’ince.”

      Elona sighed. “I have a plan.”

      “If you deceive Kantees, she’ll ne’er forgi’e you.”

      “Better that than she dies.”

      “Your choice, Elona.”

      “I’ll need your help.”

      Chara said nothing.
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      The ziri returned in the early afternoon, bringing half of something for the humans to cook. None of them knew what it was though it had been about the size of a kelukisa with similar hoofs but the hair was shorter and coarser.

      But it was meat like any other animal. The Farahalek knives made short work of it and pieces were soon cooking on the stones Elona heated up.

      “When we confront the Kisharuk, Kantees, you and Ulina can’t be there,” said Elona suddenly. She caught an enigmatic glance from Chara—only enigmatic because her sister’s face did not have the range of human expressions.

      Kantees put her head on one side. Her expression of scepticism, however, was entirely understandable.

      “Yes, I’ve been expecting that from you.”

      “You know why.”

      “I may be some primitive Kadralin from backward Esternes, Elona, but I am not stupid.”

      “So you agree.”

      “Why would I agree?”

      Elona closed her eyes. “Because the Kisharuk could possess you, or Ulina. And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “Instead you decided you and Chara would have all the fun. Even though you could never have got here without us.”

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Yes, well, Elona, it’s not all about your personal wants. Has it occurred to you that we don’t want to lose you either?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “What’s to stop the monster from possessing you? And how are you going to stop it if that happens?”

      “Why do you have to be so obstinate?”

      “Me? If we were in a contest for obstinacy, I would come a distant second at best, sister,” said Kantees. “You could have left the Kisharuk alone after you beat it, and after it started to run. But no, you chose to chase it—not knowing where it was going or whether you could even defeat it face to face.”

      “The only reason it took Jaymis and not me was because it wanted to hurt me. It would do the same to you, Ulina and even Chara, if it could.”

      “Who says it can’t?”

      That stopped Elona. She had simply assumed the creature could not possess Slissac. She looked at Jikala. “You said you can’t possess Slissac.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “You don’t think you can?”

      “It is not my purpose.”

      “Surely possessing a powerful Slissac and stopping the Kisharuk is exactly what you needed to do?”

      Jikala looked confused, as if the thought had never even occurred to it.

      “I don’t think I can possess a Slissac,” it said again in barely more than a whisper.

      “I think you have broken it,” said Kantees then she sighed. “I understand you are trying to protect us, but there are a thousand ways we could have died on this journey, and as many more in our lives before you even entered it. Elona, you are our family but you cannot dictate our actions. We want to protect you as much as you want to save us.”

      For the second time that day, Elona found herself crying. Chara put her arm around her sister.

      “We will ne’er a’andon you. Not ’atter how ’uch you try to ’ush us away.”
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      The heavy clouds threatened rain the next morning, so they gathered their gear and set off before it started. The golden magic of the zirichasa protecting them as they shot up through the clouds and into brilliant sunshine.

      Flying above the clouds was a compromise.

      Elona really wanted to see the land they flew over, in an effort to judge just how occupied it was—whether by humans, Slissac or perhaps something else. But they also needed to travel fast, and without being seen if possible. Elona had to forego her desire while admitting that some creature with similar magic sense to theirs would be able to see their golden trail anyway.

      There was no perfect solution.

      According to the map, as best they could judge, the Heart-room of the World was another seven hundred leagues off but they were no longer forced to stop at ley-circles, though that was still the preference since it gave them an easy escape if they needed it.

      As they travelled the clouds thinned out although they still provided almost complete cover. It was getting to midday when a ley-circle intruded on Elona’s senses.

      They slowed and experienced the terrible cold of the air at such altitudes. Freezing despite the sun, they glided down through the clouds. The landscape had changed and there were now hills rolling north and east. Still not the type of place you might expect to find Slissac, but certainly an environment where humans would thrive.

      The ziri floated in formation on the wind. Their wings in delicate arches as they glided forward across the green of wide grasslands and clumps of trees. A thousand hairy beasts grazed across a range of hills.

      “Smoke,” called Kantees. Elona turned to see her pointing to the right. Several thin lines of smoke rising from behind some hills. It had to be a village of some sort. They had already agreed they wanted as little contact as possible with any of the inhabitants. Communication was likely to be hard and the fewer who knew they were here, the better.

      But the village was not close to the ley-circle so they maintained their heading.

      The circle itself was ordinary. On the surface and surrounded by melted rocks. There seemed to be no one about so they descended into the valley.

      “Perfect place for abominations,” said Kantees.

      Elona didn’t disagree. Only the ley-circles attended by patterners were kept free of the strange monsters that the Mother’s milk would sometimes create.

      Chara transformed.

      Elona hesitated. “I think we should find out who lives in the village.”

      “You think it ’ight ’e Slissac?”

      “We don’t know anything about this place but we could jump straight back to Dakastown from here if we needed to.”

      Kantees joined them. “Didn’t Jikala say that patterners couldn’t make long jumps?”

      Elona just looked at her. Kantees shrugged.

      “I will look,” said Chara and was launching into the air as a ziri almost before she had finished speaking. Elona watched her climb fast and she did not turn towards the village until she was just a point in the sky.

      “Could you really take us back to Dakastown in one go?” said Kantees.

      Elona did not reply but instead went to stand at the edge of the circle. The power flowed beneath them. The strangeness of the Mother’s milk made her wonder whether it really was below her, or if that was just a convenient invention. Where could a circle store all that magic? She was sure it wasn’t really in the ground itself.

      But that was not what she was trying to do right now.

      She knew what Dakastown ley-circle felt like. She knew all the ones she had visited and could tell them apart without even having to think about it.

      The trouble with patterners is they thought the World’s Pattern was the same as the world itself. That a long distance out here was a long distance there. That was why they made paths instead of portals.

      But she understood they were not the same at all.

      She found Dakastown and brought it to her. She opened a portal the size of her hand then gestured to Kantees.

      “Dakastown.”

      She felt her sister at her shoulder, and Kantees breath against her cheek.

      “It’s just dark.”

      “It’s night there.”

      “It could be anywhere.”

      “Anywhere that it’s dark,” said Elona. “Smell the air.”

      The scent of rotting marsh floated through.

      “Anywhere there’s a marsh.”

      Elona closed the portal and turned angrily on her sister, who had her hand against her mouth to suppress her laughter.

      “That was Dakastown!” Elona pointed at where the portal had been.

      “No question,” said Kantees. “The place reeks.”

      “You agree?”

      Kantees laughed out loud. “I never doubted you.”

      “But you said—”

      “My mother can be a trial sometimes,” said Ulina. “I think that living with ziri her entire life has done something to her.”

      Both of them stared at the girl—and she was smiling too.

      Kantees flung her arms around Ulina and Elona realised she was now crying. She shook her head and turned back to the ley-circle.

      It was easy enough to make a portal when she was standing right there, but every time she manipulated the World’s Pattern it took strength and power. Most of the things she wanted to do were far beyond what she could manage herself.

      Yet a zirichak had a reserve of Mother’s milk they could draw on. The chilafrah seemed to be able to store almost limitless amounts. The Slissac towers could channel the Mother’s milk—though that was only needed when the power was available.

      She sat down.

      The Slissac had created a creature that could think.

      Their knowledge of patterning was far beyond what the Taymalin had achieved but that was because Jikala had not been helping but hindering.

      “Jikala!”

      It came over and stood beside her.

      “Do you perceive the Mother’s milk here?”

      “I do not.”

      “And you cannot activate patterns?”

      “I cannot.”

      It was like animals and plants, they might be magic but they could not do magic.

      “You prevented the Taymalin patterners from developing certain types of pattern, didn’t you?”

      “Of course,” said the creature without the slightest hint of embarrassment. “They were too dangerous. They might have brought about the destruction of the entire race.”

      “And how did you stop the patterners that were doing this?”

      “I possessed them, or killed them.”

      Elona shook her head. She wanted to call this monster arrogant but it wasn’t, it simply followed its purpose like a razor.

      “But you were supposed to protect the Taymalin.” She said it even though she knew what the answer was bound to be.

      “I was protecting the Taymalin from a dangerous future.”

      This is a lesson, she told herself but her thought was interrupted by the beating of heavy wings as Chara came down in the ley-circle. She transformed before her talons touched the ground and landed lightly on her feet.

      “Showing off?” said Kantees.

      Elona wondered whether Kantees was jealous of Chara’s ability, after all Jikala believed that Kantees would be the one to be able to transform. And since Kantees had lived all her life with the ziri, it did make sense.

      “Well?” said Elona.

      “As hu’an as you are,” said Chara. She sounded disappointed and why shouldn’t she? This was supposed to be the real home of her race. “They are farmers, their huts are wood and straw covered in mud. There are ’erha’s a hundred of the’ all told. They see’ content.”

      “What colour was their skin?” said Kantees.

      “As dark as yours, sister.”

      “No sign of Slissac at all?” said Elona.

      “None, ’ut this is not the sort of ’lace ’y ’eo’le would like. No ’ountains.”

      “You sound like you want to find them,” said Kantees.

      “We have no information at all about this place,” said Elona. “That lack of knowledge is dangerous to us.”

      “Aunt Elona is correct,” said Ulina.

      Kantees shook her head. “This place is huge, it’s another land like the one we left, we can’t know everything that’s happening here. We can’t even know a small part. We find one village with humans. It means nothing.”

      “There were well-worn tracks heading away fro’ the village,” said Chara. “They had carts and beasts to pull them. These are not the only humans here.”

      “It still means little.”

      Elona held up her hand. “You’re right, both of you—and so am I. We have to try to talk to them.”
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      Time was getting on and Elona thought they should wait until morning. She opened a portal back to an island they had found on the way occupied only by birds and grass. The ley-circle was unusual since it was in open air and quite high. The island’s time was not too different and they knew they could get an undisturbed night.

      Elona liked the ocean—at least when she was standing on solid ground—and found the sound of the waves very soothing. Perhaps when all this was over, she could just live in this place with Chara, except her sister had her own responsibilities.

      As the sun set, she glanced at Jikala, and remembered Talayja. The girl was so young and had been through so much that to have her life ripped from her by this monster was so unfair. The world would only be safe when both of these creatures were no longer in it.

      She was certain Jikala was much cleverer than the Kisharuk. It had a much greater store of knowledge than its evil twin and had spent its existence being far more destructive than the other. She suspected it would be harder to kill—though she had no idea how she would destroy the Kisharuk in the first place.

      Absently she rubbed her scarred cheek with her equally damaged hand, barely feeling anything between the two of them.

      What if she summoned the kisheth? It would consume her, but these were creatures of the World’s Pattern like anything else. The destructive force would eat them just as it ate her.

      It was not an idea she found attractive. She had no desire to die.

      The irony struck her that Metrid had given her the knife with a blade composed of kisheth, and had cursed her in such a way that she had wanted to kill herself with that very blade. And now she might be in a position to wield that force again, and doing so would end her life.

      But the purpose would be different.

      She turned over and slept with the sound of the breakers thundering on the beach.
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      “This was not here before,” said Ulina staring at the remains of a burned-out fire on the ground close to the ley-circle when they arrived back the following morning.

      “It’s not ours?” said Elona.

      “Ours is over there.” Ulina pointed away from the fire then crouched down and poked at burnt wood and embers. Then she stood up again and studied the ground around them. “This is not right. There are footprints of one person to here and back again.”

      Elona stared at the ground, she believed her niece but could not see any markings in the dust and dirt that suggested anyone had walked there. Chara came over and nodded.

      “One ’erson, and no sign they sle’t here.”

      “Why would someone make a path to this ley-circle, light a fire and then leave?” said Kantees.

      “Dece’tion.”

      “They want us to think someone camped here,” said Ulina.

      “And if we had stayed here last night?”

      “We could ha’e asked the’ oursel’es.”

      Ulina had picked up one of the half-burnt sticks. “This is from a tree. There are few trees here and none close.”

      “You mean they brought the fire makings as well.”

      “Yes, aunt.”

      “Does this make any sense at all?”

      “If we knew what they were trying to do, I a’ certain it would ’ake sense.”

      “Well, whoever ‘they’ are, they wanted us to think they had made a camp—but failed to notice we had already been here,” said Kantees. “And there is only one ‘they’ that we know who might want to do this.”

      Elona shook her head. “But how could they know we would be here?”

      “They did not know, aunt, they will be doing the same at every ley-circle.” She pointed at the fire. “This is the work of someone in a hurry who does not know you are accompanied by trackers.” She glanced at Chara and smiled again. Something about Ulina had changed but it might be a fragile thing, it would be best not to ask about it in case it broke.

      “Very well, we are saying the Kisharuk is sending his patterners to seed the ley-circles with evidence that they had been through here.”

      Kantees nodded. “It means we are closer behind them than they think.”

      “I am sorry, mother, aunts,” said Ulina bowing her head and kneeling before them.

      The expression on Kantees’ face showed Elona she was just as much in the dark about her daughter’s behaviour.

      “What?” said Elona.

      “I have misled you and brought you into danger.”

      Kantees knelt in front of her daughter and put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Dearest child, we do not even know what you are talking about. And even if we did, we put ourselves in danger all the time. There is nothing you could do to make it worse.”

      “I said the monster was running away, I was wrong, it is luring you into a trap.”

      Elona laughed though she stopped it immediately. “I am not laughing at you, Ulina. It doesn’t matter whether this is a trap or not. We knew it would be dangerous. We can deal with it, or we will die in the attempt.”

      Ulina shook her head. “It is not the same, aunt.” Then she glanced at Jikala. “These monsters are devious. That one—” she pointed at Jikala, “—admitted to killing all the Hadralin, and the Tudic Slissac, such things cannot be done easily. The monster knows you and my mother are strong, because you defeated it and it will learn of your other acts. Why would it run so easily to a place of such immense power if it did not have a plan for your destruction? I’m sorry, aunt, could you stand against a dozen patterners who had the power of five ley-circles at their command? What if it has armies we do not know about? Why were there papers at the Fastness with sufficient information to tell you where it was heading? I have been arrogant.”

      Elona nodded, the girl had a point. Even if she also had access to those ley-circles she could not channel enough of the Mother’s milk to defend against so many patterners.

      Kantees put her arms around her daughter. “You made a mistake—you made an assumption. We all do it. There is nothing you could do that would stop my love for you.”

      “I should be punished.”

      Kantees sighed. “Sheesha has an itch, go sort it out.”

      Ulina went.

      “Not much of a punishment,” said Elona.

      Kantees snorted. “Would you like to do it? It could be a tick or other biting thing. It might be a fungus, or place where he hurt himself and it scabbed over. Or just a feather out of place, or come loose.” She pulled a face. “You think you know ziri? You have not lived with them for any time at all. It can be unpleasant.”

      “But you love them all the same.”

      Kantees changed the subject. “Who’s going into this village?”

      “You are the right colour.”

      “Is that important?”

      “It might be.”

      “What about Sheesha?”

      Elona glanced over at Ulina digging into the feathers of his neck.

      “Maybe Chara would be a better choice.”

      Chara sighed. “You don’t want to scare them with a Slissac, do you?”

      “No, but Kantees needs support in case something goes wrong. A ziri is perfect for that—and one that can think and follow what’s happening is even better.”

      “I seem to have more value to you as a beast with feathers than as myself.”

      Her words made Elona shrink with guilt. It must have been obvious because Chara clicked at her.

      “I don’t mind really.”

      “The rest of us can be nearby, and we’re close enough to the ley-circle for me to make a portal.”
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      Kantees climbed off Sheesha’s neck in a small valley that Chara had seen close to the village. A stream ran through it, heading in the direction of the sea. Sheesha immediately began to scratch again.

      Elona put her arm around Chara’s neck and hugged her.

      Chara grunted and with Kantees the two of them climbed up the slope. The gently undulating grassland spread out before them, they descended to the track and started along it. These hills were on the opposite to the villagers’ fields, because there was no cover that way.

      “Sometimes it’s good to walk,” said Kantees.

      Chara grunted in a tone that suggested she did not agree.

      The sun was hot even though it was still early morning. In studying the map, such as it was, and the way the ley-circles fell, Kantees suspected that the cold of the north was the same in the far south. It was these central areas that were hot—and also had the most ley-circles, though that was to do with the way the moons moved in the sky.

      Elona understood these things better having had the benefit of considerable education—as ordered by Jikala when it was the Arch-Patterner. The thought of the creature brought on a spasm of anger. The Hadralin had been people like her own, a race who had been building castles like the Taymalin did but Jikala had wiped them out.

      She did not even want to know how. That it had happened was enough for her, she would not be happy until she had revenged herself on it on behalf of all those it had slaughtered.

      Elona was right, Jikala was worse than the Kisharuk in many ways with the crimes it had committed in the name of doing what it thought was right.

      The track curved between two small hills and suddenly the village was there, much as Chara had described it—a collection of huts, brilliant white in the sunshine and people moved among the them. Men, women, children. All busy doing what needed to be done, not knowing the great acts being played out across the world.

      A woman, close to this side of the village, came to a halt and stared.

      “You better lay down,” said Kantees, “can I sit on your back? So I look relaxed?”

      Chara grunted as she flopped down curled around on herself but with her snout facing the village so she could see. Once she was settled, Kantees climbed up between her wings and got as comfortable as she could. Chara’s feathers would protect her from the direct sunlight, but Kantees was well aware she could still burn in the sun if she spent too long in it.

      There was a lot of shouting and running about in the village now.

      Children were staring around the edges of buildings, a group of fifteen to twenty people now stood defensively on the road. They all wore skirts woven in broad geometric designs with multiple colours. The women did not cover their chests while both men and women had necklaces, some had a few while others many. In all cases their hair was shorn short, just the way Elona and Kantees kept theirs. But Kantees was wearing the loose top and leggings she always preferred—they were of better quality than those she had worn as a slave, but essentially the same. They were practical for riding dragons.

      It was a short time later that a group of men emerged from the crowd carrying spears and shields almost as large as their bodies. They advanced slowly. It was an intimidating display and the tips of their spears pointed steadily at Kantees as they approached.

      “They probably don’t know what to make of us,” she said to Chara quietly. “They might know what you are, but they won’t have seen a ziri with such beautiful feathers.”

      Kantees could have sworn Chara wriggled at her words. Perhaps no one had referred to her as beautiful before.

      Did continuing to sit on Chara’s back as the men approached look like arrogance? She did not think she was being threatening, but perhaps not reacting to them at all was as bad.

      Moving slowly and keeping her empty hands in view as best she could, Kantees climbed down and moved to stand beside Chara’s head. She put her hand on her sister’s feathers, keeping the other open and in view.

      The advancing spears stopped a short distance away, certainly close enough to throw with a good chance of hitting her—and Chara was a much bigger target. Her sister was keeping very still but then opened her mouth a little and breathed more heavily. Kantees saw the men’s eyes flick to Chara and the array of sharp teeth inside.

      It was as well these people did not think she was defenceless.

      “Good morning,” she said in Taymalin, and then repeated herself in Kadralin, although if they spoke something like that there was still going to be a problem since her vocabulary was still limited.

      She also offered a closed-mouth smile. The men did not respond.

      She wondered whether this was pointless, it might be a complete waste of time. But then another person detached themselves from the crowd at the entrance to the village, a woman with a very large number of necklaces. As she came forward the men parted and let her through between them.

      Kantees gave her the greetings again—she considered using Slissac as well, which Chara had taught her, but it was quite aggressive and the idea Kantees was connected to Slissac might not go down well. The Shocalin reaction was still fresh in her mind.

      It was a shame she did not have any necklaces since she was now beginning to think they were a sign of authority. The ones this woman wore looked to be made of polished white stones, though one was definitely small sea shells.

      Then the woman said “Good morning”, and Kantees’ relief must have been obvious. The woman was using something that sounded Kadralin although they had been spoken in an odd way. Kantees hoped it was no worse than the difference between the different forms of Taymalin, although there was still her lack of Kadralin vocabulary to deal with—even Elona could speak the language better than Kantees.

      “Blessed mother, you understand me.” Was what she meant to say, but she was not sure it came out right.

      “I not know you, hey.”

      It had come out wrong—but she hadn’t questioned the Mother part. Kantees shook her head.

      “I am Kantees. I travel far.”

      The woman nodded and put out her hand, not pointing but with her palm to Kantees. “You are Kantees far-traveller.” Her hand went to her breast. “I am Adhra, blessed mother of the people, hey.”

      Some of the men relaxed and brought their spears back to lean on them. But not all.

      “Blessed mother, I and my zirichak…” her vocabulary ran out. “I do not know your words. I am sorry.”

      “Kantees far-traveller, you will break bread with me and you will learn the words.”

      “You are kind, blessed mother.”

      The woman turned and spoke rapidly at the men who stood back to the sides of the track. Kantees gave Chara a nudge and she unwrapped herself but kept her head low as the men’s attention snapped to her and their spears were lifted once more.
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      It was past midday when Halenth dropped to the ground once more and Ulina reported her mother was on the way back. It had been a nerve-wracking time since the first encounter and Kantees going into the village. Chara had remained outside of a hut and Ulina said the villagers were very curious but not aggressive. Some of the boldest children had ended up even touching and petting her.

      Kantees came over the rise a short time later with Chara. Elona got to her feet as they came down the slope. Chara took a long drink from the stream before she changed shape.

      “Well?” she said as Chara sat down, then lay back and stretched on the grass.

      “In truth there is not a lot to tell,” said Kantees. “They are a decent people and belong to some sort of tribe that covers a wide area. There are other tribes they are sometimes at war with but they are a long way off, days of walking.”

      “What about Slissac?”

      “Not here, haven’t been seen for so long they are more a myth than reality.”

      “Strangers?”

      “And I was the first traveller they had seen in living memory who was not one of their tribes.”

      “So, nothing.”

      “They are very good cooks and there’s a fruit that turns into alcohol which is very nice indeed.”

      “That they have not seen Slissac for so long is good for us,” said Chara, though she seemed disappointed again.

      “And, according to the legend, the Slissac came from a place to the north and east.”

      “Which is the direction of the Heart-room of the World,” said Elona. “I suppose that’s something.”

      Chara sighed and turned away.

      “Did you learn anything?” said Elona in an effort to engage her sister.

      “Children can be sweet.”
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      A short time later they were in the air again and heading north east. The day passed and as the evening approached, they found another ley-circle. They did not land but jumped back to the island for the night.

      The weather there was deteriorating with clouds mounting up in the sky but they decided to stay since jumping further back along their route would make the time difference too great.

      “We could build a house,” said Kantees. “Make it a more permanent refuge.”

      Elona didn’t like to say she already had that thought, but it made little difference thinking about such things until they had succeeded in their goal—and if they failed it did not matter much anyway. If she died the others would be stranded on Akanatal unless they could find a vessel to carry them back across the ocean.

      If any of the others had thought about it, they had said nothing.

      When there was a lull in the conversation, as the five of them sat around the embers, Elona brought up the subject that had been concerning her.

      “If Ulina is right, we will not be able to reach the Kisharuk, let alone kill it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He has at least one patterner with him and there is no reason to suppose that’s the only one. What if he has armies too? And tekrasa. Perhaps even ziri now. There are only four of us.” She did not count Jikala who had no desire to be there in the first place and might welcome the opportunity of dying so that it could possess any random person in an army so that it could survive to continue “helping” the Taymalin.

      “I can kill many.”

      “I know, Ulina, you are a skilled fighter but if they have tekrasa we will need you and Halenth in the air to bring them down.”

      The girl nodded.

      “You want someone to go back and raise our own armies,” said Kantees. “And it has to be me because no one will listen to Chara, and it can’t be you.”

      Elona nodded.

      “I agree.”

      “You need to talk to Drahail.”

      Kantees smiled in the flickering light. “I know who I need to talk to, sister. I have experience dealing with these Taymalin aristocrats, and a large number of the lordlings follow me, don’t forget that.”

      “But will they follow you to the other side of the world?”

      At that Kantees laughed out loud, and the sound of it echoed from the rocks behind them out across the rolling waves of the ocean.

      “Tell them they are needed to fight a battle against the enemies of the Taymalin, and they would leap at the chance. If it’s on the other side of the world, they will be waiting on their ziri for the word to attack. There has been no adventure for so long—and I think our friend Jikala is a reason for that.”

      “Adventure is dangerous,” said the creature inhabiting Talayja’s body.

      Kantees raised an eyebrow and held up her hand in a “you see” gesture.
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      The following morning Elona prepared to open a portal to Dakastown as Kantees had requested.

      “I will go to Jakalain first, they are the friendliest to me of all the Taymalin and from there I will build our army.”

      “I don’t know when I will need you but if you arrange for the forces to assemble at Dakastown and Canvor that will be best.”

      Kantees hugged her. “I will gather as many as I can. Pity you cannot come though.”

      “Why?”

      “We will have to use paths instead of portals, and that is a very slow way to travel. Look after Ulina.”

      “I thought she was supposed to look after me.”

      Kantees hugged Elona harder then whispered in her ear. “She is the most precious thing to me in the entire world.”

      “I will protect her with my life.”

      When they broke their embrace Elona could see that Kantees was crying.

      Then she hugged Chara and finally Ulina.

      “Do not cry, mama, I will make sure my aunt comes to no harm.”

      “I know you will,” said Kantees, her voice cracking as she did so.

      Then she was on Sheesha’s back and launched into the air. Elona brought Dakastown across the world and what was morning here, was evening there. Then Sheesha shot through it leaving a golden trail behind him, and reluctantly Elona let the portal collapse.

      Even though there were still four of them here, with Kantees gone it was as if their party had been reduced in size by a half.

      But there was no time to worry.

      Chara transformed and Elona climbed on to her back. It was not that she had stopped feeling the fear of falling, but now it was a constant companion she no longer dreaded.

      Once in the air she opened the portal to the ley-circle she had not named and they flew through without further magic.

      In some ways finding the deliberately misleading fire had a major effect on the way they were thinking—it was not just that they now viewed the Kisharuk’s behaviour as a trap but they did not want to travel too quickly because they needed to give Kantees an opportunity to rally the troops and that could take at least a ten-day. For that reason, they had decided not to use the golden magic of the zirichasa for now.

      As far as they knew, Elona was the only person who could make a portal instead of a path. It made sense since that other person would also need to be fahain. At the Patterners’ Guild they were trained to make patterns in a specific way, which was precisely how Jikala had arranged it.

      They would not be taught anything that might prove dangerous, it crushed any investigation into patterns that took things in a direction it did not like. It was as ruthless in its goal as the Kisharuk. And it thought it was on the side of right. Or did it? Once again, she was ascribing the kind of emotion and thinking to the creature that it simply did not have. She had referred to it as being similar to an animal, but even that was wrong. It was like a waterwheel, a device with a single purpose. A waterwheel existed to turn the stones. It did not care what the stones were doing, its whole existence was simply to turn the stones.

      That was what Jikala was. A machine, and one that could not be destroyed. The fact it did not rebel could only mean that, at the moment, it saw her actions as ones that would ultimately benefit the Taymalin.

      But it would probably attempt to kill her in a moment once the Kisharuk was gone, because she was far too powerful and did not toe the line it drew. It would bring about the death of its current body just so it could take hers and neutralise it. Then it might pretend to be her in order to manipulate the Taymalin once more.

      Perhaps she did not even mind.

      She did not want to die but if she succeeded in her goal, it probably would not matter as much.
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      The day wore on, because they were flying so slowly and quite high, the terrain beneath them hardly changed. Elona lay forward along the neck of her sister and closed her eyes. She was not sure they would reach a ley-circle before nightfall but they only had to find somewhere safe to spend the night.

      It was comforting in a strange way. The constant stress of the last few ten-days, always forcing themselves forward as fast as they could. Now they simply floated on the air, still heading in the right direction but without the frenetic energy.

      Something tickled the back of her mind as she lay in a half-sleep. She came to full consciousness slowly and sat up, looking about them.

      They were crossing a wide plateau, cut with river channels and covered in grass and trees. It reminded her of the island where sea channels had cut it into pieces but the ravines were hidden.

      Here it was similar but the rivers were fewer and she did not think there were any hidden gashes in the rock. Ahead of them was a mountain range of which this plateau was simply a precursor, even in summer the tops of those mountains shone white with snow.

      But that was not what had attracted her attention.

      Nor was it a ley-circle. It took her a moment to place it but then realised there was a hole in the World’s Pattern here, another Mother’s Kitchen.

      “We need to go down, there’s something I want to look at.”

      Chara made a querulous sound, Elona tried to focus and then sent an image to her sister of a place where two rivers joined.

      Moments later the formation was descending in great lazy spirals, and Elona felt the strength of the void coming closer. She glanced over her shoulder at Jikala, but it did not seem to have noticed anything.

      She knew it had no magic sense but the kisheth was something else completely so she was curious as to its reaction. If it knew where they were, it gave no indication.

      Elona slipped off gratefully once they had landed. They were in a rocky area where the greenery was primarily a moss. It was thick enough that her boots disappeared into it and soft enough to sleep on. The air was filled with the distant roar of water. She held the chilafrah for her sister and Chara became herself.

      “Sounds like the ’outains near ’y ho’e.”

      “Where I was ill?”

      “Yes,” said Chara and clicked. “You were a ’urden and I did not like you.”

      “But you did not leave me.”

      “It was ’ity alone.”

      Elona laughed.

      “Why here?”

      “It’s a good defensible position, and there’s no one here anyway.”

      “You could ne’er lie to ’e, Elona of Corlain.”

      “There’s a hole in the World’s Pattern.” She was looking at Jikala when she said it.

      “You should not destroy me yet, I still have use,” it said when it realised she was watching.

      “You consider yourself too important.” She took Chara by the hand and led the way across the moss-covered boulders. They were slippery and progress was slow.

      “That was interesting,” said Chara. “It thinks this place could kill it.”

      Elona stopped in front of the nothingness—there was no physical hole but she could see the void clearly in her mind.

      Chara took a step back abruptly. “What is that?”

      Elona eyed the darkness and her damaged body seemed to itch. “What does it look like to you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “This is the stuff that scarred me.”

      The glow of the sun still warmed her skin but she could not feel it where the kisheth had destroyed the patterns.

      “There is so’ething other than ’Other’s ’ilk?”

      “I don’t know what it is, the patterners don’t know either. Perhaps the Slissac know, but I don’t think they will be telling anyone.”

      Chara knelt down and pressed her hand against the mossy grass as if she thought it might be an illusion.

      “’Ut you can wield it.”

      “It has a price.”

      “Jikala is afraid of it. You think you could destroy the Kisharuk with it.”

      Elona sighed but did not reply.

      Chara turned her head to look up at Elona—it was disconcerting because her neck was twisted further than any human could have managed.

      “You think it could ’ut you ’elieve it will kill you too.”

      “Is that too high a price, sister?”
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      The hills grew into mountains and the sisters agreed they would fly fast in order to get past them. The weather remained favourable for the most part but after the third day it became clear this was no minor range, and they had seen not even the slightest sign of civilisation human, Slissac, or anything else.

      That evening, they were searching for a suitable place to camp for the night when Elona saw the bridge. A huge vaulting span across a valley to the north. It was gone in an instant.

      “Go back! Take the valley.”

      Chara wheeled and Elona wished she hadn’t said anything as the mountains twisted around her.

      Moments later Chara was flying up the valley and they could all see the bridge.

      “Better be careful,” said Elona. “There might really be Slissac here.”

      Chara grunted twice but Elona was unable to interpret her meaning. However, they angled down to fly along the valley floor—piles of fallen rocks and boulders with a stream fighting its way through them.

      As they approached the bridge, it resolved into a vast construction with carved pillars from the depths of the valley reaching up to support the curving arches, which in turn carried a three-level span.

      Even on ziri-back it took them a few moments to cross from one side to the other—though still at ground level. Staring up the length of the columns was enough to give Elona even worse vertigo.

      Chara curved back and went under the bridge a second time then climbed up spiralling around a group of four columns.

      Elona had not studied the bridge she had crossed before—driving Pitra’s cart as fast as the kichesa could run, and it had been snowing hard. Every part of the columns here was covered in patternings, that was expected, what surprised her was the power running through them. These were energised patterns, as if holding the massive structure in place and yet she could not perceive any ley-circle within her range.

      They reached the top of the bridge and went over the broad paths on three levels—each for a different caste. There was no sign of life. The whole surface looked as if it suffered from neglect with dirt, stones and puddles across the surface.

      Chara touched down and nudged at Elona’s bag.

      The chilafrah had been in contact with a ley-circle since its last use, so should be able to handle a transformation easily. Elona held the featureless cube against the back of Chara’s neck as she lay on the stones. The change was effortless, though Chara ended up face-down in the dirt and wet.

      Ulina had already climbed a pillar and was checking in all directions. Elona tried not to think about the drop on either side to the valley floor, even deeper than the fall from Canvor’s towers.

      Chara sat up. “Does not look as if it’s in use.”

      Elona noticed Jikala had not dismounted. Could it be thinking of fleeing, or was it simply scared there might be Slissac here. It may not have emotions the way they did but it cared about its own existence, even if it had no regard for theirs.

      “I see nothing, aunts,” called Ulina. “The bridge enters tunnels in both directions.”

      Elona could feel the power flowing through the stones at her feet, and the patterns that channelled it. It was like the Slissac towers. The impression the magic gave her was that it made the stone stronger, which made her consider the bridge itself with its tapering columns and wide elegant loops where the road split into the separate levels.

      She did not remember feeling any lines of power in the bridge she had crossed in the Dirdin mountains but she had not known what she was back then. Then there had been the ravine she had jumped escaping the wolves with the collapsed bridge. But had that ever had lines of power through it?

      The Slissac in Hanna did not use them as far as she knew—except what was in the wall patterns. She shook her head, she had no real idea how any of it worked.

      Another line of power distracted her. This one was in the sky, dead straight, and heading their way.

      “Melinak! Get undercover.”

      No one argued and they headed for the nearest tunnel. Elona panicked as she slipped on the icy wet surface and the thought she might tumble to the valley floor went through her.

      “Hold on to Halenth,” shouted Chara who had grabbed the nameless ziri and was encouraging it to move. Tralenth carrying Jikala burst into the air then glided the rest of the way, arriving well before the others.

      Ulina must have jumped from the pillar because she landed solidly next to Halenth’s head and urged him faster. Once Chara saw Ulina was in control, she ran at full speed toward the tunnel entrance.

      As Elona hurried along as fast as she dared, the three separate levels of the bridge merged into a single road that went into the mountainside.

      There was an overhang in the rock before the tunnel proper.

      Elona looked into the sky and saw the melinak was going directly over them. It had not altered course and there was no way of knowing if it had noticed them.

      They remained silent and motionless until Elona said it had gone. Ulina slipped into the dark and they tolerated the appalling smell coming from deeper in the cave.

      “It has not been occupied by any large animal recently,” said Ulina, when she returned.

      “Just the sikechasa,” said Chara looking at the droppings covering the floor and the creatures crawling and hanging from the ceiling.

      “They don’t seem interested in us,” said Elona, “but I could get rid of them.”

      They decided to leave the flying lizards alone but once the ziri waddled into the tunnel and the sikechasa noticed, they left in a thunderous beating of wings. Leaving behind a fresh slurry of droppings.

      Elona sighed.

      “It’s better further in,” said Ulina.

      They camped about two hundred paces from the entrance and well past where the sikechasa roosted.

      There was nothing here for making a fire but it wasn’t cold. Daylight filtered in from the half-circle of the entrance and their eyes adjusted quickly enough.

      They settled on the hard stone floor, every surface covered in tight Slissac writings.

      “You can see the ’ower,” said Chara. It wasn’t a question.

      “It must be coming from somewhere.”

      “I cannot feel a ley-circle.”

      “Nor I.” Elona shook her head. “I despair of understanding your ancestors.”

      “Do you need to?”

      “It might help.”

      They sat in silence. Elona watched the dark shape of Jikala as it sat against the wall, staring at nothing in particular. The Slissac had made a mockery of life in that creature and its brother. Was it jealous of those who had true life? She turned away from the monster, as ruthless as a mill wheel. It had one goal and would grind away at it until it either succeeded or became nothing.

      The thought of such single-minded purpose chilled her and she turned her gaze on her sister instead. Chara had got to her feet and was looking deeper into the black of the tunnel.

      Then there was a slight sound of cloth against stone as Ulina also got to her feet.

      “What is it?” said Elona. Her voice so quiet it barely moved the air.

      In a movement that looked very wrong, Chara’s arm twisted backwards with the palm towards Elona as if to make her silent.

      Everyone held their breath.

      “Ssstay here,” said Chara in her normal voice which was like a shout in the silence.

      Elona did not fail to notice the extended sss sound, Chara almost never did that any more. But there was no time to think about it because her sister simply walked off into the dark.

      Ulina did not follow but came and stood close to Elona, her knife in her hand.

      “What’s happening?” said Elona quietly.

      “There are creatures in the dark.”

      “What are they?”

      “I cannot see. Aunt Chara’s eyes are better than mine.”

      She did not say it with even the slightest hint of jealousy—that was just the way it was.

      Then voices echoed along the tunnel.

      Slissac.

      Elona got to her feet, readying herself for battle if it should come to that. Jikala stood but leaned casually against the wall. Of course it didn’t care.

      She could recognise Chara’s voice, even when she spoke Slissac. The words were unclear but there did not seem to be any anger or difficulty—just conversation.

      There were at least two other voices but beyond them being Slissac Elona could not get any sense of who they were.

      The patterns in the walls were highlighted by the dim light from the entrance. And at her feet the Mother’s milk flowed through the strange channels.

      Even as she thought it, the low Slissac voices became raised, she could not understand the words because they flowed too fast but the anger was clear enough. Then the power beneath her flared in brilliant white and vanished, just as she saw, in her mind’s eye, an explosion of power deep in the darkness. Familiar yet different.

      In that same moment a thunderous crack echoed from behind them, from outside, as if the cliff-face had been split by a giant’s hammer.

      She turned to see the elegant arches of the bridge crumble and slip away. The whole tunnel shook as a continuous rumble filled the air and clouds of dust erupted from the valley. Cracks shot through the walls and the ground convulsed as the Mother’s milk flowed again, yet it now had nowhere to go.

      Pulling the power from the ground Elona threw up her defensive dome across all of them, it crunched into the ceiling holding it in place. Towards the light the ceiling was continuing to collapse but even in the direction of the dark she could see clouds of dust bursting from cracks in the arch.

      “We must move from here, aunt.”

      “Get the ziri moving, we’ll follow Chara.”

      Moving them forward through the collapsing tunnel took all her skill.

      She conjured a light inside the dome which showed the unstoppable cave-in behind. Ahead it was not so bad but she had to keep changing the size of the dome to push the debris out of the way and allow them to proceed, contracting it behind her—while trying not to cause any more damage to the tunnel itself.

      Progress was slow but finally they did reach a place where the tunnel remained solid. Behind them there was no sign of the entrance.

      “I hope this goes somewhere,” Elona muttered mostly to herself. “And where, by Taymar’s stinking teeth, is Chara?”

      Carefully she let the blue protective dome shrink until she was sure the ceiling wasn’t going to collapse and let it go.

      The air inside the dome had been clean but she had a bout of coughing as she breathed in the dust billowing through.

      The power in the ground was fading but she did not require external help to maintain the light, even though everything seemed hazy.

      Elona wanted to ask someone what had happened, but she was the one that was expected to know everything. She was sure they had come at least as far as the strange burst of patterning she had seen that had stopped the flow.

      Something growled. It sounded huge and the sound was enough to shake Elona’s teeth. She slammed the protective barrier around them again as two huge dark eyes, higher than a person’s head and an arms-length apart reflected the light.

      A scaly muzzle moved into view. Its heavy jaw slightly open revealing teeth as big as her hand. Massive forelegs ending in claws led up to wide shoulders with muscles that rippled beneath the scales.

      The rest of body tapered back to back legs and a long tail.

      It resembled a zatek most of all, but built to give a nachak at least a fair fight.

      Then it made a grumping noise and thumped down on its belly, resting the massive muzzle on its over-sized fore-paws.

      It closed its eyes for a long moment, then opened them again looking directly at Elona.

      “Chara?”
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      She let the protective wall fall again.

      “There are more behind it, aunt,” said Ulina. “Slissac.”

      “A new form?” said Jikala, suddenly close by Elona’s shoulder.

      “Shut up.”

      She looked at the huge creature. Where a zirichak was light but strong, this huge zatek form was raw muscle. Turning to look at the ziri she was not surprised to see they had pulled back to the wall of caved-in rock.

      Her attention came back to the creature she thought was her sister.

      “What happened?”

      There was a movement in the shadows. Elona conjured a second light and banished the dark. Twenty Slissac in thin loose robes, barely more than shifts, and tied at the waist stood before them. They had a different look about them than the ones of Chara’s home, something in the shape of the head and the length of their limbs. But still unmistakably the curse of human kind.

      But they were not threatening, hardly moving at all. Staring at Chara instead of the rest of them.

      Even Chara’s people had been shocked when she had become a ziri, and the stories said the ones capable of shape-changing were few and far between.

      The creature stirred, again the muscles moved beneath the skin as it pushed itself up into a sitting position, with its tail curled round its back legs.

      “It is you?”

      The great head nodded once.

      “Are we in trouble?”

      Chara gave a non-committal grunt.

      “They don’t understand what we’re saying?”

      Chara moved her head from side to side.

      “Do you want the chilafrah to change back?”

      The Slissac stirred at the word and Elona realised they were now looking at her.

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t have used that word.”

      Chara swung her head back towards the Slissac and growled. It was nothing like the sound a ziri made. It sent shivers through Elona and brought the attention of the Slissac back to Chara. There was something fundamentally terrifying about this giant zatek.

      “Do you want to change back?”

      There was a long silence until Chara finally nodded. Elona understood the delay. In this form, it was clear the Slissac were sufficiently cowed not to be any immediate threat but that could change if Chara was Slissac once more. And then there was the question of how much power the chilafrah still had within it, the shape change needed a great deal. And the magical stone itself was something to be coveted.

      Elona considered trying to hide the use of the stone but since she had already said its name that seemed pointless.

      “You better lay down again.”

      Simply approaching the monster took an effort of will—she might hate flying but she wasn’t scared of the zirichasa but this monster triggered a fear much deeper and fundamentally more terrifying. The mental difficulty was compounded by the fact it was considerably harder to reach across the thick neck to place the chilafrah close to the middle so it would stay in contact throughout the change.

      On the other hand, this thing did not have feathers.

      She felt the power flow from the stone into her sister and the transformation carried through as smoothly as with the ziri form. Moments later Chara was lying face down on the stones.

      “Your clothes are gone again.”

      Chara climbed to her feet as Elona slipped the stone back into her bag.

      There was a rustle of movement among the Slissac as they lay down, faces to the ground.

      “That’s unexpected,” said Elona.

      “I got angry with the’.”

      “You?”

      Chara turned her head round in the unnerving way she could and clicked quietly. “They said I was their god co’e to save the’ with ’y hu’an slaves. I disagreed.”

      “What made you angry? The god part or us being your slaves?”

      “Not funny, sister.”

      “Maybe changing was a bad idea.” Elona gestured behind her. “And destroying the bridge, and collapsing the tunnel with it.”

      Chara looked back at the prone forms. “It hasn’t hel’ed.”

      “I hope there’s another way out.”

      Taking a few steps forward, Chara almost shouted at them. Elona could barely follow it, but recognised the command and question forms. She might be able to understand the language, but she would never be able to speak it, human mouths were not able to make the necessary sounds.

      These strange Slissac got to their feet, they were not aggressive but Elona was able to interpret the way they were holding themselves as being uncertain and cautious. It could easily explode into—

      One of them started to speak and she realised it was a male. It took a step forward and she felt rather than saw a movement beside her.

      “Keep back, Ulina.”

      “I must be ready.”

      “Chara can take care of herself.”

      “And I will take care of you for her sake.”

      Whether their exchange had been noted was not obvious but Chara was carrying on a conversation with the male.

      Both he and the rest of them became more animated as her sister talked, and the tension relaxed. If Elona did not know any better she could have sworn these Slissac were happy, they did not seem to hide their thoughts like those in Hanna, where everything was guarded and secret.

      Chara turned her back on the group and Ulina became more tense.

      “You are not going to like it, sister.”

      Elona pursed her lips. “Let me guess, prophecy?”

      “Yes, but about me, not you.”

      “That’s something I suppose.”

      Chara looked at Jikala. “Do you know what it is?”

      “I do not deal in Slissac prophecies.”

      Elona snorted. “You know!”

      “I do not, but I can guess. One will come who will lead them out of the literal darkness and change the world, make things the way they were.”

      “That is it.”

      “But is there another way out?” said Elona. “I am not looking forward to digging my way through all that rock.”

      “Of course, that was the first thing I asked. The other end of the tunnel.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      “It was already late, sister, in case you had forgotten. We will go to the place these Slissac live and rest there for the night. We can go on in the morning.”

      “Zatesa,” said Ulina. “Behind them.”

      Elona heard the snuffling. The Slissac were standing now, they did not seem threatening but how could you interpret the behaviour of such creatures—even Chara could be enigmatic and she had spent most of her life among humans.

      “It is all right, sister.”

      “Aren’t they scared of us, or do they hate us? I am not happy about this—what was it you were arguing about when you changed? And why a giant zatek?”

      “Which question do you want ’e to answer first?”

      “The argument.”

      Chara gave her human sigh. “These are not ’y ’eo’le. They are not like the Slissac we know—nor even like those in human stories. They—” Chara took hold of Elona’s hand. “—They are broken. It is not that they thought I ’ight ’e the one to lead the’ fro’ the darkness, as Jikala said, it was their language, the words used. Female as well as male, they are desperate and scared.”

      “But they’re Slissac.”

      Chara turned her head to look at the silent figures standing in the shadows behind her, with the zatesa snuffling in the deeper dark.

      “Yes, and ’y race are not this.” She gestured at them.

      “Perhaps they are an exception.”

      Chara clicked quietly. “You have sy’’athy for your ene’ies?”

      “These are not my enemy, sister. I have only one enemy.”

      Chara looked back again and then at the ziri. “We should get ’oving. These will wait fore’er on ’y decision, I think.”

      They turned away from one another. Chara spoke rapidly to the Slissac while Elona helped Ulina make some loops of rope so they could lead the ziri. They were not going to like this, walking was not their favourite method of travel.

      Once they were ready Elona conjured an additional light to go with the ones she already had and strung them out with one a good way ahead, one just in front and one behind. It meant they could see clearly.

      Many of the Slissac had already gone and were out of sight, which made Elona a little nervous but Chara assured her there would be no trouble. About ten Slissac remained and led them along the tunnel, not that there was any way of getting lost. This passage was not perfectly straight but the bends were gentle and there were no other exits.

      The smell warned Elona they were coming to something new before it was revealed by her lights. They came to a place where the walls were stacked with roughly built wooden shelves and filling the shelves were trays of fungi. Some were pale bloated balls, others fluffy blankets across the surface. Yet more were a mushroom shape but of different colours, patterns and sizes.

      The ziri had not started complaining but when they reached the fungi they kept brushing against the shelves, threatening to knock them over. Every now and then one of them would stop abruptly and sniff a tray.

      Elona was leading the remaining nameless one they used for baggage. It suddenly dragged her to the right and took a mouthful of something with a vivid red colour before she could yank its head away.

      Chara seemed very interested in what the Slissac were growing and spoke to them frequently even pausing to look more closely. Not only that but one of the zatesa had decided it liked her and walked pressing against her leg.

      “Is it much further?” said Elona realising she sounded like a spoilt child.

      Chara looked back. “A little way. They are growing some interesting dahtesa. I recognise ’ost of the’ ’ut they have variations.”

      “The ziri are getting tired.”

      “I understand, sister. Not long.”

      “You could ask them where the Heart-room of the World is from here.”

      “I will.”
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      To Elona it seemed longer than the little way Chara had implied, but they left the fungus farm behind and eventually reached a junction. The main road continued ahead, and Elona thought she could smell fresh air.

      I can’t believe I’m looking forward to being on Chara’s back and in flight.

      But then at the speed they were going it might be ten ten-days before they even got close to their destination.

      As they took the path to the right, she realised it wasn’t a junction, this was another tunnel running parallel to the middle road—there was another on the other side. This was a road for the lower caste.

      These Slissac did not seem to take any notice of that, however, unless they were all of the lowest caste, which might explain their instant deference to Chara.

      Almost immediately the passage opened up with great arches leading into a room that was all curves—ceiling, walls, arches, and the routes through it curved one across another.

      It was the antithesis of the places built by Chara’s people.

      Slissac lined the walls and stared at them. As far as Elona could tell there was an even mix between males and females. Being looked at in that way was unnerving but the mix of sexes was somehow even more unnatural.

      The ziri at least, were happier now they had more space to stretch.

      Then she realised the room was lit—not by her lights—but from the Mother’s milk running through the walls. It wasn’t the glowing moss but the walls themselves.

      “Where are they taking us? Where is the power coming from?”

      Chara stopped. “They said they would set aside some rooms for us.” Then she spat out some Slissac at one of the guides who responded using words Elona understood.

      “The ley-circle.”

      Elona shook her head. “There’s no ley-circle here.” But even as she said it, she knew there must be something because the power had been supporting the bridge until Chara had absorbed it.

      The nameless ziri tugged her arm again, this time it had spotted something on the floor and was trying to reach it. She yanked it back harder than she meant to and felt apologetic, though the ziri did not really seem to mind. Kantees would probably say she was treating it with the firmness it needed.

      After the gauntlet of the main area, they were led deeper into a maze of rooms and passages. The further they went, the harder Elona found it to believe they were in a place built by Slissac. Nowhere did the white stone, pulsating with channels of magic, have the brutal squareness of Chara’s people. In this place everything was curves and elegant proportions.

      The palace at Avakending had been impressive with its wide spaces but this was far beyond even that.

      And the male Slissac, seemed to have a similar standing to the females. She remembered Chara saying that the males were only good for two things. It seemed they had a few more uses here.

      But that brought her to the clothing.

      It was old and patched. There was little she could see that was new—and even that was mostly patching existing clothing. And they all wore the same, a loose kind of trouser, and a shirt across the top.

      Finally they were guided to three large empty rooms. They were dusty and did not seem to have been in use. Small piles of chakik droppings littered the floor—she remembered seeing Ichen pile his little poo together, then waiting for the insects to be attracted to it so he could eat them.

      Chara spoke to their guide and pointed at the floor. Half a dozen Slissac, both male and female, appeared a short time later and swept through with brooms that could have come from any home in Faerholme. Then collections of rags were dumped on the floor for them to sit on.

      “We need to move on in the morning,” said Elona.

      “Aren’t you curious a’out the ley-circle?”

      “Not enough to spend more time here than we have to. Do you trust them?”

      “I think so.”

      Ulina came through from the outer room where they had decided to leave the zirichasa as a defence.

      “I will remain awake, aunts. You will be safe.”

      “And your mother would not be happy if we allowed that,” said Elona. “You will sleep, Ulina. You can start now while we remain awake. Jikala can sleep too.”

      “I do not need to sleep.”

      “I’m sure your body does. You will accompany Ulina.”

      There was no further dissent and the two of them went through into the next room.

      Elona sighed and looked at her sister. “I have more questions than can possibly be answered, but satisfying my curiosity is not our goal.”

      “Co’e,” said Chara and got to her feet in a smooth powerful movement.

      Elona stood. The rags were not comfortable, though they might be better than the hard floor. The ziri had settled, perhaps the journey with the Shocalin had accustomed them to living in caves. Then she laughed at herself, ziri roosted in caves in mountainsides, this was probably quite natural.

      Chara stepped out into the smooth white corridor.

      The male Slissac who had been their guide was sitting on the ground.

      “This is Tiroka,” said Chara to her and then went through her Slissac name to him.

      Elona stumbled through her best Slissac greeting, and he bowed.

      “The language is not all the sa’e,” said Chara, “’ut the differences are not great.”

      She spoke again to Tiroka and he led the way back the way they had come initially but then he took a different turn.

      “Doesn’t he have a family name like yours?” said Elona.

      “He does ’ut they are not ’roud of their lineage. It’s strange though.”

      “What is?”

      “Talking like this to a ’ale, like an equal.”

      Elona laughed. “You’re lucky. It’s hard to get any human male to treat us as equal.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Why the zatek? When you changed, why not a ziri? And why was it so big?”

      Chara was silent for a few moments. “One of the fe’ales called ’e an ani’al, called ’e a fe’ale zat in heat. I got angry—’aybe ’ecause the zatesa were there?”

      “So you proved her right?”

      Chara clicked. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “So now you can take the form of a giant zatek.”

      “Tayuzatek.”

      Elona thought for a moment. “Doesn’t that just mean big zatek.”

      “My people can be quite literal in their naming. Kelukisa just means little lukisa after all.”

      “I should have brought the—” she hesitated. “—the square stone that holds magic. Look at the walls, we could power it.”

      While they had been talking the channels of magic in the walls had been growing in size, as thinner ones joined it. Like a river in reverse.

      “What if this ’lace colla’sed ’ecause we took the ’ower out of it?”

      Then Tiroka stopped at an arch and gestured for them to enter.

      Chara spoke with him briefly then turned to Elona. “We have arrived. And I can smell fresh air.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 45

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elona felt a slight uncertainty going through, leaving Tiroka outside but she could feel the power now, and with that available she would be able to protect the two of them.

      The room was circular and made of the same white stone as elsewhere. The difference here was the walls were almost a constant wash of power. The only thing that resembled it was the heart-room in Chara’s home, but that was barely a lit candle compared to the fire in the walls here.

      Everything was covered with the expected pattern-writing but so tiny it looked more like wood grain. The room was perhaps twenty paces across but in the centre was a small wall encircling a hole, like a well. And perhaps calling it a well was not wrong. This was the ley-circle.

      She looked at the ceiling. The hole was barely the size of her fist, she could not decide whether that meant this was a small ley-circle, or the Slissac who built this had channelled the Mother’s Milk to such a small diameter. And not only did they completely control the Mother’s milk here but hid it in the same way the chilafrah did.

      The black Tudic towers represented an understanding of the patterning that went way beyond her people’s—and Jikala had confirmed that. The creature would probably become apoplectic if it knew how much further the Slissac had taken their skills here in Akanatal.

      She glanced back at the door from where Tiroka was watching them, as impassive as Slissac always seemed to her eyes. They had once been so skilled they could produce this, and somehow, they had fallen.

      “Do you suppose they are all gone?” she said.

      Chara was looking down into the well. “Who?”

      “The Slissac here.”

      “They are not gone.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Chara stood up straight, sighed and sat down on the wall. “I have ’ixed feelings.”

      “We don’t have to fight our way across to the Heart-room of the World.”

      “That is one side ’ut, sister—” she turned to look at Elona, “—how would you feel if the Kisharuk had destroyed all ’ut a few of your ’eo’le?”

      “Kisharuk?” The voice was Tiroka’s, and he stepped into the room. He asked a question which Elona could not follow.

      Chara fired back an answer and pointed at Elona.

      She might not be able to follow the words but Elona could tell he seemed more curious than upset or angry. The conversation went on for some time, she could tell she was being referenced by both sides, there were mentions of the Kisharuk and they kept glancing at her.

      “Look, what’s this about?” she said finally.

      “He says it was the Kisharuk that destroyed the Slissac.”

      Elona frowned. “I’m not sure that’s possible, is it?”

      “He is insistent.” Chara followed it up with another short question and Tiroka simply used the word for agreement. Then they both looked at her. “You see?”

      Elona shook her head. “It can’t be. The monster pursued Taymar across the sea and all the way to our lands. He wasn’t busy destroying the Slissac.”

      “What about Jikala?”

      Elona made a face. “That doesn’t work either, it was chasing after Taymar trying to save them—I mean, yes, it could have tried to bring down the Slissac if it thought they were a threat, like it says it did with the Tudic. But it was over there too—it wasn’t here.” She paused as she thought of something. “Did you tell him what we’re trying to do?”

      “Yes,” said Chara, “and he is happy with the idea.”

      “Are they going to help us?”

      “They? I don’t know about the others, ’ut he wants to join us.”

      Elona was not sure how she felt about that. She tried to think of reasons why it was a bad idea and problems she could put in the way. But all her excuses were flimsy at best.

      “I suppose he can ride the other ziri.”
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      They headed back. Elona felt strangely deflated, as if they were making no progress towards their goal. It was all very well discovering the Slissac were even further ahead in being able to manipulate magic to their purposes, without the slightest understanding of how they did it. And then learning their great realm had collapsed. But she and her sisters were not here for the travel and enlightenment. That had been what she and Jaymis had tried to do.

      She forced those thoughts from her mind.

      “I don’t suppose they’ve got a map because it would be really helpful to have some idea where we’re going and how long it will take to get there.” She knew she sounded like a sullen child but that was how she felt. Chara and Tiroka were walking ahead while she trailed behind them.

      Chara spoke briefly with Tiroka.

      “They do, he says no one is really interested in it because they don’t travel. We can look at it in the morning.”

      Elona yawned. “Pity you can’t change, I could do with ziri feathers just now.”

      “There’s ’ower in the walls ’ut I might ’ring the whole ’lace down.”

      They settled onto the piles of cloth. Elona twisted around until she was comfortable. At least the floor was flat, not like the Shocalin shell.

      “It’s a bit different to the buildings in Hanna.”

      “At least ours don’t collapse if the power stops.”

      Elona managed to mumble an agreement before she was asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Aunt Elona, you did not wake me to guard.”

      Elona rolled over, opened her eyes and looked up at Ulina who had her arms crossed in a way which reminded Elona of Kantees. She sat up without responding and looked around. Chara was gone.

      “Is it day time?”

      Jikala was by the door. “It is long into the day.”

      “Where’s Chara?”

      “She was not here,” said Ulina.

      Elona grabbed at her bag but the chilafrah was still there.

      She did not know what she ought to do, but any decision was better than none.

      “Get ready for travel, can you remember the way out?”

      “Are we in danger, aunt?”

      “I don’t know—I don’t think so.”

      They busied themselves reloading the ziri with their gear. There wasn’t a great deal and they hadn’t unpacked much.

      “Lead the way, Ulina.”

      “What about Aunt Chara?”

      “I think it’s best if we just get out into the open. Of all of us, she is the safest among Slissac.”

      Her body insisted it was hungry, and it occurred to her she hadn’t eaten since early yesterday. She shook it off, she had suffered worse, and a single day was not a problem.

      Leading Halenth, Ulina headed through the passages. There was not a single Slissac in sight. Elona came second with the unnamed ziri, while Jikala brought up the rear with Tralenth.

      The passages widened slowly and took on a shape that seemed to defy gravity. The arches seemed too wide to support the weight above them. To Elona’s untrained eye, it looked as if they should collapse—but the power of the Mother’s milk flowed through them. The patterns energised within the stones held them together.

      That was why the bridge and tunnel had collapsed when Chara had drawn the Mother’s milk she needed to invoke her change.

      When the group entered the big lounge area, she felt some relief. Even she could get them out to the main tunnel from here.

      Yet the place was still empty of Slissac.

      And no Chara.

      At the main tunnel, Elona moved up beside Ulina. This time she could definitely smell fresh air—as well as the mixed fragrances of fungus. The power still flowed around them.

      Elona started to worry, they should move on but they needed Chara.

      Why had she gone off in the night without saying anything? And if they went now, they would be leaving without the map these Slissac said they had. Why did it have to be so complicated?

      Was Chara dead? Elona shook her head in response to her own question. She was sure the magic of the binding would have told her if that happened.

      “Wait,” she said.

      They all came to a halt though the ziri were keen to keep moving, they too could smell open air and a place to fly. They too would be hungry.

      Elona turned her gaze inward and found the pattern of the binding—she knew she could dissolve it in a moment if she wanted, but that wasn’t her plan. There were two of them, of course, but she knew which was the right one without even thinking about it.

      This would be harder without any external source of power—she had no particular desire to destroy this place, especially not if it might fall on them.

      The silver thread of the biding left Elona in the strange limitless space of the World’s Pattern. There were no boundaries nor did distance have any true meaning. The silver thread went somewhere but with a single thought she could bring the end of it to her.

      And where did that get her? She knew Chara was at the end of the thread, which was now within touching distance within the World’s Pattern. But she needed a lot of power to make a portal. But could she tell the direction in the real world? She turned until she was facing the direction of Chara and opened her eyes.

      The direction of the fresh air, but off to one side.

      “Chara is that way,” she said pointing along the tunnel.

      Ulina did not question it and set off at a silent run

      Elona led Halenth who now seemed to be the leader when Chara and Sheesha weren’t around, followed once more by Jikala and Tralenth. The other ziri followed without any instructions.

      The tunnel curved to the right and its shape was shown by the white light shining through. The air too was growing colder.

      Ulina appeared from the shadows at the side of the tunnel.

      “Aunt Chara is outside and there are very many Slissac with her. They are talking but I do not know what they are saying.”

      “Do they sound angry?”

      “Not angry, but strong.”

      “Arguing?”

      “Perhaps, or—” Ulina hesitated as if she was looking for the right word. “—they are pleading.”

      Elona shook her head. There were ways in which the Slissac in Hanna were like humans, and she understood them—at least some of what they did. But she did not understand these ones at all.

      “Well, we better get along.”

      The Hanna Slissac did not have this magic or these patterns, yet they were confident in themselves and their history. These Slissac did not like to use their full names and—she suddenly realised—they had no idea how the magic worked.

      What would happen if the village of humans they met replaced the people of Canvor? They would live in the houses and use the roads but they would not know how to build them. And if they knew the places had been built by humans, like them, they might feel … inferior.

      They came round the final curve and the great arch of the tunnel entrance surrounded a perfectly blue sky. Silhouettes of Slissac stood against the light and Elona could see the heads of many more Slissac beyond.

      They reached a point where the ones standing noticed them and stopped talking.

      “Jikala, you stay here with Tralenth and the other one.”

      “Ulina, can you make Halenth come but leave the other behind?”

      “I think so, aunt.”

      Elona took a deep breath of the cold mountain air, this end appeared to be clear of sikechasa.

      But even as she thought it, she perceived flashes of power, shadows flitted across the blue sky and screams echoed down the tunnel at them. Ulina leapt on Halenth’s back and was beating towards the open air in moments.

      “Taymar’s teeth!” muttered Elona and broke into a run.
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      The road split into three levels as she approached the opening. It was zirichasa in the air, about a dozen of them of which three were bigger with the gaudy colours of racing dragons. Of course, not every lordling who raced would automatically follow Kantees—after all, she was only Kadralin and a woman.

      But did they know they followed the Kisharuk? No, they thought they followed Jaymis!

      Those thoughts took a fleeting moment.

      She reached the entrance. She couldn’t see Chara. There were already dead Slissac lying on the roads—pierced with arrows—others were running as the ziri harried them in an uncoordinated dance of murder.

      She slammed her hand into her bag and grabbed the chilafrah, its edges cutting into her skin. The prospect of hurting the zirichasa was upsetting but she had to stop the slaughter. She flung out her left hand and a wave of blue light blasted away from her, sweeping through two-three-four ziri and pushing them away.

      Then Halenth swooped across the roadway, with Ulina standing on his back. Elona dissipated the pattern with a thought. Ulina leapt from Halenth’s back, she twisted in the air and slammed feet first into the back of one of the lordlings on their pretty ziri. The man was fully buckled in and the force of Ulina’s blow knocked the wind from him. Then her wicked knife sliced through the leather straps and one shove sent him crashing to the ground. Ulina grabbed the reins and pulled the ziri into a fast turn climbing once more.

      The Slissac who the man had been attacking turned abruptly and swarmed over the prone figure. Ulina was already chasing down another zirichak.

      A burst of magic pulled her attention to the right. It felt like a path or a portal, but all she saw was a group of winged men materialise out of nowhere. In a moment, they focused on her and accelerated. Their wicked-looking spears had tips that glowed with magic.

      Now that Ulina was out of the way Elona sent another wave of blue protective magic expanding in their direction. The one nearest to her jabbed at it. The weapon struck and burst the blue wave like a bubble.

      Kisheth.

      They would be on her in a moment, she couldn’t think how to defend herself.

      Something hit her in the side very hard, knocking the wind from her, and sending her across the road. Whatever it was half-carried her to the edge of the high road and they toppled together onto the next lower section just as shadows went over her.

      She caught a glimpse of a Slissac face—Tiroka—before she rolled on to her back trying to regain her breath. But Tiroka wasn’t finished, he was already on his feet and pulling at her as the other attackers touched down and tried to surround them.

      He dragged her off on to the final road drop and across it on to the stone of the land around. Her side ached where he had crashed into her, she was still trying to pull in a breath and her legs were weak. She slipped on the loose stones and would have fallen if Tiroka had not been supporting her.

      Then they had their backs to a wall and the five attackers had formed up in a semi-circle around them. Another group of five burst from nowhere, saw where they were and turned their way, descending fast.

      She had no bundles to turn into fireballs, heating or cooling would take too long. Only the protective spell was fast enough to be useful, and the spears would cancel it out. The image of the great hall in the Fastness came to her.

      Crouching as if she was defeated. She took a handful of small stones, touched the chilafrah, and tossed the stones in the air.

      As they reached the top of their flight, she slammed the expanding protective wall behind them. They shot away like arrows. The blue wall vanished when it came into contact with the spears, but the stones kept moving. Two of the men jerked back as they were hit and blood spurted from their hands and faces.

      It took other men by surprise but Tiroka was quick on the uptake. As she scraped her fingernails gathering another handful, he copied her and tossed up a double handful along with hers.

      This time the effect was devastating. All five went down in pain. Elona pointed at the ones coming down. Tiroka shovelled another load of stones into his hands and threw them up. Elona blasted them at the incoming flyers.

      Regardless of the damage done to their skin, the wooden supports of their leather wings were shredded, and they plummeted to the ground. Perhaps not enough to kill them but the Slissac were now turning to attack the ones they could reach.

      “Aunt! Chilafrah!” shouted Ulina as she circled overhead, she was back on Halenth with two colourful but riderless ziri following in formation. The girl made a tight turn, flew came over. Elona threw the plain block of stone up and Ulina snatched it from the air, wheeling away.

      Elona put her hand on Tiroka’s arm. “Thank you.” She said in her best Slissac, it was better translated as your task was well done. He mimicked her action and repeated her words. Then went to the nearest flying armsmen, grabbed up his spear and stabbed it through the man’s throat. He went through the others and gathered their spears, then went off to give them to others. The zatesa of the Slissac moved with them snarling at anything that appeared alive.

      Elona was not sure how she felt about being pleased that a Slissac was killing humans.

      Something in the distance roared—tayuzatek.

      There was another burst of power, like the one that brought the flyers. This time from the tunnel. Despite the pain in her side, she ran up the slope of the lowest caste road. Power flashed again. There was only the inky blackness of the tunnel. She conjured a light and sent it flying down into the dark where it illuminated two ziri.

      And no one else.

      When she turned back, it looked to be all over.

      The bloody bodies of the attackers were being dragged off the road and thrown into the bushes by the Slissac, along with their leather wings, as if they were nothing but the leftovers from gutted fish.

      The huge muscled body of the tayuzatek paced ponderously up onto the central roadway and headed towards her. As Chara drew closer, Elona could see the blood on her claws and round her mouth.

      Ulina circled Halenth above with several ziri following him, all of them riderless.

      The spear tips were bright sparks of light to her inner eye.

      Chara slumped down and licked her paws. Elona raised her eyebrows at that, but Chara shrugged—it was more effective as this great beast than when she was herself.

      “You won’t fit the tunnels to the ley-circle,” said Elona.

      Chara nodded.

      “We need to be able to talk to these people, and you need to be able to fly.”

      Chara’s grunt sounded like an argument. Halenth touched down behind the gathering crowd of Slissac. Some were wounded. Others were dead or so close they could not be saved.

      “Jikala’s gone.”

      That perked Chara up and she stared at Elona.

      “I don’t know whether it went willingly or was stolen away, but it’s gone.” She sighed. “And I have no idea what pattern they were using for travel. It didn’t need the ley-circle.”

      Chara growled.

      “Perhaps they need it to be here but they were making those portals very precisely.”

      Ulina walked between them. “Why did they not send a greater force, aunts?”

      “How did they even know we were here?” said Elona.

      Chara growled again.

      “We need to get on the move before they do send more.”

      “They will not,” said Ulina. “This was a taunt.”

      “They took Jikala.”

      “No doubt to demoralise,” said Ulina. “If they killed us all, then they win. If they kill you alone. They win. If they cause pain and hurt, and perhaps, steal away someone. They win. Even if they had failed at all those things, they have shown they know where we are and could attack at any time in a way we cannot resist. They win.”

      “You’re saying they have won.”

      “No, aunt. They can only conceive of how they would respond if it happened to them. Does this not make us want to fight harder? They do not know the person they took away was our prisoner, not our friend. All they have done is revealed they have access to new patterns so we may be more on our guard.” Then she gestured behind her. “They have also given us new steeds.”

      Ulina might be right but there was no time to spare. Jikala might say nothing and pretend to be human, or it might tell all to the Kisharuk. She shook her head, no it would not reveal its nature to the enemy that did not even know it existed.

      But still, there was no time to waste.

      Tiroka was at the front of the crowd that had grown around them—hundreds of Slissac, silent and unhappy.

      “Where is the square stone?”

      Ulina fetched it from a bag on Halenth’s back.

      Elona gestured for Tiroka to come over and she pressed the block into his hands. She wracked her brains for the right words, and the correct sentence structure. “Put this in ley-circle.”

      Chara grunted as if acknowledging Elona had said it right. There followed a brief exchange between Tiroka and the tayuzatek with him asking questions and Chara grunting as needed.

      At one point, Tiroka stared at the chilafrah in his hands and dropped it like a hot coal. But then Chara really growled at him, it was enough to make even Elona flinch. Tiroka picked it up and spent some time apologising before Chara growled again and he headed off into the tunnel.

      Elona sighed. They would not be travelling this day after all. She sent Ulina to fetch the two ziri in the tunnel and watched as they interacted with the new ones. Some curiosity and smelling, some minor disagreements.

      “Can you send them to feed?” she asked.

      “All of them?”

      Elona looked at the animals. “What would your mother do?”

      “Send half with Halenth and have them bring back food for the others.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      In the end, five went, Halenth with Tralenth and their other one plus two of the smaller new ones. The bright new thoroughbreds remained behind. Elona wondered if they even knew how to fight.

      Now it was her turn.

      She found the Slissac with the worst wounds and applied her healing to them, taking care not to draw from the delicate patterns supporting the tunnels and the town. Some seemed reluctant to let her touch or even go near the injured. But after she had assisted a couple of them, all further opposition vanished.

      Perhaps it helped that Chara shadowed her, Elona barely even came up to her chin when she was standing normally. There was the occasional look and growl.

      It seemed strange to Elona that these people, once so powerful had fallen to a place where they could not even heal. Perhaps it made a difference that she did not draw patterns.

      She was dealing with a particularly bad bone break when a wave of nausea hit, her head swam and she watched the ground coming up to meet her face.
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      Ulina was pressing a cup to her lips. “This is water, drink.”

      Elona managed to sip and found it was not just water, it was sweet too and there was the bite of salt on her tongue. Either way it was refreshing and she swallowed every drop Ulina was willing to give her.

      They were sitting in the shade of the tunnel, while the sun continued to beat down outside.

      “Eat this.”

      Something cool and slightly springy was pressed to her mouth. She opened it to tell Ulina she could feed herself but her words were muffled as the food was pressed between her lips. So she bit off a piece and chewed. It reminded her of the meals in Hanna but this piece had more flavour. It tingled across the roof of her mouth. The texture was like well-cooked meat and filled her up.

      Chara walked in from the light, with Tiroka slightly behind.

      “You should know ’etter than trying to cast so ’uch ’agic when you haven’t eaten for a day.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “It’s mid-afternoon now. Just as well you heal yourself—and that you didn’t draw too much from the tunnel.”

      Ulina was holding the yellow fungus ready to push it into her mouth, so Elona took it from her. She was very hungry. “Is there any more of that drink?”

      The bowl she had drunk from was re-filled from a jug.

      “When you’re fit to ride, we’ll ’ove on,” said Chara.

      “Today?”

      “I thought you were keen to go.”

      “I am.” Then she remembered. “Where did you get to this morning?”

      Chara clicked quietly and glanced at Tiroka. “You know, unlike in Hanna, the males here are good for many things, but still useful for those two things.” Then she said something to Tiroka and he clicked too.

      A wave of embarrassment went through Elona.

      “And he’s coming with us.”
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      Elona was out-of-sorts. It might have been because she had been without food and drink for a whole day, and only just eaten. But she could not deny the feeling of jealousy that had lodged in her stomach.

      Chara had arranged a number of things while she had been unconscious. The worst being that not only was Tiroka coming but four other Slissac. They had tried their hand at riding and the most confident were chosen.

      Tiroka had also shown Chara the map, engraved into a wall in another part of the town. Though Chara had said the place was really just a way-stop for travellers on the road, which was why the fungus growing was done on the road itself. It had never been meant for permanent occupation by so many.

      She had copied some of the map onto the back of one of the ley-circle sheets. The original had shown a huge area of Akanatal around the way-stop and roads leading to all points of the compass. They were only interested in heading east and there was a road they could follow in the right direction at least for a while.

      As Chara told her what had happened before the attack, Elona got the impression she mentioned Tiroka in every other sentence. She was even quite happy to say that Tiroka had not been one of the confident riders but Chara wanted him with her. And the people here did not argue.

      It was not that Elona even objected to Tiroka—after all, it would be good to have a Slissac escort in this land—it was that she had not been consulted. And that Chara seemed to have become attached to him very quickly. She was a Slissac matriarch and even if things were different here, she was very used to getting her own way.

      Elona doubted the relationship, there were plenty of stories where instant attraction brought two lovers together but they never ended well. But she knew in her heart, it was not that. She could only be honest with herself, in truth she felt as if her sister was being taken from her.

      Chara had already changed into her ziri form, which had impressed the Slissac again. They had not forgotten the tales of great patterners, but one that could change into multiple forms was beyond legendary.

      The great zirichak lay down in front of Elona and she climbed onto her sister’s back to sit between her wings. She managed it with as much dignity as she could manage and refused to show the fear she felt.

      They had agreed that time was now important. There was no telling what Jikala would reveal to its captors. They could only pray to the Mother that Kantees had succeeded with her mission by the time they reached the Heart-room of the World.

      Once Elona was settled, Chara got up on her wings and legs, she sat back and thrust herself into the air as Elona clung on tight.
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      For a time, they followed one road across the stony plateau. They did not use the golden path initially, Elona was not sure whether Chara had told the Slissac about it. Then the road zig-zagged down a steep slope into a valley where it split north and south. They followed the north branch until that too divided with a road heading along a valley to the east.

      The day continued clear and it was cold at this height. Not only that but Elona was getting stiff. When they used the golden path, she felt safer and allowed herself to adjust her position on Chara’s back. But the idea of moving when the wind was on her face was too terrifying, so she held herself like a statue.

      The road they were following spanned a deep ravine and plunged into the mountain beyond. Elona felt a gathering of power and without further warning the cocoon of golden light enveloped them to the astonishment of the other riders. They shot across the mountain tops as the sun sank into the valleys.

      Elona allowed herself to stretch. She wasn’t sure how long Chara could keep this up without a ley-circle to draw power from but the new ziri were like Sheesha and seemed to have good reserves.

      The Slissac behind her spoke with one another from time to time. It was odd hearing them. Though she had known Chara for so long, and even lived among the Slissac, it made her feel uncomfortable. Her sister had accepted them without question, she assumed they would follow her lead—but she was from a different world.

      They all were. This land was not what they had expected and the people in it, whether Slissac or human, very different.

      She sensed the ley-circle before Chara. Not a big one, but sufficient to allow her sister to change and feed the chilafrah. They turned towards it and moments later crossed a ridge into a deep valley—so deep and dark she couldn’t see the bottom. There was something odd about the walls and cliffs along its sides, through the gold of the wall it looked even yellower. Chara slowed and then released the pattern.

      They were flooded with air that was thick and hot, filled with ash and the horrible smell of rotten eggs.

      “Fire mountain,” said Elona then choked. She was about to throw up her defensive wall but Chara brought the ziri pattern back—even though it now contained the horrible atmosphere. Elona could barely breathe and the Slissac were making strained breathing sounds. Chara shot across the valley and past the next ridge, only to find another deep chasm looking much the same.

      She turned hard and headed back until finally touching down on the slopes just before the first valley of fire.

      Chara changed to her normal form and rummaged through her bag to find a shift she could throw on.

      “We will stay here tonight, and cross to’orrow.”

      “I don’t think we’re close enough to feed the chilafrah,” said Elona.

      “There are other ley-circles.”

      Tiroka approached and stood a respectful distance until Chara chose to notice him. They spoke together. Ulina came and stood close to Elona, who put her arm around the girl’s shoulders.

      “Missing your mother?”

      Ulina hesitated then nodded. Elona hugged her a little harder.

      “It’s hard to be human and put your trust in someone else,” said Elona. “Trust means being vulnerable and that opens you up to hurt. Even if it’s not intended.”

      She looked across at Chara and Tiroka. Somehow their hands were now touching, just the backs but neither pulled away. Until finally Tiroka headed back to the other Slissac.

      “They will ’ake a fire,” said Chara, “’ut I do not know whether the ziri need to eat.”

      “It is too late for them to hunt, aunt,” said Ulina. “I think they will be all right for another day.”

      “Shall we look at your map?” said Elona. “Ulina, can you fetch the papers we got from Avakending.”

      The girl disappeared into the gloom. Yellow light flickered a short distance away and the ground was covered with the soft rounded humps of resting zirichasa. The sky was clear, only red Colimar was in sight—but it stood above the ridge behind them and there was a curious haze rising that made the sky behind it bend and twist.

      The smell of rotten eggs was not strong, but it remained with them.

      Elona conjured half a dozen blue-white lights over a slab of stone and they laid out the papers. The parts of the Avakending map that showed the ley-circles and the Heart-room of the World.

      Chara unfolded another sheet. She had been forced to draw on top of another part of the ley-circle map and the strokes were crude.

      “I only had some burnt twigs to write with,” she said. “I think we’ve already crossed half of what I copied.”

      It took some work but eventually they had decided which ley-circle on the Avakending map matched the way-station. That the place was hidden made no difference to the moons and their paths in the sky.

      “If that was where we started today,” said Elona, “we followed that road and encountered no major ley-circles until this one…” She traced with her fingers on the Avakending map. “They agree on what is north, so we are here—” she tapped a dot on the sheet. “—Fire Valley ley-circle.”

      She measured the distance they had travelled this afternoon and evening, then compared it to the distance to the Heart-room of the World.

      “Three days if we do not hurry.”

      She raised her eyes and looked at Chara, who stared back.

      This was it. For so long it had seemed impossible they would even manage to get close, not really even knowing where they were heading. Now they were within striking distance.

      A three-day to what could only be a battle.

      They were silent with their own thoughts for a long time.

      Ulina stirred. “Aunts, we cannot be unprepared for this. We know nothing of their location, their forces, or their deployment. One cannot hope to win a battle without full knowledge of the enemy.”

      Elona nodded though she was still numbed by how little time they had. “What do you propose?”

      “My mother must be informed and we should know what forces we have at our disposal. Someone must make a reconnaissance of the opposition and the field of battle.”

      “I can open a portal back to any ley-circle in the kingdoms I have visited, but I cannot open one to the Heart-room of the World.”

      “But you must be able to, aunt. We cannot simply fly in blind. We will be weary from travel, and unlikely to surprise them.”

      Elona nodded again. She had studied the battles of history and read the dry texts of the movement of troops across the ground. But it had meant little and it did not help her now. Ulina was the only one who knew how to fight.

      “You’re saying I have to go and look.”

      “And you must send me back, aunt,” said Ulina. “I will take Halenth and find out what my mother has done. You must make maps of the land and return here within a five-day. You will need materials for writing, that we will get.”

      “There is no time to waste then?”

      Ulina shook her head. “Please do not get caught.”

      Elona smiled. “I will try not to.”

      Chara went over to the Slissac by their fire and spoke to them at length before returning. Meanwhile Ulina had roused Halenth who was not happy about being woken from his sleep.

      They were close enough to the ley-circle for Elona to use its power.

      She scanned the sky, there were no melinasa that she could perceive.

      “I will open the door to Dakastown, even if your mother visited Jakalain she will have moved on. How will you persuade the patterners to open paths for you?”

      Ulina looked serious. “Enough know me as they do my mother, it will not be a problem. Open again in a short time and I will bring the writing tools.”

      Elona nodded and took a deep breath. She felt the Dakastown ley-circle and brought it to her, conjuring the portal above her head. Pre-dawn light flooded the mountainside and the sound of sea-birds echoed in a place they had never been heard.

      Halenth glided through the opening and Elona closed it behind her.

      The eyes of the Slissac were on her, but what emotion they were feeling she had no idea.
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      Morning came. Chara gave some final words to Tiroka and the others who were to remain behind then changed form. Elona had the paper and scribe tools Ulina had delivered. The girl said her mother was not at Dakastown but had last been heard of in Canvor so Elona sent her there instead.

      She and Chara had studied the maps more and decided to follow the road at least for the next day, as fast as they could—using the chilafrah to spend more time in swift travel if needed.

      The fire valleys were extensive.

      What was astonishing was the road, it managed to bridge a dozen or more of the fire-filled ravines. She could see the power flowing through the stones keeping them strong and upright. Elona wondered if the valleys had become worse since the road was made, because one would die of heat and asphyxiation using them now.

      But they were across them in a relatively short time and ploughing through more mountains. Chara tried to keep low but it was impossible until the mountains abruptly fell away and they were cruising across a slowly descending plain covered in forest and grassland.

      The mountains dwindled behind them.

      The road stretched forever in front, with Chara now flying terrifyingly close to the ground. It emphasised their speed but hopefully meant their golden trail would not be visible unless someone was very close.

      The road curved gently north and they knew from the map this was the point they had to stop following it. It seemed no road led to the Heart-room of the World—but there was a river.

      By the end of the day, they were all exhausted. They found the ley-circle they were expecting. It was a strange one, hanging in the air far above the ground. They did not camp beneath it but slightly off to the side.

      Elona hoped the chilafrah would be able to feed from it.
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      “How do we a’roach them?” said Chara as they sat around a gentle glowing light Elona had created, to go with the rock she had warmed. It was a strange approximation to a fire, which the advantage of not generating any smoke.

      The air was less cold now they were back in the lowlands. The terrain was grassland interspersed with forest.

      “If we are very high, they might not notice us,” said Elona.

      “’Ut if there are clouds, we will see nothing.”

      “If we are close to the ground, we will not cover enough area—and we don’t even know where they are. On the map, the five ley-circles are distinct that must mean they are a good distance from one another.”

      “Then we ’ust go high.”

      “I know the blurring pattern the Kisharuk’s patterners used at the Fastness.”

      Her voice stopped. It was too close to the pain.

      “Can you o’en a ’ortal to Tiroka?”

      Elona looked at her sister for a long moment and then stood. She found the fire valleys ley-circle and brought it close, opening a hole just big enough to look through. A bright red glow burst through, followed by blast of hot air. She closed it abruptly.

      “No.”

      “’Ut you can ’ake the ’ortal o’en further fro’ the ley-circle.”

      “Not that far.”

      “You could try.”

      Elona felt a burst of anger. “What’s going on? You’ve been all over this Slissac since you met him. You think I haven’t noticed? Am I supposed to risk us being discovered just because you want to—because you—you want to do him?”

      She spun away her heart pounded and her breath tore at her throat. Her blood throbbed in her temple. She took a few steps away and tried to calm herself. The light of her pretend fire had gone out and the night was pitch black.

      There was a long silence punctuated by night insects and the cry of a distant animal.

      “Are you jealous?”

      “No!”

      “You’re jealous.”

      Elona sobbed. “I’m not.”

      Then her sister’s arms were around her. She wanted to shrug her off, wanted to push her away. Instead, she turned and returned the hug. Between sobs she managed to say. “I don’t understand.”

      “You do, sister,” said Chara. “I’ sorry, I have not ’een considerate. This is new for ’e too.”

      “Do you love him?” said Elona into her sister’s shoulder.

      “Love? No. I don’t know if we do that. He’s the first ’ale of ’y ’eo’le, I can talk to as an equal. I had no one growing u’, and then in Hanna the ’ales were nobody.”

      “Good for two things.”

      Chara clicked. “And not ’uch good for one of those.”

      Elona laughed despite herself. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “And was Jay’is good for anything?”

      Elona stiffened at his name, then forced herself to relax. “It was difficult for me. He was gentle and kind.” She hesitated. “But yes, he was good for at least one thing.” She laughed again and Chara clicked with her.

      “Good for other things too.” She remembered his eyes. “We did not get many chances.”

      “Is it ’etter now?”

      “I’d like to hold you a little longer.”

      “As long as you like, sister.”
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      They were awake as the sun edged up from the horizon. Now they had come a good distance north from the centre line of the world the mornings and evenings were stretched with twilight, more like they were back home.

      “Let me try to see if I can open a portal away from the burning rocks,” said Elona.

      “I’ not going to take hi’ to ’ed now.”

      “No, but I should try, it would be better if I can do it, and see if I can bring them to us. And if we do that, we can send them to make maps as well.”

      She did not wait for Chara’s agreement but focused again on the ley-circle she was reaching for. Normally she would open a portal within the area it covered, she did not pay attention to where, except that she already knew how to open it higher up.

      If she could do that, then surely she could control the other directions?

      Without opening a portal, she brought the ley-circle close to her.

      What she had never done was examine the ley-circle using her senses within the World’s Pattern. It took her a moment to understand why: it made her stomach turn over. The ley-circle seemed to be like a ball except it also stretched into infinity except it was a point that was also everywhere. And suddenly she was everywhere too and the abyss opened beneath her.

      She stumbled and let it go as she fell to her knees and threw up the small breakfast she had eaten.

      Chara was at her side in a moment and thrust a cup into her hand.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Elona took a drink, sluiced her mouth and spat it out, then shook her head. “It’s—” she stopped because there were no words to describe what she had seen/felt. “I can’t explain it. But it made me sick. I was falling.”

      “’Erhaps you should ’e riding on ’y ’ack.”

      Elona gave a short laugh which made her cough. Then she caught herself. If she could be anchored to something here, it might help.

      “Yes. We need to try that.”

      “How?”

      “The sister binding should be enough.”

      “’Ut it’s not real.”

      “It’s real enough, it’s part of the World’s Pattern just like everything else. I think I might be able to make it stronger.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Do you want to ride on me?”

      Elona thought for a moment. “No, but we should hold hands.”

      So Chara stood beside her and they gripped hands. Elona found the binding magic and used the Mother’s milk to change the silvery thread into a rope tying her firmly to her sister.

      Once again Elona focused on the ley-circle, her mental image of it twisted in her mind as if it refused to be identified as a thing she could understand. But this time she did not throw up.

      She didn’t care what it looked like, but what did matter was how the real world related to the World’s Pattern. She could make a portal from wherever she happened to be standing, and she had created a passage from the collapsing path to the real world, outside of a ley-circle.

      She had done it before, she could do it again.

      The first opening she made was into solid rock—at least it wasn’t the hot melted kind. Then they were engulfed by the rotten air but she caught a glimpse of a ridge. She knew she was trying too hard. Bejeren had always told her to relax when she became upset over a problem she could not solve.

      When they had been trapped in the collapsing path, the hole she made had been to exactly the right place: ground level, on the side of a hill. Not in the hill, not in the air. She had done it without even thinking.

      She calmed her mind and relaxed, feeling the solid bond with Chara.

      “It isn’t a sphere at all,” she said out loud though the words echoed into the World’s Pattern. “It’s just a circle drawn on paper.”

      And all I have to do is step outside the circle.

      Her next portal opened into still air, in the shadow of the ridge. Slissac figures and ziri moved in the early morning light. She widened the portal and they stepped through.
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      It did not take long for Chara to explain the plan and they were ready to go shortly after that. Elona distributed their writing supplies. There was enough for four groups, the Slissac made up three of them while Elona and Chara were the fourth.

      Once in the air, they passed through a portal to the place the sisters had stayed the night before and split up. Of the three Slissac formations, one of them headed directly towards the Heart-room of the World via the river, riding natural coloured ziri, while the other two went north and south to come round that way.

      Chara mounted the sky, climbing ever higher until the air was cold even under the sun. The ground was very distant and Elona felt sick. But she needed to focus, since Chara couldn’t draw the map. It was difficult to judge but she guessed, from the size of the trees, they must be at least half a league above the ground.

      She recalled the blurring pattern used to hide the armsmen at the Fastness and applied it around them.

      It was difficult to know if it had worked because nothing changed from their side.

      Chara’s powerful wing-beats carried them forwards but they still kept climbing.

      The river they were expecting came into view and Chara followed it. Then they accelerated with the golden light around them. At this altitude it was hard to tell how fast they were moving, but Elona could feel from Chara’s efforts she was pushing herself as fast as she could.

      There was the promise of the greatest ley-circles in the world ahead of them.

      Now the air was still, it was easier to draw and Elona sketched the river and the surrounding areas. From this height, the horizon was a long way off and she was able to get most of the major features. One thing was clear, they were in a valley but it was huge. Below them and stretching away into the distance, the valley floor was flat, save for small hills here and there. But to the north and south, almost at the horizon, stood cliffs that rose abruptly to considerable height.

      “Perhaps we didn’t need to use your friends,” she said out loud, knowing that Chara could not answer. “But they will be able to get more detail.”

      Abruptly Chara came to a halt in the sky, Elona shook her head, she had all but forgotten this was possible. Then Chara dropped the golden pattern, snapped out her wings and they glided forwards in the freezing air. Elona put the papers into her bag for safe-keeping.

      “Why did you stop?”

      Chara grumbled, the vibrations coming through her body.

      Elona peered ahead and realised there was a dark mist in the air ahead, close to the ground. “Fires?”

      Chara grunted.

      The place was still a long way off, halfway to the horizon, at least she didn’t have to look directly down. Elona shook her head. “It will take too long to get there if we fly like this. You’ll have to use the golden path, perhaps they’ll think you’re a melinak at this height.”

      They turned in the air and accelerated again. Elona was glad to be back inside the golden cocoon, the air was very cold. Chara was climbing again. Elona went back to the map-making to take her mind off it as much as she could. The cliffs to the north and south were closing in steadily, though still blue with the distance.

      The misty area resolved itself into a city. Long before they reached it, the terrain became divided into areas like fields, some with livestock and others with different shades of plants, divided by dark lines of hedges. There were tracks that joined to become roads. Clumps of buildings made farms and villages. Nor was the landscape empty of people—humans it seemed.

      Yet the city was Slissac, she knew this before they reached it because beneath the haze she could sense the lines of power intertwining everything. They passed it to the south and a good few leagues away, but it was clear enough. A Slissac city filled with humans, and industrious ones at that but built with structures similar to the bridge and the way-station.

      They crossed a road heading south busy with carts and wagons drawn by kichesa. There was another to the north but they were too far away to see how much traffic it was carrying.

      A third road, even wider, headed out along the river. This was less busy, but carried long wagons drawn by four or six kichesa each. The other difference was a cord of power running along this road. Wherever the city got its Mother’s milk from, it was not a hidden ley-circle inside it like the way-station.

      Elona had thought the other Slissac, exploring and mapping would have been less noticeable because of their nature, but it looked as if she would be the one who could pass unnoticed in this place.

      There was a lot less agriculture on this side of the city and it disappeared quickly into wilderness. Meanwhile the cliffs that bounded the valley grew in clarity as they continued to close in. Chara was flying well above them now and Elona could see the lands beyond were plateaus of grass and woodland.

      It was as if the very ground had ripped apart and this huge valley had slipped down into the gap.

      The river widened into a lake, leagues across. The road and its accompanying band of power skirted the northern shore. The lake’s shallow borders were filled with bright blue birds in their hundreds and thousands, like a blue carpet, and from this height she could see groups of large shapes moving beneath the calm surface. Then the lake came to an end and the river, now much wider, continued eastward.

      A hint of power tickled Elona’s mind and it seemed Chara felt it too. She slowed and allowed herself to climb again. While Elona appreciated her caution, it was terrifying as the world shrank beneath them.

      She continued to make drawings of the terrain though now with less detail.

      The power increased and she knew they had reached the place they were seeking. The cliffs on each side had now closed until they were perhaps no more than ten leagues apart but the ground changed. The trees and grasslands faded away to bare rock, the cliffs on the south side, where the ley-circle’s power emanated, had been melted away in a rough arc where the Mother’s milk must have torn it apart.

      The Heart-room of the World.

      The river still flowed through the valley but it broke apart then reconnected in haphazard branches, loops and water-filled basins. Here and there it made huge pools that stretched across the valley before overflowing a barrier as a multiple waterfalls.

      The power of the ley-circle defied description.

      “Stop!” called Elona. Chara came to a halt and let the golden pattern dissolve, then dropped into a gentle circling glide in the freezing air. A thundering roar reached their ears. Elona knew she needed to look down but did not welcome it. She closed her eyes and lay along Chara’s neck, with her arms wrapping around and holding tight.

      She opened one eye and stared down.

      Just before the river became too unpredictable, there was a camp. Tekrasa were moored to the ground and hundreds of men were busy unloading the wagons pulled up there. From this height it was impossible to see exactly what they were doing but looking further up the valley Elona could see tekrasa flying across the jumbled terrain.

      “Keep going.”

      She made sure the blurring pattern was in place as Chara glided above the valley floor and the first of the great ley-circles slid behind them. But already they could feel the next one, this was off to the north, well beyond the edge of the valley.

      Elona had never felt so much power in one place. It made her drunk, as if she could do anything. They reached the first camp, an orderly military affair with enough tents for a thousand men at least.

      She could sense the arch of a patterner’s path and more troops seemed to be coming into the valley.

      We were wrong about everything.

      “Go fast,” she said. “We need to see it all.”

      The valley continued, there was nowhere she could not feel the power of the circles and barely any part of the earth untouched by feedings—even though the ley-circles themselves were so far apart.

      The valley widened again, though she was not sure now whether that was natural, or the feedings had torn a wound in the world.

      There were more paths and more people arriving all the time. The place was full of tekrasa and other flying creatures, some ziri, others she did not recognise. But she did not truly care. All she wanted now was to find the heart of it all. Find where the Kisharuk had his throne and his council.

      As they flew, she felt the ley-circles spreading out about her and a place where their magic was balanced. And here on a small hill stood a tower, like those of the Tudic Slissac, a finger of black pointing at the sky.

      Chara slowed but remained inside the golden pattern. The tower was surrounded by tents and pavilions housing thousands. A constant movement of people made it looked like a hill of insects.

      Elona knew this place for what it was.

      This was where the ancient Slissac had made their patterns and created the Kisharuk. This was where the creature had made its base. She had been a fool to think it was not prepared. They might have beaten it back in the lands of Taymar but it was strong in more places across the world. It had armies and it was bringing them here.

      Even before they had made their plans, it had been ahead of them. If it lost against the Taymalin this time, it had an alternative. If they brought armies with them, it had forces once, twice, a dozen times more numerous.

      If they came alone, it would swat them like flies.

      She had judged its behaviour on what Jikala had said, and Jikala knew little of its nemesis.

      Words whispered in her ear. “Do not fear.”

      She looked round abruptly but there was nothing to see.

      But if it did not fear us, it would not make such plans.

      Those thoughts were her own, she was sure of it. The Kisharuk itself said the fahain were the ones that gave it trouble.

      “Well,” she said, “we shall give it more trouble than it can handle.”

      There was a flash of power behind her and the golden pattern blinked out.

      Unprepared with her wings in tight, Chara tumbled earthward while Elona was flung away into open air.
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      Chara snapped her wings out, catching the air and stabilising her flight just as half a dozen armsmen with their mechanical wings shot over her head holding kisheth spears. It took her less than a moment to realise the fall had saved their lives—if they had remained where they were, the men would have been on them.

      Her next realisation was that Elona was missing.

      She pulled herself into a tight turn to see where the enemy were, four above trying to turn in her direction—she was not concerned, she could fly rings around them since they could only glide.

      Looking down, she saw Elona tumbling through the air with two of the armsmen in pursuit. She folded her wings into her body and dived. Her sleek shape offered little resistance to the air and she arrowed toward the armsmen at high speed. She spread her wings and grabbed the first in her talons, he screamed in pain. She ignored his writhing, twisted in the air to bring herself over the second and slammed them together.

      Then she dived again.

      Balls of fire erupted from the catapults below them. They were still high but Elona was falling to meet them, and Chara had no idea if her sister was able to think as her worst nightmare was coming true.

      Chara spread her wings and pumped them to increase her speed—if only she hadn’t delayed to attack the other armsmen.

      An enormous flash of power burst on her left and the huge form of a tekrak appeared out of nowhere, complete with a gondola. Its windows were lined with armsmen equipped with bows.

      Arrows sang past her. Pain scorched one leg.

      She flew faster. Leaving the flying beast behind.

      Elona barely seemed closer but she knew she must be gaining on her sister. And now she was silhouetted against the oncoming fireballs.

      Then everything happened at once, it was as if her sister leapt towards her. Chara was going too fast to catch her but she flew past as close as she could as she felt the heat of the oncoming fire.

      She poured all her power into the golden path enveloping herself and Elona just as they crashed through the first ball of fire with a force that made the magic about them waver. Then they hit another. Chara strained to pull them out of the dive as they careened earthward.

      The tents and pavilions were all too close as they shattered another fireball.

      They were not going to make it.

      Chara pulled power from the ley-circles and fed it into the golden pattern, thickening and strengthening it.

      They hit the ground at an angle and bounced. There was nothing Chara could do to protect Elona as she was thrown forwards and then back inside the golden shell. Fabric ripped around them as they gouged a line through the camp. For a fraction of time, Chara caught sight of a surprised face as they crashed through a pavilion.

      As long as no one has a kisheth weapon down here.

      Then she was pulling away from the ground again.

      It was so frustrating, she needed Elona to make a portal so they could escape but she could not move a single muscle—or talk even if she could. She was turning hard now and climbing as she caught a glimpse of another ball of fire launching behind her. She did not know if she could outrun them.

      But she could escape from this place.

      Dragging power out of the massive ley-circles she forced the golden pattern to higher speeds and flattened out only a short distance above the ground. She could not look round and had no idea whether the fireball was gaining on her or not.

      She reduced her height even more. Destroying pavilions, tents, carts, and probably people as she went. If she was going to die, she wanted to do as much damage as possible as she went.

      But she would rather survive.

      It took a lot of concentration to fly this low. More than once she ripped through the ground itself as a small hill came up to meet her too fast for her to avoid. Ahead was the place where the cliffs closed in and the ground became uneven.

      Slowly she gained altitude until she saw one of the larger pools made by the confused river. It was going to be a risk but she couldn’t hit the water at this speed. As she came up on it, she dived hard and slowed.

      The eruption of water must have been spectacular.

      But as the water closed over the golden shell, she cut her speed to nothing. A bright light went over and crashed into the water a short distance ahead of her with an eruption of steam and bubbles. Chara turned and headed back the way she had come as two more fireballs hit the water.

      She waited a count of ten. Nothing else struck the surface. Driving the pattern to full speed again she shot up and out, making her way like a golden arrow back along the chasm. Climbing steadily but not enough to lose her forward speed.

      When they reached the lake, she swung south. Elona would need power to make a portal. Once she was out of the valley and crossed to the upper plain, she slowed to a stop and let the golden pattern go.

      Elona was lying on her back with her eyes closed. She was heavily bruised but even as Chara watched she could feel the healing magic and the marks faded.

      “I’m not dead yet.”

      There was a long pause.

      “And we got away.”

      Elona sat up and looked around. Then up at the sky.

      “Lostimal.”

      Chara turned her gaze up to see the faded white moon in the blue sky. Then she poked her muzzle at her back and grunted.

      Elona pulled herself to her feet and climbed on Chara’s back once more.

      Chara took off with long lazy strokes, circle once and headed back towards the first of the giant ley-circles. She stayed low and did not use the pattern, to avoid attracting attention.

      It was late afternoon and she was hungry. The land here was full of food just waiting to be killed and eaten. The cliff walls would be perfect for zirichasa to make their nests and breed.

      But she was not a ziri.

      It was easy to forget.

      They reached the ley-circle without incident, Elona managed the portal and they reappeared where they had split up from the others.

      Chara touched down, let Elona get off and changed smoothly into herself.

      There was no one else here.

      “I ho’e they are all right.”

      “They’ll be fine.”

      “’Ut will we?”

      Elona looked at her sister. “I know. We have underestimated the Kisharuk.”

      “Where has this ar’y co’e fro’?”

      “I should have realised.”

      “How could you have known?”

      “The same reason the Arch-Patterner stopped me becoming a Sister of Taymar, why he had me educated instead.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The prophecy. The Kisharuk was the Tirnian emperor, he will have heard what happened and what the Revered Malea said. It would have assumed it was about him—or at least could not have taken the risk it wasn’t. So it had Metrid try to kill me but in case that failed it prepared its army. It’s been preparing for years.”

      Elona lay down in the warm grass, and closed her eyes against the light. “The Kisharuk is as cunning as Jikala. But where our monster chose to destroy anything it saw as a threat to the Taymalin, the Kisharuk has cultivated the alternatives and on a bigger scale than we imagined.” Elona sighed and laid her hand across her eyes. “While we were just looking at the lands of the Taymalin, this thing spread out so much further.”

      Chara lay down beside her sister and took her hand.

      “You are thinking this is your fault.”

      “There was a time I would have, but not now. Now I just think about what I must do to bring all this to an end.”

      “At least my ’eo’le have forgotten the ’ower they used to have.”

      Elona sighed. “I think that is another story.”
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      One of the groups that had gone south returned first. They had made maps but had little to report since they had not travelled a great distance—at least not in comparison to Chara and Elona.

      They showed the river and had followed it as it flowed eastward. They had turned back when they saw the city. The maps were good.

      Chara expressed her concern when neither of the other groups returned before night finally fell. The sky was thick with stars without Lostimal’s brightness to hide them. Colimar’s red face crossed early and was soon gone.

      “They will come in the morning,” said Elona, hoping she was right. Tomorrow was the third day and they should return back across the fire valleys to meet with Ulina.

      Neither of them slept well and Elona had to use the blurring pattern when several melinasa shot across the sky. After which they were concerned the strange porting pattern might bring enemies right to their door.

      But there was no attack.

      Instead, an interminable wait as the sun brightened the eastern horizon until all the stars were obliterated by the empty blue sky.

      The northern party with Tiroka was next to return. Chara embraced him as he slipped from the back of his zirichak.

      This group had more to report because they had climbed onto the plain above the valley and travelled east. They had followed the edge of the cliff, though stayed a good distance from it, for most of the day and had even seen fireballs on the horizon.

      It seemed that Tiroka had been concerned for Chara’s safety and had continued east just in case they might be useful. They got as far as the Heart-room of the World, even they could feel the power though none were patterners. There were patrols on the upper cliffs and they killed a group of armsmen when they came on them unexpectedly in a meadow among the trees.

      The patrol numbered five but it had not been an even fight. Tiroka’s group had the vicious kisheth spears as well as the ziri who, to the Slissac’s surprise, joined in.

      “We did not let the zirichasa eat the humans,” said Tiroka to Chara. “I did not think you would want that.”

      “You are right. They do only as their leaders bid them.”

      “Then they are our equals. As your sister is yours.”

      Chara glanced at Elona who was trying to follow their conversation. “She is far more than I, Tiroka, but she is still my sister.”

      “We have not forgotten how things were in the days of our elders’ elders,” he said. “The Matriarchs are to be obeyed.”

      Chara laid her hand on his. “Your service we will willingly accept, but we are not Matriarchs here, it is your choice always.”

      The rest of their story was simple enough. They decided to withdraw and managed to avoid any other patrols then flew back as fast as they could. Heeding Ulina’s instructions they allowed the zirichasa to hunt—though letting them go was worrying. However, they had returned as soon as it was light enough to fly.
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      It did not truly make sense but while Elona could have opened a portal to Dakastown from here, she felt exposed and would be more comfortable with the fire mountains between her and the Heart-room of the World.

      Which meant they waited another long time for the return of the other group. It was almost noon before they appeared from the south—flying slowly.

      Chara transformed and flew out to meet them but circled once and came rushing back.

      “They are wounded,” she said to Elona and then repeated herself in Slissac.

      When the exhausted ziri finally landed it was not just that they were wounded—only two of the Slissac returned with three zirichasa, and they were all hurt.

      Elona let Chara deal with the Slissac while she spent time repairing the injuries of the ziri. Most of it was arrow wounds, cuts and grazes though there were also places where their feathers were burned away but whatever had done that failed to get to the skin. But one of them had lost its leg. The cut was perfectly clean which meant the injury had been caused by a kisheth weapon. Elona did her best but she could not recreate the lower leg and talon.

      At least by the end of her treatments, the beasts were no longer in pain.

      The Slissac had suffered burns too, their skin was tough and they bore the pain stoically. One of them had taken an arrow in his side. Elona again did what she could, and healed most of their hurts while Chara learned their story.

      Like the northern group, they had headed for the southern valley cliffs and then travelled along it. They could only assume they had been seen because even before midday yesterday they were ambushed. The route they were following took them over a large forest and in the middle of it was a hill with a ruined tower. They made the mistake of thinking it would be a good place to stop.

      They had settled and dismounted when a dozen armsmen launched themselves from the surrounding trees. At the same time a tekrak climbed out of the woods with archers and a patterner with war magic.

      Attacked on all sides they tried to get back to their ziri but it was already too late. The result was a slaughter. Most of the Slissac fell to the arrows while the two who survived reached the zirichasa and managed to get into the air as the armsmen on the ground reached them. This was when the ziri lost its leg.

      But even in the air they were not safe. They managed to get far enough away that the arrows were no longer a threat but then the patterner let loose with small fireballs launched from a machine mounted in the gondola. The only thing that saved them was the speed of the zirichasa and getting out of sight of the patterner so he could no longer guide the balls of fire at them.

      By that time, they were much further south. They stayed on the ground and hid for most of the rest of the day, before starting back in the late evening.

      Once their story was told, they apologised for being caught.

      “What?” said Elona. “Why apologise?”

      “They failed. They lost the ’a’s they were ’aking, ziri were hurt and now there are fewer of the’ to fight.”

      “You tell them their loss is not something to be apologised for. It is our failing for not understanding how dangerous this would be and not equipping them well enough. Tell them they did not fail because they have shown us a new weapon the enemy will be using. Tell them their experience is valuable for the fight to come. Tiroka’s party may have defeated a small patrol but they learned nothing of the enemy’s capabilities.” She took a breath. “You tell them that!”

      Chara spent some time translating her message. Tiroka added his voice and was certainly agreeing with what Chara was saying.

      Then the wounded Slissac stood up, faced Elona and bowed with their palms open. The others then stood and did the same. And so did Chara.

      Elona frowned and stood up. “Stop it, we need to move.”

      Chara passed on the message and they prepared to get mounted.

      “No, we can walk. It’s not easy creating a portal away from the ley-circle itself, I don’t think I can do it while flying, at least not yet.”

      Just as she had before, she focused on the ley-circle—which then proceeded to flip strangely between shapes, from a single point to a sphere, to something that seemed to be spread across the entirety of the World’s Pattern.

      She made it into a flat circle and then broke away from it finding the place she had opened before. Just to be sure she made it small at first but there was only sunlight beyond so she pulled her hands apart and it widened until it was big enough to take the zirichasa.

      They trooped through led by Chara and finally Elona stepped through after them.
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      Chara sent five of the most able of the ziri away to find food. It seemed a natural instinct for them to bring food back if not all of the group had gone.

      Elona waited until everything was settled, and she was confident they would not be attacked, before opening a small hole in the world to Dakastown.

      It was night there, but the place was bright with torches and fires. She could hear the sounds of kichesa and horses. The background murmur of men talking. In the centre of the ley-circle, sitting cross-legged with her eyes shut, was a child. Elona let this portal go and created another directly in front of her niece.

      The girl opened her eyes as sunlight poured through.

      “Aunt Elona. You are late.” The girl stood. Elona saw she was dressed in much better clothes than she had been. “Can you come through? Drahail is here and wishes to speak. My mother is here too.”

      “Yes, Chara and I will come, but we must explain to our companions and prepare. It won’t be long.”

      Ulina looked past her and must have seen the Slissac. She nodded.

      “I will let them know of your arrival.”

      Elona released the portal.
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      Chara had been listening and explained the situation to the others.

      “The humans will not kill you?” said Tiroka.

      “We must make an alliance and that requires trust.”

      “We know the humans were slaves to the elders’ elders. I doubt they love us, can they trust us?”

      “Enough for this deed to be done.”

      Tiroka said nothing for a few moments. “I wish to go with you.”

      “That is not wise.”

      “Chara ar-Gey Aytrueth, I mean no insult but you do not speak for my people.”

      Chara nodded and placed her hand on his arm. “You are right.”
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      It did not take long to prepare. Elona opened the portal again and the light poured from their side to the other. Armsmen stood to attention around the ley-circle, the metal of their armour and weapons reflecting the bright sunshine.

      Chara and Tiroka had to go through first. Elona followed and the place went dark as the portal collapsed. There was the sound of people releasing their breath. The power of the Dakastown ley-circle throbbed beneath her feet. Her eyes adjusted to the night.

      She turned to find Ulina and Kantees waiting. Elona smiled, stepped forward to embrace her sister.

      “All is well?”

      “As good as can be expected.” Then Kantees drew her close again. “Who’s the other?”

      “Slissac.”

      “Truly?”

      “He stands for his people. They fight with us.”

      “That sounds like a story worth telling—when we get the chance.”

      They separated and there was a moment while Chara also embraced Kantees but they spent no time in discussion. Chara gave Tiroka a brief introduction by his name only. He and Kantees nodded to one another.

      “I would have expected Drahail to be here to greet me,” said Elona.

      “Politics,” spat Kantees as she led the way off the ley-circle and towards the main buildings. “Your position is not official, your father has all but disowned you. According to their rules of etiquette this is just a visit from an old friend, and not an especially close one.”

      Elona shook her head. She was not truly surprised. This was how she was always treated now. The idea of living on an island when all this was over was even more appealing.

      Assuming I survive.

      They passed through concentric rings of military tents filled with armsmen. There were plenty of them lining the route, but she could sense hundreds more asleep.

      The temporary buildings closer to the ley-circle gave way to more permanent ones of stone. The zirichasa eyries were off to the left but they went right and entered what she took to be part of the patterners’ administration offices. They were close to where the Farahalek had attacked.

      “Are we safe?”

      “As safe as we can be surrounded by three thousand men.”

      “Drahail took you seriously then?”

      “It wasn’t easy but Lord Jakalain helped, and after the attacks perhaps it was not so hard. And there’s the prophecy, of course.”

      Elona sighed. “Of course.”

      “Don’t say anything against it, I used it and so must you. They are more willing to believe what some Sister of Taymar said in a swoon fifteen years ago, than any argument involving a mythical monster.”

      “I understand.”

      “Anyway, together they managed to persuade most of the other kingdoms. We have Tirnia, Dirdin and Mirriasmia. Taltia has not given a definite answer. Raertane, Umran and Tenya declined. It would have been good to have them but they do not command the largest forces.”

      “Esternes?”

      “All of the families have agreed and, of course, the Kadralin who make the bulk of the zirichak forces. There are other independent groups and lordlings with their retinues, some have joined, some have not.”

      They turned into the building and mounted a set of stairs lit by oil lamps in brackets. “Some of those lordlings have sided with the … enemy.”

      “We know there are those who have gone missing, most of them from families who sided with the emperor.”

      “Some of them are dead now.”

      Kantees stopped and took Elona by the arm. “Do not mention that, this battle has stirred up sufficient disagreement among the nobles, we don’t want to add fuel to the fire of those who oppose any action.”

      They entered a corridor lined with armsmen, they reached the double doors and Elona could feel powerful magic beyond. They were let inside without announcement.

      The next room was an ante-chamber in which five patterners worked, leaning over tablets on which they scratched and renewed patterns. The impression Elona got was that the room’s walls had been filled with protective magic. It was a little like the Slissac buildings but here the patterns where not in the walls themselves.

      The final doors were opened and they were admitted into a room with five lords of the Taymalin, two patterners, and three armsmen who—unlike most they had passed in the corridors that were either bored or asleep on their feet—seemed preternaturally awake.

      There was Drahail, her father, and Lord Liralain of Mirriasmia. One of the two remaining must be Lord Jakalain from the design of his cloak brooch. The fifth she did not know, and he was younger than the others, perhaps not even thirty. All five stood as the party entered.

      Ulina moved in front of Elona and they came to a stop as Kantees stepped forward.

      “My lords, Elona of Corlain, Chara ko-Tek Tegina ar-Tek Guala ar-Gey Aytrueth Aka Hanna, and her associate Tiroka.”

      Chara took the introduction as the moment to remove her hood, and Tiroka followed her lead.

      If Drahail, Jakalain and her father were not shocked to see two Slissac, the others were and the armsmen moved fast. Elona barely had to think to create a protective wall around them all.

      “Stand down!” shouted Drahail. The armsmen had already hit the barrier and one of them was fiddling with a bag—Elona perceived the patterning used to enclose kisheth.

      “But, sire—” said one then went silent at his master’s glare.

      “These are not the enemy.”

      The armsmen moved back reluctantly. “They are armed, sire,” said one of the others, perhaps the most senior.

      “We all carry weapons,” said Elona letting the barrier drop. “But I could kill you and your men with a single thought.”

      Drahail took a deep breath and smiled. “I believe you know everyone, Elona, except perhaps Lord Ulantiri of Tirnia, Arch-Patterner Pro-Tem Lidensa and Senior Patterner Orthon.”

      “The new emperor?” she said glaring at him.

      The man bowed. “Lady Elona, my country has no need of an emperor. We will have a king only.”

      “The Lords of Tirnia have put the choice in the hands of the Conclave but until a council can be arranged, Lord Ulantiri represents those interests. Perhaps you would care to introduce your associates?”

      “Chara, who I’m sure you recognised from your dungeon, is my sister as is Kantees. Since it is unlikely that we can keep this a secret, I will tell you that her people live in this land alongside us. They have no interest in war, nor did they ever have humans as slaves—they left the distant Slissac land of Akanatal in protest against that activity.” Well, it was true, even if that wasn’t the basic reason. It would do.

      “Tiroka is from Akanatal and he is here to represent the interests of his people.” She glanced at Ulantiri. “He does not speak the tongues of Taymar but my sister, who was brought up by a Taymalin lady, speaks both languages and will translate for him.”

      Drahail faced the two Slissac and gave a short bow then gestured to the chairs. “Please be seated.”

      Once they were all settled, Drahail began.

      “This is a council of war. The armies that belonged to the Tirnian emperor, who attempted to take control of all the Kingdoms, are not defeated. We have assembled forces to take the battle to them but we do not know where nor what to expect. Therefore we can make no plan. I am told by Lady Kantees that you, Elona, have that knowledge.”

      “I do,” she said, glancing into the sceptical face of her father. “These … forces are located on Akanatal, half the world away. I have scouted their encampment and I have maps of the area.”

      At her words, Chara opened Elona’s bag and pulled out the various sheets which they arranged on the page.

      “Lord Liralain, do you own a sphere made by patterners that shows every ley-circle in the world?”

      The man looked surprised at the question and did not answer immediately but glanced at the patterners in the room. They seemed suddenly very uncomfortable.

      Drahail smiled. “That is an interesting question, Liralain, do you possess such a thing?”

      “I do.” Then he turned an accusing eye on Elona. “You were the one who raided the Patterners Guild.”

      “That was ’e,” said Chara, “I was in the com’any of your Arch-’atterner.”

      “Florian was helping you?”

      “That’s right,” said Elona. “He has been with us the entire time but before you ask, he was kidnapped by the emperor’s men.”

      “If he is with them that is another reason we must fight,” said Elona’s father.

      “Yes, of course it is. But to get back to the point. The patterners know where every ley-circle in the world is situated. Perhaps, Lord Liralain, they pointed out a particular set of five powerful ley-circles grouped together.”

      Liralain glanced at the patterners again, they looked resigned to having their secrets let out, nodded.

      “That is where the emperor is, on Akanatal, at least in the middle of it if not on the far side. The Slissac call it the Heart-room of the World.”

      “And you’ve been there?” said her father, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

      “As I said, I have been there and scouted it. I came here directly from there.” She was looking at her father, daring him to contradict her but Drahail cut in before any further argument could happen.

      “That’s a long way.”

      “Yes, Drahail,” said Kantees. “As Elona said, it’s the other side of the world.”

      “We would have to send patterners to learn the ley-circles’ patterns’ but if the place is full of this army, how can that be done,” said Lidensa. “Besides making paths that long is impossible, and even if they could be created, they would take days to travel.”

      “I can get you there,” said Elona. “It’s dealing with this army that’s the problem. They are powerful and their patterners are skilled in making weapons.”

      “You can get twenty thousand men to the other side of the world?” said Ulantiri.

      “Not all at once but I can open a gate directly from one place to another. And with the power available from those circles, I can make it big enough for an army to cross quickly.”

      “Even if you could do such a thing, child, we would be sitting ducks,” said her father.

      “That is why we are here to plan,” said Drahail. “So let us get to it.”
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      The war council continued until the sun came up. If Elona and the others were getting tired by the end of it—since it was the time they would be readying for sleep—that was nothing compared to Drahail and the other lords who had been awake all night.

      But they were fortified by food and tasa. And by the end of it they had a plan.

      Elona was ready to open a portal back to the fire valleys but Chara stopped them as they prepared to leave.

      “Lords,” she said. “As discussed, Tiroka offers the hel’ he can though it ’ay not ’e ’uch, as he wants to ’e rid of the e’’eror’s ’eo’le as you do.”

      “Yes, Lady Chara?”

      “The land of Akanatal is the ho’e of the Slissac, just as this land is yours. He asks that once the scourge is gone the Tay’alin re’oke any right to that land. That you all leave and never return.”

      Drahail pursed his lips and glanced at Kantees. “I understand your concern, Lady Chara, Lord Tiroka. If my associates agree I am sure we can have this condition passed by the Conclave, as thanks to your people for your assistance.” He stopped for a moment. “But I cannot guarantee it will never happen. We do not command every human person who will ever walk this world and in time things will change. Your people will change too.”

      Chara spoke quietly with Tiroka for a while, and the others waited in silence.

      “We understand you cannot ’ake guarantees for all ti’e. If it is agreed by your Conclave for now, that will ’e accepta’le. ’Ut that will not ha’’en until after the ’attle. You could fail to do it.”

      “They won’t forget,” said Kantees. “I promise you that.”

      “It will happen,” said Elona. “Trust us.”

      Chara nodded and spoke to Tiroka who also nodded.

      “Then let us begin,” said Drahail.
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      Elona sat with her back to the ridge of the fire valley and watched the sky turn from blue to black as the sun dropped below a horizon hidden by mountains.

      There was a short time when the whole world seemed to turn to gold. The snow on the distant peaks, the grass on the slope, even the air around her. But there was nothing to see in the patterns. Perhaps it was an effect so delicate it was impossible even for her to perceive.

      They had the night to spend in sleep—if sleep could be had—and tomorrow it would all end, one way or the other. The end of her story. If she lived, she would have succeeded and if not, by far the most likely outcome, it would not matter anyway. At least not to her.

      Kantees had not come back with them, she was gathering her riders.

      It all depends on me.

      Time and again through the long council it came back to the fact that Elona must open the portals to bring the armies of the Taymalin through, then seek out the Kisharuk and deal with it.

      They had not mentioned its name in the meeting, but Drahail knew what was in her mind. She knew he did not truly believe it, but accepted that she did.

      He would have been a good husband for me.

      And then she cursed the Revered Malea and her prophecy.

      “You need to sleep, aunt,” said Ulina. The girl had approached without making a sound, it wasn’t intentional, simply her nature.

      And tomorrow Ulina might die, Chara, Kantees, Tiroka, the zirichasa and it was all because of her.

      “I know, Ulina, I promise I will try.”

      “Would you like me to sing to you?”

      “What?”

      “When I had trouble sleeping and nightmares, mother would sing to me. It made me feel safe, to know she was there. Would you feel safe knowing I am here?”

      Elona could not stop the tears, nor did she want to.

      “Have I upset you?”

      In answer Elona embraced the girl. “No, sweet Ulina, you have made me very happy.”

      “Then shall I sing?”

      “Please, I would like that.”

      “I only know lullabies.”

      “That will be perfect for helping me sleep.”

      Elona pulled a blanket over herself and rested her head on another folded into a pillow.

      The sulphurous smell of the fire valleys tickled the back of her nose but she closed her eyes as Ulina’s hand slipped into hers and the child sang a lullaby Elona did not recognise, in the language of the Kadralin.

      It wove the pattern of sleep.
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      When she opened her eyes, Ulina was asleep beside her, lit by the pre-dawn light. The tips of their fingers still touched.

      Trying not to wake the girl, Elona rolled away and sat up. Ulina opened her eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s best to sleep well before a fight, aunt. Are you ready?”

      “I would like some breakfast but yes, I am ready.”

      And it was true. Her head felt strangely clear, there was only one thing to think about now. She pressed her hand against her scarred face. Nothing that had gone before, leading her to this place, mattered any more.

      Ulina hurried down the slope only to meet Chara coming up. They spoke briefly. Ulina went on and Chara walked up through the dewy grass.

      “You look better, sister,” said Chara.

      “You look satisfied.”

      Chara clicked. “And you are lying ’ecause we Slissac have no ex’ressions in our faces to ’etray our thoughts.”

      “But I’m not wrong.”

      “You are not wrong.”

      Elona smiled. “I am happy for you.”
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      They broke their fast and tidied the camp.

      The beginning was going to be difficult because they had no way of ensuring the time in the two places without using a portal. But they would manage.

      Since Elona would spend most of her time on the ground, they had agreed she would still ride Chara to get there.

      “This is it,” said Chara looking at the mounted Slissac behind her—so few in comparison to the armies that would face one another, but their few were the vanguard. The Kisharuk’s patterners knew things that the Taymalin did not, but she had her own tricks. And she was certain they had no idea of what she was capable.

      Chara was looking expectantly at her.

      “Let us begin,” she said.

      Her sister transformed into the huge zirichak and Elona got on to her back. They launched into the air and climbed above the edge of the ridge. The haze of heat from the valleys made the horizon tremble.

      Elona reached out into the World’s Pattern and found the five ley-circles. She focused on the furthest and brought it to them. She opened an unnecessarily huge portal. Chara launched the formation through it in a golden streak.

      They shot forward like an arrow, heading away from the Heart-room of the World. They weren’t high and the great ravine of the fallen valley stretched away before them. The river was even wider here which is what Elona had hoped.

      They had considered a few possibilities depending on the nature of the valley here but they would go with the one she preferred. They turned in a great golden arc and lined up with the river heading back. Chara slowed and descended until they crashed into the water in a fountain of spray.

      That they would be observed, Elona had no doubt, but the men who saw them coming would see only a golden light beneath the river’s surface. And though Chara was travelling slow enough to ensure she did not emerge, it was still fast enough to give the enemy little time to prepare.

      They passed the ley-circle that had brought them here, and the walls of the valley were closing in to form another bottleneck like the one at the far end, though this was not as tight.

      It was enough.

      “Here,” said Elona and Chara came to a complete stop with the river water flowing over and around them.

      The Lords and Patterners in the war council had found it hard to accept that Elona could do the things she claimed, even Drahail—though again he had supported her. Perhaps after they saw her open a portal into daylight they might believe better.

      Kantees and Lord Jakalain had told of the way Tirnia used creatures as shock troops when they attacked the Jakalain lands. They needed something similar and Elona had an idea of what to do.

      She needed a vast amount of power from the ley-circle but it possessed so much what she used was a grain of sand to a desert. She stretched her thoughts to the islands across the ocean. And opened another wide portal behind them.

      The sea poured through. Tumbling and crashing in an endless flood thundering into this land. It grew into a giant wave that poured up the valley and Chara accelerated the formation of zirichasa to ride the front of it.

      The Lord of Tirnia had asked, if she could do such a thing—even if he believed it—why not simply drown the entire valley? She knew she need the monsters alive, she did not dare let them be killed and able to escape. In their human hosts, they could be trapped and she might have a chance of dealing with at least the Kisharuk. But she could not say this.

      Drahail came to her rescue saying the criminals must be brought to trial and dealt with by their peers in public as a lesson to all.

      The sea wave obliterated a garrison of tents. Flattened a wood. She did not know how many armsmen it swallowed and drowned as they thundered towards the centre of the Heart-room of the World.

      The cliffs grew on each side and, abruptly, the tower that stood in the centre of the five ley-circles came into sight. Elona let the portal collapse. She knew water would be leaking away in all directions and sure enough it was not long before the wave they rode shrank and dissipated.

      The ziri were flying in the open though the sea water still flooded beneath them but its depth grew less. In the distance, close to the tower she could see dark green mounds—enough giant tekrasa to make a swarm.

      The second ley-circle, to the left, glowed in her mind. And she saw the plain ahead, covered with tents and camp-fires. The armsmen were running for their weapons, forming into their units. No matter how surprised they might have been, they moved in a controlled and orderly fashion.

      There were thousands of them and, just now, only a dozen humans, Slissac, and ziri.

      Chara angled left to the ley-circle and put on a sudden burst of speed that brought them up to it in a blink of an eye.

      There were temporary buildings and patterns inscribed in the ground throughout the area, plus trebuchets. The braziers were hot and being tended but patterners only just running from their beds.

      Chara split the formation and headed down. Half the ziri, led by Ulina shot away to the right heading for the next ley-circle. The others broke formation and flew at the men at the trebuchets—Elona had made it clear how dangerous the fireballs were.

      They were perhaps a couple of lengths above the ground when Elona felt Chara transforming, she grabbed at her feathers only to find the glossy skin of the tayuzatek beneath her fingers, and her knees forced further apart. Chara hit the ground absorbing the impact smoothly with her front legs.

      With Elona clinging on she bounded forward and smashed the first trebuchet with a single blow, an armsmen came at her with a sword and she bit his head off.

      “Let me down!”

      Chara paused and lay as flat as she could. It was still considerably higher than the neck of a ziri. Elona pulled one leg over, pushed herself off and slid down Chara’s shoulder.

      The moment she hit the ground, Chara was off again. Elona did not look. The purpose of the ones who stayed with her was to let her concentrate.

      She took a deep breath and looked around.

      A riderless ziri was tearing into two armsmen but it was bleeding and the body of its rider lay motionless.

      They were outnumbered already and they had barely started.

      The tayuzatek galloped at her then effortlessly changed into Chara on all fours. “Just do what you need to do, we’ll kee’ the’ off you.” And without breaking the tayuzatek was back and bounded over Elona. A scream directly behind Elona was cut short by the sound of crunching bones.

      Kantees first.

      Elona closed her eyes and tried to blot out the noises from around her. She found Dakastown and pulled it close, forming a portal high above her head and wider than the main hall at Canvor.

      She looked up as a ziri formation flashed through and it kept on coming. She stared as—how many? She could not guess the number more than a hundred? More than two hundred? Then she realised the formation was not flat but had ziri above and below as well…a thousand?

      Then they were all through and she let the portal go.

      The tekrasa were taking off in the distance, just one or two at first but they would soon all be on their way. She felt a push in her mind and looked round to see fireballs launching from the other side of the tower, the fourth ley-circle. She had noted those in her report.

      The new zirichasa formation broke apart. A group dropped to the left and headed for the tower to intercept the tekrasa. They hoped to get them on the ground where they were vulnerable. A small second group went golden and powered towards the oncoming fireballs while the rest divided, with half coming to reinforce her ley-circle and the rest going for the second.

      The troops on the plains between the places of power were formed up into lines and were heading her way.

      She opened a portal to Avakending in front of her even wider as the one she had created before.

      It was night there and she could see a few lights moving about. But cries came from that other place and the sound of two-thousand men marching forward became a drum in her mind as they emerged in front of her and headed toward the oncoming force.

      A ziri came down beside her—Sheesha.

      “We need the other portal open, they’re getting slaughtered!” Kantees shouted at her. The plan had said that after this she was to open a portal at the third ley-circle.

      “I have to keep this one open.”

      “Ulina is there!” Kantees took off again in a flash of golden power.

      Elona shut her eyes. She knew there was power and more to spare but to open two?

      Holding the Avakending one firm, she focused first on the third ley-circle and then stretched out to Canvor. She felt the open one waver and concentrated on it again. Then back to the other two, it got easier holding this one, as she brought Canvor to the Heart-room of the World.

      The lake at Canvor was filling but very slowly so she did not need to move the portal to the shore. She established a small one at first, just to be sure she could handle them both. As she increased its size, the Mother’s milk pouring through her body burned, only an itch at first but growing as she expanded the second portal.

      She screamed as she brought it to full size.

      And kept screaming until she ran out of breath and her voice was hoarse. Then the healing that was always there fed her—but as it healed the power continued to tear, it was continuous torture.

      She couldn’t see if the second army was on the move.

      She felt rather than saw the flashes of power she had seen before. She felt rather than saw half a dozen men coming at her. Without thinking she released a wave of protective blue. She heard the shouts as the attackers flew back, she saw the wave of power extend into Avakending.

      The portals wavered and she urged more power into them, while it tore her apart.

      “Avakending are through!” she heard the shout from the front and in desperate relief she let it go.

      The army in front of her was spreading with riders on horseback fanning out to the right and left.

      Half a dozen patterners were staring at her but the oldest of them barked orders and they started work on creating their own path.

      Almost in a daze, still maintaining the second portal, Elona tried to see what was happening. The patterner buildings nearby were on fire, bodies lay everywhere, she could barely tell friend from foe with all the blood—except any dead Slissac had been friend.

      Close to the tower there were tekrasa in flames but the sky was thick with them, and the hundreds of ziri that harried and fought them. Even as she watched a tekrak climbed out of formation heading for the open sky—its controlling patterner must be injured or dead. But even from this distance she watched a ziri lurch in the air and tumble down.

      Suddenly a cry went up from the armies before her and the Avakending army rushed forward to meet their opposition. The sound of shouts, screaming, the clash of metal on metal, filled her ears with its clamour.

      A fireball arrowed overhead from the cliffs above and before Elona could react, it crashed into the heart of the Avakending army.

      The other portal wavered and she closed her eyes to hide the sight of burning men, but she could not unhear their screams. Bursts of light erupted in front of her. Three assassins appeared from nowhere and ran at her, she blasted out a wave of protective blue which evaporated on their kisheth spear tips.

      The patterners dodged away.

      Without even thinking Elona yanked power from the ley-circle and fed it into their clothes which erupted into flame. The agony must have been extreme as their skin burned but they kept coming.

      Elona opened a portal to the fire valleys and pushed it at them.

      They screamed as they fell into the molten rocks—except the one that caught himself on the edge, teetering. She let the portal go, and what remained of him on this side fell to the floor in a gush of entrails.
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      Chara stood beside her.

      “The Kisharuk’s second ar’y is ’oving fast. Drahail was right, they are co’ing round the tower to take Avakending fro’ the side.”

      Elona nodded.

      There was an irony in the fact she was opening a portal, not to Tirnia, but to the Woodcircle in Dirdin. Under the emperor, the Tirnians had never dominated Dirdin but now their army was there. She had to create the opening with both ends away from the ley-circle itself.

      She made a small one to scout the area until she found the army then focused on the wall of the cliffs on the opposite side of the tower to the third ley-circle.

      Ulina on Halenth landed heavily, the ziri’s feathers were matted with blood on one side. The girl too was covered in blood, she was wielding one of the kisheth spears. “Lord Drahail says you may close the second portal.”

      Elona blinked, she had forgotten she was holding it open. Somehow it had become a reflex. She let it go, Ulina was already gone.

      No longer holding the other portal made things easier, Elona saw where she wanted to create the new portal and, more easily than before, she brought the two places together. And stretched the opening wide.

      The Tirnian army charged through the opening on a front a hundred-men wide.

      And were mown down by fifty small fireballs launched from within the ranks of the army they were supposed to be surprising.

      “No!” shouted Elona.

      Men still poured through the portal over the bodies of their fallen comrades as another volley of fireballs ripped through them. Elona could not hear their screams with her ears but she felt every death.

      It was virtually instinct that made her conjure another portal directly between the Kisharuk’s forces and the Tirnians. It wasn’t very big at first but she stretched it. The launched fireballs shot into it and vanished into what looked like just sky.

      The pain ripped through her again as she moved it, just as she had pushed the small portal at the assassins, she moved this one. As the edge of the sky slid toward them inexorably, defenders broke ranks, the fireballs stopped. Behind it the Tirnians were still pouring through and running towards the other side of the portal. Slowing as they approached it.

      She felt Chara transform beside her as popping sounds yielded more Farahalek. She raised a shield around herself. There were cries of pain and smashing of bones.

      The shield she created evaporated, and effortlessly she created it again. Nothing struck her body.

      The Tirnians had reached the portal and were massing behind it. Elona let it go and the attackers poured down on the defenders—already demoralised they went down before the onslaught.

      Elona opened her eyes and realised the point of a spear was barely a hands-breadth from her face being held in place by the barrier she had put up—the ziri golden shell.

      She looked down and saw the tayuzatek which melted into Chara, looking up at her.

      “Flying, sister?”

      Elona stared down in wonder. She was off the ground and above Chara, enclosed in the zirichak pattern. She waited for the terror to hit her, for her stomach to revolt and eject its contents, for the numbing fear to freeze her bones.

      She felt none of them.

      At a thought she descended and freed the pattern. The spear clattered to the ground.

      The battle crashed on in chaos around them. The patterners focused on their task. Though they were concerned about the distance, the power available in this place suggested they could drive a path back home. That they knew Elona could open portals across such distances spurred them on.

      Chara put her hand on Elona’s shoulder. “It is ti’e.”

      Elona looked towards the black tower. She had brought the armies of the Taymalin to this place and there was nothing more for her to do for that part of the battle. That was where the Kisharuk would be, and now she must finish her real task.

      The pain of loss lanced through her mind like a spear. She screamed with it, and Chara did too. From across the battlefield, she experienced the death of Sheesha as Kantees felt it. Their sister was high above the battle and…

      Sheesha died.

      She and Chara snapped their heads round to look at where a bright ziri tumbled from the sky in flame and smoke—a second small body falling with it. Half a dozen other zirichasa turned towards them in a moment and beat their wings hard to catch Kantees as she fell.

      Their sister cried out in grief that twisted into anger that burned with the white power of a feeding. They felt the power surge up from the ley-circle.

      Where Kantees had been falling a zirichak appeared.

      Even from this distance they could see it had a wingspan of two perhaps three times that of Chara’s and she was not small. The brilliant sunlight reflected from its silver feathers both blinding and breathtaking. The monstrous zirichak, twisted in the air and shot away from them. Fireballs came from the clifftops and rained on the attackers. The magic of this new ziri was not golden, it too was silver-white, it intercepted every fireball, moving effortlessly in any direction, causing them to disperse as she did so.

      The body of Sheesha struck the ground.

      Ziri-Kantees disappeared over the cliff, with more than twenty others following as fast as they could.

      Elona stared into Chara’s eyes suffering the grief and loss of Sheesha’s passing and the limitless anger of their sister.

      “Death ha’’ens in war,” said Chara.

      “There would be no war here but for the Kisharuk.” Though even as Elona said it, she knew without the creature’s existence she and her sisters would not be who they were. If they would have existed at all.

      That doesn’t mean I have to be grateful.

      Chara changed to her zirichak form and lay down but Elona smiled and summoned the golden pattern around herself. Unlike a ziri she was not held rigid. She lifted from the ground.

      As she rose higher, she saw the patterners staring once more.

      “We will be a legend,” she said to no one. Chara looped around her and headed towards the tower.

      Five tekrasa were harassing the army below, though they seemed to be the only ones remaining of the hundreds that had started the day.

      Elona was conscious that a kisheth spear or arrow could kill her—from the fall if nothing else—so she rose higher and increased her speed.

      Floating above the battle was unreal—as if she were nothing more than a spectator while those she had brought to this place died.

      One of the tekrasa was rising to meet her. Chara shot past like an arrow, wrapped in golden light. She knifed through the body of the monster, just below the level of the net and above the roots.

      The creature deflated abruptly, then erupted in flame as the escaping gas must have come into contact with its fire-tube. The gondola fell from the sky with the men inside screaming or clutching the struts in terror.

      Elona flew faster and was soon past them as Chara came up beside her and matched her speed. Inside the other golden shell, her sister’s body hung rigid.

      Sheesha is dead. What about Ulina? Drahail? Tiroka? Will Chara be upset if he dies? And I go to meet the shell of the man I loved.

      A fireball launched from the space around the tower, heading directly at her—guided by the patterners.

      They must have got one of them working, someone would have to deal with it.

      But she ignored it and let it splash across the pattern that enfolded her. It tried to cling and burn but fell away doing no damage. Then she was past it and the tower was suddenly closer.

      The brilliant sunlight on the black walls gave it a curious sheen. It almost looked wet.

      Another fireball hit her and again she simply let it burn out. The power of the Heart-room of the World gave her all she needed, and vastly more than she could ever use.

      She approached the walls and realised why the stone looked wet. The entire surface was inscribed with patterns, written in the tiny script she had seen at the way-station. So small she could barely make out the individual symbols—not that she understood them anyway.

      She rose up the wall. No more fireballs were sent her way, they probably did not want to risk damaging their master’s tower. But this was not his tower, it was just the place the two monsters had been created—by Slissac at the pinnacle of their skill, able to construct something that resembled life.

      But no more alive than the trebuchet. Just machines of magic.

      She reached the top of the tower.

      Why did they build this here, between all the ley-circles and not one on each?

      She landed on the top and let the golden pattern dissipate. Her fear of high places returned with a vengeance and she slumped to the ground so she could only see out, rather than down.

      She did not have time to attempt to understand. Chara flew over and dropped, transforming as she did so, landing on two legs.

      The sounds of the battle seemed strangely distant from up here and she had to remind herself people—regardless of which side—were dying because of her.

      She looked at the roof and immediately realised it was different from the towers of the Tudic Slissac. The patterning continued to be as fine as elsewhere, but there were no holes to allow the Mother’s milk through to the interior.

      “I don’t understand this,” she said.

      “Do you need to, Elona?”

      “No.”

      But what if I fail because of something I don’t know?

      She pulled herself into a kneeling position then placed her hands flat on the stone. She felt for the patterns in the stone to disrupt them and turn them into dust—but it was if there was nothing there at all. She concentrated harder, but her perception stopped at the stone itself.

      She shook her head, then reached out and Chara helped her to her feet.

      “Hold on to me.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s high here.”

      If Chara wondered how Elona could be scared of heights when she had just flown, she chose not to question it.

      “I can’t see any way in, can you?”

      Chara took a moment and said she didn’t.

      Elona focused her mind and channelled Mother’s milk into the stone to heat it, if she made it hot enough it would be like the molten rock of the fire island.

      Nothing happened. The stones absorbed it and nothing changed. Elona took more power, as much as she had used to create one portal, then two portals worth. It burned through her.

      The tower accepted it and dissipated it in channels like rivulets across its surface. Elona fell back against her sister, panting with the effort.

      “I can’t get in.”

      “We will have to risk the main doors.”

      Then Elona gave a short laugh and pulled the little knife from her breast. Its power flashed in her mind’s-eye. Carefully she knelt and pressed the blade into the stone. It sank to its hilt with no effort.

      Elona did not doubt the roof was far thicker than the finger-length blade, but she did not need it to be more. Carefully she gouged out a wedge revealing raw stone beneath the surface patterns.

      As an experiment she tried once more to disintegrate the surrounding stone—it still held firm, and a charge of energy was dissipated just as it had been before. The builders were clever. It was not a single pattern that protected the tower, but the patterns repeated again and again. Removing a piece did not stop the rest from performing its task.

      But now she had bare stone to work with.

      It took almost no time to drive a hole through to the top-most level. Then she created a large and larger gap by undercutting the edges until there was no stone to support the patterns and they just fell away.

      Finally the hole was big enough for one person to descend leading into complete darkness.

      “My turn to carry you,” said Elona. “Embrace me, sister.”

      As soon as Chara had wrapped her arms around Elona tightly, she conjured the golden pattern, floated over the hole and descended into the darkness.
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      As they approached the floor, lit by the golden glow, Elona felt the power draining from her and she had to let the magic go. They dropped a short distance and hit the hard stone floor covered in a thick layer of dust. They fell away from each other but did not lose their footing.

      No sound filtered in from the outside though the sun piercing the gap in the ceiling lit up the space sufficiently for them to see. It failed to bring any warmth to the cold air in the place.

      “There is no ’agic here,” said Chara. “I cannot transform. I cannot feel the ley-circles. How is that ’ossible?”

      Elona finally understood.

      “The other towers use patterns to focus the magic in. This tower keeps the magic out.” Though they must have a way to channel it inside when they want it—when they created the Kisharuk. “During a feeding how could anything survive here if it was not protected?”

      “We have no ’ower, only what’s inside us.”

      “Then neither do they.”
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      They found the stairs down and Elona conjured a small light so they could see where they were going. Like the floor above, this one was also unused but had been divided into rooms. There were desks and chairs with papers but it was clear from the footprints many people had been through here, probably human.

      Elona assumed the strange portal-like pattern must have been discovered here by the Kisharuk’s patterners. What better place to study the Mother’s milk and the World’s Pattern than this tower?

      As she and Chara approached the next stairwell, they could smell the distinct scent of food, and candle wax, accompanied by the murmur of human speech.

      Elona did not attempt stealth, she had no ability at it and the time for hiding was past. This was the end, one way or the other.

      The stairs came down into a large room lit by candles. Chairs, tables and comfortable sofas were laid out as if it were somewhere in a Taymalin castle, though it lacked a fireplace.

      Half a dozen armsmen relaxed near an opening on the other side of the room, they came alert as Elona and Chara descended the steps.

      Jikala was bound and gagged and sitting on one of the chairs. It did not look happy though it perked up when it noticed them.

      The only other animated thing in the room was the body of Jaymis, looking just as he had when he had been taken from her. He lounged in a padded chair with a high back, comfortable and relaxed.

      “Sergeant,” said the voice of Jaymis. “Be sure that your men are on the alert. I want ten of them in here with us.”

      The Kisharuk stood and bowed to the two of them as they reached the floor. “You’re here. Good.”

      Four more armsmen hustled into the room and arranged themselves along the walls.

      “I admit you arrived sooner than I expected. I should have thought at least another two moon-turns.”

      “We were keen to accept your hospitality.”

      The creature nodded and turned to a table which had decanters of drinks in various colours. It poured one glass and then sat on the arm of a chair.

      “So much for your hospitality.”

      “Would you drink anything I offered you?”

      “No.”

      “Then why waste time with rudeness.”

      Elona turned to the armsmen. “This is the Kisharuk, the ancient evil created by the Slissac and sent to kill Taymar and all those who followed him.”

      They laughed.

      “Did you really think they would believe a silly tale like that?”

      “They will learn the truth soon enough.”

      They went silent. Elona glanced at Jikala, it still looked hopeful but she turned away in disgust.

      “So what happens now?” she said as she put her hand into her bag.

      The creature grinned. “I think you will marry Jaymis. You will live a full life with him and bear children. Those children and their children, under my guidance, will rise to become the greatest leaders of the Taymalin for as long as your people can survive.”

      Elona sighed and looked at the ground. “No, I do not think it will happen that way.”

      She turned slightly toward her sister so her hand would be obscured from view as she withdrew the chilafrah, from her bag. Chara saw the movement.

      But so did Jaymis.

      “Stop her, strip her of everything.”

      The armsmen moved but slowly, after all, what possible harm could one small disfigured woman be?

      Elona tossed the stone to Chara, she flung herself to floor with it beneath her. The power flowed. The tayuzatek bounded between Elona and the armsmen who jumped back desperately trying to pull out their swords.

      “Don’t kill them unless you have to,” shouted Elona as she leapt on the chilafrah herself, she gathered the power and made fireballs from the very air around her and blasted them into opposite walls.

      She screamed as she channelled the huge amount of power the stone had collected as she had stood on one of the five greatest ley-circles in the world. The blasts of fire, one on each side, burned through interior walls until they struck the outer walls of the tower itself.

      Daylight flooded through. Elona turned her hands to widen the holes.

      The fire vanished as the monster landed on her, knocking her back. Her head smashed into the walls but her healing magic drew on the power flooding in from the outside and she had barely a moment of pain.

      She breathed in the scent of Jaymis and felt the pang of grief as she punched it in the neck. Then Chara was on it and one sweep of her paw swept him off her.

      The armsmen attacked, one landing a heavy blow on Chara’s flank but her hide was tough and it glanced off. Elona conjured the blue protective spell around them all.

      And everything went quiet.

      She had enclosed herself and Chara, Jikala and the Kisharuk and a single armsmen—the one that had struck her sister, who was now facing him, her huge jaws slobbering over him.

      “You can’t do anything, you are just delaying the inevitable,” said the Kisharuk. “They will send for a kisheth weapon and this will be gone in a moment.”

      Elona calmed her breathing.

      “There is something that can be done,” she said. “You can die.”

      It laughed.

      Elona looked at the armsman. “I’m so sorry. There’s no other way. Chara, please.”

      The man’s scream was short-lived as Chara bit his head off.

      “I can still take your body!”

      Elona smiled. “I’m not sure you can.”

      “Man, woman, patterner, fahain, it makes no difference, and even if you manage to stop me, I’ll take his—” he gestured at Jikala.

      Elona just smiled.

      The Kisharuk stared at her for a long minute and then at Jikala.

      “Chara, please kill them both.”

      The beast’s huge head swung her way. Elona looked into her sister’s eyes and nodded. “Make it quick.”

      The Kisharuk stumbled back as Chara leapt across the intervening space. The creature hid under a table and Chara had to pull it out with her paw.

      Jikala was staring in terror at the sight knowing it would be next.

      Elona glanced down at the chilafrah then gave it a kick. It skittered across the floor until it struck the protective wall where whatever was left of its energy strengthened and supported it. She hoped there would be enough for what was to come.

      Finally, Chara managed to get to the yelling and screaming monster’s head to silence it. The space was suddenly quiet again. It took no time at all for Chara to lash out with a huge front paw and slash Jikala’s head from its shoulders.

      I’m sorry, Talayja, this was not what you deserved.

      Elona braced herself.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw the shape of both monsters, complex amorphous patterning as similar as a mirror could make them.

      Both hung for a moment as if they could see one another, she wondered if the Kisharuk was surprised to find another one of itself. Jikala was the first to realise this was a race and flashed toward Elona. Then the Kisharuk moved too.

      It happened in less than a blink of an eye but time in the World’s Pattern was a strange thing and it was as if she saw them racing at her.

      They got closer to one another as they moved.

      The Kisharuk reached out as if to grab the other and pull itself into the lead, but Jikala reached her skin first.

      It did not slow down.

      She felt numbness seep through her, as if she was losing every part of herself. She fought back, dragging power from the ley-circles to reinforce her own patterns, to keep her as herself. Pain tore at her as Jikala’s efforts intensified.

      A power from outside herself took the Mother’s milk she gathered and soothed her, alleviating the pain.

      Then the Kisharuk melded into her as well.

      Or tried to. The battle between the two monsters raged inside her as each tried to rip her patterns from her.

      She knew their power was equal, neither could draw on the Mother’s milk, they had only their own patterns and in all ways they had been created equal. But of the two, Jikala had more understanding of patterns even if it could not manipulate them, it must have learned about how it did what it did—and it had got to her first.

      Jikala wound itself in and around her. Through her.

      The Kisharuk was losing the battle but she could not allow it to escape.

      She conjured the zirichak golden pattern, into the very surface of her skin. The room lit up. Chara was herself, her arms encircling Elona as she writhed with the monsters battling for control of her.

      Jikala’s insidious take-over had reached through every part of her now, and Elona hung on to her own identity by the merest thread. She knew what she must do but she was losing control, losing certainty, she felt herself drifting.

      Then power came to her unasked.

      We are here, sister, we know you.

      The sister binding thickened somehow and Elona clung to it as her only hope.

      Her resolve turned to certainty. And certainty became action. The golden shell of the zirichasa contracted within her. The Kisharuk, desperately trying to escape found itself forced deeper. Jikala’s grip on her was slowly torn away like fingers that could not grasp a lifeline.

      But it ripped Elona’s own body as well. The pain distracted her but was soothed almost instantly.

      I love you, daughter.

      Mother?

      I am with you. Do what you must.

      Elona tightened the golden pattern, forcing Jikala and the Kisharuk closer together. Golden light poured from her and she gathered even more of the Mother’s milk until she was an incandescent beacon brighter than the sun.

      It became harder to shrink the shell. She drew more power, and more. She felt the five ley-circles at the heart of the world falter as she drained them.

      There was a moment when she felt the fear of failure like a palpable force coming from the two creatures squeezed tight together in a space smaller than the tiniest drop of rain.

      The explosion of power when they finally merged was enough to destroy everything in a hundred leagues around.

      But Elona contained it.

      Instead, she let the Mother’s milk rip through the World’s Pattern.

      The world trembled.
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      Everything has consequences.

      There was no single part of Elona’s body that did not hurt.

      That was the first thing she remembered when she awoke.

      She had not expected to wake up, perhaps she was dead anyway.

      She opened her eyes to white ceilings curved in the unnatural but beautiful way the Slissac built their magically threaded buildings.

      The room was not large but it was tall. She could see the Mother’s milk flowing through the stone. Strengthening it.

      She was on a bed. A real bed. There were sheets and pillows, she would not have been surprised if there had been blankets but the air was not cold.

      Of course, there was no door but a screen had been placed to block the view of the bed from the entrance. She heard boots and Chara came around the side of the screen carrying a tray. She was followed by Kantees and Ulina—who was limping and wore a glove on one hand.

      Chara put the tray on the side table then she and Kantees helped Elona sit up.

      “Everything hurts.”

      “We thought you were dead.”

      “I would have been if not for you.” She took one of their hands in each of hers.

      And my mother. Elona searched but found nothing. That part of her that had always seemed somehow separate but had kept her alive so often, was gone.

      “But they’re destroyed?” said Kantees.

      Elona nodded. “Yes, all gone. But the battle, did we win?”

      “Well, even without you two, yes,” said Kantees. “The losses were great.”

      Elona squeezed Kantees’ hand. “I saw Sheesha fall. I’m so sorry.”

      “They paid.”

      “My mother can take the form of a silver zirichak,” said Ulina.

      “I saw her.”

      “It’s too big,” said Kantees. “Not practical.”

      “It’s beautiful,” said Elona. Then remembered and turned to Chara. “What about Tiroka, is he all right?”

      “He survived.”

      Elona got the impression her sister did not want to discuss it further so she let it drop. She said. “What now?”

      “You could ’ecome em’ress of the world,” said Chara.

      Elona could not tell if she was joking. “I’d rather just go somewhere quiet.”

      “We lost many ziri and riders,” said Kantees. “I have to rebuild.”

      “I have daughters who need ’e,” said Chara.

      Elona nodded.

      “It’s all over then.”

      “Oh no,” said Kantees. “We will be needing you for a while, as soon as you’re strong enough.”

      “What for?”

      “Nobody else can open portals to the other side of the world. And there are armies that need to go home.”
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      Elona had offered to dissolve the sister-binding between the three of them but Kantees and Chara would not permit it—not that they could have stopped her. She loved them but felt she was nothing more than a burden now that it was all over.

      They had their individual lives—their families, households and even followers—she had nothing like that.

      Nothing and nowhere to go.

      In truth it was worse, she had no family and no household, but there were followers. Although it had never been officially acknowledged by the Conclave, the rumour that Elona had battled and defeated the Kisharuk had spread like a fire in the fields. Much to the annoyance of the Brothers and Sisters of Taymar, there were groups appearing that worshipped the Scarred Woman. Not to mention the movement in Mirriasmia that claimed she was the Mother’s Daughter.

      And there was nothing Elona could do about it.

      The only choice she had was to disappear but she had not been able to do that immediately. She had stayed at Canvor to ensure Drahail kept his word in ensuring Akanatal was declared off-limits to the Taymalin in honour of the assistance provided by the Slissac in the battle against the emperor. Even though there had been less than ten of them.

      It had been passed—though it meant little, Akanatal was so far away and inaccessible it would take dedication to travel that far.
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      The idea of living on an island was all very well but it was not practical. She might no longer be the helpless child she had been but the prospect of eating only fish—her only practical source of food—did not appeal.

      Which was how, four moon-turns later, as autumn painted the leaves in Faerholme, she drove her cart, pulled by a single kichek, along a track thirty leagues or so to the north of Canvor.

      The sun was setting behind the low mountains in the east, she could feel the animals all around her, nothing dangerous and all of them nervous of the human passing through, if they had the wit to understand. There was not a single ley-circle within her senses, which was what she had hoped for.

      The trees thinned and she came out into an area of fields. The track ran between two of them. Women were hunched over cutting the crop with sharp blades—and their voices sang out in a working song to give them rhythm. Young children played, chasing one another or hiding ready to pounce like clumsy chikasa.

      The sounds fell away as they noticed her. The women stood up straight, hands on their hips, some stretched their backs and watched as the cart headed slowly for the buildings at the centre of the fields.

      A couple of the older children ran into the farm. No doubt to alert whoever was within.

      The buildings themselves seemed to have been constructed recently from a combination of stone and wood. Apart from one which looked considerably older.

      Elona brought the kichesa to a halt, and stepped down from the cart.

      She had her hood up and shadow of it hid her face.

      Children tumbled out of the main door to be followed by two women. The younger held a bow with an arrow ready to be drawn and fired.

      The other woman was much older and her hair silver.

      “Is this the Court of Widows?” said Elona.

      The older woman relaxed. “It is. Do you seek its protection?”

      “I do, mother. I have lost the one I loved and I have nowhere else to go.”

      She pulled back her hood.

      Usala smiled and held out her arms.

      “Welcome home, daughter.”

      
        
        ~ The End ~
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      Thank you for reading the Patterner’s Path books. I started the first one in the early 90s and have finished the series nearly 30 years later. Of course I wrote a lot of other stories between times, and went through many life changes. I wasn’t working just on these books.

      But it’s done and that’s a curious feeling.

      If you enjoyed the book and series it would be great if you could leave a review on Amazon, or anywhere else you fancy.

      Reviews, assuming you did enjoy it, are good for a writer’s ego, but more importantly they are for other readers so they can judge whether this will be a book they enjoy too.

      Review:  https://taupress.com/kisharuk
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      Steve Turnbull has been a geek and a nerd longer than those words have had their modern meaning.

      Born in the heart of London to book-loving working class parents in 1958, he lived with his parents and two much older sisters in two rooms with gas lighting and no hot water (true!). In his fifth year, a change in his father's fortunes took them out to a detached house in the suburbs. That was the year Dr Who first aired on British TV and Steve watched it avidly from behind the sofa. It was the beginning of his love of science fiction.

      Academically Steve always went for the science side but also had his imagination and that took him everywhere. He read through his local library's entire science fiction and fantasy selection, plus his father's 1950s Astounding Science Fiction magazines. As he got older he also ate his way through TV SF like Star Trek, Dr Who and Blake's 7.

      However it was when he was 15 he discovered something new. Bored with a Maths lesson he noticed a book from the school library: Cider with Rosie by Laurie Lee. From the first page he was captivated by the beauty of the language. As a result he wrote a story longhand and then spent evenings at home on his father's electric typewriter pounding out a second draft, expanding it. Then he wrote a second book. Both were terrible but it was a start. After that he switched to poetry and turned out dozens, mostly not involving teenage angst.

      After receiving excellent science and maths results he went on to study Computer Science. There he teamed up with another student and they wrote songs for their band - Steve writing the lyrics. Though they admit their best song was the other way around, with Steve writing the music.

      After graduation Steve moved into contract programming but was snapped up a couple of years later by a computer magazine looking for someone with technical knowledge. It was in the magazine industry that Steve learned how to write to length, to deadline and to style. Within a couple of years he was editor and stayed there for many years.

      During that time he married Pam (also a magazine editor) who he'd met at a student party.

      Though he continued to write poetry all prose work stopped. He created his own magazine publishing company which at one point produced the glossy subscription magazine for the Robot Wars TV show. The company evolved into a design agency but after six years of working very hard and not seeing his family—now including a daughter and son—he gave it all up.

      He spent a year working on miscellaneous projects including writing 300 pages for a website until he started back where he had begun, contract programming.

      With security and success on the job front, the writing began again. This time it was scriptwriting: features scripts, TV scripts and radio scripts. During this time he met a director Chris Payne, who wanted to create steampunk stories and between them they created the Voidships universe, a place very similar to ours but with specific scientific changes.

      But you can’t keep a good writer restrained, so apart from the output of Steampunk stories Steve returned to his first love of Fantasy and Science Fiction.

      Don’t forget you can read VEONA by going to taupress.com/vs-veona
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