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Prologue


 


Renasi shivered as the Mistress leaned over his shoulder,
her breath somehow icy where it grazed his cheek in the already chill stone
chamber – it even caused the lamps to flicker. His hands trembled but he took a
breath and steadied himself, pouring the luminous liquid over the fragment of
bone.


Hissing steam rose and he covered his mouth with a rag...
it stung his eyes but at last, the marrow was revealed! A deep, dark-blue shade
lurked beneath the layers and, blessedly, it did not seem too damaged by the
vitriol. A new composition he’d devised with the Mistress’ help had finally
reached the Sea God’s bone without destroying the marrow.


“Well done, Renasi,” she said with a smile.


He swallowed; her disappointment was always a frightful
thing to bear. “Thank you.”


She straightened, raising her white hood as she did so,
covering her fine features and her ‘too-old’ eyes, relieving him of the urge to
look away. For a young woman, she certainly bore the gaze and manner of someone
far older. “This is the breakthrough you sought. When I return you will have
started filling the Regeneration Pool.”


“I will, Mistress.”


“And find someone who can actually prepare a fitting meal
too. No more dithering.”


“Mistress, I try but there are many duties that–”


She raised a hand and he fell silent. “Renasi. It is
unwise to stretch the limits of my patience.”


He knelt. “You are right. I will do better.”


“Good.”


And then she was gone.


He exhaled as he stood, only to slump back onto his stool.
“Your situation is not improving,” he muttered. In addition to restoring the
Regeneration Pool he had to maintain her rooms and prepare her food and after
several weeks and only a half a dozen amongst that time, she had apparently had
enough of the simple fare he produced.


Even before the difficulties of gathering supplies in such
a remote location, there was his own relative lack of skill as a chef. And yet,
it was one worry among many. Supposedly there was a village not too far but how
could he convince someone to return here? How could he risk their life by doing
so? It was a fool’s errand, yet not one he could survive failing – or so it
seemed. For surely the Mistress could do all that he could, as both cook and
Alchemesti?


He’d shown her his plans and processes and she followed;
he knew that by the way her eyes glittered. No, it didn’t seem that she needed
his knowledge anymore, just his hands. As though time was her concern
and not skill or power, for she clearly bore both in excess.


She was always leaving and appearing with no notice.
Sometimes weary, sometimes exalted, sometimes with barely a word before she
sought her rest. Once, he’d dared to peer beyond the curtain to her chamber and
she’d simply been sleeping within her cot.


As though she were a normal woman.


But she was nothing of the sort.


He turned back to his workbench, where the shards and
pieces of aged Sea Beast bone rested amongst tongs, canisters and vials. “There
will come a time when she has no further use of me.”











1. Notch


 


She was with him again – Prince Tanere.


Notch stepped out of the crowded street, away from the
press of robed Ecsoli Os-Bellator and others alike, into a dark alley where he
closed his eyes and rubbed his temples, as if to banish the sense of her. But
it was pointless. And the thump of feet and the thrum of voices, the chiming of
a distant bell, not even the scent of rotting food in the alley, none of it was
enough.


Lady Casselli had held back an important detail about
their marriage – or Union as the Ecsoli called the ceremony.


Now, wherever he went, he was able to sense her. Mostly
her emotions, or a vague sense of her direction too, rather than being given a
clear picture of her. But it was enough – more than enough – to know that she
lay with a man.


Don’t be such a prude.


Her voice was a warm ‘sound’ within his mind, and he did
not answer. He could have, if he chose, and she’d have heard him, such was the
power of their Union. The ceremony had been conducted within the ribcage of a
Sea Beast, the bones decorated with wreathes and crimson flowers. The power had
been clear – magic had joined them and no doubt only magic would split them
apart. 


But at least, by some tiny mercy Notch did not understand,
and did not want to understand, he could not sense Tanere when the two
were together.


Focus on your task.


“I am,” he replied.


Notch thumped his back against the stone, twisting his
wrists so that the lion bracers bit into his skin. There. Focus on the steel.
Cold, smooth, hard edges. Far better than the alternative. And somehow calming;
as though something else... Notch frowned. A roaring? Faint. Whisper-like. Yet
it faded swiftly, sinking deep within himself as abruptly as it had risen.


But the calm remained; Casselli and the cursed waves of
pleasure she’d been sending his way were gone.


For how long he didn’t know.


But nor would he question it.


Instead, Notch rejoined the traffic on the patterned
streets, passing a pair of purple-robed Inquisitors and men in scuffed overalls
as he started toward the Royal Market once more. The other citizens walked the
streets in somewhat more subdued clothing. While plenty wore masks or at least
bone charms, few carried weapons.


Perhaps the Ecsoli marriage custom had once been a
romantic thing? Something to be shared between two truly dedicated people...
but for Casselli, it was just another way to control him.


And torment him.


She knew roughly where he was, she could speak to him from
afar and could feel what he felt. Any resentment he harboured would be
impossible to hide, any exhilaration at the thought of escape, she would know.
As best he could tell, she couldn’t actually read his mind and nor could he
read hers. There would be no chance to test the physical limits of their bonds
either. If he fled the city, disappeared into the wooded countryside, would she
still be able to sense him? Into the shimmering mountain ranges? Back to
Anaskar?


With Alosus all but imprisoned and the promise of seeking
Qu-Sitka dangling before Notch, there was no way he would even consider
rejoining Melosi’s ship, let along trying to force them to break from the
harbour... even with Tersi’s hidden skills. Though, checking on them was long
overdue. Melosi was probably livid with rage.


Perhaps as soon as his ‘errand’ was done.


Notch carried a sealed envelope within his tunic. One that
he had been instructed not to open under any circumstances, nor surrender to
any but its intended recipient – a merchant in the Perfume District.


The Perfume District.


Not a discreet name for brothels, but an actual area of
the city dedicated to selling perfumes and scented soaps only. A bizarre but
not surprising thing to find in the Land of the Sun, where so much wealth
seemed to be squandered on the ruling class.


He started down a set of wide steps. Below, the dark
rooves of homes and shops loomed, then their stone walls and sometimes
shuttered windows too. A light and clear voice sang through one of the walls
and he paused to listen. The words were largely unfamiliar, perhaps a dialect,
but the cheer came through.


A cry of outrage from the square below interrupted him; he
turned with a hand on the hilt of his blade but it was only a pair of fops
arguing over a woman, it seemed. He resumed the short descent to the
cobblestones then strode past the shops, many with rows and rows of coloured
bottles stacked up in the windows.


One shop even had a robed woman out front; she bared her
wrists for those who wanted to catch the scent on skin.


When he reached The Bluebell it was just as busy as the
other merchants, its rows of bottles and vials arranged like a rainbow in the
window and the scents from within a cloying clash, but Notch stood in line, tapping
a finger on his bicep until it was his turn.


“Greetings,” the small woman said from behind the counter.
“Something for your girl then?”


“Something with citrus,” Notch said, removing the piece of
parchment and sliding it across the counter.


The woman accepted it without comment and lifted a tiny
black bottle from beneath the counter. “Just a single gold numa – she’ll
love this, sir.”


“Thank you,” Notch handed over the coin Casselli had
provided him, accepted the perfume and left the shop, lengthening his stride
now.


Time to return to his mistress and once more – futilely,
no doubt – demand to see Alosus. The first few refusals had worn a thin veneer
of plausibility, recovery or duties for the prince, but of late they’d grown
increasingly vague. Only twice had Notch been able to speak with his friend in
the weeks since the Arena and then, with a highly conspicuous chaperone
present.


Enough to know Alosus was healed.


Enough to know he was now more a prisoner than ever.


Especially now that Tanere had revealed his plans for the
Tonitora King – unification of the ‘wild’ Gigansi. Notch had made a fist at the
prince’s use of words but managed to hide his hand behind his back.


Notch started up the steps, grimacing at the momentary
strain it put on his knees – he was growing soft, or just getting older, and
slowed as a blue-robed Ecsoli approached from where he stood before a lavishly
painted carriage. It bore a silver trim and a complex pattern of what appeared
to be crashing waves.


“Captain Medoro.” The Ecsoli’s voice echoed behind his
mask.


“Yes?”


“Prince Ren has extended an invitation to speak with him
in his rooms, I trust you will accept.”


“I will,” Notch said. A ride back to the palace wouldn’t
hurt, though who knew what Ren would demand. Surely the young prince understood
that returning to Anaskar wasn’t happening anytime soon?


Notch climbed into the carriage, the Escoli following, and
settled into the soft seat, only to straighten at sight of the other passenger.
Prince Ren. He sat in his usual array of blue and silver silks but today his
scabbard held a blade. He did not have his somewhat grotesque mask on this
time, revealing a neat beard and a friendly smile.


“Greetings, Captain.”


“Your Highness.”


The man leant forward. “Let me reassure you that I am under
no illusions in regard to what your swift elevation in our society means for my
own desires and doubtless yours.”


“That is generous of you, My Lord.”


“I agree. But that doesn’t mean I have given up on you.”


Notch hesitated. How to respond exactly? While it was
impossible for Casselli to hear his words via their Union, and equally
impossible for her to hear his thoughts unless they were already conversing,
there were doubtless dozens of other ways his conversation with Ren could find
its way to her ears.


“No need to worry about being overheard,” Ren said. “My
carriage has the requisite safeguards.”


“I fear I have little to offer now,” Notch said. “I don’t
know how to free myself.”


“You will outlive your usefulness to them and when you do
that will be your chance.”


“Or my last day.”


“Certainly, that is a risk also.”


“But you have a plan?”


“Nothing I am able to share at this time but I wanted to
at least inform you that despite my own disadvantages when dealing with my
family, I do hold a few cards and will assist you.”


“Thank you,” Notch said. “I hope they are aces, Your
Highness.”


Ren smiled but did not elaborate. “In the meantime, I
would suggest you stay vigilant. A time of vast upheaval is upon the Land of
the Sun, not merely due to the influx of bone from the last God, nor the
continual rise in Os-Venor activity in the north, but politically.”


“You think Tanere and Casselli will succeed?”


“I do.”


“Meaning what, exactly?”


“For the nobility it will be a bloodbath, perhaps. Though
with the revelation of both Alosus as King of the Gigansi and Casselli’s sway
with the Carver’s Guild that may not be as necessary. For many, very little
will change – at first. But it is rumoured that Tanere has long planned to
expand the Ecsoli Empire; that he looks to the east.”


“Where the Hanje live? He wants their quartz mines,
right?” 


“Yes, though it is Hanja.”


“And those like Diyurn who oppose Tanere?” Notch asked. “I
remember Alosus said they’re more traditional, isolationist.”


“Yes, though by last count Tanere’s brother is trailing
and the Inquisitors are due to release their Tallies on our more prominent
citizens’ Civic Participation soon. It will no doubt reveal a great uptick in
Tanere’s standing. General Olidas may still hold much sway amongst the old
guard but I am not sure it will be enough. He may be a target in any event and
the dead shall inherit no throne.”


Notch frowned. Too many damn nobles in Ecsoli. “Olidas is
Marinus’ nephew, right?”


“Yes.”


“Are you looking for an alliance?”


He chuckled. “I am not seen as a contender for the throne
and thus as no threat to any, Captain.”


“Then can’t you simply set sail as you see fit?”


“You forget the maelstrom, perhaps.”


“But surely you have your own Cantor-Sacris here?” he
asked, using the Ecsoli name for Storm Singers.


“Well,” Ren said. He paused at a commotion outside,
arguments over right of way. Once the carriage rolled on, the prince resumed.
“Not all Houses are afforded such mighty luxuries, such power.”


Which no doubt would have made Tersi vulnerable. Had he
already been taken? “But I know one.”


“Well, with the lessening in the maelstrom’s ferocity your
Cantator would now possibly be able to guarantee passage; something that had
been closed to us for so long. However, rumours say that the voyage to and from
your homeland drained Marinus’ Cantor-Sacris of life, such was the struggle to
protect the ships.”


“Hmmm.” Notch frowned. “Then what can you offer me now,
Your Highness?”


“When the time comes, I believe I can offer escape.”


“For Alosus too?”


“Regrettably, no. That would be beyond my means.”


Notch frowned. “Then I cannot accept your help.”


Ren made a clicking sound in his throat. “Do not be so
quick to dismiss my offer. If you can save him, you must do so yourself but I
can still assist you in exchange for passage from this place.” The
carriage came to a halt and the Ecsoli Os-Bellator opened the door. “Think upon
it, Captain.”


 











2. Notch


 


Casselli kept him waiting.


Nothing new of late; and so he did not let himself pace
her balcony. Instead, he simply stood, arms folded, and stared across the
silvery rooftops of Paradisum. The King City did not slumber; its crystalline
lights led down toward the harbour in rigid patterns, people singing, dancing
or simply heading home perhaps. The black of the sea beyond it all should have
been at least somewhat familiar, at least a little like home.


But somehow it only served to drive home the differences.


“Brooding will only suit you for so long, Medoro.”


He turned. 


Casselli leant against the doorframe, wrapped in a pale
robe, her dark hair flowing free. Still beautiful... and still his jailor.


“I want to see Alosus,” he said.


“Oh?” She moved to the bed, footfalls soft. “Convince me
I’m important, Captain. All these requests to see your giant are making me
doubt you.”


“You have His Highness for that, remember?” he said, and
failed to keep a bitter note from his voice. Like a jealous fool. And a fool
who couldn’t afford to upset her.


But she only laughed. “And so I have since before you
arrived. It never bothered you until now. Why is that?”


Notch said nothing.


“Ah. You have nothing like the Union in your homeland?”


“Will you let me speak with Alosus?”


She lay back upon the pillows. “That’s up to Tanere.”


“Then I’m going to speak with the prince,” he said,
marching toward the door.


“Not before we have our own little talk.”


Notch didn’t stop.


“Do you still expect you will be given a chance to seek Qu-Sitka
if you continue to defy me?”


Now Notch did come to a halt, jaw clenched. Without
knowing exactly what she wanted from him, it was almost impossible to gain the
upper hand. All Casselli had to do was trot out the same threat each time and
he’d cave. “Gods be damned,” he breathed before returning, where he once again
folded his arms. “Fine.”


“Of course it is.” Casselli rose. “Perhaps you’d prefer a
drink?”


“I’ll be in the dining room,” he said and turned swiftly,
to make sure he wouldn’t see her smile – it would be all too knowing.


He lit two lamps by resting his palm against the crystal
long enough for the warmth from his hand to activate the magic, then sat at the
table, slouching in the chair and placing his feet upon the table. Childish,
but what else did he have? Casselli soon followed, holding twin glasses of
white wine. She raised an eyebrow at his boots but did not comment as she sat
across from him and slid his drink over the polished surface.


“We are close to moving on the throne.”


He took a long drink; a welcome fruitiness.


Casselli continued after raising her own glass. “It may
not even result in as many... accidents as we originally planned. Tanere is in
favour. He is swaying those most desperate to follow his goals for expansion
but I suspect that most of all, it is the truths about Alosus that will make
the biggest impact and so you and he cannot plan your little search to the
north right now. It will only distract him from his true duty.”


Much of what she said echoed Ren’s predictions but
finally, she was going to share something new. “Being?”


“Unification of the Gigansi.”


“You mean subjugation.”


She shook her head. “It will be survival as much as either
of those. I trust you know little about their race?”


“Very little.”


“Then know that they are scattered into tribes, their
former kingdom in the south-east has long-since fallen into ruin and by all
reports of our Herders, their birth-rates are falling quite quickly. If they
unify, Alosus may be able to save them.”


“Herders? You mean slavers.”


Casselli waved a hand. “Would you choose death over life?”


“I would choose death over slavery.”


“And abandon Sofia?”


Notch withdrew his legs from the table and straightened,
jabbed a finger in her direction. “Fine. Just tell me what you want of me. I
doubt many are fooled by our Union, Lady.”


“My, my, my. There’s that backbone I’ve been hoping would
return.”


“Enough!” he snapped. “Am I simply your plaything, Dina?
Or something to be held in reserve for when a convenient foreign man needs to
be blamed for one of the accidents you mentioned? The charming, provincial from
across the ocean – novelty for your allies? Leverage to use with Alosus? Speak
truly for once.”


Casselli leant closer, still smiling. “Some of those
things, yes.”


He narrowed his eyes. “And?”


“Control.”


“Over me? Why? I am a soldier.”


“Not with the Fura Leones, Captain. You are – or will be –
a powerful hero, one we need on our side.”


“Fura Leones?”


“Those bracers you always keep hidden.”


Notch blinked. “You know what they are?”


“Yes. Something many would covet.”


“Why?”


“Don’t worry; you have hidden them well enough,” she said.
“I doubt any others know.”


“But you recognised them.”


“Yes. I have my Inquisitor relay all interesting arrivals
to the city and believe me, Medoro – or Notch if you prefer – the legendary
bracers are interesting, and once I had a chance to confirm their existence...
well, they’re worth half this damn kingdom, in the right hands.”


“Yours?”


“After a fashion, perhaps. But only you can actually use
them now, I can only direct you to what I believe is important. And we do have
an agreement, don’t we?”


“Why only me?”


“Because they have Bonded with you – they’re mere
ornaments to anyone else,” she said with a slight frown. “Did not stories of
the Fura Leones sail with your ancestors to Anaskar?”


“None that survived.”


“I see. Well, I might as well tell you the tale since it
should help with what you’ll soon face.”


“What does that mean?” Her words were something of an echo
of those offered by the white witch.


“Let me ask you something. Have you experienced anything
strange since you began wearing them?”


“Sometimes. I thought I heard a faint whispering... or a
growl, perhaps. I have dreamed of lions.”


She nodded. “Then it’s already started.”


“What has?”


“The Bonding. The design has probably changed too?”


Notch slid his sleeves back, revealing the gleaming steel
and flowing scrollwork – only now the leaping lions seemed larger. He drew in a
breath. “Before, I think the lions were smaller than this.”


“Such alterations pre-empt changes in the owner.”


“Like what exactly?”


“Increased strength and ferocity for one – other specifics
I cannot be sure of. After all, the bracers have been missing for over two
centuries now.”


Notch covered them. Becoming stronger might be useful in
the Land of the Sun, but at what cost? Just how was he going to be changed?
“Tell me what you know.”


“The Fura Leones were said to have been lost at sea when
Princess Bevona’s ship disappeared. She was sailing with her beloved, who had
passed them to her.”


“But you said they were useless to others, once Bonded.”


“If the stories are true yes – but he was dying, desperate
to keep them from his king, who could not accept such powerful items being
passed on to a woman,” she said, a tone of contempt creeping into her voice.
“Together, they set fire to the old palace and fled the city, and though the
king’s ships pursued them from this very harbour, the Maelstrom turned them
back and official records claim the Green Falcon was swallowed by the
storm, fishermen reported seeing a similar ship some time after. No doubt that
is where you found them? Some shipwreck on an island?”


He nodded; that was enough information for Casselli. “This
sounds like recent history.”


“True. Supposedly they were first owned by King Piyanas
who founded Paradisum nearly nine hundred years ago and, according to legend,
forged them over the burning embers of a Sea God’s very bones. He used them in
battle to unify the lands.”


“How?”


She shrugged. “It is said he was a leader, untouchable on
the battlefield, a brilliant strategist. He inspired those around him.
Majestic.”


“Are you describing the man or what the bracers made him
become?”


“Who knows? But there are other stories common to the
three who were said to wear them before you.” She moved to the sideboard and
refilled her drink as she continued. “Blood lust. Blind, vicious rages both on
and off the battlefield. Increased appetite for meat – sometimes raw. And
something hotly contested by our scholars: the ability to shape shift.”


Notch met her gaze. “Truly?”


“So it is written. And perhaps you’ll have a chance to
read such accounts soon enough but tonight I have a much more pleasant task for
you to undertake, Medoro – and let me be clear now: I am not asking.”


 











3. Seto


 


His old room in the Queen’s Harper stood just as he’d left
it; white cloth draped across the furniture and nothing in the shelves. The
only new occupants were dust and cobwebs, one long strand catching the setting
sun where it bled orange through the window.


Beneath lay his harp, and though it had been years, he
moved to the mute shape, drew back the cloth and tilted it – a familiar weight.
He carried a stool to the instrument and sat, plucking a few strings, wincing
at the sound.


Quite out of tune.


Yet within a few moments he’d made enough adjustments that
the sound was passable, a feat in and of itself for such old strings. He begun
an equally antiquated song, and at first his fingers only seemed to find every
other note, and half a dozen new ones came in here and there but sooner than
he’d imagined, Seto found the right ones again.


The mournful song flowed from him in a pent-up torrent.
The song brought Queen Alessi to mind, the memory of her voice sharp and he
blinked back sudden tears. Her loss was still the loss of the entire kingdom.


“Lovely but more fitting for a funeral, surely?”


Seto turned with a frown. Had one of the staff… no, a
young man with dark eyes stood in a deep orange cloak, his blond hair cut close
and his face bearing an unsettling familiarity. Very much like Otonos.


Yet there were no bastards.


“Your name?” Seto asked as he rose from the harp.


Now he smiled. “Successor, of course.”


“And that is how you wish to be addressed?” Seto spoke
through clenched teeth. 


“Hardly. You should also call me King Nossio, especially
while we are in public.”


“In public?”


“Yes. You will remain in the palace as part of my
council.”


“So you can keep an eye on me.”


“Two, at every chance,” Nossio said as he stepped into the
room and looked around, reaching out to run a finger across the nearest sheet.
“And even when I am not watching, someone will be.”


“She will devour you too, whoever you are.”


The young man smiled. “Whoever I am? You know my name –
Nossio. Forgotten bastard, tucked away on the tiny Golden Isle for two decades
and more, you know it is a very common practice to keep more than one in
reserve. That is always the way with we royals.”


“And how am I to explain your absence after your
father’s death?”


He withdrew a piece of folded parchment, edges worn.
“Mother, blessings upon her grave, kept me from my true identity and I only
read her letter but recently. Imagine my deep shock.”


“Show me.”


Nossio, or whoever he was, handed it over without a word
or even a change of expression – the man was exceedingly calm. Seto opened the
letter, and in a basic script written in faded ink was a story about a kitchen
maid who, after being pursued, ensnared and then spurned by Otonos, fled to the
islands with her unborn son. There was a seemingly heartfelt apology to Nossio
too.


“She was afraid the city that had mistreated her so would
corrupt me.”


Seto regarded the man once more. His story and the letter,
both were plausible but they were merely supporting evidence compared to the
young man’s likeness to Otonos. That would be all other members of the council,
and the people, would need.


That and Seto’s willingness to step aside.


“So. Let us gather the flock and introduce them – I’m
especially keen to meet Lord Danillo and his wondrous greatmask.”


“I bet you are.”


“I bet you are, ‘Your Majesty’. Best to get into the habit
now, Uncle.”


Seto raised an eyebrow. “I think I’d prefer ‘Advisor’,
Your Majesty.”


“So it shall be.”


 


***


 


Seto gathered all that he could find on such short notice
– Danillo, Holindo, Lavinia, her husband and a few other nobles. Giovan and
Fiore were returning from her village, hopefully with news about more gifted
Storm Singers in her family, but enough people had been assembled to satisfy
Nossio, who sat at the head of the table with a deep smile.


Behind Nossio, a painting of his ‘father’ Otonos had been
hung once more, the former king’s hard gaze staring down upon them all.


“Now that I have met each of you and come to understand
something of your roles here and the situation in Anaskar presently, I would
like to remind you all that Oseto will remain at the palace as a trusted
advisor and that while I predict change for Anaskar, it will not be so onerous
that your lives will be altered irredeemably.”


“That is generous of you, Your Majesty,” Seto said.


“Such is my nature.” 


Seto clenched his jaw. Oily little bastard. 


“However,” the new king continued, “while I most certainly
wish for Lavinia and Stefano to continue working on restoring Abrensi, and the
continued rebuilding of the city itself is clearly important – I do need
General Holindo to expand his activities.”


“Sire?” Holindo asked. His expression was a composition of
neutrality.


“Yes. I want wider recruitment to begin, for we never know
when the Ecsoli might return. And a second marble quarry found as soon as
possible.”


Holindo nodded slowly.


“And Chelona, Your Majesty?” Danillo asked after a
moment’s hesitation, doubtless at the mention of the quarry. “She remains a
dire threat.”


“Even with you and Argeon, Lord Protector?”


“Of course – two equally strong opposing forces have great
capacity for ruin.”


“True. Well, we will meet again soon to discuss further
what can be done but I trust you are already seeking her?”


“We are.”


“And your best guess at present?”


Danillo glanced to Seto, who managed to return the gaze
without looking away, managed to bury his shame – since he was to blame for it
all – but beneath the table he had dug his nails into his palms. How his own
cowardice grew and grew. “That she has more than one target and is doubtless
tending to more than one scheme.”


“And her final goal, as you see it?”


“I do not know... it seems the usual things – power,
dominion. We are still too much in the dark.”


“That will have to change if we are to protect my people.”


“I will do everything.”


Nossio stood then and the room followed his example.
“Perhaps someone can call one of the servants to show me to my rooms? Advisor
Oseto?”


“Of course.”


Seto crossed the room, opened the door and found the page,
who leant against the wall, blinking to stay awake. “Take his majesty to his
rooms and then you’re free to find your bed.”


Now the young man frowned. “Ah... Your Majesty?”


“He means me, boy,” Nossio said from behind.


Seto stepped aside with a nod, letting the man follow the
confused page down the hall. Then Seto sighed, pausing to rub his temples.
Gods, how to explain? What to explain?


“Seto, what by Celno’s beard is going on?” Holindo asked.


He rejoined them. “He is authentic. You saw the letter and
I know you all see my brother reflected in that worm’s face.”


“Even if we accept all of that, and it seems true enough,”
Lavinia said, “can we really risk handing the kingdom over at such a time?”


Seto sat once more, bones creaking as he did. “When are we
not embroiled in turmoil, good lady?”


“Seto.” Danillo had taken his own chair. “What is
happening?”


Each face now looked to him, hopeful of an answer, of
making some sense of it. And if he did share the truth, every single person in
the room would be in so much more danger than they were already... wouldn’t
they? “Something necessary. I do not trust Nossio but for all I know, he could
be telling the truth about my brother.”


“Which doesn’t preclude him from working for Chelona,”
Stefano said.


Lavinia nodded. 


“Then you want him close enough to watch?” Holindo asked.


“Yes.” Seto spread his hands. “It is a gamble, I admit
that. And forgive me my methods too but I wanted your shock to be genuine. He
would not have bought it otherwise.” Somehow, without his needing to direct the
conversation, his guilt would stay hidden a little longer at least. “We can use
him now but I do hope that I have not invited a snake into our little nest.”


“Time will tell, Seto,” the Lord Protector said. He
glanced around the table. “Why don’t you all take your rest, I must speak with
his Majesty alone a moment.”


Seto bade everyone goodnight then leant toward Danillo. “I
suppose I should thank you for dismissing everyone for me, since I will have to
get used to stepping aside while Nossio is here.”


“Something troubles you.”


He sighed. “Yes.”


“Would you care to unburden yourself?”


“Not at this moment,” he replied. “I must think longer
upon this particular problem.”


“Are you having doubts about your gambit here? I would not
think less of you for doing so, Seto. It is an incredibly bold move and perhaps
not one I would consider myself.”


“Ever diplomatic. You think it is a mistake.”


Danillo tapped a finger upon the table. “I am prone to
worry. But you have always been able to outwit your enemies. I only hope this
is not one time when you have gone too far.”  


“As do I.”


“But if you are correct, we will have a real chance to
trace or pre-empt her moves now, something we have lacked until now. When did he
come to you?”


“Not long after you and Fiore banished Vipera.”


“Swift thinking indeed. She is surely our match.”


“Yours and Argeon or yours and mine, old friend?”


“All three of us, I suspect,” Danillo replied, a smile in
his voice. “But she does not have the friends we have.”


“No, she does not,” Seto said and the words were somewhat
bitter on his tongue. Was he making a mistake? How many more betrayals and
secrets would he add? Danillo and Argeon would help him... but would they
forgive him? 











4. Ain


 


When the light faded Ain blinked his vision clear.


The ocean stretched before him, lapping at a stretching
beach of white sand. The vast sprawl of it once again gave him pause,
momentarily dampening his concern. Where did he stand now? The bright calls of
some manner of bird rose from the rear, and he turned – or tried to – only to
find himself ankle deep in sand.


Wayrn was muttering a curse beside him.


Ain pulled his feet free of the sand. Vibrant leaves,
broad and glistening, dense undergrowth, much of it in red, yellow and pink,
and flowers and fruit, bulbous or elongated, twisted amongst rope-like vines...
It was a jungle and up until now, the word had meant nothing, really.


“It’s so full of colour, and so much green,” he said.


Wayrn had knelt, digging at the sand. “Very green, Ain.
Help me here.”


Ain bent to assist and soon enough, without reaching truly
damp sand, they had cleared the travel-stone. Its jewels were clear quartz
graced by purple but their pattern seemed a dark maw... the desert.


“Perhaps the Shali Stones rest somewhere here,” he said.


“Let’s start looking.”


Beneath the arch of a great curving tree with giant...
fruit growing near the top, the beginning of what might have been a trail. And
the echo of an ancient path, with footfalls more recent too, did lead that way.


They started toward the edge of the jungle, soon passing
into shade from all the broad leaves towering overhead. While the respite from
the sun was pleasant, the air seemed wet – an entirely different heat to the
dessert.


Unpleasant too.


But they moved deeper, passing half-buried flagstone as
though a well-maintained road had once led down to the travel-stone. Strange
cries echoed through the treetops, and several times he caught glimpses of
grey-furred creatures swinging between branches. None approached and Wayrn did
not know their names.


The ancient trail started to incline and by noon they
reached a landing of sorts, where the foundation of a hut stood rotting in the
moist air. A stone fire-pit was only half visible, as though animals had dug
some of it free.


Here they paused to drink from a nearby stream and Ain
sighed as bright blue flowers flowed by. He looked up to where the blossoms
were drifting down from the canopy.


“We’ve seen signs of civilisation, this might not be a
dead end,” Wayrn said.


Ain nodded. “I hope you’re right but I’m still... I just
wish we knew if Jedda and the others were alive. We’re further away now than
ever.”


“I think this is our best chance of finding out.”


“I hope you’re right.” 


On they climbed, passing over fallen trees and through tangling
vines, some of which bore sharp barbs. But the scratches were nothing if the
trail led to the Stones. And finally, at last, the path found some hint of
human habitation – a ruin.


The buildings, perhaps a few dozen only, had been
smothered in green. Their eyeless windows were mere shadows, occasional vines
creeping forth. Yet the echo of feet remained clear – many, many feet beneath
the other paths, fainter, softer than the more recent passage, but all
maintained a unified trail from entry to beach.


“This is more like it.” Wayrn clapped his hands together
as he started forward.


“Just a moment,” Ain said softly, for the place boasted a
commanding view of the sea. He paused to marvel at it once again. Jali. “It is
still moving to me.”


Wayrn returned with a nod. “I always thought...”


Something dark broke the sparkling surface, near to the
island – dark and very large. “Wayrn? That’s not a whale, is it?”


“It’s...” he trailed off.


The shape was like a fleet of ships – bigger. And when the
shadowy mass rose enough to break the surface, the sense that it had not shown
its entire length was clear, even from a distance. 


“Nothing is so large. It’s like two, no, three sea
beasts,” Wayrn eventually breathed.


The mighty tail burst free in a tower of water, then
smashed down. The crack reached them even from such a distance, and then the
creature seemed to dive. Yet the massive waves from its thrashing were charging
toward the beach.


The first hit like a wall, a spray of mist rising above
the green mass below.


The next was nearly as strong.


“I’m glad we aren’t leaving by ship,” Ain said.


Wayrn nodded. “I agree but I’m still troubled. We’ve been
thinking the Sea Gods were gone.”


“Could it be something else?”


“Nothing would surprise me now.”


“Let’s search the ruin,” Ain said as he turned back to the
stone buildings, those near as green as the surrounding trees. The closest
structures seemed to be modest homes. All were arranged around a bigger
building – this one with a shattered stone gate and twin crumbling towers.
Neither tower had been spared the jungle’s claim, but one stood a little
taller.


Ain peered through the empty doorway and into the first
home but nothing much of interest stood within, not even a single table or
chair. Just leaves and animal droppings. 


“Nothing here,” Wayrn called from the opposite home.


The next two were similar, though Ain did find half a bed
in one, yet no signs of recent life or anything to suggest that any of the
Medah had ever lived on the island. The paths thrummed, mostly heading to and
from the main building but also off toward the back where the sound of a spring
was clear.


“Straight to the keep?” Ain asked.


“Not much here, is there? It’s probably safe to assume
it’s long deserted too. Do you feel anything on the paths?”


“Nothing at all recent.”


“Right.”


Together, they approached the ruined towers and the broken
stone gate, stepping through to the wreckage beyond. Here, deep claw-prints
within the earth. Again, not very recent but the size suggested a large
creature. And the quantity suggested many.


“These are a little more concerning,” Wayrn said.


“Sands protect us if they return.” Ain glanced around. The
room stretched wide enough to serve as a gathering place, though great rents in
the walls showed more chambers beyond and even one of the tower staircases. 


Like the other homes, the keep was bare of furniture and
held mostly greying leaves, dried mud or evidence of animals, be it nests or
droppings. “Let’s try the towers first,” Wayrn said, starting for the taller of
the two. Ain nodded and tried his own – it seemed to have been used more, or so
suggested the path, and the stairs themselves were worn at the centre.


Yet he’d barely ascended half a storey when the case ended
– collapsed. Light cut through cracks in the walls above and beneath him, a
mound of debris entangled with flowering vines and moss, bright butterflies
flitting from petal to petal.


Whatever had once rested above was now buried in the old
chaos.


Ain returned to the ground floor and started deeper into
the ruin, where he found what seemed to have been a bedchamber for the owner –
more spacious and possessing a rusted chest. It had been overturned, spilling
only emptiness. Ain crouched to peer within and found spider webs, insects
bundled up in white.


Maybe Wayrn was having better luck in the other tower.


He rose and started back to the rest of the building but
slowed at an oddity in the path. Most of the footfalls came to and from the
room, both ancient and more recent, but a thinner trail lurked within the
bedroom.


As though few had ever used it.


Something secret? “Wayrn, I might have found something,”
he called. No answer. Had he heard? Ain followed the trail to one of the walls,
where it stopped. He reached out and prodded one of the stones, choosing
another at random. If a hidden door did rest in the wall, it had to open
somehow.


So little remained; the empty chest and a single bar in
the window.


Ain circled the room, moving slowly, eyes closed and a
hand trailing the stone. Were two paths within the place slightly more used
than the others? Less often than the path to where he imagined a bed would have
lain, and more often than to window but both roughly equal to the path leading
to the secret door.


Assuming it existed at all, and that the wall had not
simply been made where once no wall had existed.


In the corner opposite the ‘secret passage’ he started
kicking at stones and pressing on them, bending and stretching to the tips of
his toes.


A click followed as one of the smaller pieces shifted
beneath his hand.


“Well.”


Ain turned back at a grinding sound as the stone slid open
to reveal a passage leading down into darkness.


 











5. Flir


 


The thunderous cracking on the stone door continued, each
new boom drawing a few cries from the Ice-Priests and sometimes harsh whispers
for quiet in the dim chamber.


Flir kept her hands pressed against the door’s cold
surface as she braced her legs, jaw clenched. Shocks ran through her body at
each blow from the creature – if that was what waited beyond – but the door
held. For now.


“Kanis?” she shouted between strikes.


“There’s nothing,” he called back. “We might be able to
climb back up but that doesn’t help the priests.”


“What’s out there?” someone cried.


Flir didn’t answer, instead turning at the sound of
footsteps as Kanis joined her. “Can you start a fire?”


“The light-theory again?”


Another boom. Followed by a crack. The door was weakening.


“Any better ideas?”


“None.”


“Then get going.”


Kanis turned but more thunderous strikes rocked the stone.
From the skylights in the roof, the noon sun still managed to sneak into the
room but it was no blinding blaze that she could use. The cracking continued,
thumping against her ears. Flir pushed back but the creature only renewed its
assault. And it was the creature – it had to be. Nothing else was as
strong, surely? And the witch would have no need of breaking inside.


The door caved in with an ear-splitting scraping.


Shiny legs forced their way into the cave. More shouts echoed
from behind and she leant in to the stone, Kanis beside her, his jaw clenched
and a mixture of worry and anger in his eyes.


For a moment longer it held... and then a piercing shriek
rang out, throwing the door into the cave and hurling them aside. 


Flir scrambled up from the rubble, Kanis beside her. The
thing stood wreathed in shadow. It was stooped beneath the lower ceiling but it
moved easily enough, legs clattering on the floor. The amethyst eyes blinked
down at them even as they scrambled back.


“Distract it so I can reach the head,” Flir shouted over
new, strained cries from the ice-priests.


“Why?” Kanis replied. “And how?”


“Maybe it’s vulnerable there.”


Kanis muttered to himself but bent to lift a slab of
broken stone, hurling it at the creature. The stone bounced from its black,
leathery body with no effect, but it twisted toward him as he circled away. The
thing shuffled closer, legs flicking forth.


Kanis dodged and threw again as Flir snatched up a hunk of
stone herself and charged. A limb shot forth. She lifted the stone, deflecting
the blow, but it knocked her to one knee and she fell into a roll.


When she reached her feet, she’d flanked the creature. Up
close, the stretched skin of the limbs held the faint purpling.


“Hurry,” Kanis shouted. He was dodging and hurling
whatever he could find at it but would soon be pressed up against a wall.


Flir charged.


Two legs flew at her, slashing from opposite sides. She
flung up her chunk of stone. It shattered. Something tore into her cheek; hot
blood flowed. But the other limb was still coming – an entire building crashed
into her side.


Or so it seemed.


Flir gasped for breath where she lay on the cold floor.
Black legs stood like a forest above her, one raised. She rolled. The cave
floor shattered. Flir rolled back, using the extra momentum to swing her fist.


A mighty crack rang out. Shockwaves shuddered up her arm,
seething pain filling her hand. But the creature flinched away. Through the
haze of agony she saw the leg she’d struck had been lifted up close to the
body, as though it could no longer support the weight of the creature.


And all it cost was a broken hand.


Another limb flashed down beside her leg, stone fragments
exploding.


“Flir!”


It was Kanis but there was nothing he could do, nothing
she could do either. She could barely move; her knuckle had been shattered and
the blow to her side must have broken a few ribs if the pain was any indicator
– that and all the trouble she was having taking a decent breath.


Soon enough, one of the feet would impale her – the dark
creature simply had to manoeuvre itself into position. Flir ground her teeth.
Such was life – and death it seemed – there was always someone or some thing
stronger out there.


Searing white light filled the room.


Flir squeezed her eyes shut but it wasn’t enough; she
turned away, covering her face with her good arm. Shrieking echoed in the cave.
It quickly rose to such a pitch that Flir had to try covering her ears but
that, too, was useless.


When the screeching stopped and the light faded enough
that Flir could open her eyes, she blinked. Above, the sense of the creature
was gone – it had backed away from the light, still blazing but no longer
blinding. A robed figure walked within the glow, approaching with an arm
raised. It seemed to be a woman. The witch? 


She spoke unfamiliar words as she neared. Her features
were Anaskari, it seemed, but cold... beyond cold, somehow – a kind of
dispassion that spoke of utter assurance and boundless contempt. She did not
slow when she neared the cowering creature, whose legs had curled up
spider-like, but focused her own beam of light onto the head. 


The thing thrashed in place as steam rose.


Flir found herself gaping – the witch was melting the
creature, yet there was no sense of heat. Even as black and purple flowed down
from the shrinking head, even as the globe-like eyes popped, the cave remained
cold. How? Something strong enough to melt the creature surely would have
heated the entire chamber?


The head was gone now and the body too was melting,
swiftly, a vast puddle spreading at its base, until the whole thing was no more
than pile of sludge with a few sharp angles that suggested legs.


Light dimmed yet again, confining itself to the witch’s
robe as she turned to face Flir, moving closer and bending down, lips pursed.
“How interesting.”


Flir rose to a half-sitting position, wincing as she did.
“Free the priests.”


Her laughter rang out. “They are still quite useful to
me.”


“Then I have to stop you,” Flir said. The words were empty
and they both knew it but she had to say them.


Now the sorceress stood. “Actually, I think it best if you
assist me instead. Stand, if you can. Now that this little fuss is over, I
think it’s time to leave.”


“No.” Kanis started forward, Pevin close behind, but the
sorceress spun – snapping her fingers. Both men froze mid-step and though Flir
could see the tension in Kanis’ muscles, he was powerless. Pevin too. Was the
witch Ecsoli? She wore neither bone mask nor ornamentation...


Flir lifted one knee, breathing hard, and rose with a grunt.
“I’ll go with you if you leave them be.”


The woman turned. “Understand, you were accompanying me
the moment I sensed your power, girl.”


“And my friends? The Ice-Priests?”


“Each have a purpose – you will not be surprised to
discover that for some, that purpose will be leverage, in order to ensure your
cooperation.”


Flir frowned. “So be it.”


“Indeed... dilar.” She reached out a hand and motioned,
not inconsiderable impatience within the gesture. 


Flir glanced across at Kanis and Pevin, to the huddled Ice-Priests.
How would they fare, truly? The witch needed them, doubtless to harvest the
bones of the frozen Sea God, but what then?


The witch was speaking to the Priests. “Yeshinov will
return soon – and he will expect you prepared to travel.” To Flir, she said:
“Do not make me wait.”


Flir took the woman’s hand and the cave disappeared.











6. Flir


 


Darkness followed but it was instantly replaced by the
grey and brown of a new, far larger cavern, and one familiar at that. A stone
wall ringed a pool of dark... liquid. The wall itself was either covered in
scorch marks or had melted enough to form odd shapes, blasted by fire.


By Sofia’s fire.


There, Vinezi had finally met his end.


The Regeneration Chamber, in Anaskar – they’d travelled
the distance in a mere moment. Flir glanced to the witch. Just how powerful was
she? And what was she bringing back? Surely not the madman?


“Hardly,” the woman said.


A shiver ran cross Flir’s shoulders. “You can read my
thoughts?”


“Only the ones that scream forth,” the woman said. “And
now that you have adjusted to your new surroundings, let me tell you that I
expect instant obedience in all things and that you will address me as
Mistress.” She waited.


“Yes, Mistress,” Flir said, controlling her frown.


“Furthermore, your task here will be to assist with the
rehabilitation of Zasemu and the maintenance of my other slave.”


“Rehabilitation?”


Something struck Flir’s cheek. Her head snapped to one
side, fresh blood flowing from the cut. Flir clenched her hands to fists –
there was nothing in the room and the witch had not moved, let alone turned her
head from where she contemplated the Regeneration Pool.


“Rehabilitation, Mistress?” Flir asked.


“Yes. Zasemu was a little rough with my other slave but
from what I understand of your kind, you will better be able to withstand him,”
she said. “Now, attempts to escape will not be punished here, do you
understand?”


Kanis. Pevin. “I do, Mistress.”


She turned to face Flir now that the brilliance of her
power had faded, in the natural lighting of the chamber, the mismatch of her
largely youthful features and ancient-seeming eyes became clear. “You may
forage in the surrounding mountains but do not stray too far – I will know and
I will be displeased.”


“I understand, Mistress.”


“Then go, attend to my other servant and rest. Tomorrow
you will need to be ready for Zasemu.”


Flir started for a passage, which led to a corridor lined
with cells or monastic rooms. She paused in one of the stone doorways where a
figure slept on a rickety-looking cot, one arm resting atop the blanket,
arranged in a makeshift sling. She slowed; it was an Anaskari man and despite
the gauntness of his face, clearly someone she knew. “Renasi.”


His eyes flickered open, then widened, almost comically.
“Is that... Flir?”


She knelt beside him, wincing slightly at her still
healing ribs. “Yes.”


“How did...” he swallowed, then reached for the cup of
water that sat on the floor beside the bed. She lifted it to his hand and
answered as he drank.


“A sorceress in white brought me here. She wants me to
help Zasemu, whatever that means.”


Renasi glanced at his arm. “That is how I got this.”


“What do you mean?”


“Zasemu is someone I was forced to help regenerate. He’s
not fully restored... but he is already so powerful – I assume the Mistress
needs your strength to help him regain his own.”


“Who is he?” Flir asked. “And she, for that matter?”


A soft sigh escaped. “I have wasted many nights upon those
very questions. She seems Anaskari... but not. And different from the Escoli
too. Obviously she’s very, very powerful, My Lady.”


“None of that,” Flir said. She glanced beyond the room to
the shadowed corridor beyond. “The sorceress seemed to be able to read my
thoughts before. That’s going to put a dampener on my plans for escape.”


“I don’t believe she can do so all the time.”


“Only when they’re... intense, right?”


He nodded. “And only when she is nearby. At present, I’m
sure she’s distracted by her many plans.”


“Being?”


“I have gleaned little. I know she travels constantly,
checking on various subordinates in all the lands but what she does there I
cannot be sure.”


“In Renovar she has collected a force of Ice-Priests.
She’s going to use them to free a Sea God from a frozen lake.”


Renasi swallowed, reaching once more for the water. “That
is troubling. I thought she had no further use for such bones after Zasemu...
foolish of me, truly. Why would she stop there?”


“Zasemu is made from Sea Beast bones?”


“All but the skull. The Mistress carved the other bones
herself.”


Flir drew in a deep breath. A man built of Sea God bones?
What dread creature had the witch unleased upon the world now? The fact his
rehabilitation was in Flir’s hands was no less troubling. Obviously, it had not
gone well for Renasi but being dilar was no guarantee of a more bearable
experience. “This is far more terrifying than I imagined and I wasn’t exactly
confident before.”


“And there is little we can do from here.”


“What about Zasemu? You said he wasn’t at full strength.
Can we stop him now, before he’s fully Regenerated?”


“No. He is a mostly complete person in terms of shape but
it is his mind and coordination, his body that is lagging behind. Yet I have
seen him blast a hole in one of the temple walls. He is dangerous already,
Flir.” Renasi lifted his arm with a wince. “This, he did upon waking, after the
Mistress tested his strength on me. We’d only just hauled him free. From what I
gleaned from the process, and what the mistress has said, Regeneration should
leave one barely able to stand.”


“Show me anyway. I might as well see him while we wait.”


“He’s still sleeping at least,” Renasi said as he threw
his blanket aside.


Flir helped him up. “Will it be a problem if he wakes?”


“I doubt he will. It’s an incredibly deep sleep; even the
Mistress cannot wake him at times.”


Renasi led her from the room and down a corridor, passing
several narrow, empty rooms – rooms she’d certainly not seen during the last,
chaotic visit to the temple – before stopping at a closed wooden door. It
looked to have been fitted only recently, considering the lack of decay or
rust.


The man paused, gripping the handle.


“Renasi?”


He glanced at her. “Do you really think we can escape?”


“Yes.” She had no idea but it looked like he needed some
confidence.


“I would like that.”


She put a hand on his shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.
“We just need to wait for the right moment.”


Renasi opened the door to a well-appointed room, from the
simple but clean bed to the row of jackets and dark pants, polished boots.
There was even a bowl of fruit beside a pitcher of water.


All for the man who rested abed now, chest rising and
falling in what appeared to be a deep slumber. His chest was bare, broad where
it was visible beneath the blanket – he was a big man with a hard jaw line,
black hair brushing against it. His cheeks were defined and his eyes, though
closed, evoked a sense of determination... somehow. Unlike Vinezi, his skin was
even toned and seemed all human. Just who had the witch sacrificed to make this
Zasemu? 


“And you’re sure he will not wake?” Flir asked softly.


“I am.”


Could she put an end to it all right here? Flir glanced
around the room – the heaviest thing was the fruit bowl. One good blow; it’d be
enough. Either that or throttle him while he was supposedly weakened.


Even with one still-recovering hand, she’d be able to do
the job... wouldn’t she? Flir frowned at a wave of doubt. If she was wrong,
what would that mean for Renasi? For Kanis and Pevin? Mishalar, the risk! 


And even if she succeeded, the same – or far greater –
retributions would likely fall upon her friends.


“Have you seen enough?” Renasi asked; he’d been shuffling
his feet.


Flir unclenched her fist – when had she done that? “I
have.”











7. Notch


 


Alosus was pacing his lavish rooms of marble – furniture
actually built to Tonitora size – when Notch arrived. The big man was dressed
in white pants with a purple sash, his bare chest covered in the red,
flame-like markings. His expression was one of concern and he made frequent
pauses to run a hand over his bald head, exactly the same as during their last
visit.


As before, they conversed in Anaskari.


But this time, however, their minder had been forced from
the chambers – scurrying down the halls to seek Tanere or some other royal, no
doubt. 


“I don’t know if this is still enough of a safeguard,”
Notch said when he sat across from the giant. His legs did not quite reach the
carpet – no doubt making him look a little foolish.


Alosus nodded slowly. “True. They may have learnt Anaskari
by now... but we are deep within their clutches in any event.”


Notch raised his sleeves. “And maybe deeper.” He explained
where he’d found them, the witch’s warning and the legend.


“This is... a grave development. You must keep them from
Casselli and Tanere.”


“I will.”


“If you can, perhaps they will make the difference in our
struggle,” he rumbled. He shook his head. “Better to treat this as a good omen,
perhaps.”


“What of you?” Notch asked.


“Nothing has changed. The prince expects me to bring all
the Tonitora together but has only demands, not suggestions. Even if I could
travel freely, and even if I wanted to do his bidding, it would take
years to find everyone. We are scattered, Notch. There are tribes that, even in
my youth when I travelled from end to end of these lands, that I never
encountered. They are secretive, wary.”


“With good cause.”


“Yes.” He folded his arms. “I do not want this burden.”


“Nor would I,” Notch said after a moment.


Alosus sighed. “I know I must sound petulant but I thought
I had hidden the truth better; that I possessed more control. It has been years
since I last used the Cry of Ilos. And it was only through pure luck that
Vinezi was never aware that time.”


“Maybe it was your strength of will.”


Alosus shrugged. “I used to believe so.”


“I still don’t understand how Tanere thinks he can use
you... and Casselli will not share their plans. Surely none of the Tonitora
will answer a call to slavery, no matter who makes it?”


“It will be with promises for freedom,” Alosus said. He
started to pace. “After some mammoth task is undertaken and which, our
so-called masters will then extend endlessly with new hurdle after new hurdle.”


“Of course,” Notch said with a frown. “Both Ren and
Casselli mentioned expansion – the Hanja.”


“No doubt I will have to spread that lie and perhaps,
because it will seem I have negotiated for freedom, enough will believe. Enough
will want to believe.”


“So where does that leave us?”


“Your duty remains clear. Find a way to reach Qu-Sitka,
Notch.”


“Not without you.”


The giant smiled. “That will take some doing. For now, I
think you need to find out everything you can about the Fura Leones. I will
meet with whoever Tanere brings me and attempt to warn them.”


“Can you?”


“I don’t know. Maybe not without inadvertently punishing a
lot of Tonitora in the city; the prince has hinted as much.” The big man paused
then, glancing to the door.


Notch rose and crossed the room to press his ear against
the wood. No sounds came from beyond. He nodded to Alosus and returned with a
frown. “Maybe Tanere is making a mistake after all.”


“How so?”


“If he does succeed in using you to unite your people then
he’s inviting a large, hostile force inside the gates, so to speak.”


“Don’t forget the masks, Notch. We couldn’t actually stand
against that no matter if every tribe came together – no-one can. The only
reason the Yabetii are not subjects of an Ecsoli empire is they have nothing
the Ecsoli seek. The Hanja are more of a threat due to their own magic but I
suspect even they would not survive an all-out onslaught... which would be
costly to the Ecsoli. Only now that Tanere believes he might have access to a
largely disposable force does he consider it.”


“What magic do the Hanja hold?”


“Their Enchanters can imbue their surroundings with power;
stone and wood, sometimes the very air. The most powerful are said to even lend
sentience but I never saw that myself.”


Notch lowered his voice. “Then there is your ally,
surely?”


Alosus stopped his pacing. “Perhaps.”


“If the Ecsoli do invade and they place your people in the
vanguard it might be possible to revolt during the battle – would you have a
chance if aided by the Hanja?”


“It would be difficult to both keep it hidden from the Inquisitors
and also alert the Hanja.”


“True.” Notch shrugged. “I don’t know this land well...
and maybe Tanere will not look to the west at all but you know I will fight
beside you if it comes to that.”


Alosus’ heavy hand came to rest on his shoulder. “I do.
You had better get to the library before you’re due back with Casselli. They
must be salivating over the upcoming Tallies.”


Notch nodded. “Sadly.”


“Tell me what you learn about those bracers too and be
wary of them.”


“I will,” Notch said as he left, weaving through Alosus’
well-appointed rooms until he reached the door.


Outside, he ignored the single Ecsoli guard and strode
through the gleaming corridors, taking several sets of stairs before crossing a
wide, patterned courtyard. It was a series of lions beneath his feet – many
roaring, some seeming at play. 


Men and women, mostly wearing the Inquisitor’s purple but
more than a few in blue and also the green of the Os-Hortus, stood about with nobles
who generally wore white and black with coloured trim. And something finally
struck Notch – no-one wore red, nor had he seen any such colour for clothing
once. One woman had worn a long pink scarf but no red. 


He frowned. Perhaps while in the library, he could ask
about his ancestors... if time permitted. He was due to meet with Casselli in
the evening, as customary, but this time they would be joined with the prince
and stop in the audience hall before their meal to hear the Tallies.


The halls beyond were quieter, but still no less opulent
when it came to statuary or the golden frames on intricate paintings, and he
slipped into a narrow corridor at the sight of silver robes approaching – one
royal or another, and not anyone he wanted to speak to in any event.


Closed doors slid by in the shadowy passage, a large
rectangle of light his target. Once there, he’d only be a few floors above the
library… a shadow appeared ahead. Robes, and that was about all he could
discern.


Notch glanced over his shoulder.


A second figure was closing one of the doors, moving after
Notch. Again, impossible to tell the colour of the robes. Were they silver?


And now the first figure approached too, one hand raised.


Pain thundered along his limbs as he was thrown to the
ground. Bones shuddered and he screamed – yet naught but a gurgle came forth;
his jaw bones froze. He fought the pain, fought to keep his legs and arms from
snapping but the Ecsoli were too strong.


But nothing broke.


A mask loomed over him. “One chance to speak, dog. Who’s
that bitch want you to kill for her? Is it Siranes?”


The stone-like rigidity in Notch’s face eased and he
frowned. “What? I... have no target.”


“Very well.” Another voice spoke. “Your fingers first. And
remember, you’ve got over two hundred bones we can break.”


“Don’t bother. We’re wasting time,” the first Ecsoli
replied to his partner. “Just let me kill him.”


“Hey, don’t rush this. The information is more important
than getting rid of him.”


“Fine.”


The little finger of Notch’s left hand twitched – and then
a crack echoed in the hall. 


More pain, like a searing poker jammed between his joints.
Tears built at the corners of his eyes. Somehow, not being able to move or even
cry out intensified the agony. Yet from deep within, a roaring echoed. It soon
eclipsed the pain, the fading surprise and the growing fury rang in his head to
drown out whatever the Ecsoli were saying. 


His limbs were even trembling where they sat locked at his
side. Heat washed over him too, a pent-up power building with it and his eyes
widened. Growling rose from his throat.


The Ecsoli did not seem to notice, waving their arms at
each other now where the loomed over him.


Notch strained against the Compelling. His muscles were
leaping, pushing up against his very skin, as if they... hungered for blood. 


And then the Compelling was gone.


He lashed out.


His arm tore into the first Escoli. The blow shattered the
man’s breastplate and sunk deep into his chest, breaking ribs too. Yet even as
blood splashed from the body, even as the Ecsoli slumped forward, Notch had
spun to his knees, shrugging the corpse off. It slammed into the wall beside
him with a crack.


Notch leapt upon the other man, who’d stumbled back in
shock.


His fists flashed. Blood splattered across stone.
Something bounced down the hall. He gaped. It was the Ecsoli’s head. The man’s
mask had fallen free and now both were little more than shadowy shapes. Notch
raised his hands – they were shaking; blood dripped from his claws.


He blinked. Claws?


No... just fingers and each covered in dark blood, almost
black in the shadowy hall.


The bracers.


“Gods.” No-one could see him – there was no way to explain
what had happened. He stumbled back, starting for the nearer exit, only to
stop. Fool. Roaming the halls dripping blood wasn’t any better than being found
right beside the bodies.


The doors.


He tried the first handle – locked. The second and third
too, but finally, the room the second man had exited, opened.


Inside, Notch fumbled with a dim lamp, letting its warm
glow fill the room. The light revealed a storeroom with stacked boxes but
between them, an open passage leading to darkness. He lifted the lamp and
started forward; the stone door swung on massive hinges and, concealing the
door when closed, were cleverly affixed boxes – the same as those surrounding
it. And by the weight of the door, the boxes even held items to complete the
illusion.


Notch lifted the lantern and stepped through.











8. Notch


 


Each time the corridor branched or split into multiple
passages, Notch choose the path that led away from light or sound, brushing at
cobwebs as often as not and checking on his lamp regularly. Many choices were
guesses only, meaning muffled voices remained nearby often enough. No urgency
to the voices at least – suggesting that, for now, the bodies had not been
discovered. Or, more likely, the speakers were not in any position to even
become aware of the deaths, let alone be responsible for dealing with it.


What he needed was water and a change of clothes so he
could reach Casselli without drawing attention. Yet corridors that avoided
voices and light didn’t lead to any conveniently empty rooms either. Too much
longer and he’d have to take a chance with one of the occupied areas. At least
the pain in his finger was a dull throbbing only. It moved well enough too –
something about the Fura Leones and its strength must have helped. 


As time passed and the blood dried then flaked from his
hands. He began to pause for longer near the populated areas, only to move on
at a faint sense of unease... a deep growling from within him.


A warning.


He’d check on the bracers each time and see nothing amiss
but turning down another passage always ensured the sound would fade.


Steering him away from danger?


Casselli had not described the bracers as sentient like
the greatmasks but he had no reason to feel they were leading him astray when
he sensed danger. Their power was of more concern.


Was he destined to unleash the same ferocity upon his
friends one day?


A deep, purple glow appeared ahead, filtered through what
seemed to be more cobwebs than usual.


Notch slowed a moment but no warning growl followed and so
he quickened his pace, though he did take more care with his steps when he
neared the source – an open archway. The purple light fell across the stones,
pouring in from a stained-glass window in an empty room.


Chest-high stands of brass stood in each corner but all
were empty.


An odd thing to find perhaps in any part of the King City
but it seemed such a strangely isolated spot. More, the room’s purpose hardly
leapt forth. Was it a religious site or a place for some other ritual? 


A second doorway led to more light; this time the natural
colour of the afternoon.


He passed through onto a wide ledge of stone. A single,
empty perch stood before him and shadows covered the hidden place. And it was
well-hidden – the underside of one massive tower rested above him and the curve
of stretching palace walls flanked Notch on the opposite side.  


The perch commanded a fair view of one side of the city,
stretching rooves, and while no-one from below would be able see him, at least
some of the distant windows along the wall might do so, if the onlooker were
perhaps leaning out somewhat.


Notch set the lantern down and moved to the perch. The
claw marks were old, grey and weathered as the rest of the wood. How long since
it had last been used? Was it some private place for a long-dead royal
interested in falconry?


Whatever the answer, it would not help to know but he
stayed a moment to enjoy the air.


“You are the newcomer.”


Notch turned, ripping his sword free.


The ledge was empty. Only stone and shadows... but there,
a flicker of movement in the very corner. 


“Few seek this place.” A man’s voice, soft and
tired-sounding.


Notch squinted. The figure was tall and slender, leaning
against the wall and clothed in a similar grey. “Who are you?”


“They do not even seek me anymore. They used to but
perhaps they no longer care – and why not? Who seeks to cherish their
failures?”


Notch took another step forward, then stopped when the
man’s head turned to face him. Yellow eyes gleamed from the dark – but it was
not the man’s eyes that gave Notch pause. It was the grey that covered his
torso.


Wings. 


Long, slate-grey feathers tipped with white ran from his
hands and forearms, reaching higher too. The man had wrapped his naked torso
with them where he stood, a bare foot resting against the wall. He wore ragged
pants and a knife hung from his belt but he carried nothing more.


“Failures?” It was all Notch could say.


A bitter smile twisted the strange man’s lips. “Yes. They
did this to me, as they had to so many others and it was not enough.”


“Who?”


“Your new masters – the royals and their grubby little
bone masks,” he said as he started toward the ledge. As he reached the light,
the full extent of what had been done to the man became clear. All of his skin
was the same grey colour and even his features seemed sharper but above all, it
was the sight of the man’s ribs, clear beneath his skin. 


He was not slender; he was gaunt. Notch raised a hand.
“Wait, can I help you?”


The man paused for half a step – then continued on,
launching himself into the air, wings beating a moment before he began to
glide. “Three turns left from where you stand,” he called. “Twice to the
right.”


Notch strode to the perch but the winged man soon slid out
of sight.


Who was he?


And how had he been created? At what cost? The Ecsoli were
experimenting on people... it truly was a nest of vipers. “And I am powerless
to help him.”


For the present, at least. 


Notch took the lantern and the bird-man’s directions to a
closed door. When he pushed on it, the wood did not give. Notch gave it a shove
and something thumped to the ground. He slipped into a sparsely furnished
chamber, stepping over the statue that had been placed before the door. The
rest of the room revealed few embellishments – a cot, basin and broom, a mop
and bucket standing in the corner. Notch strode to the bucket but it contained
no water. At least, from the room itself, he was closer to inhabited wings. 


A mixed blessing but he had to press on.


He glanced around the room – a long coat sat on the bed,
he lifted it and since the thing looked to have been there for some time, gave
it a shake before pulling it over his blood-stained clothing. Then, he wiped
his hands as best he could on the mop and exited the room, lantern still in
hand.


Outside, there was little need for light since a crystal
glowed at the far end of a long hall. He started along it, moving swiftly now,
but pausing at the intersection. The next passage bore a few more doors but it
was all unfamiliar, the palace walls here were less opulent bluestone but still
hung with expensive paintings.


Conversation echoed from ahead.


Two men yet neither appeared – whoever it was had already
taken another direction. Notch followed; there was a more than fair chance the
speakers were heading to more populated parts of the palace. And hopefully a
useful landmark too.


Notch slowed when their words grew louder – they had
stopped.


“This will do.” The first man had a thin voice.


“Are you sure?”


“I told you, no-one really comes this way anymore.”


A snort. “So there could be a half a dozen people here
trying the same thing, if that’s true.”


“You’re in a mood today.”


“Yes, I am – I’ve been waiting for you down here for hours
now. Hours.”


Thin-voice sighed. “Just listen will you, I think we need
to –”


“That charm working?”


“Trust me. No-one can listen in – I’ve taken care of
that.”


“Good.”


“Just sit down and listen,” the first man said. “We need
to change our allegiance to General Olidas.”


“Why? Before, you said we should move to Tanere.”


“I know that but he’s going to be Named and while he won’t
exactly overlook us, he’s not as supportive as Olidas.”


“Right, but you just said Tanere will be Named. Olidas
will still lose, even if we support him,” the second man said and now a tapping
of a foot joined his words.


“Yes, but Olidas will know we supported him and that’s
what’s important when it comes to dividing up all that New-Land bone.”


“You’re assuming that he’ll still have any sway there.
Casselli will hold even more power when Tanere becomes First Heir.”


“She’s indebted to Olidas though.”


“How?”


“That’s a secret I’m going to keep a little longer, my friend.”


A moment of silence. “Fine. I don’t doubt your ability to
ferret out secrets but I have to ask, are you sure Olidas will do right by us
if everything does work out? Handing him a meaningless vote is just a gesture,
right?”


“Not at all. That’s why I want us to combine our resources
and make an offer to go with the vote.”


“Being?”


“A vitafuna.”


Notch frowned at the word. Vita meaning ‘life’ but funa
was not an Ecsoli word he’d come across yet.


“Beneva, if you’re lying to me or planning to lie to Olida–”


“Of course not. I believe that I can do it; I found the
Tempest Scroll but I need new bone to experiment.”


“By Ana, where was it?”


“Forget about that for now. Just tell me if I can count on
your support in this,” Beneva said. 


More silence.


“Think about it! The ability to take your body back to
youth or forward to wisdom; it is the gift of the Gods.”


“There’s always a cost.”


“It is worth it. Now tell me, can I count on you?”


“You can.”


“Excellent to hear,” Beneva said. “Now let’s make a real
start on this – I’m not in a hurry to get any older, are you?”











9. Notch


 


Notch looked up to the gilded balcony where the king ought
to have presided over the announcement of his heir. Only the bright gleam of
lamps on the golden bars; the silver and blue backing of a royal chair just
visible. Instead, according to both palace gossip but also Casselli, the
ancient fellow had nearly been swallowed by the weight of his cacophonous bed,
blankets and medicines, by the pointless ministrations of his healers who were
feeding a hollow, near-corpse life via their bone magic.


Would the old man have craved the vitafuna or
death? Did he even possess enough of his wits for that to be possible?


Tanere had been gambling with various nobles on the exact
moment death and often muttered about the way the healers were ruining his
chances.


But now, the prince sat in the wide chamber, body
straightened beneath his own royal robes and circlet, eyes alight with
expectation. Casselli too, smiled from ear to ear beside Notch.


Below, upon the wide dais, the officiating Inquisitor
stood lit by the cross-hatching of the sun where it poured through the
skylight, and his list had barely approached the nobility yet – not that many
of the merchants or priests were present. Casselli had explained they would
read about the royal ballot and about their own tallies via noticeboards posted
throughout the city later.


Here, it was fine robes, jewellery and old masks with
darkened eyes in every chair. The chamber itself housed perhaps a hundred
people, few of them soldiers like Notch, and the murmuring from them all
creating an ever-present hum just beneath the Inquisitor’s voice.


“We must also note the work of Phibus of the Pearl
Vineyard whose fine efforts to feed and clothe the unfortunate are most
exemplary and have earned him a new Mantle: Citizen of the Second. As befitting
his modesty, he has declined a ceremony but Paradisum thanks him nonetheless.”


Phibus actually did sound like a good man. Especially
compared to the snakes and popinjays in the chamber, all who would have leapt
at the chance of a ceremony, at the chance of being seen to be
contributing to the city... unless that was Phibus’ ploy as well? And turning
down the ceremony was its own performance? 


Notch couldn’t stop a scowl – what was the city doing?
Transforming every thought into a suspicion? The poor fellow was probably just
a kind soul, by Chelnos!


“Try to look at least a little pleased, Captain,” Casselli
said, a hand on his arm.


“This is a farce,” he said, lowering his voice.


“Of course, but it’s the most important farce of our lives
and it’s about to put me closer to my goal and, by extension, you to yours.”


“So I’ll soon begin my search for Qu-Sitka?”


“After the coronation.”


“After the coronation what?” he hissed. “You’ll set
another date that can be used to string me along? And then another and
another?”


Her fingers dug into his flesh. “Stay calm. I know you are
rattled after the attempt on your life but this is important.”


Tanere glowered across at him.


“Fine.” Notch exhaled, long and slow. Perhaps part of his
anger did stem from the attack – or rather, the lack of concern displayed by
Casselli. Not only did she expect the bracers to continue to protect him, she
also explained that it was his responsibility to manage the battle-lust. At the
very least, she’d sent Os-Bellator of her own to investigate but had been
spectacularly unconcerned.


And so he did not share meeting the bird-man nor
overhearing Beneva and his vitafuna. Nor would he have done so, even
before her cavalier attitude. And it wasn’t that he required her to be or even
to seem concerned, no. He could take care of himself – it was the way he
had clearly plummeted down the list of her priorities. 


Which meant leaving was becoming less and less of a
reality.


Of course, the Fura Leones might just be the answer to
that particular problem.


The Inquisitor had paused now, waiting for a more sincere
hush to fall across the chamber. When the short man next spoke there was a
change; louder words, longer pauses as his voice resonated within the room.
“Before Reductions, we will be announcing what you have no doubt actually come
to hear.” He smiled. “I admit, this is the highest attendance I can recall in
decades.”


And again he paused, as if relishing the attention.


A growl echoed within Notch’s mind. Pompous little
wretch. The thought was sharp, brimming with disapproval. Notch felt his
hand stray toward the hilt of his belt knife – yet he had not moved it at all;
it was like a reflex. Or someone else’s urge... or perhaps his own urge
magnified. He caught one wrist with his free hand but neither Casselli nor
Tanere seemed to have noticed, both gazes boring down upon the speaker.


“Of course, our recommendation is only that, it is not law
but I am sure the king will take it to heart in making his own announcement.”


Casselli smirked but said nothing.


“And so at last we come to a momentous moment indeed.
Paradisum’s Heir will be he who has espoused and modelled the very values we
seek, he who has tempered strength and responsibility and of late, has perhaps
even managed to eclipse the great contributions to our nation made by the king
in his younger days.”


Some disappointed whispers rose from the room, and across
the way, Olidas himself inclined his grey head, but unlike his supporters, he
did not seem saddened or surprised by the clear inference that he had been
passed over.


Casselli was breathing a little harder as once more, the
Inquisitor drew out what seemed inevitable, relishing the collective gaze of
the entire chamber. 


“It is perhaps with this final service to the land, in
uncovering the line of the Gigansi Kings that he has truly set his ascendency
in stone. Many new possibilities may well open with this development and we of
the Inquisitori are united in presenting Prince Tanere Marinus as Heir to the
Shining Throne.”


Cheers rose, echoing in the chamber as a hundred pairs of
eyes focused on the man, who now stood beside Casselli. She was applauding, her
face alight with triumph and Notch followed suit – with the clapping, at least.



The Prince – the Heir – raised his hands, his expression a
study in solemnity as he waited for quiet. And it came quickly enough, allowing
him to pitch his voice for the entire chamber.


“I am humbled by the confidence placed within me by the
Prime Inquisitor and his fellows and wait for confirmation from my king,” he
said, gaze sweeping across those gathered. “If, after coronation, it is truly I
who will lead our great nation, let me promise only this – I will lead it to
glory.”


Shouting and cheering rose once more. 


Notch lent his own voice to the noble rabble but it was no
roar, since his attention was elsewhere.


Once again he fought his hand where it was wrapped around
the hilt of a blade.











10. Nia


 


She avoided the new sprouts as she crossed the grove, the
rich scent of hewn earth not completely gone yet, despite the days that had
passed since the attack. Broken branches, mostly small ones, concealed the
occasional wink of amber; sap slowly sinking back into the earth.


There it would ensure the eventual regrowth of the grove
but it would take generations for the Sap Grove to return to its former state.
And while the loss of the sap itself was to be keenly felt – for its value as
medicine and even fertiliser – the truly dire consequences were still unknown.
Who knew what the witch, whom the Lord Protector suspected, would do with what
she had stolen? Had she somehow studied Efran’s madness? Known him? Or had the
white robed Ecsoli used their own magic to discover the power of the amber? 


Considering the diversion with the Ulag, it seemed most
likely.  


Whatever the truth, it would elude Nia yet longer.


Their trail of destruction simply ended at a wall of
densely-packed trees in a narrow gully, with no way to open the wall and pass
through, not even for her Father – so far, at least. He had not given up and
nor would she.


Something glinted near her feet.


Nia waved Pannoc closer as she knelt to sift through the
dirt with her gloves.


He frowned, pushing shaggy hair back from his face. “Isn’t
that...?”


“It is.” She lifted a large hammer free, dirt trickling
back to the earth. The weapon had been carved with an acorn symbol sometimes
associated with the Sap-Born – its core set with a piece of amber.


“Suggests the Sap-Born, doesn’t it? Are they working with
the Ecsoli or leading them?”


“It does seem to be them. But this brings us no closer to
understanding,” she replied. “If Gedarow was still here, I believe I could find
out.”


Pannoc raised an eyebrow. “Because of how he feels for you?”


“Perhaps that is why his escape was, in the end,
relatively non-violent.”


“Or maybe they were simply in a hurry.”


“It’s time to find out.”


“How?”


“Now that the grove seems secure once more, I will leave
Father and the others to work on the escape route.” She stood. “We are going to
find Gedarow.”


“I’m with you, My Lady, but again, how could we do that?
Will you... transform?”


She smiled. “No need for such delicate phrasing – but no.
Father can sense the trails better than I, it’s doubtful I could match his
power there. No, I am going to call in the cavalry.”


“The Lord Protector?”


“Exactly. We use one mask to find another.”


“How long will that take?”


“You forget the travel-stone.”


“True, but what if there is trouble in Anaskar too? He may
not be able to leave at once.”


“I’m sure there is trouble everywhere but he will come as
soon as he can. The new alliance between our nations is important to him.”


“And his king?”


“You doubt them?”


He shrugged. “Old habits, I suppose.”


“A fair answer. I’m going to send the message, why don’t
you prepare for a trip.”


“Should we bring anyone else?”


“Better to keep our group small. With Danillo, that will
make three and if we run into trouble, he’s an army all by himself.”


“Right,” Pannoc said, and started back toward the Autumn
Grove.


Nia withdrew the bone charm Danillo had left behind and
closed her eyes, just as he had instructed. “Lord Protector?”


She waited.


Nia. I hope you are well. His voice was the same;
stern, strong, and deep but with a slight echo in her mind.


“Somewhat better than when we last spoke.”


Have the Ecsoli returned?


“No, but we still cannot find them. At one point, it is as
though their trail simply disappears into solid wood. Father is still working
on it but in the meantime, I’m tracking one of the escaped prisoners, the
former Sap-Born. I suspect he’s either working with the Ecsoli or at the least,
benefitted from their attack.”


And you need my help in tracking their masks?


“We do.”


Hmmm. Things hang on a thread here... and more, if this
white witch is receiving aid from Chelona, I may not be able to trace her at
all. Let me attempt to do so now.


Nia waited. Birdsong drifted across her awareness as she
stood, holding her breath for some reason.


Nothing beyond the point you have mentioned. Perhaps
your Father will have more luck, given time. 


“Damn her,” she said.


However, I believe I can send someone who may be able
to help, if you can wait a little more.


“That would be welcome.”


Her name is Fiore and she is a young Storm Singer – and
though her power is remarkable, it may no longer be safe for her here.


“We may not be able to protect her either.”


For now, I believe it is safer there.


“Then thank you, Danillo.”


Meet her at the travel-stone; I will let you know when
she nears. And tread lightly, Nia – there is much I still do not know.











11. Seto


 


Consequences lurked, and when they struck they bit deep,
the blade leaving a long trail in whatever remained after the first blow.


Seto moved to the window, staring down at the bustling
city. Far more red robes visible in the streets or markets now. Unlike before
the invasion, people moved to the Mascare, speaking or seeking help. Maybe that
was the biggest change, aside from the new buildings or even those structures
still bearing blackened traces of acor and fire. 


Bigger changes were afoot in the palace yet thus far, they
did not amount to much. It was more the threat of such changes... it was more
Chelona, lurking behind ‘King’ Nossio. Even now, the man was forging ahead with
his new quarry, supposedly for a grand new work to raise the city’s spirits
after the war, but what did that truly mean?


It had to be a piece of her bigger purpose.


He turned away with a sigh, hurrying on to the throne room
where he was admitted and announced by the same guards who had only yesterday
announced visitors for him.


Nossio sat upon the throne, eyes half-closed. Was the runt
dozing?


But when Seto stopped before the throne, the man
straightened. “Very well, Oseto – I’ll take report on the coast now. Take as
many men as you need, but I want it prepared in time for the first shipment
from the quarry.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.”


“That is all.”


Seto excused himself, striding along the corridors with a
frown. Again, what was the little weasel building? And why Conchiglia Cove? It
was a pleasant enough part of the coast, a fair beach and pretty woods but it
was not all that close to the roads. Was it meant to be a private retreat for
the new king? Or something sinister?


After arranging for both workmen and an armed escort, Seto
paused at the palace gates, nodding to the guards there. The slowly falling sun
cast long shadows and caused the breath of sparring men to steam, the clack of
their wooden blades crossing the verdant grass.


“Seto?”


He turned; Danillo stood nearby, Argeon aglow. “Have you
heard the latest then? I am scouting.”


“Yes. For me, he wants to better understand the Mascare,
but at least I can stay here. But I have taken it upon myself to divert Giovan
and Fiore to the Bloodwood. I want her out of Nossio’s reach, considering who
owns him.”


Seto nodded slowly. “Perhaps that is safest. Have you
heard from the Oyn-Dir?”


“Nia has sent word about the theft, but I believe Fiore
could actually help her.”


“Chelona is at work in each land – we risk being
overtaken. I feel that now more than ever, thanks to this pointless errand.” 


“It may not be pointless if you learn something about his
purpose,” Danillo said. “Though I agree. Perhaps it is time I take some risks
of my own – Lavinia is far better suited than I when it comes to restoring
Abrensi and the Mascare are well in hand now.”


Seto frowned now. “What are you saying?”


“That it might simply be time for a little rashness on our
part.”


He shook his head. “Somehow, you have managed to say
something so unlike yourself yet exactly how I imagined you’d have delivered
it. I am as impressed as I am concerned.”


“Do you think I am wrong?”


“I doubt that, old friend. What do you have in mind?”


“Let me think upon it until you return this evening – I
have a report that must be followed, it might be a mere rumour but if not, it
could lend my idea of a counter-offensive some credence.”


“Very well.” Seto’s escort arrived, coming to a halt some
distance away – a dozen of the Royal Shields in their orange tunics and silver
breastplates, along with an equal number of foresters and folk from the quarry.
“Take care here.”


“And you,” Danillo said before striding back toward the
palace, red robe rustling around his legs.


Seto accepted the horse from the sergeant and mounted up,
swallowing a grunt of effort, and taking a moment to catch his breath as he
settled. “South we go.”


“Yes, Your Majesty,” the man said.


Seto didn’t bother correcting him, and the fellow didn’t
seem to have made a simple accident – it was perhaps a message. Did it stem
from seeing his former king struggle into the saddle, or from loyalty?


Could have been both.


The trip along the highway was swift enough; his mind
awash with possibilities, just what did Danillo and Argeon have in mind? Would
Giovan and Fiore be safe in the Bloodwood? If Abrensi could be restored, could
he even face Chelona? And above all, what was her purpose on the coast?


The afternoon had worn down, though there was plenty of
light left. A bitter wind had swept up now, the taste of salt sharp with each
lash. When they reached Conchiglia Cove the sea was a muted grey, white tips
crashing across the shells and sand.


Thin green leaves from the nearby wood littered the road,
slippery beneath the boots of the guard as they dismounted and began scouting.
Seto walked to the water’s edge, avoiding the cold of the ocean itself as he
paced. Ships and their white sails were heading toward the harbour city where
it rose up over the coastline. From Seto’s vantage, it seemed a dark shape, old
and worn despite the new wall and harbour. 


As if the wind had finally aged what had seemed eternal.


Yet he would fight to keep it strong. “With every breath,”
Seto said through gritted teeth.


“Sire!”


One of the woodsmen was jogging up the beach, the sergeant
by his side.


“Is something wrong?”


“I don’t know, My Lord. We found something strange in the
wood.”


“Show me.”


Seto followed them into the tree line, along a shaded
woodcutter’s trail and finally to a small group. The men and women crowded
around a thin stone pillar where it rose from the blackened remains of a split
tree – as if the tree had actually grown up and around the stone. What remained
of the tree was old and twisted; a once mighty oak that now lay in a mess, the
lightning strike obviously recent enough that moss had yet to begin its creep.


The stone pillar only reached his hip when he neared it,
completing a short circle and leaning close. It was something of a spiral; a
grey stone with crimson flecks throughout. It bore no markings, no symbols, no
openings or clues as to its purpose – but a sense of... impatience, lurked
within the small clearing.


“What is it, Sire?” someone asked.


“Nothing I have seen before.” The pillar was carven to be
smooth, its top having enough space to be a pedestal. 


Oseto, my – look what you have found.


Chelona’s voice, ringing in his head, brimming with
satisfaction.


You must protect it.


“Clear the space around it,” Seto said and started back
into the trees, both to give everyone room and to lower his voice. “What is
it?”


Something quite useful – I’m surprised Nossio didn’t
mention it.


“So this is why he sent me here? The quarry is a ploy?”


Not at all.


“Then what is the pillar used for?”


Interesting things, Little Oseto. Just make sure it
remains in one piece – I will be disappointed if it were to be broken.


“All the more reason for me to break it, Chelona.”


Such spark. Tell me, how is life in the palace for the
most important advisor?


“Anaskar is mine; I will take it back.”


You will leave the city in Nossio’s care and be
grateful that I do not extinguish you myself.


“But you are far too preoccupied to do so – I know that
much.”


Perhaps my little Vipera will have to be the one to
strike.


Seto made a fist. He was powerless, even without her
threats – threats she could no doubt make good on, whether she was truly
occupied or not. But to simply stand back and let her take everything... “Send
her my way and I will deal with her. Then you’ll have to kill me yourself.”


Laughter was her answer.











12. Flir


 


Flir ground her teeth and pushed back.


Zasemu grunted, his face expressionless as he leant
forward, bracing himself where they stood in the shadowy Regeneration Chamber,
hands locked, pushing against each other. His strength was immense, and each
time the Sorceress had him test the strength of a new limb or try a new stance,
the man was already stronger.


In the morning of their first session Flir could hold him
in place, she could push him back and once even from his feet... but in the
days that followed he quickly reached and then surpassed the strength of a
dilar.


Now, she had to use every last ounce of her strength just
to offer him a challenge. And her recovery destroyed her efforts to plan a
proper escape. Her muscles ached all the time and she slept like a stone, never
waking until morning, until Renasi or the witch herself did so, calling Flir up
from her slumber.


And the whole time they faced off, Zasemu did not speak.


Nor could he speak. Yet.


“That will come in time – best to leave that to me,” the
witch said.


And so Flir struggled against him in silence until the
witch stopped them one day to move things along.


To sparring.


Now, Flir had to explain basics of hand-to-hand combat
whenever the witch desired it and Zasemu took to the lessons swiftly, his face
becoming more animated with each blow, each new attack or defence absorbed –
and the man, if he could be called such – learned so quickly, anticipating
things Flir had yet to teach. Yet here, for now at least, she was more often
able to consider herself victor for she was still faster. So much of their time
had been spent building strength that it seemed she’d have the edge for a time.


“What do you want me to teach him next, Mistress?” Flir
asked after Zasemu had been led away by Renasi, whose arm was still in its
sling.


The witch shrugged. “I leave that to you now. He will not
need much more before moving on to weapons, I believe.”


“And after that I become disposable, do I?” Flir asked, a
hand on her hip.


The witch smiled now. “Your forthright nature can be quite
refreshing at times. No, you will have uses beyond Zasemu’s restoration.”


“Such as, Mistress?”


“Patience.” She gestured for Flir to follow as she glided
to the pool. There, the witch raised an arm above the still surface and swirled
her hand in a slow circle while murmuring words that bore little resemblance to
Anaskari, Renovar, Braonn – to anything Flir had ever heard.


An image wavered, quickly solidifying into the icy
mountains of Renovar.


It was a stony road, ice slick upon the surface and flakes
of snow drifting down in a strong wind. Was it meant to be where Kanis, Pevin,
and the priests were... Flir leant closer when a long, black leg appeared at
the edge of the image.


A second leg followed and then a black body too, the head
moving slowly to assess its surroundings. It appeared to be searching.


Flir gripped the stone. “Am I seeing the present,
Mistress?”


“How familiar with the mekastor are you?”


“Not very. I suspected it didn’t like light but it was
strong. Even as dilar, Kanis and I could barely stand against it – I assume the
one you killed is the one we fought before, and this now, is a second... mekastor?”


“It is. And there will be more.”


Mishalar, no. “How?”


“They have been awoken. Ancient creatures born of a lesser
god but still, a nuisance even to me,” the witch said. 


“Lesser gods, Mistress?”


“Spawned from what you seem to call the Sea Gods – long,
long ago when such Gods also walked on land. My own forebears sealed the mekastor
in the caves of an island that is now lost but somehow, they have survived and
returned.”


Flir shook her head slowly. When Sea Beasts also walked on
land? Eons past, surely. What power must such titan-like creatures have wielded
then? And more, exactly how did the witch know so much about the past and the mekastor?
It seemed she spoke of things no history books or elders had ever recorded. “We
cannot let them survive.”


The witch raised an eyebrow. “We?”


Flir nodded, even as she took a knee, though it pained
both her limbs and her pride. “Please, Mistress. I cannot allow that thing to
reach another village. The things it did to the people... I cannot.”


The witch leant forward. “Speak again, what do you mean?
Had it begun to harvest already?”


“I think it was controlling the people of Ithinov like
puppets from where it’d burrowed beneath the town. There was a pool and cocoons
of people lining the walls. They all seemed connected to the pool. I think it
was using them to learn.”


The witch began to pace. “They waste no time.”


“Then they are more... aware than mere creatures,
Mistress?”


“Of course. Like a hive – what one learns, others do too –
yet they are trapped in the form you saw.” The woman turned back with a smile.
“Ready for a battlefield promotion?”


“Mistress?”


“I have other concerns but you will get your wish. I am
sending you to help your counterpart stop the mekastor I showed you.”


“Does it threaten Kanis and the others?”


“No. It heads for Ithinov to resume what the first
attempted. You will destroy it no matter the cost to your surroundings; they
cannot be allowed to learn any more than they have and it certainly cannot be
allowed to lay eggs.”


Flir couldn’t stop a shudder.  


“And to head off your next question, I will ensure you can
deal with the mekastor but you will return here once you have completed
your task.”


“Are you searching for the True Nest, Mistress?” Flir
asked.


“Enough questions.” Her eyes began to glow. “Now, hold
still, Flir. This will require your silence and obedience.”


“What will happen to me?”


“Something useful, if temporary, and after which you will
need to spend a little time practising with a Crystal Spire.” The witch raised
a finger. “And no, it is not the real thing, if you’ve even heard of such an
item, but it is as close as I could manage.”


“And I can use it to stop the mekastor?”


“Easily.”


“Thank you.”


“No need, for I do this not for you, girl. And finally,
let me warn you now – as when you reside here, do not think to escape. If I
learn of such a foolhardy attempt, I will be forced to place your friends into
steel boxes and broil them alive. I trust I am being quite clear in this.”


“Very, Mistress.”











13. Flir


 


Snowflakes fell from the pale sky, twisting in the cold
breeze.


Flir pulled her cloak closer, frowning down at the
motionless village of Ithinov. Despite the lack of smoke from any chimney and
the snow drifts that climbed every wall, bloody images seemed to linger...
Innkeeper Boles, Governor Mildavir, and so many others. Yet not all had died,
the archer Ekolay surely fared well enough, wherever he’d disappeared to. And
the rest of the village had to be alive. After all, not everyone had perished
and the witch was very certain Flir would reach the village before the mekastor.


But if so, why did the place seem so empty?


Flir rose from between the trees and started forward, feet
crunching in snow. The Crystal Spire swung from her belt. A stout rod of
crystal, it lay encased in leather, which was doing a fine job at smothering
the blazing light it created.


The witch had offered little by way of instruction.
“Simply bully the creature with the crystal and strike when it is weakened.”


And then she’d hauled Flir into the darkness between
places.


“Come out, creature.”


Flir crossed the snowy earth, breath steaming, and reached
the first home without interruption. She slipped around it, half an eye on the
slippery ground, and paused before entering the square. Boles’ inn stood cold
and empty.


Doubtless they’d all fled the village. “Not that I blame
them.”


And the emptiness should have made it easier to find the mekastor
but there was no sign of it as she searched the place, no hint of any tracks in
the fresh snow, human or animal. She circled the inn next, then started for the
smithy – but inside, the courtyard had been filled in with stone and wood, as
if a wall had been collapsed over the opening to the thing’s former nest.


She knelt before the rubble; a piece of iron peeked from
within... the leg of a stove.


Flir turned back to the square and froze.


A large, black and purple figure approached from beyond
the lump that was all that remained of the well. Not so large as the first mekastor,
it was otherwise the same, its body elongated, head swivelling as it regarded
Flir. But there was one difference; the blasted thing seemed to move with more
fluidity over the snow and ice – not that the first creature had been clumsy.


No point waiting for it.


She burst from the building with a grin – and maybe it was
a little strained but the witch was not the sort to send Flir to a swordfight
with a feather. “Hey!” Flir ripped the Crystal Spire free and advanced.


A black light bathed the square.


Somehow, it seemed even more painful to the creature than
white light. The mekastor shrank back immediately, a shrill scream
following. Flir closed in, holding the rod before her, herding the creature
back until it hit a wall then reared up, still screaming. Acid gushed from its
mouth.


Flir leapt aside, and time slowed… or, the world around
her slowed – just as the witch had promised. Flir flanked the creature while
the stream of purple acid hung in the air, ducking in to slam her war hammer
into a leg.


The crack that followed did not align with her blow; it
trailed, as if catching up.


But Flir had already moved on.


She swung a mighty overhand blow, shattering the next limb
at the joint – black fragments burst forth in a slow spray. Next, the head –
Flir leapt onto its back and swung again. The weapon caved the mekastor’s skull
and once again, the delayed crunch was an echo.


The body began to collapse, creeping toward the frozen
ground but Flir had plenty of time to jump down. She landed with a grunt of
satisfaction, heart thumping in her chest as she replaced the Crystal Spire and
glanced around. The snow seemed to be falling at a natural speed now. She
exhaled – even if her surroundings had slowed; she’d worked hard enough.


And the witch had not lied.


She’d lent out a truly fearsome power.


“Mistress? It is done.”


Silence followed. Flir folded her arms, mighty hammer
still in hand but did not pace for warmth yet – nor would she, by the Gods, she
hadn’t been away so long that she’d softened that much. It might have been an
unnaturally early winter but it was nothing she hadn’t felt before.


 Good. Now travel north and west until you come to a
broken road marker – you will reach it before nightfall.


“And then?”


Then you are to dig up the travel-stone that is hidden beside
it. Arrange the pieces to form three mountain peaks; I will guide you.


“Dig, Mistress?”


Do not take too long – you are needed at the Waypoint.


“Which is where the travel-stone is paired?”


No answer.


Flir sighed and started from the square. She did not
bother with the mekastor. It seemed no-one was going to return to
Ithinov anyway.


On the road, she hooked the hammer across her back and set
out at a jog, boots smacking against the hard road.


The mountains were dark, peaks covered in white, but the
sun hung high enough that she was inclined to trust the Sorceress’ estimation –
she’d reach the road sign before dark. And if it represented the quarter-mark
between Ithinov and the Waypoint above the Mishalar Sanctuary, then wasn’t that
where Kanis and the others were?


The Sanctuary did lie on the road to Blackthorn
Mountain.


Flir picked up her pace; it seemed she would be heading to
the frozen lake after all. The problem was, how was she going to stop the White
Witch from taking the bones?


 


***


 


The stone marker sat beside the road, cloaked in a film of
white. Flir leant against it to catch her breath. The tree line started quite
close to the road, and Flir grunted as she hefted the hammer. Was there even
room? There was one way to find out, and if she broke the travel-stone, well,
too bad. “She can bloody well come and carry me the rest of the way.” After
all, a hammer was hardly a tool for digging.


She swung – not too hard.


Ice and stone cracked beneath the layer of snow.


At least now, the sound matched her strike. Flir struck
again, moving in a small half circle around the marker before stopping to tear
some of the splintered stone and earth aside. Sadly, the first hunk did not
reveal the careful tiles of a travel-stone. Flir hauled a few more pieces
aside, scraping at the cold earth until her gloves were soaked. 


The sun was sinking when a piece of cut stone appeared –
right up against the roots of the trees. The rest of the travel-stone lay
beneath the fir. Flir stood with a curse. If she pushed the tree aside, would
the roots tear at the travel-stone?


She glanced back at the darkening sky, shrugged. Time was
not going to wait.


Leaning into the trunk, Flir applied pressure. Creaking
sounds followed. She bunched her shoulders and gave a good shove. It crashed
into the other trees, dirt and stone spraying from the earth, roots bared.


Yet beneath, the great circle of the travel-stone remained
intact – clear but for some spots of soil, as if the roots had protected it. Or
perhaps the stone had rejected the tree? Either way, she’d found it.


Flir knelt and began sliding the stones tiles around,
black, purple and clear quartz – for the sky – she used the quartz tiles and
started the three peaks with the black, letting them seep into purple points.
“Mistress?”


Close – but it is the Peaks of Tan at night; black sky,
white snow on purple mountains.


Flir started on the adjustments with another muttered oath
but once she was done, a blazing light burst forth. It enveloped her,
obliterating any view of her surroundings.


Better.











14. Seto


 


As the sun completed its disappearing act, Seto sent his
men on ahead to the palace, having left a few behind to begin construction of a
fence and a wooden cage to protect the stone from any incidental damage...
unlikely as it seemed.


Seto had other plans. According to the young Mascare who’d
met them at the gates, Danillo was ready to share. The Mascare led Seto between
darkened buildings and behind a theatre where a warm glow spilled from the
upper windows and a single man sat on a step by the rear door, drinking from a
glass as they passed.


“Where is he, Macello?”


“In the Lower Tier wall – not far now, though you’d know
that, Your Majesty,” the fellow said, voice somewhat muffled by his mask and
the turn of his head as he scanned the streets. Few were about as they drew
away from the busier parts. 


“Why?”


“That’s where they wanted him to meet.”


“And ‘they’ refers to?”


“Some young ones from the Lower Tier – they have something
important, according to the Lord Protector,” the Mascare said as he turned down
a narrow alley, this with a set of steps at the end. They, in turn, led down to
a grated trapdoor with a mighty lock, which Macello unlocked and opened. “A
moment, Sire.” He produced a lantern, lit it then started down a steel-rung
ladder.


Seto followed, smothering a sigh as he did but it was not
a long climb and they were soon striding along beneath the streets. After a
time, they reached another door – this one with a similar lock, which again
Macello opened.


“I do not know of this passage to the wall,” Seto said.


Macello nodded. “It’s amazing that we can keep finding
them – you’d think there’d be no more secrets in Anasakar after so long.”


“And the children found this place?”


“Apparently a collapsed passage gave them access to the
old storeroom from the other side. Here we are then.” He lifted his lantern to
reveal a wooden door this time. Macello knocked, thrice then twice.


A bolt slid free, revealing Danillo – his face bare, but
he was close to smiling, it seemed, despite the weariness in his eyes. It was,
no doubt, mirror to Seto’s own face. “Welcome to the forgotten weapons cache of
the Lower Tier.” He stood back, revealing a well-lit room lined with bushels of
arrows, rows of spears and also what seemed to be crates of caltrops – if the
lad turning one over in his hands was any indication.


“This is Dilo and Tenaci,” Danillo said, moving back to a
nearby table.


Dilo was a girl with dark hair pulled back into a tail,
her gaudy green shirt dirty but well-mended, and Tenaci a blond boy equally
grimy, but he was smiling. Both bowed as best they could, grinning the whole
time. “Your Majesty, we found it,” Dilo said.


“It took forever,” Tenaci added. “And we got lucky because
Bodol helped us and it only cost us a bit of lenasi, some blankets,
fire-making tools and some droppings. He was real nice about it too.”


Seto raised an eyebrow. Bodol again; the Scrapper had
proven useful more than once. “Droppings?”


“Yeah, he collects it for –”


Seto raised a hand. “I withdraw my question. Tell me what
you found?”


Tenaci nodded and turned to kneel. Dilo helped, and
together they lifted a... basket of bone onto the table. It was covered in
green and grime, the steel bands that bound it crawling with rust but the sense
of age and slumbering potential was clear. “A Crucible?”


“Precisely,” Danillo said. “The children found it after
months of searching beneath the city – first at the insistence of the Ecsoli
and then by themselves, hoping to sell it. But most recently new requests have
come from men working for ‘King Nossio’ though I doubt they at least are aware
of what they have been asked to find.”


Seto nodded slowly, eyes still on the bone. “But we must
keep an eye on whoever he is directing down here.”


Danillo nodded. “We shall.”


“So, there must be some big reward, right?” Tenaci asked.
Then he blinked and flushed. “Ah, Your Majesty.”


Dilo shook her head at him but added. “Especially since we
beat them all.”


“All who?” Seto asked.


“The other searchers. We’ve never seen so many people down
there – not even during the invasion.”


“I see. Well, it will be an impressive reward indeed.” He
smiled. “In fact, why don’t you come up with some ideas and tell them to
Macello while I speak with the Lord Protector a moment.”


“Wow!” Tenaci spun to face Dilo, whose own smile beamed
beneath the grime on her face.


“I’m sorry I didn’t find this sooner, Seto,” Danillo said.


“No, don’t be. So much is afoot that we should count our
blessings now that we are here.”


“Perhaps you’re right. At least we know the quarry was a
diversion, along with all my busy work. Nossio and Chelona wanted space and
time to find the Crucible.”


“So it seems,” Seto said, glancing at it once more. Now
that Danillo stood a little closer, the Crucible seemed to glow – was Argeon
interacting with it in some way? “Bodol has helped our cause before, during the
invasion if you remember. If he helped them find it, perhaps he knows more.”


“I have masks seeking him now. Neither Dilo nor Tenaci
know anything of him, really.”


“And the Crucible itself? I know its application in
creating novatura, but what do you have in mind?”


Danillo leant against a stack of crates. “My rather rash
plan was to draw Chelona into the open – some distance from Anaskar. I had
thought Nossio or Vipera would be bait but I’m not sure how much she cares
about either, should we go to the trouble of capturing them.”


“But she would come for the Crucible.”


“I believe so.”


Seto exhaled. “Let me ask you something, Danillo – if that
were so, could you and Argeon defeat her?”


“Perhaps not without destroying our surroundings.”


“Even before that concern. I fear she is capable of things
we do not yet realise; considering all that has occurred thus far. It is
nothing I have ever seen you use Argeon for.”


Danillo was nodding. “I understand your fear and I would
have shared it in previous years but these last few months... Argeon has been
far more open. He senses the threat Chelona poses to his own goals.”


“His own goals?”


“The retrieval and storing of knowledge that has been lost.
Also knowledge that is, and that is yet to come.”


“That is rather noble, actually.”


“And thankfully for us, it is something that allows for
vast patience. While our agreement is in place, I believe it pleases Argeon to
work with House Falco. It has, especially of late, tended to place him right in
the centre of many major events and changes here; he has learnt much from the
Ecsoli, has remembered more.”


“Then you know how to use the Crucible?”


“We are learning,” Danillo said with a smile. “The primary
function is useless to us without bone; though I am not convinced any novatura
would be enough in any event.”


“Lord Corvus mentioned it could channel power – more than
a single greatmask.”


“I believe so but again, it is a risk to all around if
such a battle took place.”


“Then you want to be more covert?”


“Yes, I do,” he said. “At least for now. But there is
more, Seto,” Danillo said, his voice growing softer. “I want to dismantle it.” 


 











15. Seto


 


“Is that even possible? And more importantly, why?” Seto
asked.


Danillo gestured to one of the pieces. “It can be reduced
to individual parts for a different purpose. Once free of the Crucible’s form,
Argeon and I could transform them into four or five staves.”


“To what end?”


“One, it would deny her the combined might of the Crucible
if something were to go amiss.”


“Because she couldn’t restore it once split apart?”


“Agreon believes not; something is lost in the process
that means she would not bother.”


“And so something must be gained for us in return, if they
are lessened.”


He nodded. “I believe we gain not only numbers but, more
importantly, flexibility. There is so much Chelona has already put into play
that I believe we need to spread some of the power of old Sea Gods across the
nations. Argeon and I cannot be in all places at once and Chelona has clearly
arranged agents of her own, if Vipera is any indication of what others might
expect or are already facing.”


“You do not believe we need to hold on to the Crucible
simply to have access to more brute strength?”


“In truth, I do not know. I keep coming back to my fear of
what may happen in a direct clash. But even without help, Argeon is her equal.”


“Hmmm.” It was a logical response and no other items of
such power rested in the entirety of Anaskar. Danillo couldn’t attend
personally to each and every threat either. Before too long, Seto’s allies
would fall if unaided. Still, was the Crucible not the tool to stop Chelona? To
save Anaskar from whatever she planned? 


Or only Anaskar?


Seto closed his eyes a moment. Didn’t other lands deserve
protection from whatever Chelona had in mind? She had already ravaged the grove
in the Bloodwood, the people needed everything they could find to stand against
her.


“Seto?”


“Very well. What do you need, Lord Protector?”


“This place is enough. I will bring additional materials
to work. Other than this, more travel-stones and worthy wielders of the
staves.”


“You have some in mind?”


“A few but reaching them may be a problem. Nia comes to
mind; if we had found the Crucible sooner, I would have sent a stave with
Giovan, perhaps.”


“My Lord?” Macello approached, Dilo and Tenaci in tow. “I
believe the children have decided on a fitting reward. Dilo?”


She stepped forward, glancing back to Macello, who nodded.
“Your Majesty, we would like a real place for us all to live. We want to feel
safe; I know it’s a lot.”


Seto smiled. “That is entirely within my power to grant.”


“Really?” Tenaci rose up onto his toes.


“Of course. Gather those under your care and go with
Macello to the palace, they will arrange everything. I’ll include extra clothes,
weapons too – a feast if you wish.”


Both children beamed.


Once Macello had led them away, Seto returned to the
Crucible, resting his hands on the table before it. “Four or five you say?”


“Yes... and perhaps four would be best. Any more and the
power will be too little, I fear.”


“Nia is an obvious choice in the south but I wonder if you
shouldn’t keep one here in the city.”


“They may do more good elsewhere.”


“Possibly but I am thinking of the future too. If Argeon
is dormant one day, Anaskar needs something at least,” Seto said,
glancing at his friend.


Danillo was frowning.


“I must face such a future now, before I am gone, Danillo
– even if you will not.”


“An especially unsubtle comment.”


“Yes.”


The man withdrew Argeon from an inner pocket and sighed.
“You are right, of course. I will make it a priority.”


“Then you will take a new wife after all?”


“No. I will find a way to free Argeon from House Falco and
begin the search for an heir, someone that will place our people above all
else.” He did not look up. “I was able to use Osana in the end, if you recall.”


“I remember,” Seto replied.


“I am sure I can convince Argeon to work with another.
While it is possible, he will have his own stipulations; he will not work with
just anyone,” he said, his voice heavy now.


Seto placed a hand on Danillo’s shoulder. “I know you had
a different legacy in mind.”


“I did.”


“Then let us lay that matter aside for now. Who else do
you imagine needs one of the four staves?”


“Flir, if we could reach her. In the west, Pathfinder Ain
is another obvious choice, since much unrest with the darklings has been
connected to events here. Ideally, all our allies.”


“My thinking also. You will keep one, and the others must
go south, west and also to the east. It is a long journey to Renovar; though I
believe we could reach the desert much sooner at least. And the Bloodwood.”


“I am expecting more Mascare will return any day now;
hopefully many have found stones where Argeon suggested we search. That will
speed things up but I am just as concerned with Chelona. Will she strike while
the staves are on the road? I cannot protect them all and sending them one at a
time is likely not swift enough.”


Seto placed a hand upon the Crucible, the bone cool and
worn beneath his palm. “Disassemble this first, then we can tackle the question
of transportation.”


He nodded. “And what of Nossio?”


“I will make my report and see if I can glean any more of
his purpose here,” Seto said. “She may have other goals.”


“True. And I do not seek to force her hand, but if you
cannot learn anything from Nossio then the false king may have outlived his
usefulness.”


“You want bait for a different fish – a snake?”


“Yes, Vipera must be stopped, too.”


Seto rubbed at the joints in his wrist as he nodded. His
knees ached too, but he had to push on a little longer yet. The idea was a good
one... and it would remove the threat to his own life; it would restore him to
the throne and more, doing so would allow his shameful role in Chelona’s rise
to remain hidden a little longer at least. He nearly sneered; did he fear
confessing his crime more than the prospect of Chelona taking Anaskar for
herself? “I agree. Both need to be stopped but we cannot be certain Chelona
herself will not respond to such an act. Are you less concerned about
widespread destruction now that we have the Crucible?”


“For the most part. But if she appears, Argeon and I will
draw her away.”


“Can you be sure?”


“Yes, leave that to us.”


Seto nodded. “Send for me when you are done.”


“Of course,” Danillo said. “You might as well take my
lamp, I can work without it. If you continue on, the path will lead to Piryana,
she is waiting with a carriage.”


“You won’t need it?”


“I admit resting my legs would be most welcome but if I
don’t send you that way, she will be waiting the rest of the night and half the
morning for me.”


“Ah.” Seto took the lamp and strode to the door, leaving
Danillo working in the faintly blue glow from the Greatmask – a glow answered
by the Crucible.


Then he was closing the door and striding along the
passage, brushing at the occasional cobweb – something the children would not
have had to deal with as often. When he next saw them, he’d have to ask more
about Bodol.


And Nossio now loomed large. A problem in many ways;
doubts spread from the man like weeds. Exactly who was he? A dozen times
already, Seto had searched his memory for any hint of trace of another
bastard... it just didn’t seem possible. And if that was the case, just what
had Chelona done to the fellow to transform him into the spitting image of
Otonos? What other secrets did the man hold?


When he finally reached the exit point, where the Wall met
the mountain, Seto was met by Piryana, who stepped down from an unremarkable
carriage where she’d been smoking a pipe.


“Your Majesty, Lord Danillo told me to expect you. We will
go at once to the palace if you wish?”


“I do, thank you, Piryana.”


He stepped within, sat and then stretched his legs across
to the opposite seat with a sigh. The Mascare snapped the reins and the wheels
started forward, drawing them from the dark backstreets toward the few pools of
torch light and eventually the palace.


Would the imposter be waiting up? 


Thus far he’d been an ultimately unobtrusive king save for
his marble quarry. 


Yes, Nossio had been secretly searching for the Crucible
and he’d done his best to distract Seto and Danillo from the fact but other
than that the charlatan had not interfered overly much. 


Aside from taking over Seto’s rooms.


But in terms of retribution for Seto’s role in spoiling
Chelona’s plans in the harbour, it was a significant yet non-violent
consequence – not the lashing out of someone infuriated. Why had Chelona held
back? She could have had him killed after Nossio was installed and had one less
thing to worry about.


“She still might, fool,” Seto murmured.


Why was she holding back? Was there some lingering loyalty
to Casa Swordfish? Vipera had mentioned something like that, hadn’t she?
Unlikely. In the end, fear of reprisal from Argeon was doubtless the answer.
Which revealed something in and of itself – it was actually possible for
Argeon to disrupt her plans, possible for the greatmask to stop her.


The carriage was admitted at the palace gates and soon
after he was thanking his guide, heading within and starting up the stairs to
his rooms... Nossio’s rooms. Seto waved off a servant as he climbed, and
finally approached the doors to the king’s chambers.


Four Royal Shield greeted him as he approached. 


“Lord Oseto,” one of the men said. “Do you seek the king?
For he is sleeping.”


“Yes, it is most urgent.”


The man swallowed. “Ah... he gave us very firm orders not
to let anyone wake him.”


Seto stroked his chin; no need to force the issue, the
poor fellows were only trying to keep their posts. “If that is so, I suppose it
can wait, gentlemen.”


“Thank you, My Lord,” one of the others said.


Seto nodded and started back the way he came. Yet he soon
slipped behind a tapestry and into the Ways, into a shadowy, twisting but
familiar path that exited into the king’s chambers. From the viewpoint of an
intruder, it was a little too easy. As king, he’d relished the ability to
escape so easily. 


He took up a lamp and moved quickly into the bedchamber,
footfalls soundless on the thick carpet... yet the bed was empty, sheets
unmarred, pillows arranged. No water on the nightstand, no clothing at the foot
of the bed, across the chair – and the only light that which Seto had brought.


“King Nossio?”


Silence answered.


Seto strode to the bathroom door – beyond, the massive
bathtub standing on the tiles. No sign of the man. Was treachery afoot? Seto
returned to the bedchamber and drew back the heavy curtains, only to find
locked doors, the balcony empty beyond the glass.


If something had happened a search would have to be
launched. Anything short of Nossio’s death would result in some manner of
retribution if it was found that Seto did not take such a measure. Still, who
would seek to murder or abduct the king? “For such a crime, I’d be the damnable
chief suspect,” he muttered.


He started from the room, two steps from calling for the
Shield, but stopped at a sliver of colour – orange, peeking from one of the
tall wardrobes. Within, Seto had stored his own garments, including a spare set
of black clothing for tasks better suited to the dark of night. 


The wardrobe caught his eye now. He approached with a
frown... something was amiss. 


Seto reached out; the handle was cool. 


He pulled the door open.


Nossio stood within the wardrobe.


The man’s face was calm, eyes open, staring without
seeing. His white and grey shirt and pants hung from him, tailored perfectly
and completely free of blood. The man’s throat bore no marks, no rope or wire
and there was no lingering scent of poison or hint of discolouring to the skin
– though many poisons were too subtle for such signs – but it was clear that something
was wrong, for the man’s chest did not rise and fall.


Dead? Frozen by magic? 


The false king did not seem to be a corpse; the whole feel
of the situation was unlike that of death. Seto gave the man a prod.


Nossio tilted, remaining utterly rigid, and thudded
against the back wall.


Seto folded his arms, eyes narrowed. “What is this?”











16. Fiore


 


Fiore blinked against the mighty light but it soon cleared
to green – so much green, far more than even in her old village – and she
smiled. Up close, many of the leaves bore red veins and bloody-looking tips,
hence its name: the Bloodwood. So different to the endless stone of the city.
Even the chirping of the birds were new and the voices speaking Braonn too; it
seemed a little slower than the Anaskari rhythms and she wondered, what were
Braonn songs like?


“It’s beautiful,” she said.


Giovan shook his head but didn’t actually speak. Instead,
his eyes seemed to flick from tree trunk to tree trunk, trail to trail, flower
to flower – even directing his suspicion at the blue and white butterflies. 


“What? Can’t you admit that?” she asked him.


“No. But not because it isn’t true.”


She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense, Giovan.”


“Just focus on what’s next. We need to help the Braonn
here, it’s important.”


“For the truce?”


“Right. And for your safety.” He folded his arms as he
started to pace across the dirt.


“I thought we had to fear what was happening in the city –
not the Bloodwood.”


He sighed. “I know you’re smarter than that.”


She strode closer and pointed a finger up at him. “Well I
am, you know. You’re going to say that I need to be on guard wherever we are.”


“There you go.”


“But what I want to know is why you’re in a bad mood.
Danillo said we’re meeting friends here. Are you worried about the king?”


He reached out to catch her finger. “Yes. Now let’s stop
the bickering.”


“I’m not bickering at all.”


“That’s a relief,” Giovan said and released her with a
snort.


Before she could answer, footsteps approached. Two figures
dressed in green and brown, their tunics and pants blending with the
surroundings, hailed them. “Welcome to Demarc, border town of the Wiraced.”


It was the woman who spoke; she was beautiful, her pale
skin almost tinted with lavender and her dark curls flowing, but she wore
leather gloves and there was a hardness in her eyes. She was worried too. The
man was just as pale, his dark hair messy but nice-looking.


“I hope we can help you here, Lady Nia,” Giovan said
before introducing Fi.


“Just Nia is fine, Sergeant,” Nia said with a smile, which
she then turned to Fiore. “Ah, you must be the young Storm Singer.”


“I am, My Lady.”


“You too, should call me Nia. And this is Pannoc.”


The man nodded to her with a smile of his own. “We have
taken rooms at the inn. The cook is quite skilled if you’re hungry.”


“That sounds great,” Fi said.


“Lead on,” Giovan told the man.


A stone-path had been laid, taking them from the clearing
to a broad square of dirt, surrounded by log and thatch buildings, their rooves
quite low. Guards passed the single well, carrying long bows and short swords,
nodding as they moved. The square was busy with merchants and travellers too,
both Anaskari and Braonn moving between the stalls. Their voices were a little more
halting now, pauses and abrupt stops as the right words – in either language –
were sought.


Inside the inn a long bar had curved seats and elsewhere,
similar seating. The conversation was quieter, fewer people were about. Nia
took them to one of the large tables, where she ordered wine for everyone.
Giovan ordered water for her and she frowned but didn’t argue – wine and ale
tasted foul anyway, but maybe the Braonn had some exciting fruit juice she
could have tried.


While they waited, Nia withdrew a pouch and placed it upon
the table before Fi. “Danillo told you why we need you?”


“To find the sap, right?”


“Exactly. But we’ve lost the trail because we’re being
blocked. I’m hoping your magic can help.”


“I don’t know.” Fi took the bag, opening it at a nod from
Nia. Inside, a warm yellow, almost orange, glowed up at her. The amber was
shaped as a rough teardrop, hard when she lifted it free.


“The Ecsoli and the White Witch took an entire grove of
Sap Trees,” Pannoc said.


“Is it possible to trace them, using that piece?” Nia
asked.


Fi frowned. The sap was warmer than she’d expected and
deep down lay a sense of something moving. Flowing downward, really slowly? As
if the sap were almost alive. Even cut away from the tree that it came from. “I
can usually find people or things... if I’ve met them. Is this the same sap
from one of the missing trees?”


Nia nodded.


“I might be able to. I can try now if you like?”


“What do you need?”


Fi smiled. “Nothing, I’ll just hum the Song of Seeking.”


She stared into the amber as she hummed softly, not
raising her voice, just trying to feel what the song revealed, to sense where
all the Sap had gone. It had once resided some distance away, south east – yet
that wasn’t quite right either, it seemed to have been in many places in the forests,
over many years. 


But what was clear, was where it had left.


Yet the trail was... slippery. She couldn’t quite fully
grasp it. It was as if the Song could not quite latch on. It wasn’t like with
people or lost things; this was both more vague and somehow not quite ‘right’
but nor could she explain exactly how. 


Fi stopped, glancing up at the table of expectant faces.
“I can almost feel it but it’s as though... I think maybe my Song doesn’t quite
suit this place.”


“What does that mean?” Pannoc asked. “Do you need to go to
the site of the grove?”


“I don’t know,” she said.


Giovan snapped his fingers. “Try your song in Braonn.”


“Huh?”


“You said it yourself, the song doesn’t fit here. Maybe
because you’re calling to the sap in Anaskari.”


Fi nodded slowly. “That might work – my Song is
based on Anaskari words.”


“I can teach you whatever you need to know,” Nia said.


“I’d like that.”


“Why don’t you get started then?” Giovan said as he stood.
“I’ll go and pick up some supplies for the chase. Getting tired of flatbread
myself.”


“We’ll provision you, Sergeant,” Nia offered.


“Thank you, but I’m hoping to see an old friend too, if
they’re still here.”


“Of course.”


“Can you find me something sweet?” Fi asked.


He chuckled. “Need some motivation, do you?”


She stuck her tongue out at him and he waved as he strode
from the common room.











17. Notch


 


Notch lay abed as dawn broke beyond the heavy curtains,
the bed sheets impossibly soft beneath his back, the skin of Casselli’s legs
smooth where they lay across his own. She was humming to herself now, a song he
almost recognised – as if a version of it had crossed the seas but been changed
by hundreds of years. Her passion had been greater than usual and somehow, he’d
matched her but now, afterwards – now that his mind was giving the orders, her
lure was fading.


As it had been for some time.


And in truth, he ought to have slept alone... but he had
given in once more. Perhaps a tiny part of it had been shock, why hadn’t she
sought Tanere after such a victory?


“Medoro, it’s time you explored the depths of the Fura
Leones’ power. You need to learn full control to truly be of use to us.”


“Flattering.”


“Fool, I am saying you will get your chance to complete
your precious search,” she said, but there was no anger in her words. “You will
be travelling to Ovaneus, accompanying Lord Corvus there. You will help him and
if he is satisfied, he will let you continue on to find your mage.”


Ovaneus was some considerable distance from the capital,
north into the mountains. For his search, it was welcome news. But what would
Lord Corvus seek? “And your conditions?” Notch asked.


“Only that you follow Corvus’ orders and remember your
debt here, should you learn what you seek.” She reached out to tap a finger
against his temple. “Remember, I will be with you as you travel.”


“Our bonds are that strong?”


“Perhaps not all the way to or beyond Ovaneus but we will
be sending someone along to keep a closer eye upon you. And there is Alosus to
consider, of course.”


Notch shook his head, against the rising hope within him
as much as the threat. “You already hold all the cards, Lady. You don’t have to
keep threatening Alosus to ensure my obedience.”


“You think so?”


“Yes – if the price I have to pay to restore Sofia is
servitude here, then that is a small price to pay.”


“Hmmm. You think so little of your own freedom?”


“She deserved better.”


Now she moved into a half-sitting position, hair falling
across her naked torso. “And what do you deserve, Medoro?”


He rose and began to dress, facing the window. “I assume
I’m leaving right away.”


“After first light.” Her voice revealed nothing. “The Master
at Arms is expecting you and the stable master has arranged a mount. I believe
Tanere will see you off; he has some instructions of his own.”


“And this Corvus?”


“A provincial lord, I suppose,” she said. The bed creaked
as she rose. “However, his is a powerful voice in its own way, since Ovaneus is
the first line of defence against the Os-Vento. It is perhaps no exaggeration
to say the blood of his family has kept Paradisum safe for the most part.”


“Very well.” Notch started for the door.


“Take care of those bracers,” she said.


He did not answer but frowned as he left her rooms. Had
there been an almost indiscernible pause between her words? As if she’d added
the part about the bracers at the last moment – or was that simply a fanciful
thought?


Notch hurried along the marble floors to the first set of
steps, which he took two at a time, boots smacking. Grey light filtered in
between tall windows and he passed only a few servants, usually carrying trays
of food, but the armoury was more populated. Os-Bellator and regular soldiers
moved between rows of breastplates, swords, spears and crossbows, and in the centre
of the wide room stood Prince Tanere in his silver robe, and a heavyset man
with white hair.


“Here he is, Gravis,” the prince said to the white-haired
man as Notch approached.


He greeted them both.


Gravis gave a nod. “Take your time here but most go for
hammers or maces for the Os-Vento. Not much to slice or stab.”


Notch nodded. “The ones back home are of shadow and bone.”


“Sometimes they’re stone and wood – most of them gather
whatever they can to form their bodies,” Gravis said. “The older ones take on a
more human shape, sometimes animal. Back in my youth, I even saw one that was
half-snake, half man. Never could take it down either.”


“Obviously much of the real fighting will be done via
bone,” Tanere said. “However, useable plate and mask has been dwindling for
years and the new bone can only be carved so fast, so we still use regular
infantry or cavalry for support.”


“I see.” New bone – bone stolen from Anaskar. Notch
glanced to a row of maces, both ball and chain and also those with heavy,
flanged heads. “I have spent some time training with the mace.”


Gravis slapped him on the back. “Good man, crack some
bones for us.”


“Meet me in the stables, Captain,” Prince Tanere said. “I
have a few final instructions to pass on.”


“Yes, Your Highness,” Notch said as Gravis took him to the
wall.


Notch lifted free a spiked Morningstar, gripping the
leather as he hefted it, testing the weight. Fine balance but the spikes were
better used on flesh – he needed one of the flanged weapons. He handed it back
and pointed to mace that bore a red tint to the dark steel. “What about that
one?”


Gravis lifted the weapon free. “Right. A little heavier
and no gougers.”


Notch tested it too, just as finely made, before nodding,
then tucking the weapon into his belt.


“You’ll want a bit of armour too, I’m thinking.”


“Please. And just a breastplate and greaves will do,”
Notch added.


“No gauntlets?”


Notch shook his head. If his hands were truly going to
transform into claws, gauntlets didn’t seem necessary. “Is there a bone grip
for my sword?”


“Opposite wall,” Gravis said.


Notch placed his father’s sword into the bone claw and
paused, glancing at it a moment before turning to thank the armourer as he
left, walking quickly now, anticipation lending urgency to his stride. Finally!
Actual progress. Answers would soon be his – in a matter of weeks, perhaps
less.


The stable yard was giant; near the size of a parade
ground, as if it had been lined with stalls rather than seating. A heavy gate
broke the stone walls, leading into the palace grounds where green peeked from
beyond. One end of the hard-packed earth of the stable was filled with
Os-Bellator in their blue while other soldiers also milled around, armour
catching the light. Most men and women walked their mounts, some feeding them
from grain bags or checking their saddlebags.


Others were organising wagonloads of bone – from the
Anaskari Sea God. Three wagons stood full and a fourth was nearly loaded up,
men in palace colours rushing across the dirt with handcarts.


At a glance, it seemed a force of at least two hundred had
joined Lord Corvus, most of them Os-Bellator and Notch frowned as he approached
– had so many been mobilised to protect the caravan from the Os-Vento? 


Or was the bone from other Houses? 


Tanere stood a little aside from the main force, speaking
to a man who listened with folded arms, and beside them an armed Inquisitor,
face hidden behind a mask – one that had been painted a pale blue. It matched
her eyes but the features were all... sharper than seemed natural. The sense of
power exuding from her was not typical either; there was a restlessness within.
Was this the nursemaid?


“What is this, Tanere?” Corvus was speaking, voice deep.
He was an imposing figure, his long, blue-back hair living up to his family
name. His face was lined but he was not elderly by any stretch. He placed his
mask on and let one hand rest on the hilt of his blade but it did not seem to
be an act of aggression precisely. “We agreed upon five wagons.”


“And your fifth wagon will be delivered in due course but
I am supplying already-carved masks and armour. Lady Casselli herself has
overseen their production.”


“That’s something.”


“Yes it is,” Tanere said, a hint of iron entering his
voice. “In fact, it is quite generous of your future king, Lord Corvus.”


Corvus didn’t flinch at the tone. “And if you keep your
word, you’ll be a better Heir than Marinus and a better king than whatever’s
left up in that tower.”


“So I shall.”


“Good,” he said, then looked to Notch. “And this is the
one you mentioned before?”


“Indeed. Lord Corvus, meet Captain Medoro of the new land.
War Hero, Consort to Lady Casselli, and Bearer of the legendary Fura Leones
bracers.”


“Greetings, Lord Corvus,” Notch said.


“And you, stranger. Welcome to the Land of the Sun. I hope
you live up to the litany of titles there,” the man said with a faint smile,
and his eyes did flick to the bracers. 


“Give me a battlefield and you will see,” Notch said.


Corvus laughed, seemingly pleased now. “Grand, and you’ll
have your chance before too long, Captain.” To Tanere, he said, “I hope
Paradisum will take my report more seriously now.”


“It is among my first priorities as Heir,” Tanere said. 


“I hope that is so,” Corvus replied. “Something needs to
change.”


“It will.”


“Then let me finish preparations, Highness, we have a long
ride ahead of us,” Corvus said before inclining his head and heading for the
nearest wagon.


“Allow me to make another introduction, Captain,” the
prince said, gesturing to the Inquisitor. “Emisa actually hails from the north
but she has long been here in the city, recognised as one of the more gifted
among them.”


The mask nodded but did not offer any words.


Notch returned the nod but spoke to Tanere. “And she’s to
be your eyes when I am beyond the reach of my Union?”


“Tsk, Medoro. Do you truly think we would rely on your
word alone?”


Notch folded his arms. “Are you saying that you believe I
would abandon my friend?”


“Hardly. I think we both know I possess enough leverage
over you with Alosus alone, not to mention your countrymen in that ship.”


Notch clenched his jaw. Melosi and the others, like a fool
he’d forgotten them again. “Where are they?”


“Exactly where you left them. For now.”


“Fine.” 


“No, her other purpose is both more utilitarian and vital.
Know that she will relay all to me, for as I am sure you know, there will come
a time that the... bond you and Lady Casselli share may not suffice. And,” he
paused to glance at Notch’s wrists, “there are the bracers to consider. Should
you fall, they will need to be collected and returned so the Disassociation
rituals can commence.”


Of course – no surprise there. “Think you can handle
them?”


“If that is required, I have no doubt,” the prince said,
then lowered his voice as he moved closer. “In fact, had you not multiple uses
for my goals, I would have slain you and taken them the moment I learnt of
their return.”


Notch grinned. “But they already chose me.”


Tanere shrugged. “So it is true and thus you must learn to
control their power properly, if you are to be of any use when you return.
Fail, and I will take up the Fura Leones myself. Succeed and you will live a
long and prosperous life, Medoro. Think of that as you travel.”


“I don’t seek riches.”


“Then think of Lady Casselli perhaps – and fear not, for I
will be sure to personally pass on any messages you care to send.”











18. Notch


 


Corvus led his men through the wider, tree-lined
thoroughfares of Paradisum in silence, occasionally reaching forward to rub his
horse’s neck, a mighty white stallion. At times, he’d take reports about the
wagon train from his seconds, but only nodded or shook his head in response to
their questions.


When one sergeant explained that a festival for the Gods
was closing off one of the intersections, and that a delay was unavoidable,
Corvus merely nodded and pointed to another street, this one narrower. Later,
during the exodus from the city, one of the Os-Bellator passed along a message
about a scuffle further along the line. It seemed one of the men had caught a
pickpocket clinging to one of the wagons.


“Shall I bring him, My Lord?”


Another nod from Corvus.


A short time later, the mage returned with a kicking,
thrashing street boy slung across his saddle. Shapeless clothing hung from a
thin frame and his hair was matted but his eyes blazed with defiance. “This is
the boy,” the fellow said.


Corvus glanced down at the young prisoner. “Have you
returned it all?”


The boy glared back.


“For if you have not, I will ensure you are trampled by my
men in this very street.”


The thief made a fist, still shaking with anger or fear
beneath the stern gaze of Corvus, until finally, he opened his mouth... and
reached within, removing a piece of bone no larger than a knuckle. “Fine.
Here.”


“Good.”


The Os-Bellator accepted the bone with a grunt. “What
would you like me to do with him, Lord?”


“Release him.”


The boy snickered. “Yeah, you’ve got what you want,
haven’t you? Another damn bone to add to your horde! You can’t even spare –”
his tirade was cut short by a sharp blow from the mage.


“No, Buradinas, leave him,” Corvus said. He leant closer
to the child. “I need every single bone and more because each one represents
another life saved in my city.”


The boy narrowed his eyes. “You’re lying – you’re like the
other nobles, you’ll just keep it all for yourself.”


“I am nothing like the vermin who play at governance
here.”


“Ha.” 


“Then come to Ovaneus and see for yourself.”


The lad blinked. “To Ovaneus?”


“Yes. You will be fed. Given clean clothes.”


He swallowed. “I... my friends. What am I supposed to –”


“Take him,” Corvus said, speaking over the boy’s
objections and Buradinas obeyed, hauling the lad back toward the distant rear
of the line. The kid’s shouts faded, though not quickly.


“A little young to be conscripted, isn’t he?” Notch asked.


“His life will be better.”


Notch did not answer, turning back to the streets. As he
did, his gaze caught Inquisitor Emisa watching him and he gripped the reins a
little tighter. Perfect. Was she reporting back to Tanere and Casselli even
now, not even half a day from the palace? 


Let her say whatever she pleased.


New shouts, this time jeers, from the balconies above –
the Paradisum folk were, most literally, looking down on Corvus and his men;
perhaps they’d recognised the Ravens on their breastplates since Corvus had no
standard bearer. Many of the calls were poorly executed puns mixed with crude jokes.
Others were quite fierce – yet people threw only words. Even a training ground
full of Os-Bellator, masks aglow as they struggled over objects suspended in
the air before one another, stopped to stare but did not do much else.


No doubt they knew what a scuffle between greatmasks meant
for innocents. And any surrounding buildings.


Still, it made little sense. “Why do they dislike you so?”
Notch asked.


“Because we protect them,” Corvus said.


Notch nodded. That made sense; it must have hurt
the Ecsoli pride – specifically, southern Ecsoli pride – to be endlessly
indebted to their northern countrymen, since nearly every single person in the
city seemed to actually believe in their own superiority, right down to the
footmen and shopkeepers. 


The trek from the palace gates to the city gates located further
east, seemed to take longer than it did, but before noon they were passing
through the massive steel doors. The wings towered above, the clean white stone
broken up by bright steel, each as thick as two men standing with arms
outstretched. Within the span, large, interlocking teeth jutted forth – it
would take an earth-moving power to open them.


But then, nothing less than such gates would be enough in
the Land of the Sun. 


Notch glanced at the bracers on his arms, now no longer
hidden. Were they a match for greatmasks? Surprise had played a significant
role in his success in fighting off... in mutilating the assassins.


Without the tall buildings to cast shade, the sun bore
down hard, bouncing off the paved road. Sweat soon formed but he hardly
noticed; the countryside itself was strangely transfixing. Like home but
different. A similar green to the trees, their shape and the spread of their
branches too but the undergrowth concealed a lot of red-leaved shrubs and there
didn’t seem to be any wild rosemary. More, regular road markers of stone were
set with crystal or quartz, which he assumed glowed at night. Like a guide –
presumably they were worthless, since so few appeared to have been stolen.


And when they entered a lightly wooded area, even the bird
song was different. He saw colourful finches but it was a pair of
hummingbird-like animals, with strangely translucent wings, that appeared to be
engaging in a complex call and response pattern. 


The farms seemed regular enough at first glance. Long
fences, stone and thatch homes where men and women were bent over hoes in hewn
fields, some knelt to plant seeds from hessian bags but some used what seemed
to be bone-gloves, pointing at the earth as they worked.


Most farmers had Tonitora working alongside them, or far
more often beneath them, many of the slaves dragging huge ploughs behind them.
Like animals. Notch had to look away.


“Don’t be so shocked,” Inquisitor Emisa said from where
she rode beside him. They were the first words she had spoken and her voice was
deeper than he’d expected.


“And what should I feel?” he asked.


“Surely you saw the Gigansi in the city. Do they not seem
well-cared for? Those working in the fields here are no different.”


Notch shook his head, not bothering to answer.


“Ah, you don’t have slaves in Anaskari. You must think you
are more enlightened than we your forebears.”


Notch ignored her, tapping his horse’s flanks, moving
forward to align himself with Corvus and the man’s second, the Os-Bellator by
the name of Buradinas. The Inquisitor didn’t follow. Good.


Lord Corvus was discussing their route. He did not stop
speaking when Notch arrived, nor did he dismiss him.


“What of Edessa?” Corvus was asking. “I assume we are
welcome to camp beyond the walls as before?”


“I have not heard otherwise.”


“Contact them, will you?”


“Yes, My Lord.”  


“And the iternus? I want the stone clear this time,
I don’t want to wait again.”


Buradinas nodded. “Again, I have not heard of anything
amiss – no large movements beyond ours are expected either. According to the
Inquisitor, Paradisum patrols are still focused on the bandit forces to the
west and the legion at Legaxor is not slated to be relieved for some time. We
should suffer no delays.”


“Good.”


Iternus? Was that the true name of the
travel-stones? “My Lord, how long until we reach the iternus?” Notch
asked. “I have seen few maps.”


“Not long. It will take us directly to Edessa and then a
week’s travel to Ovaneus.”


“Thank you,” he said. “The stone is some distance from the
city?”


Buradinas waved a hand back toward Paradisum. “There is
one back there, within the palace but it is far too small. Useless for moving
large forces around.”


“The Edessa stone is the size of a village square,” Corvus
added.


“Impressive,” Notch said.


“Nothing so large in your homeland?” the Lord asked.


“The few travel-stones we have uncovered sound like they
are the size of the one in the palace.”


“Uncovered?” Buradinas asked.


“Much has been lost over the centuries.”


“Ah, that is right. I seem to remember being told that you
only hold a few greatmasks.”


“Three only,” Notch said. “Argeon is now the final mask in
the city.”


Corvus turned in his saddle. “Argeon the Collector?”


“None I know call him such but he is rumoured to pre-date
the founding of Anaskar,” Notch said. And Sofia was still within the greatmask,
even now. But Qu-Sitka would have answers, the mage would know. Had to
know.


“So he does,” the raven lord said. “Argeon is one of the
elder masks. When he left these shores with your ancestors it was a great loss
but a loss richly deserved, for the bickering of fools –” Corvus stopped and
Buradinas straightened. The chatter from the ranks of the soldiers ceased too
and the Inquisitor was shaking her head.


“What is happening?” Notch asked.


“Edessa is under attack,” Corvus said. “And we are coming
to its aid.”


 











19. Flir


 


The Waypoint was a room of blackness.


Either that or she had been struck blind.


Or perhaps she was dead, crushed beneath the earth, where
another buried travel-stone lay. But the sense of cold stone lingered in the
space and she felt no pain. She rose and took a few steps forward, hands
outstretched, until her palms hit uncut stone. The chill seeped through her
gloves as she pushed, but nothing gave.


Flir moved around, one hand trailing across the wall, the
other held before her, stopping at a corner. She sidestepped and found a new
surface – steel. Feeling around, something protruded from the door. A lock.
Flir gave it a squeeze, warping the steel, then jerked it free with a snap.


She dropped the mangled lock and stepped back to aim a
kick at the door.


The metal squeaked as it bent – but did not fly open. Flir
kicked again, and the steel hit something hard. More stone? She leaned in and
gripped the bent edges of the door. “Off you come.” Flir hauled it back, a
hideous screeching of steel on rock as she wrenched it free of the hinges.


The door clanged aside and Flir entered the doorway – more
stone, only this time bricks, crumbling mortar between them. She thumped the
wall with the heel of her hand. The bricks tumbled down. She ripped a few more
free; revealing a glimmer of light. A crack in something wooden... a bookcase?
A wall cabinet?


Either way, it was in her path.


Flir shoved it with both hands.


Light blinded her as wood crashed to the ground,
splintering echoing. When her vision cleared, a bright hall was revealed.
Small, high windows lined one side, cold light streaming in to hit a floor
littered with scraps of decaying cloth and broken furniture. Mostly chairs and
tables lining the walls, but a bed frame was also part of the debris. Half a
tapestry draped over one of the piles, giving it the look of a hunched
creature. 


She started toward a distant doorway, passing several
other mostly intact shelves too, before coming to the exit – another locked,
and soon broken, door. Wide stairs led up to another door of old wood, though
this was not locked and it led to a storeroom lined with crates and barrels,
none of which were labelled.


The hallway beyond bore spluttering or cold lamps, as if
they’d been unattended for some time. Flir unhooked her hammer and picked up
her stride.


Finally, she came to a passage with paintings and polished
doors bearing ornate handles – yet every room stood empty. One even bore a plate
of rotting fruit on a sideboard. Unfinished embroidery lay on the sheets; a
Goshawk. Crest of the Stakista family. So, the travel-stone had been hidden
beneath their home, not the nearby Waypoint. Perhaps it had been named after
the travel-stone, long forgotten.


A more pressing question was where had the Stakista gone
and why?


Other rooms were just as useless to her and outside, the
snow-covered grounds were silent too. The stable doors hung open but any tracks
were long since buried. There were two directions from the manor, south toward
the Mishalar Sanctuary or north to the pass, beyond which eventually waited
Blackthorn Mountain.


Whatever the reason, her own path lay to the south.


Hopefully, it wasn’t the mekastor that drove them
out.


Yet Flir barely reached the halfway marker between the
Waypoint and Sanctuary when she came across several, half-buried shapes in the
snow beside the road, a horse’s head just visible, eyes frozen open.


“Poor fools.” Flir offered a prayer to Mishalar, almost as
an afterthought, not because she believe it would make any difference, and
continued on. The creature had a lot to answer for. And it had better not have
hurt Kanis or Pevin. “Is that the urgent task?” she called as she jogged along
the frozen earth. “You need me to protect the Ice-Priests you have abducted?”


Of course, Flir – Kanis and Yeshinov cannot do so
alone. And do hurry.


“Why? Is it the mekastor?”


They hold, for now.


Flir ran.


A light snow began to fall as she charged along the
highway, flakes cooling her sweat when they increased but it did not become a
storm. When she passed through a wooded stretch the fall eased. It resumed when
she burst free and skidded around a sharp bend in the road – only to slide to a
halt on the crest of a hill.


The Mishalar Sanctuary lay covered in glittering blue and
white ice; the domed citadel and single spire almost ablaze with light. The ice
had climbed up to the walls, creating a jagged, twisted slope. A dark figure
thrashed about before the now invisible gate, striking what appeared to be a
changing wall of ice.


Whenever it sidestepped, the ice moved to block it – the
priests.


They were drawing the ice from the Sanctuary, manipulating
what had seemingly already been done by their fellows. Whatever the reason, it
was time to help. Flir drew her war hammer charged down the hill, half-running,
half-sliding as she bore down on the mekastor. The cold air tore at her
cheeks. 


Below, the ancient creature was still slashing at the ice,
fragments shattering from its blows. “Nearly there,” she muttered.


Flir reached the mekastor and leapt into the air
with a shout.


Again, the world seemed caught in a web.


The creature’s head began a slow turn, one leg moving as
the snow hung, chips of ice too, none of it able to hit the earth.


Her first blow shattered a joint in its rear leg.


She spun, swinging again and another crack echoed from the
ice. Still the creature could not keep up and Flir struck again, steel bursting
through the body. Purple and black blood sprayed forth, a mere mist behind her
as she smashed another leg and then she was climbing.


Upon its back now, she stood and swung and overhand blow
onto the creature’s head, caving it in.


Then she leapt clear, hitting the ground with a thud; one
leg slipping a little, ruining what she imagined was a spectacular landing. Not
that anyone was able to see it; the mekastor was collapsing and the ice
barrier still stood in place.


But the world had caught up now.


She strode forward. “Kanis? Pevin?”


“Is it dead?” a vaguely familiar voice cried.


“Very.”


The ice began to recede in a crystalline shimmering, like
cool beams of light snapping back toward the Sanctuary, accompanied by faint
cracking sounds. As it thinned, dark figures became clear, quickly resolving
into the Mistress’ Ice-Priests, their faces wary, eyes still wide.


One seemed to be the young man Tsaro, and beside him the
wearier face of Simina, who hadn’t believed in escape. And she’d been right,
when it came down to it. Both wore the same plain smocks beneath fur-lined robs
and their hands were blue with cold, fingernails purple as they rubbed them
together, almost absent-mindedly. Colour began to return swiftly.


“Flir?” Tsaro was blinking at her. He spun to the others.
“It’s Flir, she saved us.”


Simina gave a nod. “Your friends are here.”


A tall but hunched man with a heavy beard pushed forward.
“Reunions will have to wait.” His eyes burned but his voice was soft; a
disconcerting mix. “I am Yeshinov and I expect you to obey me as you would the
Mistress.”


“She mentioned you.”


He nodded. “And you her slave – now a moment for the
priests to recover and we shall set out once more, for shelter is some distance
away.”


“Can’t we ask the Sanctuary?” Flir asked.


“They have refused us – a matter for my Mistress, perhaps.
And our concern remains the lake,” he replied as he strode forward. “You will
find your share of the supplies at the rear.”


Flir let the priests pass by as the small group, perhaps
twenty in all, trudged after the man. Many smiled at her and most averted their
eyes from the mekastor. But then, Pevin strode into view, relief plain
on his haggard face. He was hauling a heavy load upon his back, a pack horse in
tow; it too laden. Beside Pevin, Kanis carried his own load, and a second and
third horse followed him. Aren and Grav came next, both appearing well enough.


“Dilar,” Pevin said, smiling now as he set the pack down
with a sigh.


“Took your time,” Kanis said with a sniff.


Flir raised an eyebrow. “At least you didn’t worry about
me.” But a knot that had formed within her chest, eased; it was good to see
them both. Even if Kanis was being his usual fool self.


“We did, dilar,” Pevin replied. “After the sorceress took
you... we didn’t know if we’d see you again.”


“Not until that bag of cheer turned up and started us
north,” Kanis said. 


“Yeshinov? Is he like her?”


“Not so powerful but not a pushover either,” he said. “And
Flir, she really, really wants the bone.”


“So do we.”


“Well, it doesn’t look good.”


Get moving. The voice echoed in her mind; Yeshinov,
not the Mistress.


Pevin stooped to lift his pack and Kanis muttered a curse
– they’d heard the man too. “Can he read our thoughts?” she asked.


“We don’t believe so,” Pevin replied.


“That’s something.” Flir accepted half of Kanis’ load,
which was no problem but a bother still, and started after the line of priests.
“Has he mentioned what she’s planning to use it for?” Anything but an army of Zasemus’.


“No, but we have a deadline – he keeps mentioning it but
never explains exactly when,” Aren said.


“Wonderful.”


“What of you, dilar?” Pevin asked.  


Flir explained her time as prisoner; focusing on her
concerns about the witch and her ‘creation’ and the leverage the sorceress had
in the form of Renasi. “I don’t like to admit it but she holds all the cards at
the moment.”


Pevin nodded, expression grim, but Kanis spread his hands
when she finished.


“You don’t seem very troubled at the notion of a God
walking the lands in human form.”


He chuckled. “No, that does worry me but Pevin and
I agree that –”


“We do not,” Pevin interjected.


“– we might be able to turn these events to our advantage,
since we’re going to be taken directly to the frozen Sea God. We just have to
find a way to seize and use the bones.”


“Flimsy, Kanis.”


“Do you know of anything else that could stand up to
them?”


“Hmmm.”


“There may be one thing,” Aren said with a frown. “But it
would pose a different risk.”


“More ancient dilar tricks?” Flir asked.


“Forbidden, actually,” he said, his frown quite deep, as
though he was concerned.


And despite his apparent genuine hesitancy and the fact
that he was a prisoner as much as any of them, she couldn’t shake the lingering
distrust that had come and gone during their time together. “Forbidden how?”


“Mishalar has handed down scripture that forbids the
misuse of Bequeathing; it should not be used to murder, for obvious reasons,”
he said. “But more pertinent to our situation, the combined force of five
dilars, a Pentafist, was said to be enough to shatter the strongest city
walls.”


Flir glanced to Kanis, whose eyes were narrowed. He shook
his head. “Aren, there are so many holes in that idea. Firstly, I assume
you can count, right?”


He smiled. “I can.”


“And your idea assumes four others would even be willing
to let one person hold so much power. I don’t believe that.”


Flir nodded. “We’d only have one day to act, Aren.”


“I know.”


“And it doesn’t guarantee anyone’s safety. It might fail;
then all five of us die.”


“I would take that risk,” he said firmly. “And I believe I
can help with at least one of the problems with my idea.”


“Please,” Kanis said.


“I already know where we can find a fourth for the
Pentafist – Yeshinov.”











20. Seto


 


Nossio did not answer, did not move, did not even stir. He
simply stayed in place, resting upon his heels, back against the rear panels of
the wardrobe, expression shadowed by an overcoat of delicate lace.


“Wake,” Seto snapped.


Still nothing.


Seto reached in and gripped the man by the shoulders,
hauling him out – only to stumble back; Nossio was far too light. No
corpse or even sleeping body was so easy to shift. 


He shook the man and got no response. Which suggested the
false king was no king at all, no man at all. He was something else, some prop
in Chelona’s game? Even so, Nossio’s shoulders felt like flesh and blood
beneath Seto’s grip; bone seemed to lie beneath when he squeezed.


“What is this, Chelona? A puppet?”


Would you like to make your report to me, while my
little creation rests?


He lifted the ‘king’ and tossed the man – thing – onto the
bed. “Creation?”


Yes. I required a semi-autonomous set of eyes and ears
that I could peer through while I am busy elsewhere. I trust you found him
convincing?


It was a perversion of the natural world but he did not
bother sharing his disgust. “What do you want with my city?”


That you will discover soon enough – if you still
breathe.


“Your threats are empty, now, My Lady.” Argeon did keep
her at bay – that had to be the reason she had not struck.


Not so. Simply because I am not ready to visit you
personally, does not mean I cannot cause significant pain from afar.


“You would have done so already if that were true.”


Or perhaps it has not been necessary until now? You
cannot hide your weakness from me, Little Oseto. We spent too much time
together.


“Meaning?”


That if you do not continue to cooperate with my
wishes, which will be clear via Nossio, I will make sure Danillo and the others
understand exactly what you did to Mila. What your cowardice did to all the
lands, by letting me free. Is that not clear?


Seto ground his teeth. “It is clear.”


Now replace Nossio and then you are needed at the
harbour – she will hail you, do not tarry either.


“Who will I meet?”


Vipera; she requires your assistance and I expect you
to obey her as you would I.


“I will not raise a hand against my own people.”


Be assured that this does not concern your people, Your
Majesty. Now go.


Chelona’s presence vanished from his mind.


He groaned. What did Vipera want? And Chelona herself?
What would she ask tomorrow, through her weasel of a puppet? Or was it more the
case that she herself spoke through Nossio’s form? Either way, it was
clear how the likeness was so accurate; Chelona had rested upon the faces of
Casa Swordfish for generations. 


Yet how had she created such a shell of a man to begin
with?


Danillo had to be informed.


Seto lifted the king back into the wardrobe, closing the
door before returning to the Ways and eventually the palace corridors with a
deep frown.


When he once again arranged for a carriage to head for the
harbour it was with a heavier tread, and once within the coach, he fought to
keep his eyes open – his head slid against the wooden panels and he must have
dozed, for it seemed most sudden when the carriage came to a halt. 


Seto blinked, rubbing at his eyes before opening the door.


He did not send the driver away, instead biding for the man
to stay in the lamplight beside the harbour gates, where another group of
guards let him in with stumbling words somewhere between ‘Your Majesty’ and
‘advisor’.


His footfalls echoed across the quiet harbour, few lights
glowing aboard any of the vessels. The moon was long since gone and now only
stars and the occasional lamp lit the timber of the wharf beneath his feet, but
a figure did loom at one end, beside a pair of sloops, their sails tied up.


“Oseto.” The voice was cool, speaking from behind a mask.


Vipera stood with arms folded, the dark wrappings covering
her body. While her hood had been pushed back, the silver mask still covered
her face and the sense of power, be it borrowed or otherwise, was clear too.


“You seek something from me.”


“Bethana. Where has she gone?”


Seto raised an eyebrow. Perhaps he ought not to have been
even mildly surprised; and Chelona had not lied. Bethana was not ‘his people’
at all, yet offering any aid to someone like Vipera did not sit well. But he
would not defy Chelona now and Vipera could have asked for much more... “To
Hol-City.”


“When?”


“It was arranged some time ago now.”


A curse. “And she travelled alone?”


“She refused my offer of an escort,” Seto replied. “I am
surprised your mistress is allowing you time for such a personal matter.”


“It is a reward.”


“For what, precisely? You have achieved nothing here.”


Vipera laughed as she started back toward the waterline.
“Is that what you believe? So be it, Advisor – thank you for the information.”


“And what does that mean?”


She did not answer, dropping down out of sight. Something
struck wood, water sloshing. A boat. Seto ran to the end of the pier but she
was already rowing out to cross the bay. There was no point following. She had
what she wanted and for now, another set-back had doubtless been avoided.


“Seto?”


He frowned down at the waterline, a dark shape little more
than a faintly gleaming outline in the starlight... but the voice was familiar.
“Who is there?”


“Luik.”


Seto opened his mouth to answer but no words followed.


Had the voice truly said Luik? 


It couldn’t be, surely?


“Been trying to figure out how to reach you for a while;
this is the luck of Ana.”


It was Luik’s voice... but what did it mean? Was it
some phantasm made by Chelona or Vipera? Seto glanced across the water; she was
still rowing, barely visible now.


“I was hoping for some more excitement, you know.”


“I... Are you real?”


He chuckled. “Yes – let me show you, just meet me by the
frigate with the lamps.”


Water splashed... as if someone had dived down. Seto strode
to the frigate and knelt at the edge of the wood, the surface chill beneath his
palm, starting down into the water. Here at least, there was a little colour –
some warmth to the wood-tones of the ship and a less welcoming green and black
murk of the water, debris clinging to the anchor’s chain.


A shape rose from beneath the water, and then a man broke
the surface with a grin – the same square jaw and mix of Anaskari and Braonn
complexion, his scarred arms were the same where they treaded water. There was
a new scar however, it ran from jaw to shoulder, and looked to have been a deep
cut.


Luik.


By all the Gods, it was Luik. “We couldn’t find you.” Seto
reached down.


Luik lifted his arm, and their hands clasped. “You’re a
welcome sight, Seto. Is Notch all right? Flir and everyone else too?”


“Last I saw them they were but it’s quite a tale. Why
don’t you...” Seto trailed off. Had Luik held his breath for the entire
distance? It had been a not inconsiderable swim. 


“Funny you should mention tails,” Luik said. Beside him,
fins of orange and gold broke the surface, scales of a similar hue following.
“I survived quite a blast but there’s a few changes too.”


“You’re one of the Sea-Folk.”


“I am. No idea how it happened exactly but this is how I
woke,” he replied. “Once I remembered who I was... well, I’ve been busy, Seto.
Adjusting wasn’t easy.”


“I cannot even fathom it.”


“It’s not so bad, Bel and Sanac and the others helped a
lot.”


“They are well?”


“Now we are. For a while there, someone was searching the
seabed for acor but we hid what little we could find. I wanted to spoil
it but Sanac disagreed.”


“He’s your leader then?”


“For the most part,” Luik said with a shrug. “But that’s
not what I wanted to tell you. Been nearly impossible to get word out – folk
still don’t quite trust us.”


“I’m sorry, old friend.”


Luik smiled again. “At least I’m alive.”


“That very fact fills me with boundless joy, right now.”


“Hope I can add to it. We’ve found something; there’s
plants down here that are acting strangely.”


“Acting?”


He chuckled. “You want to disagree with my choice of
words?”


“Good point. How so?”


“They glow blue; something they didn’t used to do. And
there’s more,” Luik said with a frown. “Some of them are growing bones.”


 











21. Luik


 


A sombreness fell across him as he swam. Luik twisted
through the fragile bone-plants beneath the harbour, their faint blue glow
lighting his way, though in truth, his vision was now far better below the
surface than above.


So much had changed.


Too much.


Everyone had been scattered and the city was still under
threat, even after everything Anaskar had already faced. And withstood. Yet a
new foe had unleashed chaos once more. The White Witch sounded Ecsoli from what
Seto had shared, yet also entirely different.


But if Sanac could be convinced to help protect and grow
the plants, maybe it’d be enough to help Seto. Still, figuring a way to make
them grow faster wasn’t going to be easy, no ideas came to mind and he’d been
no gardener. Not much a former soldier or cook could do there.


Still, someone would have an idea; all kinds of people had
survived the war.


Luik swam a little faster, passing the corpse of the
Renovar ship where he’d regained his memory, one of many wrecks that had long
been sinking into shadow beneath the waves now. Not too far beyond, a little
closer to the far shore near the shell cover, waited the caves of the Sea
People – or, as Sanac preferred, the Onorato. Honoured by the Sea God.


Not something Luik precisely agreed with... but he was, if
not honoured, at least saved.


He dove toward the caves, spearing into the wavering
reeds. Green flashed as he cut through them, sweeping up to pause before the
openings with a frown – all were empty. Odd. Someone should have been working
any number of gates; even now, the salvaged steel and chains that blocked some
of the openings sat unattended.


“Bel?”


She usually greeted him whenever he returned. He called
again but no-one answered. Not even Sanac, come again to convince Luik to give
up his attempts. The older man’s voice seemed to echo in the silence. Part
of accepting the change is saying goodbye to your life upon land, no good can
come of your visits.


Luik swam into the meeting cave, the largest of them all,
and called out but no-one answered.


Each opening he checked, all the same – empty but for the
few possessions that were stored within, mostly tools or plants.


He swam out again, circling the cave mouths to where the
ridge of stone fell away to the farm, where the michesa weed grew within
its plots, but that too lay empty. He closed his eyes, focusing on the
current... no sense of any great disturbance.


What had happened? Every single person was gone – that
never happened, not even during attacks or patrols.


Luik swam toward the mouth of the harbour, distant yet,
but sometimes Sanac took most of the people out to perform a ritual of
thanks... yet the longer Luik travelled, the less likely it seemed, though he
could not sense why. Worry was turning to dread. 


The feeling intensified when a voice called to him.


Come, young cousin – you are needed.


A woman’s voice rang in his mind; insistent but not
aggressive. He twisted, but no-one was nearby, no-one lurked behind the reeds
or rocks, no figure moved from within the shadows.


“Who are you?”


I am your only living family and I need your help.


Luik started forward once more, body moving almost without
his direction – as though a mighty urge drew him to the mouth, and then beyond,
into the sea. 


He picked up speed, scattering a school of hake, the ocean
spreading out before him; cooler water, stronger currents, his senses
stretching at the freedom – the part of him that had become more fish than man
was strong enough to also sense the other Sea People now.


Finally.


“Who are you?” Luik asked as he swam on, heading beyond
the first layer of reef, its warm hues sliding along beneath him.


Like you, only older. Join us at the city; you are
needed.


Did she mean she was a Sea Beast?


No more answers echoed in his mind but the force drawing
him on grew stronger, on and on until he reached the great shelf where the land
fell away as though a cliff rested beneath the waves.


And below, far below, something glowed amber.


“Is that...” he trailed off.


Usually an unfathomable darkness rested beneath the shelf
but now lights beamed up at him, seeming joyous, warm in the dark sea. That
alone ought to have been surprising enough, but it was the fact that the lights
came from a sprawling city.


He was not permitted to pause long, his body diving
deeper, towards the stone tiers and domes, the empty parks with their giant
fountains and strange shapes he could not fathom – almost like inverted domes
within the streets, connected by long... canals? Had they once housed water?


Movement caught his eyes. Lines of the Onorato, arms
laden with glowing buckets of amber... not unlike the sap from the groves. He
shook his head. But how? And why? His friends were swimming down from the
surface, where a small fleet of ships waited, the undersides of their hulls
black compared to the watery sun above them.


“What is happening?”


It is as I said, you are needed, Luik – so please join
your family and help me restore Ilesinya. 


 











22. Fiore


 


She hummed the Song of Seeking with Braonn words as she
walked the hewn earth, stepping around larger branches and deeper holes, some
of which were like small craters, glimpses of green within. Here and there,
sap.


And this time it worked – there was a slow-moving
response, as though it were pulsing through water; the sap had been taken to
the coast.


“Shouldn’t there be a huge trail of destruction?” Giovan
was asking.


“There was but we’ve been encouraging it to grow back,”
Nia replied. “But at one point, the trail simply vanished.”


“Meaning?”


“Whoever did this was able to manipulate the forest
itself.”


A silence followed and Fi glanced back to see Giovan
frowning.


“Isn’t that only something your father can do?”


“Apparently not,” she said, her voice troubled. “Which is
why we sent for Danillo because neither Father nor I can sense the sap now
either, which is also unheard of. Someone is blocking us.”


“Then let’s hope Fi can save the day,” Giovan said.
“Right, Beanpole?”


“I think I already have,” she said as she pointed. “The
rest of the sap is near the ocean, that way.”


Nia stepped closer. “Truly?”


She nodded.


“That easily?” Pannoc asked. His face seemed a little
awed.


“Isn’t the hard part going to be taking it all back?”


“You’re right about that.”


Nia had closed her eyes and now she was nodding, as if
listening to someone else. A moment and she opened them with a grin. “Father’s
sending help. We’ve got enough time to reach them; the ocean is only half a
day’s walk.”


“That’s close,” Giovan said. “There must be someone
extremely powerful then, if it can stay hidden so close to our position without
you or your father sensing it.”


“Sounds like the White Witch I’ve heard about.”


“I hope it isn’t. But she had a few lieutenants and I
doubt they’ll be much easier to face.”


Fi waved at him. “I can help, you know.”


“I do,” he said. “But not until we know exactly what we’re
facing.”


“Time to find out.” Nia flexed her hands. It looked like
she was ready to beat every last thief into the dirt herself – and enjoy it
too. “Come on, we’re meeting the others at the bridge.”


Fi looked to Giovan as they started across the ruined
grove. He was scratching at his beard as he kept an eye on the tree line. “Did
you get to see your old friend?” she asked.


“She wasn’t home.”


“She?”


He nodded. “She.”


“Why didn’t you mention her before? I could have met her.”


“Next time,” he said, a note of finality quite clear.


They walked on in silence then, pausing once beneath the
blood-tipped leaves to drink and then it was back to the path. The deeper they
went the more the shade eased the sun above, new chirping from birds and even
the squeak from some unseen animal she imagined had to be quite fluffy, but she
also hummed to herself at times, just to make sure the sap wasn’t being moved.


But it stayed close to the waterline.


She stopped the song when Nia hailed a group that had
gathered beyond the bridge they’d been seeking. “That’s amazing,” she said. Two
trees had grown over a stream, their trunks twisting across one another. The
surface had been worn smooth by the passage of feet and at both ends;
travellers had to pass beneath a canopy. 


The other Braonn warriors numbered in the dozens and all
wore bows and carried daggers or spears. Some even held axes, though she
wondered if that made them sad. The Braonn seemed deeply hurt by what happened
to the grove – their faces showed it, clenched jaws, some with blazing eyes and
others pacing as they waited.


Nia had them on the move quickly and Fi found herself
having to jog after Giovan, who didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up
despite his heavier armour. At times, Fi gave Nia direction to adjust their
course. Noon came and went with a meal on the run, and then the line of
warriors slowed as Nia signalled for a halt. 


A wall of tree trunks stood before them – spreading far
and wide where it filled a shallow valley. The trees grew up and along the
sides too, branching out so densely that the shadows grew long.


“This is the sort of thing we found before,” Nia said.
“Though not in this part of the forest. Usually, we’d be able to see the water
from here.”


“And you or your father couldn’t break through the other?”
Giovan asked.


“Not thus far.”


“We’re facing something serious then.”


Fi drew the piece of sap free and gripped it, humming the
song once again – and the sense of the sap washed over her, so strong that she
gasped. “It’s nearby.”


“How do we pass it?” one of the warriors asked.


“Nothing Father or I have tried has made a difference,”
she said before turning back to Fi. “Danillo sent you, and you’ve already found
where the grove was taken. Is there anything else you can do for us, Fi?”


“I don’t know many songs...” Lavinia and Stefano had
taught her a few, mostly about weather, some songs for war too. She’d even
found a few strange songs in Abrensi’s room but nothing that could help now...
unless she created another song? Dozens and dozens of faces stared down at her
expectantly and she swallowed. “I’m not sure if it will work.”


Giovan put a hand on her shoulder. “I bet you can figure
it out, Beanpole. And if the first one doesn’t work, you just try again.”


She nodded. “Can someone teach me some more Braonn? I have
an idea.”


“Of course,” Nia said. “What do you need to know?”


“Maybe ‘tree’ and ‘sapling’ or ‘young’? I think I could
use ‘return’ too.”


“Use oynirra for ‘tree’ and igane can mean
‘young’, or closer to ‘sapling’ if you use it with oynirra,” Nia
replied.


“And cumal is ‘return’,” Pannoc added.


“Perfect,” Fi said, repeating the words back a few times.


Pannoc shook his with a smile as she recited the words.
“You learn so fast; the accent is exact, Fiore.”


She beamed back at him. “I guess I like learning new
words.”


“Ready to try them out?” Nia asked.


“I think so.” She approached the wall of trunks, then
glanced over her shoulder. The other warriors still waited, their gaze
following her every move. Giovan give her a nod. She cleared her throat a few
times before starting, her first notes a little shaky, the words not quite in a
pleasing order at first.


But by the second run through of the little verse she’d
made up, everything flowed a little more smoothly. She changed the rhythm a
little too, trying to make it more legato, as Lavinia had taught her,
with less in the way of clear stops between words. 


Hopefully smooth like the trees themselves.


And as with the sap before – the Braonn words worked.


The magic of the song poured from her, filling the small
clearing before the blocked forest. And the trees heard – they leaned closer,
branches twitching, leaves beginning to drift down. Murmurs rose from behind
her but she blocked them out.


Only the words she sung were important, the Song of
Shrinking. Though that wasn’t quite what she wanted, but it just sounded better
than anything else she could think of during the moment. Somewhere within the
wall of trees there lurked something harder and colder than wood. Bone? It
seemed to be strengthening the stretching wall but her song simply spread
around and through the bone, as if it was not there at all.


And the trees continued to respond.


The leaves first – thinning and falling, curling back down
to buds. Then the branches too, losing their bulk and drawing themselves in
toward the shrinking trunk. She raised her voice and the rustling increased,
pushing the trees down as they grew smaller – and younger – still, for that was
the real purpose of the song. To return them to an earlier state, since she
hadn’t wanted to destroy any of them.


And then the wall was gone, just rows of saplings and even
some seedlings, bright and green in the earth.


And silence from those gathered behind her.











23. Ain


 


“I imagine the switch was only accessible via some sort of
step,” Wayrn mused where he stood beside Ain. “A simple hiding place but
effective enough. Perhaps a shelf once rested in front of the actual doorway.”


“If I were going to hide something like the Shali Stones,
I would do my best to ensure they weren’t found,” Ain said. “But doesn’t this
raise another question – why hide them away?”


“Let’s find out.”


Wayrn paused to remove a lamp, working the flint and
tinder until they had some light. Ain followed Wayrn down the stairs, their
footfalls muffled by the darkness pressing around their lamp. As above, the
path was old, and spoke of few feet perhaps many times over. The stair itself
swiftly became less clearly cut by human hands, instead growing broader and
wider, with rougher edges. As if whoever had built the now-ruin above had
located it over a pre-existing tunnel.


But their descent was not so deep that he worried about
running out of illumination – since a large chamber was soon revealed, its
walls covered in unfamiliar writing. Wayrn raised the lamp as he strode closer,
his feet stirring sand that covered the entire floor. “This is the Denedra
tongue.”


“The what?”


“The lost language I have been researching,” he said. “My
apologies; that’s what I’ve termed them, based on what I’ve been able to
translate. They pre-date both Anaskari and Medah occupation of the lands... but
I don’t think they made the buildings above.”


“The great hero?”


“If we find the Stones here, surely yes?”


Ain nodded, then squinted into the shadows. A tall shape
at the limit of the lamplight. “What’s that?”


Wayrn turned from the writings and together they moved
deeper into the chamber, revealing a monolith. It had been carved from the
chamber wall, a large circle with beams of light spreading forth. In its
centre, an alcove and twin stones, one pale and one dark.


His heart lurched. The Stones of Shali?


Yet something else was familiar... the outline of a faint
figure had been chiselled within the sun, a bird. Not unlike the solave?
It was possible, but the stones had to be examined first.


“Is this a little too easy?” Ain asked into the hush.


“Aside from the climb into the Maw and restoring the
travel-stone, along with the trek through the jungle, the hidden switch...
actually, perhaps I agree now that we’re here.”


“The legends mentioned no spell or curse or condition upon
the Shali Stones from what Usrahed told us but would the hero have simply left
them unprotected? Even here in this hidden place?” A misstep would doom his
people; a misstep and he’d never see Silaj and Jali again.


“Do the paths tell you anything?”


“No-one’s path ends in this room... but we may be the
first to fall victim to whatever safeguard has been left behind.”


“I wonder if the hardest thing won’t be discovering how
to use them? Stories of the Sand was vague.”


“True.” Ain knelt and collected a handful of sand. “And as
I cannot think of anything else to attempt, I guess this will have to be enough
of a test.” He rose and cast the sand at the stones. A soft slithering followed
as the grains hit, then slid back to the floor.


Ain waited.


“I can read a little more of the Denedra writings –
perhaps there is some clue?”


“No,” Ain said. “We might be acting overly cautious after
all. Either way, this is what we came for; this is what will save the Cloud. I
have to bring them back.” He stepped forward and reached into the alcove,
lifting the stones free.


And nothing.


They sat oddly light in his palm, yet when he gripped them
they were hard, stronger than steel. He removed his belt knife and tapped the
hilt against the jasper and the clinking sound was brighter than he’d expected.
“These may not be stone at all.”


“Then they must be what we seek.”


Ain made a fist. “Finally.”


“Do you feel anything from them?”


“Nothing. But we will have enough time to understand them
as we travel.”


Wayrn nodded but glanced to the writings.


“What are they telling you?” Ain asked.


“I believe it is something of a creation story... nothing
urgent, however.”


“We can always come back.”


“Of course. Let’s get the stones back to the Cloud.”


The trip back out of the chamber, through the quiet ruins,
and then down through the jungle seemed only half as long as the path leading
up. He would have run if the terrain allowed it, that and the heavy air.
Finally, finally, there was something he could do. Some action to take. The
Sands had provided a path forward, even upon the strange, distant island. 


Upon returning to the Great Maw, once the arduous climb
back up to the desert floor was complete, surely then Raila would send him
after Jedda and Majid. If the Cloud was still standing... and if the Stronghold
remained under threat from the Plague-Men then he would use the stones to sweep
them all aside.


“Ain.”


A note of concern filled Wayrn’s voice. 


Below, the not too distant beach spread before them –
clearly visible through the gaps in the trees... only it was a scene of
destruction. Shattered tree limbs, half-buried plants and roots, trunks snapped
as if by the casual flick of a giant’s finger, the pale inner wood visible and
piles of sand everywhere. Pale shells gleamed too, still wet beside uneven
puddles that caught drips from the few trees still standing. The trail was no
trail now – it was a mess of green rubble and wet sand.


“From the wave,” Ain breathed.


Wayrn shot forward. “The travel-stone.”


Ain followed, helping his friend haul a branch aside,
fighting his way deeper into the wreckage. His feet sunk into the sand but he
hauled himself after Wayrn, who’d found a giant trunk with thick ridges, and
together they scrambled up and out of the carnage to a point where it was
possible to get a clear view of the beach.


Churned sand, shells, driftwood and even twitching fish
stretched as far as he could see, the blue ocean deceptively calm beyond.


And not even a glimpse of the travel-stone.











24. Notch


 


The travel-stone was immense, just as Notch had been
promised. 


The road forked to rise up to a small, grassy hilltop
where the stone rested between tall pillars. Five in total, together they
formed a diamond around the square, their smooth sides carven with symbols from
the major houses – Lion, Wave, Boar, Falcon and Spear. On the stone itself,
large flagstones formed the pattern of a jagged mountain, peak hidden behind
cloud. Yet unlike back home, these were set with precious stones rather than
being made up of them. Doubtless they were somehow protected by a ward but
Notch was not given a chance to ask – for Corvus, who had pushed everyone hard
to reach the stone, was suddenly handing over his greatmask.


“Only those possessing bone may use the iternus,”
he said. “Hold this while we travel.”


Notch stared down at it – not unlike Argeon, but hardly so
aged. The power was clear however, the sense that it bore a distinct
personality too.


Inquisitor Emisa watched him as he stood beside his horse,
waiting for Corvus to finish whatever he was doing at the nearest pillar.
Aligning it with their destination? They were about to skip a considerable
distance and appear near Edessa, hopefully in time to save the town from the
Ganthra. According to Buradinas, the Ganthra were ape-like, only scaled. What
made them dangerous was not so much their strength, claws or poison – as if the
list wasn’t enough – but their heritage.


The Ganthra were descended from land-dwelling Sea Beasts
and so their bones resisted Ecsoli Compelling. “Usually, they do not roam in
such numbers,” the man said. “It is troubling.”


“Nothing unusual of late,” Corvus said from where he
worked. “Just more of what we’ve been warning the fools in Paradisum about for
seasons now.”


“True enough, My Lord.”


“So, how do you stop them?” Notch asked.


“In any way possible,” Corvus said. “You will see.” He
turned to raise his voice. “First Formation, assemble.”


Notch.


Casselli’s voice in his mind.


Make sure you don’t cause trouble for the Inquisitor,
now.


“I think that’s up to her.”


Remember, just because I soon won’t be able to speak to
you directly, Emisa will have no trouble reporting.


“You’ve made that clear.”


Very well. Good luck, Captain.


The square soon filled with men and their horses, perhaps
forty, and behind them, more soldiers formed up, ready to travel. Notch glanced
down, brilliant white light was swelling. It soon transformed those around him
to shadows. He closed his eyes – only opening them when the intensity of the
light faded.


“Disembark,” Corvus shouted.


More pillars resolved around him. Beyond, stony hills. A
wide road led down toward a valley, dark mountains towering above, and within,
the bluestone walls of Edessa. Notch urged his horse forward. Dark pine trees
and low stone walls dotted the valley walls, ruins from abandoned homes
perhaps, and further along, a spiralling cluster of slate rooves that made up
Edessa.


But it was the figures hurling themselves against the
walls that drew his gaze.


Even from a distance, the Ganthra were clearly half again
as tall as a man and twice as wide, their scales dark green or possibly bronze,
he couldn’t be sure. But their cries travelled up, shrill as they crashed into
the stone – scores of them.


Blue robes lined the walls, yet their efforts were
invisible. “Do they hold the wall itself?”


“Some are working on the beasts,” Buradinas said. As he
spoke, one Ganthra fell. “In pairs or small groups, they focus their Compelling
upon one or two of the Ganthra. Others reinforce the walls, yes.”


“What do they want?”


“Food, be it livestock or human. They are hungry, since
the Os-Vento drive them from their lands,” Corvus said.


Notch nodded. Not evil so much as desperate – yet they
couldn’t be allowed to overrun the town. “So we flank them?”


“Yes,” Corvus said, extending a hand. In his palm was a small
bone charm, carved to resemble a leaf. Notch took it and returned the
greatmask. “Any method you choose will be enough with those bracers but the
mace is a good start,” he said. “Be wary of their breath.”


The area around the travel-stone had filled while they
spoke, the pulsing of light indicating each new arrival and then it was time to
ride. Notch started down the road at a trot, keeping pace with Corvus and
Buradinas. The air flowed across him and the thunder of hooves filled his ears.
Finally, the clarity of battle. No second-guessing motives or identities, just
steel and the limits of his own limbs. 


Yet any comfort from the notion was short-lived – how
would the Fura Leones respond this time?


The walls loomed closer but it wasn’t time to break into a
gallop yet.


Now the cries of the Ganthra grew louder.


Individual features became clear; shapes more defined.
Ape-like was close, as they had big upper bodies but the faces were pointier,
more lizard-like and their scales did carry a green tint. Or, some did –
others were bronzed. 


Massive fists at the walls and cracking sounds echoed
across the valley.


Corvus gave the order to charge as another creature fell.


Notch kicked his heels in. Cries rose from the large town,
relief and encouragement clear. He gripped the mace and bore down on the
nearest creature. Behind him, one half of Corvus’ force would be splitting off
to attempt to cut off escape and even though it would lessen the impact of
their strike, Notch wasn’t going to argue with Corvus – who had pulled ahead,
cloak flowing as he raised an arm. 


A Ganthra howled as it fell to one knee, and then Notch
was upon the first creature.


He swung his weapon and the blow bounced from the scales.
The thing didn’t react – it hadn’t even turned at his approach. Up close, a
stout tail was revealed, a line of ridge-like bumps running up the spine. Notch
swung again, harder and this time the Ganthra spun, swinging a meaty arm as it
did.


Notch ducked. Air from the blow stirred his hair. 


The creature hissed at him, slate-grey eyes entirely
lacking pupils and a black tongue flicking globs of saliva. Notch raised his
arm. Acid seared through his sleeve but his grunt was cut short when his mount
reared. Notch fumbled with reins and mace but the horse, which had obviously been
seared too, bucked and tossed him free. 


He crashed into the ground and rolled as a dull pain
spread along his side. Notch found his feet. His horse had already disappeared
into the fray and the Ganthra turned back to the wall. Shouts and squeals rose
around him, pairs of Ecsoli were facing off against the Ganthra, some which
fought on with dangling limbs, knocking men and women from their mounts.


One Os-Bellator knelt and drove his bone-covered gauntlet
into the ground. The earth rumbled and dirt puffed up in a line that raced to
one of the Ganthra, erupting beneath it – hurling the creature into the air. It
crashed to the ground and soldiers leapt after it, hammers and axes swinging
down.


Notch clenched his jaw. If that was what it took to defeat
the Ganthra then what chance did he stand? But inaction was death. He snatched
up his mace and charged again, sending blows crashing into the beast’s leg.


It kicked out and he spun, suffering a glancing blow that
knocked him to the ground once more. A soldier swore and thunder rang out as
something cracked beside Notch’s head – a horse leapt away, kicking up dirt.
Blood thundered in his ears; the horseshoe had been far too close to cracking
his skull open.


Anger built. 


Sofia needed him. He couldn’t die, not on an Ecsoli
battlefield half a world away. “By the Gods, no.” He flung himself after the
Ganthra once more, swinging in an almost blind rage – and there, the bracers
lent him strength at last.


His first strike cracked bone, toppling the beast. Notch
leapt atop it with a growl, smashing another blow upon its head, driving his
mace down again and again until black blood covered him.


Finally.


Notch straightened, then climbed atop the corpse. There
had to be another one nearby, something else he could rend. The green and blue
of the battlefield seemed strongest somehow and the acrid scent of Ganthra
washed over him, from all around their smell was like a taint in the very air –
he rolled aside as something thudded into the Ganthra’s corpse.


Another creature stood before him, both arms raised
overhead.


It swung.


Notch flung his own hands up and caught the blow. The
creature struggled but Notch’s claws dug in. He twisted then, and heaved with
his shoulders and torso, flinging the Ganthra into the wall. Scale and bone
cracked and it slid to the earth.


He was already leaping after another beast, swinging only
his fists now. Each blow shattered bone or punched through scales, black blood
spraying. He leapt among them, attacking from behind, or skipping around to
maul an exposed throat when they fell. 


It only grew easier. Each kill fed his bloodlust, as
though his very chest expanded with power, his hands and arms, his sense so
keen that the taste of blood followed him with every strike. He beat down two
more in quick succession, a single blow only, and then another and another
until he lost count.


And when he stood alone, surrounded by corpses he spun at
a final hint of movement – there, one of the creatures was trying to flee. 


“Never!” he roared, sprinting after it. 


The landscape flashed by at the edges of his vision as he
bore down on it; the Ganthra casting glances over its shoulder. And then Notch
slowed. Why not let a few survive? Give them a chance to tell any others that
they were not welcome.


Not on his lands.


“Captain Medoro!”  


He slowed further, coming to a halt, dust swirling around
him. Voices were cheering and shouting – and one of them calling for... for
Medoro?


“For me,” he whispered with a frown.


Notch turned.


Corvus approached on his mount, his own clothing and mask
splattered with black blood. Notch glanced at his own hands... no claws but
plenty of Ganthra gore dripped from his fingers. He looked back up to the
Ecsoli nobleman, whose eyes were a little wide behind the mask.











25. Notch


 


Notch left the hard road and approached weather-worn posts
that once would have been part of a fence, protecting travellers from a steep
drop into a stretching ravine of sandy stone. White butterflies flickered from
tiny flower to flower – too tranquil for the aftermath of a battle.


Or slaughter.


Footsteps crunched behind him. “Think you can do that
again?”


Corvus. The man’s face was impassive. He stood with one
hand resting on the hilt of his weapon, greatmask nowhere to be seen. Much of
the Ganthra blood had been cleaned from his breastplate of bone but it still
stained his robes. 


“Yes.” Notch glanced back to where bodies lay strewn
across the earth before the walls of Edessa. Mostly Ganthra but horses and blue
robes were part of the carnage. Supposedly, the town had sallied forth too,
though he had no memory of it.


Details were scant now... blood, green scales and the
crunch of bones.  


“And a hundred more times?” Corvus asked. “A thousand?”


Notch clenched his jaw. For Sofia, he could. “If need be.”


“Good.”


Notch faced the man. “And then I can pass your lands for
my search.”


“With my blessing,” Corvus said. “Though it will be a
futile one, Anaskari.”


“What do you know of Qu-Sitka?”


“Nothing. But the Pimrali people to the north are
secretive. They slaughter outsiders. If you go there, perhaps even the keeper
of the Fura Leones will die.”


“Then I die in the attempt.”


Corvus nodded and returned to his men; some of who had
gathered around their horses, where others were setting up the camp and tending
to the wounded. Yet more seemed to be working with townsfolk and local
Os-Bellator to set up mighty bonfires for the Ganthra.


Was it all thanks to the Fura Leones? 


He’d survived due to them, that much was clear. On the
bracers, the lions stood tall now, manes grown longer. Flashes of blood swam
before his eyes, shadows and shattering bone too... like the Glass War; it
didn’t fade quickly enough and his very fingertips seemed to twitch for more
violence. 


A bottle would deal with that – but Corvus ran a dry camp.
“Luckily.”


One of the Ecsoli approached, and handed Notch water and a
bright, red apple, before bowing, hands over his mask in what seemed to be a
gesture indicating some reverence. “Thank you.” Notch bit into the flesh as the
man left without a word, the sweetness welcome after the dust of the battle. He
took a drink too.


Once again, footfalls approached. He did not turn; no
doubt it was Inquisitor Emisa since no-one else seemed willing to speak to him.
Before, it had perhaps been contempt or indifference but now, was it something
else?


Respect? Fear?


The whispers had not stopped in the aftermath of the
fighting.


He glanced aside; it was her. She stopped before him, her
form-hugging purple robe pleasant enough but the mask was not – the painted
face still unnerving.


He took another few bites. “Out of range, are we?”


“You know we are.”


Maybe it was true; he hadn’t heard from Casselli since
before the travel-stone. “What do they want to know?” Notch asked.


“I’ve already reported on today’s... events.”


“Then what do you want?”


“To talk.”


“I don’t think so.”


She put one hand on her hip. “Oh? Well, you don’t have
that luxury, Captain.”


He waited.


“I’ve seen your type before and I’m telling you that I
will stop you.”


Now he chuckled. “I doubt you’ve seen many Anaskari,
Lady.”


“Imbecile. I mean that I’ve seen plenty of men who have
given up hope – that makes you dangerous to the rest of us and here; these are
my people. I cannot have you doing something to put them or Ovaneus in danger,
just because you wish for death.”


“Do I?” Notch said, keeping anger from his voice. She was
wrong – the bitterness didn’t come from a desire for death at all.


“Yes. It is clear in every move you make – especially when
you wear those bracers.”


“And if I do something you don’t care for, what then? Kill
me? Is that what Lady Casselli and Prince Tanere seek? Your loyalties seem
quite conflicted to me.”


“I don’t have to kill you to stop you.”


Notch crunched another bite of his apple. “Assuming you
can.”


“Believe me.”


“Then perhaps we’ll find out – but only if you actually
join the fighting this time,” he said, a touch of contempt in his voice.


She lifted her chin. “I’m no coward, if that’s what you’re
implying in your clumsy manner.”


“Very well, Inquisitor. See you on the frontline.” 


He tossed her the half-eaten apple, but she swatted it
aside with a hiss. “You’re being childish.”


“Yes. I am,” Notch said as he strode for the picket line –
hopefully someone had found his horse.


She caught his arm. “It’s a mistake to dismiss me.”


“Not wanting to speak to you isn’t the same as dismissing
you, Lady.”


“Then cut the theatrics.”


“What do you expect? You are a spy for my captors; I owe
you nothing.”


“I expect a minimum of cooperation; since it is in your –
and Alosus’ – best interest.”


“And you get that,” Notch snapped.


“Enough!” Corvus shouted across at them. “Field duty, the
both of you. Explain it to him,” the man added, looking to the Inquisitor.


She let him go. Notch shook his head – at her or himself,
he didn’t know – but the nobleman was right. No point arguing. Inquisitor Emisa
was not going to let up and he wasn’t going to make her task any easier.
Nothing was set to change there but it was all getting in the way of his true
goal.


Survive long enough to find Qu-Sitka.


Restore Sofia. Free Alosus so he might find his wife and
child... hopefully the big man had been able to deal with Tanere’s lust for
expansion. If there was a way to prevent the Tonitora from becoming pawns,
Alosus would find it. And if not, Notch would help the big man with that goal
too.  


And then... well, time to figure that out later.


Emisa had folded her arms. “You can carry them.”


“What?”


“You’ll see. Come on.” She collected a hessian bag from
the quartermaster and set off toward the battlefield. Notch followed more
slowly. Whatever waited for him was not going to be pleasant. And it wasn’t
some new squeamishness but more the abandon, the wildness of what he did with
the bracers. It was the fact that such carnage didn’t seem to be fully under
his control. Using a sword to kill, that was his choice.


Decapitating men or tearing through beasts with his bare
hands, with hands that turned to claws, that was not his choice.


The first corpses spared Notch evidence of his rampage,
their limbs and necks were generally sitting at odd angles and some appeared to
have been beaten. Dead Ecsoli lay around too and the first body lay mostly
buried beneath a Ganthra, shattered fragments of his breastplate just visible,
stained red. His mask was cleaner but bore a long crack.


Inquisitor Emisa bent and lifted it free, closing the
man’s sightless eyes as she did. “Here.” She held it out for him.


Notch took it, raising an eyebrow at the thin carving. He
tilted it on the side; half a finger’s width.


“Not every family can afford stronger masks – they sometimes
carve two from one piece of bone.”


“I see. What about the fragments of the breastplate?”


She hesitated. “If you want to.”


“Corvus doesn’t expect it?”


“He does... but I do not wish to be the one.”


“Because of the blood?” 


“Because it is an unholy thing that we do,” she said.


“Very well.” Notch knelt as she rose. He began to collect
the smaller pieces of bone, dropping them into the bag with little clinking
sounds. Some of the bigger pieces took some wrenching and all were bloodied.


No mask or breastplate at the next Ecsoli corpse, but he
harvested the gauntlets while Emisa worked on a nearby body of her own. The
nearer the wall they reached, the more gruesome the bodies became – trampled
into the earth, broken near in half, and in the case of the Ganthra, torn and
bloodied, great rents in their chests, backs and heads. Sometimes missing
limbs, pools of blood still growing beneath their bodies. 


Here too, other Ecsoli on ‘field duty’ bent over the dead.


The next greatmask Notch found lay upon the stone... a
woman’s head within, but her body missing. The image of the assassin’s head
bouncing away flickered across his vision and a roar of triumph echoed from the
depths of his mind. 


He dropped the mask.


“Something wrong?” Inquisitor Emisa asked from nearby.


Notch retrieved the greatmask. “No.” This mask was much
thicker, much stronger than the others he’d found so far, more worn at the
edges, the face vaguely feminine. It was not the source of the roar, that had
clearly been the Fura Leones, but the object he held was more than the typical
greatmask found in Ecsoli. 


Ancient power exuded from the bone.


It was no doubt named; the same as Corvus’ own mask, or
Argeon.


But of no use to him.


Into the bag it went and he turned for more – pausing when
a group approached. Os-Bellator and regular Ecsoli alike, half a dozen of them.
They hailed the Inquisitor and the lead mage glanced often to Notch as he
spoke.


“Good tidings, Inquisitor.”


“Greetings.”


“I am Janu, son of Janalicus, and I am on my way thank
Lord Corvus personally, but upon seeing you both, I felt it right to thank you
also.”


“My role was insignificant,” she said.


Janu inclined his head. “The swiftness of your reply to
our call was integral, I am sure.” He turned to Notch. “And you, Captain
Medoro. It is an honour to meet the man who saved our town.”


“You flatter me, My Lord – I was not alone in my efforts.”


“Your actions had an incredible impact.” He hesitated, as
if loath to speak further. “If we could meet again during the Honour Exchange,
that would be most welcome.”


“I do not know the Honour Exchange.”


Inquisitor Emisa replied. “After a battle, survivors will
sometimes meet to exchange or barter for masks and other salvaged bone. It is
generally a highly cordial affair when two families have fought a common foe;
masks and suits are often simply returned.”


Janu nodded. “You also hold some additional clout due to
your role in saving Edessa, were you looking to begin your own suit or perhaps
begin the transfer of a Named Mask to your own family.”


“Ah.” Notch understood the glances from before. When the
townsfolk joined the battle, they no doubt lost some of their own and were now
undertaking field duty themselves. Janu obviously knew that Notch had found a
particularly valuable greatmask. “You need not wait.” He reached into the sack
and withdrew the greatmask, handing it over.


Janu took the mask with a reverence, eyes filling with
tears.


“I am sorry for your loss, My Lord,” Notch said.


“My elder sister,” Janu replied. He gripped the mask
tight, perhaps to keep his hands from shaking. “Your courtesy is most welcome.
Please, if you are granted leave to do so by Lord Corvus, I would like to thank
you personally at Noctua Manor.”


“Thank you,” Notch said. He did not add where or in what
condition he had found the man’s sister. 


The noble nodded as he continued on toward Corvus’ camp,
retainers trailing at a respectful distance. Notch watched them, aware of the
Inquisitor’s eyes upon him. He faced her once more.


“You could have kept that mask, you know – he probably
would have ceded it to you after your role in protecting the town.”


“That seems unnecessary.”


“Oh?”


“The mask belongs to his family. Simple.”


“And when we meet later for the exchange?”


“You can do as you wish with whatever we find; I cannot
use it and I do not need it.”


“Hmmm.”


“Why? Does Casselli seek more masks?”


The Inquisitor folded her arms. “Hardly.”


“Good,” he said, and moved on to the next glimpse of blue
fabric.


 











26. Ain


 


Night had fallen without any sign of the travel-stone,
just a blazing orange sunset as the sun was swallowed by the horizon. That, and
the calls of some island creature. It was a sound that did not inspire
confidence in the night ahead – a wailing, quavering cry that bordered on
human.


“Meeting whatever is making those sounds is not going to
be pleasant,” Wayrn said as he dropped another armload of driftwood onto the
pile. While it was not bone dry, enough time had passed since the great wave
that the man was confident they would be able to start a fire.


Part of Ain wanted to start the fire simply to dry the
sand further – since unlike the clean warmth of sand in desert, a wet beach was
endlessly irritating; it clung to everything. 


The rest of him wasn’t sure making a large beacon would be
wise. 


Whether it attracted the creatures or a possible passing
ship as Wayrn hoped, neither result was guaranteed to be welcome. Pirates may
well be the ones to see the fire. Still, it was far better than nothing, and if
finding the travel-stone in the daylight had been impossible the dark would be
worse.


If only reading the path was still an option. Yet it ended
where the travel-stone had once rested – no path followed an object, the rumble
of feet had trod only where it had trod before. Even attempting to send a
gentle pulse along its length had yielded no results. 


Now, there was no way to know whether the travel-stone had
been washed down the beach, washed out to sea or simply broken into pieces.


The wailing ceased.


Wayrn looked up from where he’d been working with the flint,
kneeling in the sand. “Maybe that’s a good sign.”


“I pray it is.” Ain gazed up at the jungle. Too dark now
for hints of movement.


“Finally!” Wayrn sat back. Smoke rose from the pile of
twigs and thin bark, and he began arranging larger pieces atop it in a loose
frame. As the flames grew, orange tongues lapping at the timber, he carefully
added more wood until a healthy blaze rose. 


Ain soon stepped back from the heat, as the night was
still warm.


But with his back to the fire, he was better able to see into
the dark, where he watched for movement. The Stones of Shali he kept within his
hand, occasionally clenching them. Could they protect him here and now? It made
little sense for objects of power to have use for only one threat.


“Do you see anything?” he asked.


“Nothing yet but they’ve surely seen us by now,” Wayrn
replied from the other side of the fire.


The wailing began once more.


Only this time it was closer – perhaps at the edge of the
jungle.


Ain swung the club he’d fashioned from a solid piece of driftwood
and checked on the brand he’d rested just within the fire. Would it be enough
if the Stones did nothing? So far, they hadn’t given any indication that they
were of use at all.


Nothing but their strange weight and texture, and perhaps
nothing but his own hope.


When the creature cried out again it was already charging
into the light. 


Twice as tall as a man, it was a spindly thing of dark
fur, talons flashing in the firelight. Its eyes were wide-set, seeming to blaze
back the flickering orange of the fire. Its mouth was a wide, beak-like
protuberance – like nothing he’d seen before. The creature stretched its arms
and short, leathery wings snapped out. 


“Watch out,” Ain shouted.


The bird-thing leapt into the air, gliding across the sand
to bear down on Wayrn. He rolled aside, nimble even on sand. Then rolled back
to his feet, knives in hand. 


Ain stooped to snatch up his burning brand.


More wailing rang out across the camp and he stumbled, his
balance lost and his vision swimming. A dark shape neared. He swung wildly.
Light flashed. The creature hissed in response but Ain fell to the sand, weapon
bouncing free. Holding his feet was impossible, just how potent was its cry?
Was that even the reason? 


Ain reached his knees, blinking to clear his vision, but
it was only partially effective. The colours and shapes were still blurry.


“It’s coming back,” Wayrn cried from beyond the flames.


Claws flashed.


Ain raised his arm with a cry. Pain erupted along his
forearm and warm blood flowed. The wail rang out again, a triumphant note
clear, and Ain raised the Shali Stones. 


Light flashed, joined by a mighty thunderclap – so hard
that his eyes watered even as the magic hurled him back. He hit the sand with a
grunt. Ain struggled to rise but a thumping pain echoed between his temples and
there was only an endless field of white, everywhere he looked.


But a sweetly burning stench reached him – proving that he
wasn’t dead, at least.


Faint, a voice called his name. Wayrn? Yet wasn’t the
sound too distant? No-one else knew where they were, so it had to be Wayrn. 


“Ain, are you hurt?”


Once again, the man’s voice was quiet – though muffled
was a better description. A hand fell upon Ain’s shoulder and he turned his
head, still blind. “What happened?”


“You killed it,” he replied. “A bolt of lightning shot
down from the sky.”


“A bolt... and I’m not dead?”


“Apparently not.”


“That explains why I’m having trouble hearing you. And
seeing.” In his hand, the stones were warm. Had they protected him? If so, they
were powerful indeed but obviously best used at a distance when it came to
choosing a target.


“Can you stand?”


Ain nodded and with Wayrn’s help, found his feet. “Did its
cry throw off your balance too?”


“Yes. That must be how it hunts.”


“Well, it had better be the only one on the island because
I don’t know how many times I can do that.” Let alone make it happen at all, a
flash of desperation seemed to be responsible more than Ain himself.


“I might haul what’s left of the carcass a little way up
the beach. If there are others, they might get the message.”


“Let’s hope so.”


“I’ll watch, you just rest tonight – it’s probably best if
you keep your eyes closed anyway.”


“Right.”


Wayrn helped him lay down upon the thin bedding, and then
he stood with a grunt.


“Are you injured?”


“No, just landed a little wrong when I rolled. I’ll be
fine,” he said. “Whatever that thing was, I think it prefers the night.
Tomorrow, we shouldn’t have to worry about any others if they exist.”


“But that also means we’ve only got the daylight hours to
find the travel-stone.”


“I thought I’d do some diving – there’s a reef, maybe it’s
down there.”


“And if it is? How would we bring it up?”


“That’s another problem, I know.”


Ain sighed. “Well, not until tomorrow at least. Thank you,
Wayrn. Let me watch in the morning so you can rest.” He didn’t add a final
thought – about his vision. He’d watch if he could see. So far, the
blinding white had not faded.


But he kept his eyes closed and rolled away from the fire.


“Deal,” Wayrn said.


“At least we know the Stones of Shali have considerable
power – we just have to find a way to get them back to the desert.”


“We will, I am sure of it.”











27. Nia


 


The young Storm Singer had done it – beyond impressive.
And though Nia wanted to thank the girl, there was no time. The way stood open
now. Trees lined the broad road where drag-marks led directly to the water’s
edge, much of the sea obscured by wagons, ships and scores of Sap-Born. All
were working to either chop their way into the stolen tree trunks or carry
barrels of sap to the waiting ships. How many voyages had already been
completed?


       And where were the bastards taking the amber?


“Off the road,” Nia ordered. “Before they see what we’ve
done.”


Once they crouched within the trees, she waved Pannoc,
Giovan and Fiore closer. “We don’t have much time, do we?” Giovan asked.


“No. They’re busy enough but even if they don’t notice,
whoever made that barrier will surely find out what Fiore has done.”


“So what’s our next move?” Pannoc asked.


“Strike. Surprise is our advantage. Pass the word; I want
the leader before I want the amber saved. We can always grow more but whoever
did this has to be stopped now.”


“What if it’s the Witch?” Giovan asked.


“Leave her to me.”


“You sure about that?”


“Father will help me – now let’s go, we’ll split into
halves. Take a side of the road each,” Nia said as she stood, hissing her
orders as Giovan told Fiore to stay close. Then Nia was nodding to Pannoc,
who’d already unslung his bow.


Together, they slipped between the trees, leaping over
fallen logs, side-stepping dips and depressions, avoiding slippery moss.
Through the branches, figures were still visible where they worked, and none
had turned. Yet.


Just a little closer.


Nia pulled an arrow as she neared the edge of cover.


A shrill whistle rose from the work site. 


“Go!” Nia roared as she burst from the tree line. She had
an arrow nocked before she landed, charging forward and loosing her first
shaft. It shot across the clearing, felling a woman carrying a barrel. Amber
sap spilled across the churned earth. Nia drew again, firing at the first man
to turn.


A different arrow beat hers to his chest and he fell
without a sound. 


Battle cries rose now as a hail of shafts cut through the
ranks – enough of the Sap-Born had been caught off guard that the differences
between the two forces were not so great anymore. Nia fired again and again,
targeting other archers or figures who charged with glowing veins. “Too bad,”
she said – they couldn’t get close enough for their power to make a difference.


“Where’s their leader?” Pannoc shouted as he fired again.


Before his words were finished, a tall man with blond hair
charged up from one of the bigger ships. Nia narrowed her eyes, he was
familiar. But from her missing memories or the past? He was a head and shoulders
taller than those around him and carried a spear in one hand but his other wore
a gauntlet of bone. 


Mor! Efran’s second – how had he survived?


He raised his hand and swept it before him.


Her warriors tumbled, many with screams. Nia swung her bow
around and fired two shots in quick succession. He caught each one, snapping
them. Then he leapt down and charged through his men.


“Get me close enough,” Nia told Pannoc as she tugged off
her gloves; she was running low on arrows anyway.


She ran before he could answer, firing one last arrow then
casting her bow aside to draw her short sword. Mor was closing in, his gaunt
face alight with glee. Sap-Born started toward her as she crossed the clearing.
Arrows punched into them, bloody cries following, and she cut one man down
before Mor reached her.


He swung his arm just as she clapped her hands together.


A cloud of dust burst across the space between them as she
was hurled to the ground. She hit hard, her head bouncing against the earth.
Nia blinked back the pain, scrambling to her feet. But her vision was a blur –
something thudded into her side and Nia fell once more. 


She rolled.


Steel slid into dirt where she’d lain. Mor stood over her,
already raising the spear for another blow – and this time she could not move.
The closest Sap-Born had already collapsed in the cloud and, coughing and
gasping, rose from others who had neared.


Yet it didn’t matter – she was a fool because her gamble
had failed; Mor hadn’t even blinked at the dust. “Where is your little pet Anaskari,
Lady?”


Nia fought against his hold but the faintly-glowing
gauntlet was too strong.


“Very well.” He lifted his arms over his head – and
swayed, blinking. He frowned as he stepped back, arms falling to his sides. He
opened his mouth – but not to speak, for it was a yawn that followed. 


The invisible grip eased and the sounds of a song became
clear, and Nia found herself blinking too, limbs growing heavy now.


“Mistress!”


Who had shouted? Nia slumped back, her breathing slowing
as her eyes closed. A sense of Father drew near and his voice echoed in her
mind. Worry not, it is the Storm Singer. She is putting them to sleep.


“Have you found the trail again?” she asked, only able to
whisper as she hovered around wakefulness. 


I cannot follow it across the ocean but perhaps you
will find answers at their camp. Forgive me for not being with you sooner.


“Everything worked out.”


Mor escaped – the Witch has whipped him away.


“Damn him.” Nia’s vision cleared and she was able to sit
up again. The song had stopped. She found her feet and spun. Her warriors were
mostly on their feet too. The majority were moving between the slumped forms of
the Sap-Born, finishing them off. “I need some prisoners,” Nia shouted.


Pannoc appeared beside her, breathing heavily. “My Lady?”


“I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head and rubbing at her
eyes a moment. “Where did Mor go?”


“He simply disappeared.”


“Bastard.” 


“I’ll start a search – we might be able to stop one of the
ships?”


Nia glanced to the waterline. Two of the three ships were
already pulling away, sails snapping, some distance out to sea, but one was
only now starting to move, oars thrashing. “Burn it to the waterline,” she
said.


Pannoc nodded and ran off.


Giovan and Fiore approached. “Looks like we owe you once
more, Fiore,” Nia said with a smile.


“Three times by my count,” Giovan said with a grin,
putting an arm around Fiore, in part it seemed, to draw her close enough to
avoid seeing the bodies or the warriors finishing their grim work.


Fiore’s face was pale, but she did seem somewhat pleased.
“I wasn’t sure if I could focus the Song of Sleep on just some people but it
wasn’t too bad, I think.”


“You did a wonderful job. In fact, can you tell me more
about it in the shade over there? I’d like to get out of the sun,” she said with
a glance at Giovan.


“Of course.” Fiore lifted Nia’s gloves. “I found these for
you.”


Nia accepted them as they started away from the
battlefield. “Well, that’s four then.”











28. Flir


 


“You don’t believe me?” Aren asked.


“I believe you are mad,” Kanis said as they entered a dark
stretch of woods, the trunks and snow-laden branches closing in around their
winding line of priests. If nothing else, at least the darkness was offset by
less snow to trudge through.


“I think I agree,” Flir added.


“Perhaps you are both right. But hear me out. If I can
find a way to get word to my fellow Custodians, I have no doubt we will find a
fifth.”


“Then why not take the fourth from there as well?” Pevin
asked.


“True. But if we can overpower and then take Yeshinov;
that eliminates one threat.”


“And alerts the Sorceress.”


“Doubtless, but the Pentafist would be ready by then. It
may be able to stand up to her.”


Flir glanced at the trees. The black of the bark was slick
with invisible ice. A white owl twisted its head to watch them pass, its body
remaining still. An early riser. “There’s too many unknowns. We don’t know if
five dilar can match her – and that’s if we somehow find a way to
perform four rituals. We can’t be sure any message you send will reach a Custodian
either.”


“If we stop in any of the villages, I believe I can handle
the message during my watch,” he said.


“How?” she asked.


“And how can you guarantee any one is near enough to reach
us before we arrive at the lake?” Kanis added.


Aren raised his hand, letting his sleeve fall. The snow
leopard tattoo. “Leave the message to my friends.”


“You’re friends with leopards?”


“After a fashion.”


“We will reach the lake in a few days only. Raising the
Sea God, if it truly exists, would take days,” Pevin said, appearing to simply
be offering information. Even so, it was unlikely he considered the plan
feasible.


“Plenty of time for me to come up with something better,”
Kanis said as he readjusted the packs he carried.


“I’d welcome that too,” Aren said.


Flir followed without comment until they reached the first
town upon dusk. Its low stone wall stood quite close to the road and the trails
of smoke from every chimney and the clean white of the snow, on rooves and
branches, or the slush in the streets were a clear indication of a poor summer
indeed.


At the inn, Yeshinov thumped his way inside, and demanded
rooms.


The innkeeper, an elderly fellow with a thick beard,
blinked. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but with this weather we have –”


Yeshinov folded his arms as he leant closer.


The innkeeper swallowed. “I can offer the stables, most
are empty of late.”


“Do better,” Yeshinov said softly. The menace in his voice
stilled the room, farmers, woodsman and serving girls alike.


“... I might be able to convince some to spend the night
in Ceev’s place.” He waved one of the girls over. “Please help move the guests.
We’ll need the old brazier, too.”


She nodded and started up the stairs, casting many a
glance over her shoulder at Yeshinov as she did. Flir glanced to Kanis who shook
his head. “Let Aren and Grav or even Pevin help them, I need food.”


“Why don’t all four of you help?” Yeshinov said. “I can
take this time to speak with Flir.” He waved to the Ice-Priests, who started up
after a grumbling Kanis. Aren, Grav and Pevin followed without complaint.


The hunched man gestured to the nearest seat. Flir sat and
he joined her, drumming his fingers across the surface. Yet he did not speak to
her until after he’d taken an order from the remaining serving girl – a bitter
wine.


“You are different.”


“To what?”


“To other dilar.” 


“I suppose I am.”


He chuckled. “Then you know?”


“I know that we are not chosen by Mishalar, if that’s what
you’re referring to.”


“Whether you are right or not – and I am inclined to
believe you – that is not what I am referring to now.” He paused to take a long
drink, exhaling after he finished. “Did you know that we can also handle our
drink better than most? That we rarely take ill or that we were once considered
excellent breeding stock by the old king?”


She narrowed her eyes. “This is a terrible attempt to
impress me.”


“Consider it more of a curiosity – I suspect you are of
even more use than the Mistress believes.”


“Something she missed but you noticed?”


He spread his hands, revealing a criss-crossing of old scars.
“I am dilar.”


“How can you be sure I am different?”


“Because I was once a so-called Custodian like that fool
Aren and it was my task to seek out and... categorise dilar, to preserve us,
even.”


“Preserve?”


“It is feared that our bloodlines are dying out for a
variety of reasons. But let us return the focus to you.”


“So, what am I?” Flir asked. She kept her voice even but
the question had been one she’d long since shoved aside or, more accurately,
one she’d had to do so on more than one occasion over the years. Could Yeshinov
truly offer an answer?


“You are of a bloodline of dilar now dwindling even more
swiftly than the others. Your family is possessed of an additional... perk, I
suppose you might say.”


“Perk?”


“Yes. I am sure you know of our ability to accept strength
from others?”


“Bequeathing?”


“Yes.” He leant forward and a replica of the snake totem
from the cave fell free, affixed to a necklace. “If you are ever the one to lend
strength, then you will see the truth of your nature, for new paths will open.”


She shook her head. “New paths? My true nature? You offer
nothing.”


“And so it goes as I surmised.” He stood and started
toward the stairs. She hadn’t even noticed anyone from the upper-storey leave,
though it seemed they had. “Seek your rest, Flir.”


“Wait, what?”


“I have no interest in forcing you to believe what I have
seen. Good evening.”











29. Notch


 


Lord Janu’s dining room was expansive but not opulent like
Paradisum – no marble or gold, just stone floors and wood tones, be it table,
chair, sideboard or painted screens. The namesake of his house – the owl – was
prominent throughout the room and the manor itself, appearing in paintings or
freestanding carvings, wings hanging above the lord’s chair.


Janu himself had welcomed all with good cheer, echoing the
voices within the streets as they’d approached, but throughout the meal of rich
wine and thick slabs of beef and venison, his expression had grown dark where
he spoke with Corvus.


Once the remains of their meal had been cleared, their
host lifted his voice. “Again, I wish to thank My Lord Corvus for his timely
intervention, and also a new hero, Medoro of Anaskar, whom I trust all are now
familiar with.”


All eyes turned upon him – Corvus and Buradinas,
Inquisitor Emisa from right beside him, but Janu’s people too, an iron-faced
woman and a young soldier, an older man wearing muted robes suggesting perhaps
a seneschal and a few others, gratitude clear.


“Thank you for your hospitality,” Notch said.


“Your modesty is admirable,” he said with a smile, but it
quickly faded. “Yet I fear we must move to darker matters. And it is now that I
feel the absence of Hireta most keenly, but I hope to live up to her memory.
The Ganthra attacks have been increasing for too long. Today’s assault was enough
to breech the walls had we not received aid, and I believe we in the northern
cities all understand the reason behind it.”


“The Os-Vento,” the iron-faced woman said.


“Still the Wave and their assorted spawn do not listen,”
Corvus said. “We bring with us the long-promised fresh bone that was liberated
from the New Land and will distribute as much as we can amongst all towns and
cities as we return to Ovaneus.”


Notch said nothing yet the reminder was timely. How
quickly he’d gotten caught up with their fight; and noble though it seemed, the
Ecsoli were still enemy for the most part. The bones of the last sea beast
ought to have been used to protect Anaskar and its people. Maybe it
could even have been used to restore Sofia? For now, Qu-Sitka would have to be
enough.


Murmurs of relief spread around the table. The young
soldier made a fist. “Then those slimy bastards finally gave up our share.”


“Not before my visit, as you can imagine, Milus.”


“And for that we must thank you, My Lord,” Janu said. “How
did Prince Tanere respond, now that he is Heir?”


“Predictably – he pays lip service to the idea of dealing
with the Os-Vento but I fear more of the same. However, Captain Medoro is an
interesting development, if you will forgive the phrasing, Captain.”


“I’m sure that is exactly how the Prince sees me.”


Corvus offered a slight smile. “With the power that the
Fura Leones hold we may be able to enact a plan I have long since considered
too bold.”


Buradinas shifted in his seat.


Juna leant closer. “We have spoken on this before, old
friend. It is still too risky – if I were being blunt, I would say suicidal.”


Milus glanced between both men. “What plan?”


Corvus reached for his drink but it was Buradinas who
answered. “My Lord has long since believed that all upheaval stems from the
Os-Vento. It is they who slaughter travellers as much as any bandit, it is they
that drive animals out of their homes and disturb creatures like the Ganthra
and Kitken, until they become desperate or mad enough to attack our cities.
Thus, it stands to reason that something is, in turn, displacing or enraging
the Os-Vento. We must discover what.”


More murmurs from the table, along with slow nods of
agreement.


“And as I have said before to Lord Corvus this is
certainly plausible, especially when we consider the relative scarcity of
attacks in years gone,” Janu said. “But I fear such a quest is still folly.”


“Should I instead accept the slow death of my people?”
Corvus asked softly. There was no anger in his voice, but a weariness. Even the
clinking of glasses and cutlery softened.


“Simply reaching the Well is difficult enough,” Janu said
into the hush.


“I know that.”


“And you are sure the legendary bracers will make a
difference?”


He nodded. “Before your call, I was considering it. Much
depended on how the Fura Leones responded to Medoro but those concerns have
been put to rest.”


Notch kept his disagreement to himself; his own doubts
were best hidden for now. “I know we can help each other,” he said.


Janu stood and began to pace before the screens and their
owl scenes. “Hireta would have told you all that you have lost your senses.”


“I know,” Corvus said. “And perhaps that is the truth of
desperation.”


“I will help you,” Milus said, his expression set.


“It will be danger like few have ever faced,” the
iron-faced woman said.


“Staying here is becoming just as dangerous.”


Janu turned back to the table. “Can I urge you each to
accept my hospitality and sleep upon such a momentous risk? The north could ill
afford to lose its champion, My Lord and I already owe our visitor a great
debt. I do not wish to also have his life’s blood upon our hands because we
rushed into this.”


“It is only talk for now, Janu,” Corvus said.


“Grand, then let us revisit this tomorrow – rest now, for
you have all earned it.”


 











30. Notch


 


He stared up at the dark of the ceiling, a sliver of
moonlight streaking out from between window and curtain. He could not sleep,
despite his weariness – he had not even bothered to undress. As Casselli had
warned, the bracers were changing him. The anger and blind rage, the visions...
the claws. Was that all that had changed? Despite the new acceptance he had
gained within Corvus’ and now Janu’s forces too, few would speak to the
specifics of what they had witnessed upon the battlefield.


“Can they simply not remember?” he muttered. After all,
battle was no place for sitting back and watching. Like as not they simply
wanted to forget.


Soft footfalls approached his door. Notch rose to a
half-sitting position – the night was not young, who approached? He reached for
the knife that rested beneath his pillow, though he still wore the bracers. For
power, no weapon of steel matched them, but activating the Fura Leones wasn’t
so easy.


The click of a key turning in a lock followed. 


Thin light bloomed, as if from a tiny crystal, its colour
not unlike the light from the wall-lamps. A figure entered slowly, cloaked in a
shapeless robe, face hidden by the hood. “Forgive my interruption, Captain.” A
man’s voice, difficult to discern the age.


“Who are you?”


A slight pause. “Someone who needs your assistance and can
pay well for it.”


“Then show your face; I do not trade with shadows.”


“That might not be possible.”


Notch stood and folded his arms. “Consider it.”


A hiss. “This is important. There is no need to prove
anything, simply hear me out and accept or decline my offer.”


“No.”


“You are the only one,” the man said, his voice growing
strained. “Please.”


Notch stared at the hooded figure for a moment. “Convince
me.”


“Lord Corvus will be assassinated before he reaches
Ovaneus.”


“By who? Why? And how do you know?”


“By you.”


The words didn’t quite register at first. Notch unfolded
his arms. “What?”


“They want it to look like an accident; they want you to
fail when it comes to controlling the Fura Leones on the battlefield. They
believe it is inevitable anyway.”


“Who exactly seeks this?”


“One of the factions opposing Tanere. If it happens, they
can try and claim Corvus’ bones as spoils of war but also, remove an opponent.
More importantly, they can execute you and take the Fura Leones. Once that is
complete, they can move against Tanere and Casselli.”


“How can I trust you?”


“You have been attacked before, have you not?”


He nodded. “Yes.”


“Then believe me, Captain. This is the game they play –
they are not willing to try another direct attempt on your life.”


“Because they are afraid.”


“Perhaps.”


“Then tell me who they have sent to collect the bracers?
Is Inquisitor Emisa a snake?”


“I believe she is true to Tanere.”


“Then who?”


“Someone who joins your journey here in Edessa – it will
be their job to collect the bracers.” 


Notch said nothing. Knowing the Ecsoli, it was all
certainly possible, but it was simply too haphazard to be a decent plot.
The bracers were meant to randomly kill Corvus at some unknown point? If the
faction was convinced the Fura Leones were so powerful, whoever the snake was
had to make themselves scarce during battle... as Emisa had done so.


Which only made sense if the man standing before Notch was
lying about Tanere’s enemies and their plan to use someone who would join at
Edessa.


“How do you know this?” Notch asked.


“Because I am betraying them.”


“Why?” 


The man made a fist. “Because they are wrong.” 


“So I must trust the words of a betrayer?”


“You must. And if I cannot convince you to act in
preservation of a just man’s life then I offer you information that will allow
you admittance to the Pimrali – Qu-Sitka’s tribe.”


“That is quite a claim.”


The man backed toward the door. “One I can meet. We will
speak again.”


Notch watched him leave, taking the light. 


The moment the door closed, Notch crossed the room to
press his ear against it. Time to find out who the mysterious fellow was. The
very faint sound of footsteps, heading left down the corridor. He turned the
handle slowly, snuck the door open and followed in the dark – only the Ecsoli,
who should have been at least a presence in the dark hall – was no longer
nearby.


Even if he’d ran, the man would have reached one of the
moonlit windows by now.


Damn greatmasks.


Notch paused, listening. Still nothing. He had two
choices, turn back and sleep, which meant lying awake to wonder and worry over
everything he’d been told, or follow and maybe find a clue as to the man’s
identity.


He crept on, straining his ears in the dark. Nothing
stirred before him and he moved to listen at each door but soon found himself
at a stairwell leading up. The door was ajar... Not evidence by itself but more
than he’d discovered so far.


The steps were mostly sheathed in darkness save for bolts
of light from arrowslits. At first Notch climbed slowly but it seemed he was
alone in the stairwell. He picked up the pace, finally stopping before a closed
door. Only the sound of his breathing. He pushed upon the wood to reveal pale
light splashing across a rooftop garden, bright where it covered the shining
leaves and tiny fountain, its water still. Lattice and rows of pots held closed
flowers and perches for birds, all grey now.


Yet an imposing figure turned at his entrance. “You cannot
sleep, Captain?” 


Lord Corvus.


“Not truly.” What to say about the assassination plot? Was
it even credible? Perhaps nothing. For now.  


“We are safe here,” he said with a nod to Notch’s dagger.


He sheathed the blade. “Old habits.”


“Understood.”


“I will leave you alone, My Lord,” Notch said but stopped
when the man raised a hand. 


“There is no need. I am but thinking.”


Notch joined the nobleman as he turned to glance up toward
the stars. Beneath, Edessa’s lights burned bright but Notch followed the man’s
gaze – here, several of the constellations were a little ‘off’ compared to
Anaskar’s night sky.


Corvus pointed. “See the bell-shaped constellation? How
bright it is?”


Notch nodded.


“It is said to watch over us, supposedly it would ring and
call for the God Peraminus if ever a great enough calamity were to fall across
the lands, but I have always considered it to be the last light from the Gods
as they fled.”


“Fled?”


“Yes. It is a grim thing to say but surely you take no
comfort in the fanciful idea that Gods are watching, waiting to save us in a
time of need?”


Notch shook his head. “That does not seem likely.”


“Indeed. So we make our own futures. And we stand alone
against the dark forces that swarm across the lands,” he said, then paused. “I
hope that you will stand beside me; my people need your talents more than your
‘wife’ and the prince.”


“I am coming to believe everyone here in the Land of the
Sun believes that – or a version of it, My Lord. Though I doubt it is my
talents they seek.”


He nodded. “Just so. But if you survive and if you come to
understand the Fura Leones, if you wield them well and for justice, then that
will be your strength, Captain. That is something I gladly seek.”


“We have an agreement and I will honour it.”


“Truly spoken,” Corvus said, and then turned to head for
the stairs. “Yet I hope I am not wrong to sense more in you than a dutiful man,
Captain.”


Notch stared after the nobleman, the question lingering on
the cool night air.











31. Notch


 


Stray clouds passed over the sun as they climbed the
still-paved road up into the dark trees. A larger party now rode in the
vanguard, though that left the line of Ecsoli protecting the wagons of bone somewhat
lessened. Yet the near constant swivelling of masked heads spoke of new
vigilance and doubtless just as many were searching for threats with their
magic too.


And Notch found himself on his own search; of faces,
masks, movements and words, searching for the betrayer. And it wasn’t the faint
hope of being given aid in finding Qu-Sitka, help that had been dangled like a carrot
before a blasted donkey, and nor was it his own belief that Corvus probably was
a man worth saving – no, it was the idea of being used. Again. Somewhere back
in Paradisum, there lurked a group who were gambling on his death.


And thus they were just as snake-like as Tanere or
Casselli. 


Well the Gods take them, they were in for a nasty surprise
– all of them.


Leather creaked.


Notch glanced down. His knuckles were white around the
reins and his horse had tossed its head several times already. He relaxed his
grip but the anger stayed deep within, smouldering. And it was his own – this
wasn’t due to the Fura Leones enraging him.


“Something bothering you, Captain?”  


Milus had dropped back to ride beside him, his young face
open, curious. He was dressed in a breastplate of bone beneath his blue robe
but his mask was no-where to be seen. His dark hair had been plated and the end
was caught with a ring of bone – carved to resemble the claws of a bird. 


A noble of some close relation to Janu, Milus was one of three
who now accompanied the party. Janu had offered Milus, the iron-faced woman
Delayis, another Os-Bellator, and a small contingent of soldiers. All of which
Lord Corvus had accepted gracefully upon the steps of the manor as they’d left.


“There is always something bothering me,” Notch replied to
the young man. 


He laughed. “A wise answer.”


“But you are not?”


“I should be,” he said with a shrug. “But I have decided
that if I do not laugh enough, I will be caught weeping at the futility of life
and I cannot imagine my many admirers accepting that.” 


“Then what troubles are you laughing at now?” Notch asked.
“The Os-Vento?”


“Yes. Do they plague your homeland?”


“At times, though I don’t believe they are so numerous.”


“Here they overrun farms and villages, sometimes within
moments. His Grace has no doubt told you of them. I do not want that future for
my countrymen.”


“Even those in Paradisum?”


He sighed. “Even them; despite how much it pains me to
admit.”


“Do you worry for those you leave behind, if the Ganthra
return?”


“I am hoping that a defeat of such proportions will deter
any survivors from returning, even with the Os-Vento pushing them. Perhaps they
will seek another target, for they are not without intelligence.”


“Or strength,” Notch said.


“Little to compare to you, as I hear it told.”


Notch glanced at the man. “Let’s hope we don’t have to see
it again for a time.”


“Not me, I’m looking forward to seeing the legendary Fura
Leones in action, Captain,” Milus said with a smile. “They say the wearer
becomes a leader without parallel.”


“I doubt that is in my future.”


“Maybe not but it will be an honour to fight alongside you
– and it can only improve my reputation with the ladies, to be honest,” he
said. “I hope we can speak again.”


Notch nodded as the young man started back toward Corvus.
Was it all an act? Or was he truly an odd mix between vapid lordling and
concerned protector? Nickering from a horse drew Notch’s attention to
Inquisitor Emisa – the woman was never far away. She was feeding her mount an
apple.


Doubtless she’d heard the entire conversation. Once more,
doubt over the double-crossing Ecsoli’s words entered him. Just because the man
said the betrayer would join at Edessa didn’t make it true. Everyone seemed to
have layers of motives and wading through them growing increasingly tedious –
if any of it was even true!


And there was more, the Inquisitor was ideally placed to
be working for both Tanere and any number of the prince’s various
enemies.


Or perhaps she was working only for herself?


Notch slowed his horse to create a bit of extra distance.
There was no way he could force the issue – for now. No wild plan came to mind,
but simply waiting and watching was worse than being bound and dragged behind
his horse.


The day worn down to noon before Corvus called a halt.


The campsite was set off the road a little, a low stone
wall blocking some of the rising wind, tall pines that surrounded the space
doing more – but at the cost of a carpet of dead needles. Yet there was a
mostly clear space around a fire-pit. Corvus had begun to set up his tent
nearby, while the line of soldiers from the road filtered in.


An early break, and presumably the man had his reasons but
Notch didn’t ask. 


Buradinas had already started down the road to check on
the wagons, according to the seemingly one-sided dialogue he kept up as he
passed. And while speaking aloud was by no means rare, enough Ecsoli used their
masks to communicate silently that travelling with them made for a somewhat
quieter experience than armies or mercenary groups in Anaskar. The absence of
laughter or even a vague camaraderie was vivid. Not like travelling with Flir
and Luik, or even listening to Seto’s grumbling.


How did they and the city fare? Hopefully, peace lingered
– they all deserved it.


Notch dismounted and walked his horse to a picket line,
patting her neck before starting on a rub down, using a piece of cloth. He knew
without turning that Inquisitor Emisa would be doing the same nearby but she
did not bother him. A welcome surprise. 


A scraping sound from within the tree line reached him and
he paused. An animal? It was irregular but not erratic and approaching
steadily. The air grew cooler as more clouds moved to cover the sun and a
humming rose, faint as if from across room, distinctly human-sounding. Notch
frowned as he moved between the horses. The two mounts nearest the trees were
snorting now.


He lifted his mace and took a few steps over the pine
needles. More scraping as a shadowy shape, low to the ground, dragged itself
forward. Was it a man? The figure clawed at the loam as it neared. Its faceless
head lifted, and turned to Notch. Covered in pine needles and decaying leaves,
the figure held a large hunk of animal bone in one hand, while the other pulled
it forward. 


What was it? Notch fell back a step. A chill grew and he
raised his weapon – the thing was no man or woman; it was head and torso, no
more. It raised itself up onto one elbow, revealing a faint red glow buried
deep within its chest, and cocked its free arm as if to throw the bone.


Notch dashed forward.


He swung hard, smacking the bone free. It skidded across
the pine needles and thumped into a trunk but he was already swinging again,
this time the blow caved in the thing’s head. It slumped to the earth... then
twitched as it rose once more.


He kicked out. The creature was flipped over, arms
flailing weakly. Notch growled as he smashed his mace into the chest, once,
twice, three times, four times before he broke through, rewarded with the
crunch of bone.


No more movement.


Notch straightened and took a step back, exhaling as he
did. He glanced around the woods but found no other crawling things. Where had
it come from? And was it one of the Os-Vento?


“Well done,” a voice said from the camp.


Notch turned. Inquisitor Emisa stood beside Lord Corvus
and half a dozen Ecsoli, their masks all aglow.


“Was that one of the Os-Vento then?” he asked.


“Part of one, it seems,” Corvus replied. “Perhaps it
wandered from the northern battlefields or fell afoul of a Ganthra, more
likely. Either way, it is dead now.”


Notch glanced back at the lump. Even broken, weapon-less
and clearly not in its strongest state, it had attacked a force that far
outnumbered and overpowered it. A final, futile attempt. Was it spite? Hatred?
Or some mindless thirst for death?


“Come, let us plan the rest of our journey over a meal,”
Corvus said, turning back toward the camp.


 











32. Seto


 


Seto hesitated at the foot of his borrowed bed; he’d
travelled well beyond weary.


Luik’s news represented a clear sign of hope – both his
miraculous survival and the bones he had observed. It was like an elixir,
lending Seto strength where before he’d been fighting off sleep. Though thin
and few for now, at their protracted rate of growth, there was a good chance
the bones would become something useful before too long. Would it be enough to
forge a new greatmask? In time, no doubt such a crop could be worth an entire novatura...
but by then it would be far too late.


Still, it was something more than they had before.


The grinding of stone came from an adjoining chamber.


Seto spun.


‘King Nossio’ swept into the room, robes aflutter. “I have
been craving your report, Little Oseto.”


“Conchiglia Cove seems relatively clear and the road to
and from is in good repair,” he said, continuing on to mention the pillar –
though Nossio, as Chelona, was doubtless aware of the stone.


“Wonderful. Let’s continue down that path.”


“Meaning?”


“That your travels have not quite come to an end, just yet
– only this time, I need you underground.” He grinned. “By which I mean, you’re
heading beneath the royal crypt.”


“What is there?”


“Something I require. I will let you know when you near it
– you will need this.” Chelona’s puppet handed over a heavy key.


Seto accepted it with a frown. “There is nothing beneath the
catacombs.”


“Do you truly believe that I would be mistaken?”


“Then why me?” he asked. 


“That should be obvious – I am surprised you have not
inferred. You should take better care of yourself, you’re looking quite pale.”


“Will I need provisions?”


“It is not so far.”


He lifted the key. “And this is all I need?”


“Yes. I have already opened the way but you must overcome
the final lock,” the puppet said. “Now go. I will expect you back well before
noon.”


Nossio left without another word.


Seto glowered after the husk... he had no choice, not if
he wanted his secret to stay hidden. Yet what was he helping her achieve now?
He lifted the key – it bore an odd array of teeth and the handle was a wedge.
Nothing he’d ever seen before but nor had he known that anything lurked beneath
the tombs of his forebears.


He left his rooms. In the hall, Chelona’s living doll had
already started back toward the royal chambers. Seto turned to the opposite
direction and made his way down toward the royal crypt. So early the halls were
quiet – not even servants rushing about with trays of food – though he did see
a Mascare crossing an intersection.


Passing beneath the stone arch, he started down the
stairs, his torch held high.


His light cast shadows across the stone faces upon the coffin
lids, striding past the dead of the major houses until he came to his brother
and father – yet he did not pause, instead, stepping around it to push upon the
stone; a slice of darkness ran up the crypt’s wall. Had she cut it? The stone
swung inward, as if on hinges.


But now he hesitated. Was he about to walk into some
perverse trap? No choice in any event. Seto started down the passage. 


More steps.


As he descended, going quite deep now, the cut of stone
changed. It moved from rough to more regular and included triangles. A minor
detail but not a popular shape in Anaskari masonry, nor, as far as he knew, old
Medah.


The older people Wayrn had been researching? 


But the unusual pattern was soon replaced by more unmarked
rockface, thick dust on the floor… with a single set of footprints leading him
forward to a large hole in the wall – once more, the edges cut smooth as if by
magic.


Beyond, a chamber containing a single podium – this forged
of steel. Another cut of stone rested atop, shaped as a head-sized box, and
unlike the path Chelona had made through the earth, it appeared undisturbed. 


The black shadow of a keyhole waited.


This is what had been sealed away for generations, unseen
by city-dwellers of many races? Hardly an encouraging sign but there seemed to
be no menace to the room or the box that he could ascertain.


Only one thing to do. He fitted the key to the lock... and
stopped. A faint green glow rose, as though responding to the key. He removed
it, but the glow remained. No sense of enmity. No change in the room, just the
hush of the underground. He replaced the key and turned.


A heavy click.


Seto lifted the lid to reveal soft lining tinted by a
glowing key of silver. “Another?”   


This design was quite unlike that of even the key to the
box, it bore a swirling spiral grip made to appear as curled roots. Its teeth
shot forth like sharp thorns on a rose – beginning from the shaft. The head,
however, was a closed bud, petals wrapped tight.


He reached out and lifted it free. 


The silver was faintly warm against his skin. At once, the
glow faded until only his lamp shone across the key. That it was ancient,
powerful, and beautiful was clear. And something else was becoming clear too –
Chelona had needed him to open the lock, since a greatmask made flesh would
hardly be stopped by a mere stone box. No, it had to be a member of Casa
Swordfish... which was why she’d kept him alive, thus far?


A troubling thought and one which was followed by
something equally disconcerting – what by all the Gods would the new key
unlock?


 











33. Nia


 


Before moving to the prisoners, of which few if any would
talk, Nia examined the camp. Green tents for shelter and the shorn canopies of
trees for further camouflage. Before the waterline, a series of sturdy frames
used when cutting into the sap wood, or little workshops where crates and
barrels looked to have been built. The camp was provisioned well enough and of
the supplies, she took all that was useful, sending it back to Father.


The purpose behind it all remained unclear. Where had the
ships been taking the sap? Had they stolen trees too? Judging by the amount of
debris, it seemed probable. And when had Mor involved himself? He was still a
vague figure in her memory... 


Nia turned to Pannoc as the man exited the largest tent.
“Anything?”


“No. It might as well have been inhabited by a ghost; just
blankets and a water flask.”


“Hmmm.” The prisoners were being gathered at the water’s
edge, arms bound where they knelt in the sand. Beyond, waves crashed blue
beneath the afternoon sun. It was clear the two men and women would have to
fill in the many gaps around recent events.


If the White Witch was planning to create Sap-Born, then
it made sense she’d need Mor and that she’d protect the man. Just how many of
the Sap-Born had escaped on the ships? And the question of their true hideout
remained.


“Want to see what we can get out of them?” Pannoc asked.


She nodded and started for the beach, where she met a row
of archers, arrows at the ready but not drawn, where they stood before the
prisoners. Giovan paced the sand but Fiore was nowhere to be seen.


“She’s not far,” he said when Nia asked, pointing to the
tree line where a young woman sat with the Storm Singer. “Learning more
Braonn.”


“And you didn’t want her to see this.”


“Not truly.”


“Then let’s get started,” Nia said.


“What do you have in mind?”


“Play them off one another at first,” she said. “They
rarely break alone.”


“Drown one,” Giovan said, speaking in Anaskari. “The rest
will take notice then.”


Pannoc gasped.


Nia folded her arms, staring across at the prisoners – at
least one of which seemed able to speak Anaskari, since the woman’s eyes had
widened. Would it work? Or would it just be another waste of life, like
everything the Sap-Born seemed to undertake. 


“My Lady, you aren’t considering it, are you?” Pannoc
asked.


“Is it that much crueller than what we’ve done in the past
to other prisoners?”


“I... I don’t know.”


One of the men seemed familiar – even with an old bandage
covering one eye... Gedarow? She strode to the end of the line and leaned over
him. “It is you.”


His one good eye blinked. “Lady Nia?”


“Gedarow, will you talk now?”


He lowered his head. Beside him, one of the women hissed.
Nia looked to Pannoc. “Gag her.” She straightened then, strolling before the prisoners.
They glared at her, eyes bright in bloodied faces. Only Gedarow could not raise
his head. “You will not die heroes in this sand if you refuse to talk. Instead,
you will be hidden beneath the earth, in a cell that you will never escape. And
there you will rot away, never to touch another blade of grass or piece of
bark, never to feel the sun or the wind upon your faces.”


The other woman spat. “The mistress will save us.”


Nia shrugged. “Then we will let her save your corpse from
where it hangs in the treetops – for I only need one of you to speak. Well?”


The prisoner flinched and Gedarow groaned. To be punished
thusly was a grievous insult, though the threat did not seem to hold much power
over the woman with the gag or the other fellow.


“No-one?” Nia asked.


Silence.


“Very well. Off to prison you go; except Gedarow of
course. He will stay with me – something for the rest of you to think about in
the darkness.” Nia ordered them hauled away, those that could speak calling
threats after, some directed at her, some at Gedarow.


Yet he did not respond to any of them. When his fellows
were finally out of earshot he sighed, slumping forward. “They came for me...
but it was worse.”


“Why?” she asked, keeping her tone gentle.


“I was a fool – I’d been captured, they treated me like a
child... piling menial tasks upon me, scorning me for being captured in the
first place.” He gestured to his face. “And when I had my accident... it was...
I wondered why they had bothered saving me, if all they had planned to do was ridicule
me.”


“There is a place for you in the Autumn Grove if you want
it,” she said.


He looked up, single eye wide with either fearful hope or
just fear alone. It was hard to tell with the grime and blood. “What are you
saying?”


“Leave the Sap-Born, join me. Tell me what is happening
here and you will have purpose.”


He licked his lips as he glanced to the direction his
fellows had been taken. “I don’t know.”


“I do, Gedarow. You have to take a chance and trust me.”


“I... how?” A tear was cutting a trail down the grime on
his cheek. “You didn’t stop your people... testing me.”


She softened her voice. “No. But you have my oath now;
that will not happen ever again.”


He shook his head.


“Had our roles been reversed, I would find it hard to
trust us too.”


Finally he exhaled, shoulders slumping. “What do you want
to know, Lady?”


“What does the White Witch seek – why did she take the sap
and the trees?”


“I don’t know if you’ll believe me; I’m not sure I believe
her.”


“Try.”


“Supposedly the Mistress wants it for her city.”


Nia frowned. “Her city? Does she mean Anaskar? Ecsoli?”


“No. She called it Ilesinya.” He shrugged. “She told Mor
that it lies beneath the ocean and that she needs to raise it.”











34. Notch


 


Lord Corvus had no pavilion but instead held council
around his fire and its bubbling pot, joined by Buradinas and another
Os-Bellator whose name Notch had not heard, along with Milus and Delayis too.
The rest of the camp had arranged themselves similarly, with a certain focus on
the wagons of bone.


“I do not think that Os-Vento is a cause for concern,
however I want a scouting party just in case,” Corvus said, directing the
command to the man beside Buradinas, who nodded in response.


“Do we know the state of the Endeminer Bridge?” Delayis
asked. She held a mug of steaming coffee, the rich but bitter beans much
favoured by the Ecsoli. Unlike her fellows, she carried no bone Notch could see
and her blue robe was embroidered with a silver harp – not something she’d worn
within the walls of Edessa. A minstrel perhaps. But if so, was it odd for a
minstrel to join such a dangerous journey? Without the lurking threat of the
possible betrayer, he might have just considered her actions that of the
typical thirst for adventure that many singers possessed. 


“The Signal Towers have not informed us of any Os-Vento.
We will be able to camp on the far shore tonight,” Buradinas replied.


“Then should we press on now?” Notch asked. “Is the bridge
far?”


Corvus shook his head. “We will reach it before nightfall
but raising the bridge takes considerable effort and I want to reach it
well-rested in case of attack or some other unforseen circumstance.”


“Raising the bridge?” Notch asked. At least it explained
the early rest.


“Don’t look so surprised, Captain. You should have seen
plenty of impressive things thus far,” Milus said with a chuckle.


Corvus apologised. “I am already forgetting that you are
not familiar with our lands, despite your fine command of the tongue.”


“Then the bridge itself lies beneath the water?”


“It does. The Daen is swift and very wide, perhaps the
mightiest river in all the lands, which makes it perfect for preventing the
Os-Vento from travelling south.”


“They can still find ways around, it is simply a much
longer journey,” Buradina added. “And thus, few bother when our people provide
them with closer targets.”


Notch nodded. “But they swarm the bridge when it is used?”


“Sometimes,” Corvus said. “We monitor the Endeminer but it
does take time to free it from the depths. It is something of a marvel, I must
admit – our forbears forged it generations ago now, with techniques largely
lost to us.”


“How many greatmasks are needed?” Notch asked.


“A score. Less if His Grace uses Imarus,” Buradinas said.
“However, they tend to be defenceless during the process, so the rest of us
must protect them.”


“And all that new bone,” Milus added.


“The bone protects us, of course,” Corvus said and the
younger man nodded. “Let us eat now, for we will need to leave before too
long.”


Notch sought his horse and riffled through his saddlebags
to lift free a piece of dark bread and cheese from Edessa. He stood beside his
mount as he ate, watching the trees.


“You can eat with the rest of us, you know.”


Inquisitor Emisa. She approached with empty hands and kept
them in her sleeves when she stopped beside him.


“You aren’t eating?”


“I will.”


“But you aren’t because you do not wish to show your face
here?” Notch asked.


“That is not the way for Inquisitors,” she replied.
“Sometimes people... disagree with our reports and tallies, and sometimes it is
dangerous for other reasons. We rarely, if ever, remove our masks in public.”


Not unlike the Mascare then. “Yours is unlike others I’ve
seen here in Ecsoli.”


“Medina is unique among Inquisitor masks,” she said, a
hint of pride in her voice now but she did not elaborate.


Notch ate in silence a little longer. The Inquisitor
seemed content to wait. “Are you planning on asking me something?”


“Yes.”


“Then can you?”


“I am forming my thoughts – be patient.”


Notch sighed as he reached back into the saddlebags for
one of the small, pink fruit whose name he could not remember. The first bite
was a little bitter, but beneath the pale skin waited a welcome sweetness. He
finished four while he waited, tossing the stones into the pine needles. 


“I have told you that these are my people. That hail from
the north,” she finally said, facing the same trees.


“Yes.”


“To me, this struggle is no passing problem between me and
another goal.”


“As it is for me.”


“Yes.” Her mask turned to him now. “Lady Casselli has
explained what you seek and why. I understand but I want to know how far your
loyalty to Corvus extends.”


“Because you still think I crave death?” He folded his
arms. Something had changed for her, to bring it up again. What was she holding
back? “Do you know something Corvus and the others do not?”


“I know that each time you enter battle it will get worse.
Harder to control, harder to curb the desire for blood. Even now, I’m sure you
remember the lust. I fear you will succumb to it.”


He shook his head. “And you see a battle at the bridge?”


“No, I think the Signals are accurate. We will not face
the Os-Vento there.”


“Then this is you offering help?”


“No-one but the wearer of the Fura Leones can tame them.”


“Then accept that so long as I believe that Lord Corvus
will honour his word I will do the same. I have pledged to help him; in truth,
I have little choice. You know that, so why the same question now? How am I
meant to satisfy your fears?”


“Only time can do that.”


He frowned. What had Casselli said about the bracers? That
over time, the wearers became increasingly angry and violent both on and off
the battlefield? “Are you testing me? To see if the bracers are changing me
outside of battle?”


“It is one of the duties I’ve been given, yes,” she said,
voice calm. Even her stance did not suggest shame, surprise or even
disappointment. “But now that you are aware of it, I will rely on other methods
to monitor you.”


“I see. Well, I have a message for Casselli, whenever you
speak with her next.”


“I can pass it on.”


“Good. Tell her that I am growing stronger each day. Tell
her that by the time I return, she will have to come up with something new if
she wants to control me.”
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The mass of pine needles in the giant trees crowded the
road, all but covering the setting sun too – but a clearing ahead did offer
some orange light, soft against the stones of Endeminer Bridge.


Or, where it fell upon the huge, crested columns that suggested
a bridge. 


For there was nothing beyond the stone but the darkness of
the mighty Daen. The river flowed on, surface unbroken by log or stone; clearly
deep. Its opposite bank stood distant, empty. Three of the giant pines, end on
end, might have crossed it. 


“We will begin right away,” Corvus ordered. “I want it
raised for the wagons. Remember your roles!”


Men and women scrambled from their mounts to join Corvus,
forming into a diamond shape before the columns, masks, gauntlets and
greatmasks already aglow. The very dust stirred faintly around them and Notch
took a step back, offering a reassuring pat to his horse, who snorted.
Os-Bellator and regular soldiers were still rushing into position, surrounding
those working on the bridge, facing outward.


Notch gave them room, finding himself beside Delayis, who
was watching the water. An answering glow seemed to echo the Ecsoli, both in
the columns and faintly from deep beneath the river’s surface. 


“Together now,” Corvus shouted.


As one, the twenty raised their hands. One fellow’s legs
wobbled, but he stayed upright and grunts of effort soon followed. The
Os-Bellator nearest Corvus wavered, arms beginning to dip but the Lord placed a
hand on the man’s shoulder and the fellow straightened.


Light beneath the water grew brighter.


Notch could not look away. Much of what the Ecsoli did
with their masks required no hand gestures, though enough used them, but this
was the first time he’d seen a large group working in concert.


White stone broke the surface, evenly spaced across the
water. The tops of railings? More and more of the bridge rose, revealing
triangular peaks and then the walkway itself, wide enough for five wagons. From
his angle, narrow holes – or slices, stood clear on the sides of the supporting
columns. For those, each slice ran vertically, while most of the rail and the sides
of the base were horizontal... so the water could flow through.


“Of course.” The Ecsoli were not only lifting the weight
of the enormous bridge, but fighting the current too. The slices seemingly
allowed enough water to pass to make the feat possible. Water even streamed
down from the floor of the bridge, patterned like a grid with its regular
holes. None seemed big enough to catch a foot within but it was like nothing
Notch had ever seen.


“Impressive, isn’t it?” Delayis said, a slight smile on
her face.


“Very. Have you seen it before?”


“A few times,” she replied. Then she looked back to Corvus
and his core of men. Several had already collapsed, chests heaving. Another had
removed her mask, sweat poured from her temples and her face red enough to
rival a beet.


Buradinas was attending to Lord Corvus, but the man stood
tall. “See to Milus.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“Forgive me, I must check on my nephew,” Delayis said,
heading for the group. But it was not Milus that she moved to, but someone
Notch didn’t recognise. Some of the awe faded at a rising suspicion – was she
the betrayer? The nephew she went to? Notch hadn’t taken the time to check on
the group of soldiers from Edessa.


Even with Delayis’ relative stand-offish nature and Milus’
possibly too-obvious interest in the bracers, Emisa was still the most logical
suspect, surely? Yet that was no answer and for now, crossing the Endeminer
Bridge and setting up camp was important. Once that was done, once he could be
sure no Os-Vento were going to attack, he could consider a stroll around the
other campfires.


Corvus waved them across. “No dallying – camps need to be
set up before nightfall.”


Notch led his horse forward, Emisa no doubt trailing, and
started across the bridge. The stone was wet beneath his boots and the hooves
clacked, the holes beneath just as safe for his mount. Water still dripped a
few feet down to the river and the rails – the entire bridge – still bore a
faint glow.


Ecsoli helped each other as they crossed and soon, voices
lifted; cheerful sounds, people boasting or thanking each other as they
crossed. One was Milus, busy claiming that he had assisted Corvus with the
duke’s portion of the bridge, to which jeers and catcalls followed.


The far bank was drawing near, its columns a bright beacon
in the fading light.


Notch let his gaze rove along the tree line and up the
highway beyond, squinting at what might have been movement but always ended up
being nothing. Maybe Emisa had been right, there would be no attack. Still, he
kept an eye on the woods as they reached the far bank and then during the
set-up of camp; the clang of pegs being driven into the hard earth with hammers
and voices arguing about who would forage firewood, who would cook, who would
start on the picket line or the latrines.


And who would drop the bridge which, apparently, took far
less Ecsoli.


The wagons had all rolled into position, a small half
circle in the centre of the tents, two Ecsoli standing before each stash of
bone, each still and unspeaking, masks aglow. Scouting with their minds? One
benefit to travelling with an Ecsoli force meant Notch slept well, assured the
greatmasks would do a far better job of keeping watch than he ever could.


While the cooks set to work on their stews and toasted
bread on pot lids, Notch walked amongst the Ecsoli, searching for Delayis. Some
of the soldiers and Os-Bellator greeted him and he responded but did not stop
to speak until directed to the camp of the Edessa, where he began asking after
Delayis.


It allowed him a chance to listen in on a few conversations
but he gleaned nothing of use – and why would he with such a clumsy method?
Still, it was more about impressions for now. And after not too long, a thin
soldier lifted his head from where he rested between boxes of foodstuffs.
“Delayis is probably back at the river.” 


“Truly?”


He nodded. “That’s her way – or maybe the way of all Cantor-Sacris;
they seem drawn to water if you ask me. I once saw one swim the Ovaneus moat!”


“Really?”


“I know! They sing and play music to change the weather
and sometimes other things too and they’re so holy you’re not supposed to touch
them but still, it’s a moment like that that reminds you they’re human.”


“Thank you for the help.”


“Not a problem, Captain.”


Notch returned to the water’s edge, where a faint glow
fell upon a robed figure. The sunken bridge was gone but the columns remained. 


He slowed as he neared. “Forgive me for disturbing you.”


She turned, then waved a hand. “Do not worry. What can I
help you with?” she asked.


Notch glanced to the dark of the water. In truth, he had
nothing to ask. All he’d really wanted was to try and get a sense of who the
betrayer might be but some curiosity did lurk within, after hearing the
soldier’s description of her abilities. “In Anaskar our Cantor-Sacris –
Storm Singers – are few and precious. They protect the city from brutal storms
with their songs but they do not play instruments to the best of my knowledge.
Or if they do, it is not one of their powers.”


“That is actually quite interesting,” she said.


“Perhaps only a certain, less musical family fled all
those years ago?”


“It might be so. Though I have to believe that your Cantor-Sacris
would have the spark for instruments within them. If you ever return, you might
ask them to explore their limitations.”


“You say ‘if’, Lady Delayis.”


“Do you feel as though you will be given a chance to
return home? I know the sea-voyage is obviously possible now, providing one or
more of my peers is aboard, but now that you are bound to Lady Casselli and
Tanere has his sights set upon the bracers, you must experience some doubt.”


He had to chuckle. “Testament to my stubbornness,
perhaps.”


“Do not underestimate them, Captain – they own many in the
King City.”


“Like Inquisitor Emisa? What do they hold over her?”


“I bite my tongue.”


“Medina?”


“Now, that is something you had best ask her – if she will
tell the tale. But be wary.” Delayis inclined her head and started back toward
the camp. Notch frowned after her. If someone the Ecsoli would not dare
interfere with, let alone touch, was unwilling to speak ill of the Inquisitor,
then just how dangerous was Emisa?
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All morning and deep into the afternoon, the road drew
higher into the mountains, with fewer branching trails and most of them of dirt
now. Stone markers spoke of the places and perhaps distances but like all of
the ancient text in the Land of the Sun, he could make little sense of them.   



Old languages had always been Seto or Wayrn’s passion. 


But if Notch had learnt the Old Tongue as a written
language, maybe he’d have a better understanding of the bracers. Instead, he
had to rely on fragments and warnings from others. And was it all accurate? Or
was he buying into a kind of paranoia the City of Vipers seemed to breed?


Was that why he had begun to give real credence to the
warning about the betrayer? Doubt? Paranoia? Fear? 


“That one says that it is only a few miles to the village
of Uva,” Milus said, pointing from where he rode beside Notch, Emisa in turn
keeping pace with the young man. “They carve beautiful animals from wood there;
sometimes I swear it’s like holding an actual hummingbird or kitten.”


“Do you carve?” Notch asked. Brother had been a fair
carver, when he’d had the chance.


“No, but I like to bring them back to my father whenever I
can.”


“Sounds as if you’re a fine son. How far is it then to
Ovaneus now?”


“Only two days,” Emisa replied.


“And the Os-Vento? I was expecting more on this side of
the river.”


“They will come before we reach the walls, perhaps not in
any vast numbers but I don’t think I’ve made the journey between here and the
coast without encountering at least half a dozen,” Milus said. “Not all at
once, mind. But they do roam in pairs sometimes. I’ve always thought it odd, to
be honest.”


“What?”


“That they would attack a city – or even work together.”


“You don’t believe they are that intelligent?” Notch
asked.


“I don’t know. In the north, we consider them to be like
wild animals.” Milus shrugged. “It’s a bit beyond my simple mind.”


Notch glanced to Emisa. “What do you and your fellow Inquisitors
believe?”


“That the Os-Vento are certainly intelligent up to a
point. But records from the last century describe them as rare and hardly
coordinated. We believe they are driven by something.”


“Such as?”


“We cannot know. Perhaps the quest to the Well will help,
if you can live up to your duty.”


“Time will tell, won’t it?”


“Yes.” It sounded as though she smiled. “Other popular
suggestions are that the Os-Vento are simply a natural force, rising in number
as other creatures die off, creatures that may have once kept the population
down. My own master believes they simply have an inbuilt desire to destroy and
that urge feeds other creatures when they near. They attract each other and
whip one another into a frenzy, and that cities are logical targets for them.”


Milus was nodding along.


“More fanciful suggestions include one that posits
fragments of a mad Sea-God actually make up their bone-hearts, that such
madness draws in and infects the things around it, which is why we see sand,
bone, mud, tree and stone, animals and human corpses as part of their bodies.”


“How does that fit in with the Well?” Notch asked.


“Indeed,” Emisa said.


“But we’ve never reached the Well,” Milus said. “We can’t
be sure either way.”


She shook her head. “I don’t know that we would learn the
truth, even if we found a way within.”


“Why did previous attempts fail?” Notch asked. “The weight
of their numbers?”


“No doubt that is a factor but they are not unlike the
Ganthra in some ways – simply too strong to overwhelm. We can, at least, drive
them back from the walls and the Outpost.”


“If it still stands,” Milus said.


“We would have heard by now.”


“I suppose so.”


Notch had no more questions and Milus and Emisa were soon
discussing people and places within Ovaneus and before long, it was time to set
up camp for the evening, where the meal passed quickly. This time, those on
guard duty were greater in number and Notch won a shift, which he accepted
without complaint, being given a perch on a boulder just beyond the light of
the fire.


He stared down on the moon-lit road; a far colder moon and
night now they’d climbed so high into the Lavosa Mountains.


The chill in the air fell upon his exposed skin but his
cloak was enough. 


His watch wore on with nothing but a few sounds from afar;
the white ghost of an owl catching some small prey. 


When one of the Ecsoli relieved him, the masked man
appeared troubled and he shook his head when Notch asked about it. “I probably
shouldn’t worry at all, you see. No Os-Vento this side of the river is a nice change.”


“So you’d usually have been attacked by now?”


“Usually. Or at least approached – some turn back when
they’re alone, if you’re in a large enough force.”


“So, what does that mean, if we see none?”


“It could be nothing... it could be that the city itself
is under attack again, that the Outpost has been overrun. Got a lot of friends
there.”


“Inquisitor Emisa felt she would have known by now, if the
Outpost had fallen.”


He nodded. “Well, she would at that, her mask is worth
twenty of mine.”


“You cannot speak with people in or beyond the city?”


“Not without help,” he said. “Well, thanks for taking a
moment with me – I’ll let you get some rest, Captain.”


Notch returned to his tent, unlaced his boots and lay back
to close his eyes. After all the precautions and warnings during the journey so
far, and now, seeing the Os-Bellator’s confusion, he had to wonder. Was
something already afoot with the darklings? 


The one half of a single Os-Vento had been no threat...
but something about the absence of others didn’t feel right. Even as an
outsider. Did something worse keep them from attacking?
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Nothing attacked during the rest of the night and Notch
had barely slept for half of what remained after his watch. Nothing during a
simple breakfast of cold meat either, not even a single sighting between the
tall, cold pines. The strange absence of Os-Vento continued during the noon
meal, which all ate in their saddles, conversation scarce. Heads were
constantly swivelling and the glow of masks seemed to fill the very air.


Once, a branch fell off to the side of the vanguard and
Buradinas flung an arm at it – toppling a tree with the power of his gauntlet.
It crashed through the canopy and thumped to the earth with a spray of needles.


He wasn’t the only one on edge; Emisa rode with her arms
folded, muttering often to herself until Lord Corvus called her near. “What is
amiss, Inquisitor?”


“I can no longer reach the Outpost – at first I wondered
if an attack was keeping them from responding but it has been quite some time.”


“I was able to speak to my son last evening.”


Inquisitor Emisa fell silent. “I can no longer reach
Ovaneus either.”


Lord Corvus turned to Buradinas. “Send word: all are to
attempt communication with Ovaneus and the Outpost.” Then, back to Inquisitor
Emisa. “We must now assume the worst. No sightings of Os-Vento and no traveller
on the roads; the city is under attack.”


Milus clapped his hands together. “Time to smash some
bone.”


“A little less glee, if you would,” Corvus said.


“Forgive me, My Lord.”


Corvus stood in his stirrups, turning to face the line of
blue cloaks that wound back along the road. A glow snapped around his mask and
his voice boomed, ringing out in the mountain air and within Notch’s
mind.


“Sons of the North! Ovaneus and the Outpost are Silent. We
are under attack once again; report to Ovaneus immediately. All communication
to Lord Buradinas henceforth. May the Gods Shelter us.”


“How many for the wagons, My Lord?” another Os-Bellator
asked.


“Half.”


The man seemed shocked, as he did not answer at first. “So
many, My Lord?”


“They represent our future, if Ovaneus has fallen.”


“Do we have a future if the city falls?” Inquisitor Emisa
asked.


Corvus nodded. “A fair question – I am pinning not
insignificant hope on Captain Medoro and his Fura Leones to tip the balance in
our favour. If the walls still hold, then we will make the difference. If
Ovaneus is already lost then we will need that bone to retake it; I may
consider the carving of dramok – forbidden greatsuits.”


Milus gave a low whistle. “Grim.”


“Ovaneus has never fallen to an enemy in over five hundred
years. If that happens, I will restore it no matter the cost,” he said.


“Can these forbidden suits be used to drive them back and
help us reach the Well?” Notch asked. 


“Perhaps... but few would be willing to join me.”


“Why?”


“Such suits are mighty. Perhaps even equal to that of your
bracers, if they were at full potency, but the time to wear them is short,
generally no more than a day. Sometimes two – after which, the life of the
wearer is taken and the bone rendered dull and void of power.”


“A terrible price then,” Notch said. No wonder it was
rare. Especially considering the Ecsoli reliance on the limited resources of
bone, for so much of their everyday life, and its vital role in defence of
their lands. “I will do all I can.”


Corvus slapped him on the shoulder. “Swiftly we go now.”


The Ecsoli had already formed into units and so the force
heading on to Ovaneus at speed was able to set out immediately, filling the
quiet mountains with the thunder of hooves on stone.


The trees grew thinner as they climbed and twisted around
the mountain, often running alongside sheer drops. The road remained wide and
well-maintained however, and during one short rest for water, Notch knelt to
examine the stone – it must have been old beneath the scuffs and scratches but
it was strong, no cracks and no dips or holes.


On they rode into the late afternoon, pushing the horses
hard until a giant rock face reared up, a giant maw at its base. A bone-white
ramp led up into the darkness and when Corvus ordered a dismount, Notch
approached it. High above, a small circle of light revealed the exit of the
wide... it wasn’t exactly a stair, but it did lead up.


Notch turned to the inquisitor. “I hope this is not like
the moving walkways in Paradisum, powered by Tonitora.”


“No, it is ancient magic – the bone drives itself when
carrying us.”


Milus nodded. “Nothing like it, not even in the King
City.”


“And it can be stopped, forcing attackers to climb under
heavy fire,” the Inquisitor added. “Something that has happened on four
occasions since its completion over one thousand years ago.”


“Impressive.”


Corvus approached. “I still cannot reach them. What of
Medina, Inquisitor?”


“Nor she, My Lord.”


“Then we push on. Captain, you can rest your mount while
we ascend. Ovaneus waits above – be prepared for battle.”


“I will be ready.” Notch led his horse after the man and
onto the slab of bone, which started moving the moment he settled. His mount
snorted, stamping its foot a little, but soon adjusted. Some of the horses
behind seemed to be having similar jitters but the Ecsoli calmed them and the
rest of the passage was travelled in silence.


Notch checked on the bracers, as above, the circle of
light grew brighter. The lions had not changed. What it meant he couldn’t be
sure either way but he didn’t want to ask Emisa or anyone else; the upcoming
battle was more important.


And, keeping an eye on Corvus – or, more accurately,
keeping watch for the betrayer. For the mystery faction to have any success
with their plan, someone had to take advantage of luck. Bad luck, at
that. Which meant that whoever had been tasked with collecting the bracers
would surely have orders to create their own luck. 


It was a fool’s plan otherwise.


Would they seek to goad him into a frenzy? Work themselves
into a position that a seemingly innocent mistake on the field would lead to
Corvus’ death? Notch exhaled slowly, breath and dark thoughts slipping between
clenched teeth. Gods, was it even a true threat?


In the end, neither the betrayer nor Corvus could stand in
the way of his true goal – survival. Survival would mean victory and victory
would force Corvus to send Notch after Qu-Sitka, and Qu-Sitka would mean
restoring Sofia.


Light from the opening intensified as they neared the top
of the moving stair. Notch remounted as the others did so, then unhooked his
mace. Just how similar would the Os-Vento be compared to the one he killed
before?


His horse clapped onto level ground, a stone road again,
and Notch paused.


Ovaneus stood a mere hundred yards away, the pale walls
and buildings shooting up toward the orange-tinted sky. Like Anaskar, Ovaneus
rose in tiers, six in all, dotted with towers with spiral peaks. The blue slate
of the rooves held little splashes of green, more rooftop gardens, no doubt. On
the highest tier, the palace was built of similar stone; the main difference to
the rest of the city seemed to be a far, far larger garden on the roof.


The city itself towered over a stretching plain dotted
with hamlets and farmhouses, green crops and low stone fences, beyond, another
mountain range and a smudge of dark green at is base. There were even a few
carts heading toward the city’s gates.


And not a single Os-Vento in sight.
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The climb wore on into the ice-plagued mountains,
seemingly endless drifts and walls of white. The tops of black rock
occasionally peeked free, or the skeleton of a tree but little of colour
remained – only the pale blue sky, which was just as often as not, obscured by
snow.


Whenever the roads and bridges became too dangerous
underfoot, or blocked by freezing landslides, the Ice-Priests carved a passage.
Often, they would stand in pairs, arms outstretched, hands weaving as they
directed the ice to new space. It was not a reduction, only a redirection. And
so the ice that blocked the trail to the Adakya Pass was not simply disappeared
– it slid and cracked and spun out and up into columns or down the sides of the
canyons.


Trees and rock sometimes clunked free of the ice’s grasp
during such displays and Flir found herself watching them each time, still a
little awed after so many years. When, as a child, she’s asked an old priest
how he was able to manipulate the ice, he had shrugged. “How can you see and
hear, little girl?”


And she’d frowned. “I... I don’t know. I just always
have.”


His smile had been gentle. “And so I have always been
able.”


It must have been hard for Pevin, who still had no way to
learn the fate of his younger brother.


Flir gestured to the Ice-Priests at work on the slide,
glancing to Yeshinov as she did. “That is the work of Mishalar.”


“I prefer to think we are both Her work,” he replied
without looking away himself, though he toyed with the replica snake pendant at
his neck. 


Flir didn’t answer.


Once the way was clear, their hike resumed. Noon came and
passed, a bare brightening of the sky that added no warmth. When evening fell
early, Flir helped Pevin set up the camp while others foraged for firewood.


Yeshinov disappeared within his tent.


“We are growing short on time, dilar,” Pevin said as he
handed over the mallet.


Flir gave the tent peg a few strikes, driving them into
the cold, hard earth. “I wish you were wrong about that.”


“Have you considered Aren’s plan any further?”


“No. Have you, Pevin?”


“I admit it does not seem feasible but what other choices
exist? Even if we somehow free the Ice-Priests from the Talisman while
defeating Yeshinov, how do we protect them from the Sorceress? She will know
what happens here.”


“Not right away – she left Renasi and I alone for long
stretches.”


“And when she does come? Where will we be, dilar? Half a
day down the mountain? Still unearthing the bones of the Sea God? Can any of us
suddenly carve bones to make greatmasks? And would they even be enough?”


“I know all that.”


“But?”


“But I still cannot believe that Aren’s scheme has even a
remote chance.”


He nodded. “And you don’t trust him.”


“Do you?”


“Not fully, no.”


“Then we must find another way.”


“Then perhaps I will dream it tonight.”


Flir shook her head but she was smiling. “You’ve spent too
much time with Kanis.”


“Let’s hope something of my temperament has rubbed off on
him then.”


“Unlikely.” She stood and stretched. “Well, let me know if
you come up with something.”


He nodded and sought his own tent.


Flir followed his example and in her tent, she piled the
blankets on after removing her boots and adding a second pair of socks, and
stared up at the treated canvas... but no brilliant plan came. When one of the
priests called for the meal, she did not rise – she had the middle watch, sleep
was more important.


A packhorse, even one that also happened to be dilar, was
still a packhorse.


Her limbs were heavy, a dull ache to go with it.


But being still was most welcome.


She woke to a hand on her shoulder, darkness abound. 


“Flir, it is your watch.” Aren’s voice.


“Thanks.” She rose, rubbing at her eyes. Damn, a little
more sleep would have been perfect. “Any trouble?”


“None.”


Outside, the snow gleamed in the night. The fire still
glowed red too and she added more fuel before starting toward the road, keeping
her back to the returning blaze. Aren had already settled into his own tent but
his tracks from earlier were clear – she followed them to the line of trees
where they stopped... beside paw prints.


Flir glanced back over her shoulder to the camp.


The prints were not big enough for a bear and not the
right shape for a wolf... the pads of a leopard?


Had the fool gone and somehow sent a message or was it
mere coincidence? She nearly marched back to haul him from his tent. But what
was the point? If any dilar found them they would be placing themselves into
enough danger that they’d likely not stay. 


Unless it was another cult member...


Whoever it was, they’d hardly reach the Lake in time to
make any difference.


The watch passed too slowly; her only thoughts discarded
ploy after ploy. It all came down to the Mistress. Any strike against Yeshinov
would not go unanswered for long. If only there was a way to know where the
White Witch was, but that was impossible.


And even if the sorceress’ movements could be traced, who
could face her when she arrived?


A strategic retreat was perhaps the safest move – yet
preventing the witch from getting the bones would surely prove a mighty
set-back to her plans.


The question was how? All the damn questions were how.


By the time Flir returned to wake Kanis for his watch she
had no answers but tomorrow they would reach the Adakya Pass and beneath it,
the frozen lake at the foot of Blackthorne Mountain. 


And, whatever Mishalar held in store for them.











39. Flir


 


“I have never seen this place,” Kanis said, neck craned. 


Adakya Pass cut the rising sun where it towered over the
line of Ice-Priests, rows of mighty statues largely unworn by the elements
despite their great age. It was claimed the figures pre-dated the founding of
the capital several hundred years ago, but it did seem as though they’d been
carved only a few years previous.   


As tall as a city wall, each statue was similar – a
smiling woman in robes and crown, but the farther they travelled along the pass
the more the statues changed. At first, she held a blade, point down, hands
crossed upon the hilt. Halfway through the pass, the sword became a skull on a
pedestal and her smile was gone, lips forming a thin line. Where the road
exited the pass, her hands were wreathed in roses, carved trails of blood
running down both forearms.


“There were more?” Kanis asked. He pointed down to the
wide base of another statue where it sat on the side of the road – this one
just a pair of feet and the beginning of her robe.


“They once ran all the way down to the valley floor,”
Pevin explained. “Many were destroyed during the Shadow Rebellion. Afterwards,
Queen Avrena did not seek to replace them; instead, rebuilding the towns and
villages of her kingdom.”


“The Sparrow Queen, right?”


“Yes.”


“We could use her mythical sword about now,” Kanis said.
“If it ever existed.”


“I wonder if even the Singing Blade would be enough.”


Aren shrugged. “There is still the Pentafist.”


“Even if we were willing, there’s no time for your fifth
to reach us,” Flir said. She waited a moment. Would he admit that he had
already sent word?


“Four might be the difference,” he said. “And it will deal
with Yeshinov too.”


Interesting – had it been a coincidence after all? “There’s
still the Talisman to deal with. I’m not ready to sacrifice the priests on such
a gamble.”


“Yet if we do nothing, the sorceress will take the bones
and then how many will die?”


“I’m not going to rush anything,” Flir said. “There has to
be a weakness, we just haven’t found it yet.”


“Then we had better find it quickly,” Aren said, glancing
down the trail to the Lake, which had grown closer as they’d talked.


The icy blue of Blackthorn Lake stretched from the valley
floor all the way to the foot of the Mountain, which loomed above like a
hulking shadow, peaks questing for the clouds. The water’s surface had long
since turned to ice; the sheets of snow caught in the wind that crossed it,
seemed to have only dusted the surface. It was beautiful despite the vast power
that lurked below – and there was no doubt it rested there, the Witch would not
have made a mistake.


A Sea God waited for them.


How long had it lain hidden? Frozen in the lake, frozen in
the memories of those who must have once known?


Yeshinov called a halt at the water’s edge, waving the
Ice-Priests forward. Flir caught sight of Simina, who stood with her arms
folded. Other Ice-Priests simply looked weary, defeated with their slumped
shoulders and listless conversation.


“Time at last, Holy Ones,” he said, folding his arms. “The
Sea God lies nearby; two hundred paces forth should be close enough. Work your
magic and do so before noon; I need light to work.”


“What sort of width do you need for excavation, Master
Yeshinov?” Simina asked.


“Give me twenty feet at least,” he replied, then clapped
his hands together.


The priests leapt into action, striding across the Lake’s
surface. Simina was counting aloud. Other Priests were rubbing their hands
together and speaking too; some talking about ‘escape shafts’ or organising
themselves into groups.


“Let’s follow, shall we?” Yeshinov said. “It will be an
impressive sight.”


Flir started after the dilar, stepping carefully on the
ice but it was as solid as a stone floor. Grav slipped at first, but Aren
caught his arm and steadied him. The poor fellow had barely said half a dozen
words since Flir rejoined them, his face almost blue with cold. When they
reached the Ice-Priests, the men and women had already formed various groups
and had stopped some distance short of the target – no doubt to ensure the
slope was not too steep for whoever was carrying the bones free.


And Flir knew exactly who that would be.


Cracks rose from the direction of the pairs who had
arranged themselves off to the sides of where Simina was working. One was
Tsaro, who waved that all was well. Beside him, a hole formed as the ice split
and writhed, growing into a narrow funnel. It grew, spout pointed away from the
other priests. Then he and his fellow moved on to another spot.


Simina was with the bulk of the force, all of whom stood
with raised hands. The lake split before them, a long fault line that extended
forward until new ones split beside it. Huge slabs of ice, all several feet
thick, splashed forth. 


Grav gave a whimper and Kanis’ jaw was clenched yet he
said nothing. 


But the priests did not seem troubled. They simply
continued to work, moving their hands and arms in somewhat soothing patterns
until the slabs of ice had settled, sliding down like walls. Which each new piece,
water pumped from the funnels that Tsaro and his fellows had created. 


Still other men and women knelt by what was fast becoming
a new tunnel, tall and wide as it forged down toward the bottom of the lake.
Yeshinov was smiling and nodding as they worked, Talisman in his hand.


Flir moved closer. “Will the Mistress be here to see your
triumph?”


“When all is complete, I am sure she will visit us,” he
said. “But we have a lot of work to do before that – there will be much for us
to haul to the surface.”


“You’re helping?”


“Of course; this is a momentous occasion. The Sea God once
called Evakeda is being uncovered; she will change the very world.”


One of the priests called to Yeshinov. He stood before a
large wedge of ice shaped like the tunnel. “We are starting on the chamber
soon, Master.”


“Proceed.”


The fellow nodded and the wedge started forward, priests
following. Icy water surged from the existing funnels and spilled around the
wedge but the priests froze and wiped it free with their motions. Others seemed
to be creating the actual frozen ground used by those bearing the wedge.


It truly was the work of the Goddess, their power. 


What she had mostly seen Ice-Priests do was free rivers or
turn back frost that was destroying crops – this was something far more
awe-inspiring.


“Come.” Yeshinov led her and the others into the broad
tunnel. The light still filled the space, setting the ice to sparkling, but
ahead, blue shadows spread forth as the priests took them deeper beneath the
Lake’s surface. After a time, the group paused for the priests to work, most of
what they were doing seeming to occur beyond the wedge.


Kanis had folded his arms now, but he did not seem cold,
despite the way their breath steamed. Flir glanced at him, an eyebrow raised.


“What?” he replied. He lowered his voice. “I don’t like
being down here.”


“We’ll be hauling bone out soon enough.”


“What a comfort.”


Simina turned to Yeshinov. “We have created a chamber of
ice around the Sea God’s head; it will hold so long as we stand but we will
need to rest to uncover the body.”


“Then we will most definitely have to take care of you all
then,” he said. “Please, show us.”


She nodded, expression one of disapproval, but helped her
fellow priests send the wedge of ice spiralling into the tunnel walls, narrowing
the space slightly.


The priests entered, Yeshinov close behind.


From her vantage some of the way up the sloping tunnel,
Flir caught the glimpse of pale light – soft blues too... and then, the Sea God
itself.


A giant head protruded from a wall of ice that grew dark
with blues and purple where it hit the earth – which was a mess of glistening
sand, weed, snags of stone and wood. The beast’s face, too, gleamed with ice –
the sound of it hardening and cracking filled the chamber as everyone stared. 


“Evakeda,” Yeshinov breathed.


The sea beast was similar to that which had died upon
Anaskar’s walls – a mighty whale-like creature, only much larger where it
towered above them, the top of its head obscured by the light. Dark mottled
skin stretched several storeys tall, and though it was smaller than the Anaskar
God, it was no mere fish. 


The chill bit at her cheeks and nose but she ignored it,
focusing on the Sea God.


Only one eye was open; it was taller than the Priests, a
pink tinge beneath the ice. The second eye socket was hollowed and scarred. The
Sea God Evakeda also bore other gouges and scars and there were even a handful
of teeth resting beside the closed mouth. Each stood as long as Kanis and the
bottom of the lake had coated them in grime but she doubted they would have
dulled.


Yeshinov approached slowly, reverence in each step. When
he neared, he raised a hand up to the eye but did not touch it. Instead, he
lowered his arm and turned to the priests. “Build me a fire. Now.”


Tsaro blinked. “But how, Master?”


“Find a way,” Yeshinov said and he did not shout but his
eyes had begun to smoulder with need. “And be quick about it; some of you help
him.”


Tsaro led several Priests from the chamber, scrambling up
the tunnel.


Yeshinov turned back to Evakeda.


“Do you plan to melt the flesh?” Flir asked after
exchanging a look with Pevin. “The flesh is toxic, the blood too. Considering
the size of the room, wouldn’t it be safer to chip away –”


Yeshinov shook his head, then faced her once more. “I do
not care how or even whether you free Her bones.”


Kanis frowned. “What are you talking about?”


“Simply what I have said – it is not my concern, the
Mistress will find a way and you will follow her orders.”


“But you will not?” Flir asked.


He grinned, teeth exceptionally white in the ice-chamber.
“No, for she will eventually follow mine.”


She narrowed her eyes. “Rebellion, Yeshinov?”


“Ascension,” he replied.


“How?” Kanis asked. “You are dilar, like us – and we’re no
match for the White Witch.”


“Once I have consumed Evakeda’s eye I will have all the
power I need,” Yeshinov said and turned back to gaze up at the frozen God.











40. Ain


 


When he woke, it was to light and colour, sky and clouds,
the sound of the ocean crashing in his ears. He couldn’t stop a tear nor a
shuddering breath. The relief was like a hammer blow; his vision was not
ruined.


It seemed the Stones of Shali had protected him from their
own power.


Ain rose. Wayrn sat nearby, frying fish in their pan.
Shadows ringed his eyes but he still smiled. “How does fish for breakfast
sound?”


“Usually I’d say hideous... but nothing seems quite as
beautiful as the sight of all those scales in the sand.”


He chuckled. “Want to try our luck in the ocean after?”


“You can – I can’t swim that well.”


“Oh.”


“But I’ll watch. Speaking of which, did you want to rest?”


“Perhaps later, I’m not tired now. I just want to find a
way off this blasted place.”


“What about the Denedra?”


Wayrn scratched at the stubble on his cheek. “I’d love to
return with a sizable force. Once we deal with the Plague-Men.”


“Then let’s eat and start that search.”


“Right.” Wayrn served up the fish and its white flesh was
delicious, even with the chore of spitting tiny bones, and then they were
walking the shore. 


Wayrn soon stopped at a point directly across from the
jagged peaks of dark reef. “If it’s not down there and it’s been washed further
out to sea then we’re going to have to make a raft.”


Ain shuddered. A raft was just a flat pile of logs, how
was he supposed to stay on it if a big wave hit? And even if it didn’t kill
them, just how far from civilisation were they?


Wayrn placed a hand on his shoulder. “But I’m sure we’ll
find the travel-stone before that becomes necessary.”


“I hope so.”


He pulled his tunic from his head, then started on his boots.
“Have a little faith – I’ll find it.”


And he did.


Though it took all morning and many dives in and around
the reef, when the noon sun had reached its peak Wayrn surfaced with a spray of
water and waved as he shouted. “It’s here!”


Ain placed the Shali Stones into an inner pocket and ran
to the water’s edge, splashing in up to his knees, the cool water welcome. “How
deep?”


“Not that bad. We might even be able to use it without
bringing it to the surface.”


“Are you sure?” he called back.


“Not really. I need a few more dives to arrange the
stones.”


“Then it’s in one piece?”


“It is; I’m surprised. The base is quite thick.”


Ain grinned. “You’ve saved us.”


“Let’s wait and see if I can rearrange the pieces first.”
Wayrn took a breath and dove once more. 


Ain paced while he waited.


Wayrn surfaced again, pausing to tread water.


“How goes it?”


“Nearly halfway,” he replied. “We’re lucky it’s a simple
design.”


He dove beneath the surface, leaving Ain to pace the sand
once again. But this time Wayrn returned in a shorter span. “Can you gather the
packs?”


Ain waved his acknowledgement and started back along the
beach to their camp, a frown on his face. Would the packs make them sink? The
reef didn’t seem too deep, based on what he saw – Wayrn had walked half the
distance out to the travel-stone.


When Ain returned with their belongings Wayrn was already
on the shore. “We might have to make some adjustments but it’s ready to try.”


“So how will this work? Are we able to stand on it?”


“No. We’ll have to pull ourselves across it... but we’ll
be holding the edge; that should work. Hopefully.”


“We won’t know until we try, I suppose,” Ain said as he
hoisted his pack.


Together they waded into the ocean. Ain kept his feet well
enough, even with the waves breaking around him, and the effort of dragging his
legs through the water was a nice distraction from the way his pulse had
increased. He was even holding his breath – there was no need, he could still
see the sandy bottom... but knowing so didn’t stop the lurking fear.


What if he was swept out by another monster-wave? How
would he ever find a way back to shore?


Ain clenched his hands to fists and walked on. The Cloud
needed him.


“Watch your step here,” Wayrn said.


Below, the sand was becoming darker with stone, the uneven
surface slowing him. But Wayrn was more sure-footed, he’d already started to
swim. Ain duplicated the man’s movements, the water enveloping him. Unlike a
river, the sea was restless as it moved against him, but he gritted his teeth
and kept close to Wayrn.


“Here,” Wayrn said. He glanced over his shoulder. “Ready?
Just dive after me and grab the stone, we’ll see what happens.”


“Right.”


Wayrn dove, sinking beneath the waterline quickly, kicking
as he did. Ain took a deep breath, his chest seemed to stretch, and plunged
after.


Coolness covered his head. 


Underwater, sound was altered – deeper, more muffled. But
the thrash of bubbles from Wayrn’s kicking drew Ain forward as he clawed his
way down and toward the travel-stone. Thankfully, it was near. Ain latched into
the edge and waited, glancing at Wayrn, who floated across from him.


No light blossomed forth.


Wavering light waited above. It wasn’t so far; if nothing
happened, he could swim up and try again. Everything was fine.


Still no change.


Pain built in his lungs.


Wayrn pulled himself across the stone now, moving pieces
around, hands moving quickly even beneath the water. 


Yet there were other shards that had slipped from
alignment, the Great Maw was missing some dark shapes that Wayrn had not
reached yet. Ain pulled himself forward, the pack keeping him close to the
stone, and pushed them into place.


Still the travel-stone would not activate.


Sands!


He had to leave – it was impossible to hold his breath any
longer. Bubbles streamed from his nose and he shoved up.


Something caught his leg.


Wayrn held him, shaking his head and pointing down at the travel-stone.
Ain kicked, thrashing about as panic burst free, clawing for the surface, for
air, but he could not break free.


Whiteness engulfed him.











41. Notch


 


Corvus charged forward, mask aglow, then slowed his mount
and returned. “There is no attack, no Os-Vento nearby. Not a single one!”


“What is going on?” Milus asked. “Why can’t we speak with
the city?”


“Go. Take Delayis with you, warn them that something is
amiss.”


“Yes, My Lord.” Milus kicked his heels and started toward
the gates, and from further along the ranks, the Storm Singer broke into her
own gallop. 


Corvus was shaking his head. “I fear we have played
directly into someone’s hands.”


“How so?” Notch asked.


“Assuming the trouble was an Os-Vento attack – there is
precedent of course, but I am searching for another...” He stiffened then, the
movement mirrored by Inquisitor Emisa. The duke spun in his saddle and shouted.
“Buradinas is under attack, southward at once.”


“They’re after the bone,” the Inquisitor said.


Notch wheeled his mount, quickly swallowed by the shadow
of the passage, but made little progress due to the rear of their line not
quite having reached the top. But the bone walkway was already sliding
downward, moving swiftly now and Notch gripped the reins. Would it slow enough
in time to prevent them being dashed to pieces below?


But the walkway allowed for ample opportunity to
transition onto the road and then they were charging back toward Buradinas and
the store of bones. Notch’s mount kept pace with Corvus. “How far back?” he
shouted.


“Far. We cannot stop.”


“Os-Vento?”


“I fear so.”


A sharp bend appeared in the road. Notch did not try and
steer his mount, instead gripping with his knees and letting the horse guide
itself, slowing enough to maintain speed but not burn out. 


The stone of the road stretched beyond, seemingly endless
now.


Would they reach Buradinas in time?


A rumbling growl filled him; joined by a sense of
anticipation. His blood thumped and his chest began to heave. The scent of
leather, horse sweat and dust nearly overwhelmed him and where before the road
had been growing dark as the sun began to fall, now all was clear. 


His night vision had improved – and yet, his prey would
escape if he did not hurry. The horse was fast but not fast enough.


Notch tossed the reins aside, slipped his feet from the
stirrups and gripped the saddle, careful not to let his claws dig into the
horse, then threw himself forward with a roar. He hit the road with all fours,
already sprinting, tearing up pieces of stone as he did. The trees flashed by
and before too long he could no longer hear the voices of those who followed.


They could not keep up and as the dark continued to fall,
they were lost to the night.


He closed in on new sounds. 


More horses, more people and... something else, more bone.
Notch slowed and slipped from the road and into the trees, moving softly now,
his feet making no sounds as he neared the shouting figures – bodies were strewn
about the road, beneath and upon wagons of gleaming bone too.


Some still fought, most without touching, some with
weapons. The sound of bones shattering split the night air. 


Most wore blue fur... cloaks, blue cloaks, but others,
these rife with unfamiliar scents, wore white.


They would die.


Notch crept closer, settling onto his haunches as a pair
of struggling men neared. Closer, now, closer. He flexed his claws. White came
into view – Notch burst from the trees, swinging a mighty paw. Blood splattered.
He did not stop; there were more to kill and so he leapt amongst them, slashing
and biting, sometimes roaring so loud that blue and white-clothed figures alike
fell back.


At times, a force dragged at his legs but whenever it
happened, he simply wheeled and struck another white-robe down. Once, something
sharp bit into his back but he thrashed and the pain faded. The scent of blood
filled the air, a glorious thing. Shouts began to lessen until finally only the
silence of the blues remained.


He padded toward the nearest, flicking a torso aside as he
did. 


“Captain Medoro?” the man’s voice trembled.


Notch gnashed his teeth but stopped. The name meant
something, something other than hunting and eating. He blinked as his vision
blurred and darkened... and then he was rising from a kneeling position, air
chill against his skin.


When had night fallen? And how had he arrived so quickly?


He frowned down at his naked, blood-covered body. Only the
bracers remained, these too smeared with blood. He fought off a shudder,
averting his gaze from the mutilated bodies. Focus on something else.
“What happened here?” he asked the Ecsoli.


“We were attacked, My Lord,” he said, his words coming
slowly.


“That I know. Who were they?”


“We don’t know... rebels. No-one wears white robes...
we’ve never seen them before. But they wanted the bone.”


“Indeed I do.”


Notch spun at the sound of a new voice – a woman.


Dressed in white, she stood beside the first wagon, one
hand resting upon it, her features hard to see in the poor light but it was
clearly the White Witch. 


“These people need those bones,” Notch said.


“Agreed. But I need them more.” She took a few steps
forward. “And I am most displeased by what you have done here, Notch. Didn’t I
warn you about those things?”


He met her gaze. “Do you want to try and take them?”


She was close enough for her smile to be clear as she
looked him up and down and he took a single step back. “Not while they are so
thoroughly linked to you. Tell me, how was it this time? The immersion was
deeper, wasn’t it? The transformation so swift, you didn’t even notice.”


Notch swallowed.


“If you can keep out of my way from now on, I may even
forgive this little set-back.”


“I will use what you have done to me to stop you.”


She turned back for the wagon. “This is your own mess,
don’t blame me. Until we next meet.”


Notch started after her but he’d only taken a few steps
when he froze, trapped again. Those Ecsoli who were still standing, were also
brought to a halt. He strained against her iron grip but it was useless. But a
welcome growl rose from his throat. 


She stopped. “Careful.”


Notch fought against her invisible shackles, limbs
trembling. Had his arm moved, just a finger’s width? Or was it a trick of the
eye? No... he could move one arm. A roar escaped as his other arm broke free.


But he could not take even a single step. 


The White Witch appeared directly before him in a flash.
She leant in close, her face near his. He reached for her but before his claws
could sink into her flesh they were frozen once more. 


“Have you seen yourself, Notch?” She leaned even closer.
“Tell me what you see reflected in my eyes?”


Notch focused on her pupils... and flinched.


The face within was not his own: an unfinished mix of man
and lion stared at him, fur and fangs bloodied, a wide nose and yellow eyes,
each a slightly different size. The cheekbones too, one was higher than the
other.


He was a monster! 


She placed a hand on his chest, swirling the blood there
with her fingers a moment. “Now, you will let me finish.”


The witch pushed.


Notch flew back, crashing to the road and bouncing,
rolling until he slammed into a tree. The trunk cracked, tilting over to thud
against another pine. The pain was only glancing in his half-changed form, but
he could not rise, he was still powerless beneath her grip.


Despite the darkness that had fallen, he saw too well with
his night vision – the white witch strode to the first wagon, placed a hand on
it and then all began shimmer... until she faded away, the wagon disappearing
with her.











42. Notch


 


An inky night clung to the sky above despite the nearness
of dawn, empty of stars or the moon now but the palace’s vast rooftop gardens
held light enough to compensate, glowing lamps of red, orange and sometimes
pink mixed amongst the trees and plants, colouring the leaves and branches.
Even the ceramic pots and stone garden boxes were glazed with something that held
the light.


Somehow, it was truly unlike the Ecsoli.


Deeper into the garden, pools of light waited in other
shades of white, blue or purple but Corvus held his meeting beneath one of the
warmer colours, his unmasked face troubled where he sat, not too far from the
expansive stair that led up to the rooftop. Notch occupied his own chair, hard
steel, like the others but the discomfort was minor compared to the gash in his
back, now freshly bandaged beneath his borrowed clothing. 


While the blue of the Os-Bellator had been offered, he
instead took an orange tunic and dark pants, belting a new mace over the top.
For despite the royal colour of Anaskar, it seemed closer to suiting his role
as Vir Leo or Lion-Man as they now called him, and there was a small
part of Notch that felt as though the choice would... please the bracers.


Only two others joined Corvus, Inquisitor Emisa and a striking
woman with greying hair, whose welcome had been warm and gracious, considering
the mess Notch had presented upon arriving in the palace. “You are welcome
here, Captain Medoro – my husband has told me that you saved the lives of our
people many times already.”


Lady Corvus arranged for him to bathe and even eat a quick
omelette prepared by a somewhat grumpy cook, before the servant he’d been
assigned led Notch up to the roof, where he found the small group.


“You certainly took your time,” the Inquisitor said and it
sounded as though she smiled – or at least, wasn’t actively baiting him for
once.


“It was a grand bathtub,” he’d replied.


Now, Corvus continued with his questions on the White
Witch, most of which, Notch had not been able to answer. “And you gleaned no
clues as to why she wanted the bones?”


“No. She would only have said so if she thought it would
suit her – that’s the impression I had both times I met her. She is near
god-like, I fear.”


“Perhaps not, Captain,” Lady Corvus said. “If so, she
would have taken all three wagons. Either she did not expect you to be so swift
or she had assumed more men would be sent to the threat she had fabricated.”


He nodded. “That makes sense.”


“Tell me more of her, any specific detail?” Corvus tried
again.


“Do you think you know her?” Inquisitor Emisa asked.


“In truth I do not but I hope somebody will.”


Notch shifted in his seat at a twinge in his back. “She is
older than she appears, as though her magic sustains her? I don’t know if that
is possible here but she would appear as Ecsoli. Dark hair, dark eyes.
Doubtless of a noble house. Her voice is commanding, though she wears no
greatsuit or mask that I could see. Her power is... beyond what I have ever
felt. Even with the Fura Leones, I could not break her hold.”


“There is no single Ecsoli of any house that I believe can
do such things.”


“Could it be a Circle?” Inquisitor Emisa asked.


“Another possibility worth considering.”


“I assume a Circle is many Os-Bellator working together?”


“Yes, rare though it is because one and only one must
assume control of the coordinated power. Like what we did with the bridge only
more formal – and few are willing to subserve themselves, nor become so
vulnerable to the leader,” Corvus said.  


Lady Corvus rested a hand upon her husband’s. “Desperation
may have driven many to those ends.”


“You are right, of course,” he said with a sigh. “And so
we must now turn to tomorrow, to the Well.”


“How far must we travel to reach it?” Notch asked. 


“It is quite near the Outpost, which is but a day from the
city,” Corvus said.


“So close?”


“In generations past, when they were far fewer in number
the Well seemed not to be their home at all and the Outpost was actually to
repel the Gigansi,” he replied.


“More of their lands are north of here?”


“Once,” Lady Corvus said, her expression growing sombre.


“We need a clear strategy when we reach it, My Lord,”
Inquisitor Emisa said, moving the conversation along without acknowledging the
other woman’s tone.


“I have an end goal but no real path to it, yet – we fill
the Well.”


“Interesting.”


“How large is the Well?” Notch asked. “And what sort of
resistance will we face? Won’t the Os-Vento... swarm around it?” Patrol
hadn’t quite seemed like the right description.


“Yes. It is one of those troubling details,” Corvus replied.
“As to the size; it is the crater of a dormant volcano.”


Notch raised an eyebrow. “And you could truly fill it in?”


“With concerted effort, I believe so. The problem has
always been reaching it in strength. I feel that, if cloaked properly a small
force could reach the maw but once there, a small force is still a small force.
It would take considerable amount of bone to attempt my plan.”


“I would lend my strength but I do not know if that is
something the bracers can do.”


“Perhaps if you could single-handedly fend off the
Os-Vento while many others work on the cave-in... but that is not likely,”
Inquisitor Emisa said.


“So where does that leave us?”


Corvus removed his wife’s hand gently and stood to pace.
“Brute force; leading the army to the Well, power through numbers. Or, stealth
– which means finding a way to attain far more power than is natural.”


Notch tapped a finger on the arm of his chair. Someone
came to mind immediately – the White Witch. She had more than enough power,
surely. The problem would be... at what cost? And such a foolish idea assumed
she would even be interested, assumed she could be found... he shook his head. 


Madness.


Not worth opening his mouth.


“We could start our own Circle?” Inquisitor Emisa said.
“You could direct it from here; send the power through someone at the Well?”


“That is certainly something to consider,” he said,
slowing. “But tomorrow, perhaps. I think it is time we all sought our rest –
please sleep and break fast late, if you wish. Noon is soon enough to continue.”


Footsteps drew near from the stair, and a servant
appeared, his livery a rich brown and white. “Lords and ladies,” he said with a
bow. “Captain, allow me to show you to your rooms.”


“Thank you,” Notch said as he stood, glancing at Corvus,
who offered a bare smile.


“We called for him some time ago,” Lady Corvus said.


“I may never get used to that,” Notch said, before bidding
them all goodnight. Inquisitor Emisa offered her own goodbye and followed him
from the garden and down the wide stairs, into the empty marbled halls with
their carvings of animals and crossing a lawn with low stone benches, before
her footfalls turned a different direction.


Notch soon found himself shown to an ornate door, carvings
crossing it in a diagonal line, indistinct in the dim light of the servant’s
lamp. “You will find everything you need within and come morning, please use
the knuckle bones to call for whatever food you would like,” the boy said. 


“Thank you.”


Inside, mostly darkness as light from the servant’s lamp
receded with his echoing footsteps. Notch stepped within and blinked at a flash
of brilliance – though it settled to a steady bloom, more surprises from the
Ecsoli crystals. 


It was an antechamber with silver pegs and a skeletal hand
for his weapon. He passed into the next room, which was spread with divans of
green, and two adjoining doors. Within one, a giant bathtub with clawed feet.
Perhaps another bath come morning? The other room led to a bedchamber where a
four-posted bed stood, blankets seemingly perfumed with the fresh scent of
lemon. Water rested on the bedside table. Perfect. He checked the other rooms –
no windows, then strode to the nearest divan. He gripped one arm, then dragged
the thing over the thick rugs to the door, where he wedged it between both
walls, blocking the entry. “There.”


Maybe it wasn’t much of a barrier in the Land of the
Escoli but if it was enough to prevent a visit from the mysterious Ecsoli or an
overzealous chambermaid come to wake him early, then it was worth the trouble.


He returned to the bed and sat with a sigh, tension in his
muscles easing. Next, he removed his shoes, socks and pants, then winced his
way out his tunic before reaching around to press his fingers against the
bandages... no blood. Good.


Finally, he pulled the blankets back and slipped within.


Sleep.











43. Notch


 


He did sleep past dawn and into the morning but suffered
no dreams nor interruptions – and, perhaps because of it, he woke ravenous.
Rather than rely on the palace cooks, who would have no doubt done fine work,
he found directions out of the marbled-halls to the palace gates.


Something about Ovaneus tugged at his mind... it was
familiar, though having entered the city so late at night offered little but
fleeting impressions of buildings or signs as illuminated by crystal light
only. 


He slowed at the palace gates where they stood beneath the
weak sun. Each stood taller than they were wide, yet still imposing – covered
in carven images set in squares; a mountain, a mask, a gauntlet in a fist, a
waterfall and a rose all caught his eye but many more images covered the
surface.


Merchants in their far less regimented colours were lined
up before the guards, and as Notch approached another pair of Os-Bellator
exited a squat gatehouse, one with a hand raised. “Record your movements,
please.”


“My movements?”


“Yes, what did you...” The man stopped. “Ah, forgive me,
Captain Medoro. Welcome to our city. We ask residents and visitors to the
palace to share their destination or travels before leaving, so as to make
tracing them easier if Os-Vento attack. It is one safety measure among several.
Do you carry any bone?”


Notch produced the fragment Corvus had given him. “Is this
enough?”


“Certainly, though the Fura Leones are probably adequate
too, to be honest.”


“In that case, where would you recommend I take a meal?”


“Head for the Stone Lamb – the innkeeper will look after
you,” the fellow replied.


“Interesting name.”


He laughed. “Ask her to tell you the tale.”


Notch thanked him and started into the city – only for a
shout from behind to turn him. A figure jogged across the cobblestones before
the palace, its many windows flashing in the sun, green of the gardens bright
against all the grey. Flags hung from poles too, but they were still in the
calm morning.


Milus.


The man slowed as he neared, grinning. “Thought you’d slip
away without a guide, did you?”


“Did I?”


Milus chuckled. “New city in a new land? I know I would
have.”


“But Corvus sent you to keep an eye on me.”


“For your protection as much as his worry over the bracers
– I think he actually likes you,” said Milus and gestured to the tree-lined
avenue that stood before them. “What would you like to see first?”


“A plate of food,” Notch replied. “The Stone Lamb has been
recommended.”


Milus pursed his lips. “I could use a second morning meal,
let’s go.”


People in robes and more muted tunics flowed by, often in
small groups but always armed, either with clubs, maces or axes but always some
manner of bone – even the children who, for the most part, wore necklaces or
similar charms instead of armour. Perhaps less than half the people actually
bore a mask. Many had only a single gauntlet or breastplate – seeing an entire
greatsuit on the people he passed was rare, especially for those who were not
Os-Bellator. It made for an undercurrent of desperation, they were doing their
best to stretch every resource.


But there were smiles too; the sun was shining and music
from street performers in clothes with ribbons sang songs that sounded a little
like home – both the mountains of his youth and Anaskar. And in a way, all
Ovaneus lacked was the fire-lemon and scent of rosemary, though perhaps the
meal would solidify his growing suspicions about at least one of the Houses
that fled the Land of the Sun so long ago.


“Taking it all in?” Milus asked as they detoured what
seemed to be a temporary market set up for bartering items from the home, and
started to descend a long stair.  


“So much is similar. I think families from Ovaneus fled to
Anaskar and some then started on a climb to the mountains, where I was born.”


“Interesting,” Milus said. “You are right, of course. We
northerners did lose some good families but we have never known exactly who
survived the voyage.”


“Why did they leave?”


Milus shrugged. “Some say it was in hope, some say
desperation but the records seem to agree that it was after one of the darkest
days in history – a tide of Os-Vento that poured from the maw and overran
everything, right down to Paradisum. It was the beginning of the Long Stair
War.”


“And such a thing has not happened since?”


“Not in the same numbers, no. There was a surge at the
Outpost... a few seasons back but nothing close.”


“And do you think we can stop that happening again?”


“Yes.”


“You didn’t hesitate there.”


“There is no greater chance than now, here with you and
those bracers.” He stopped in the doorway of a tailor to let a carriage rattle
by, and nodded across the street. “There’s the Lamb.”


A three-storey building of stone and slate, similar to the
others, save that it boasted no roof garden but instead a balcony on the second
floor where the sounds of music and cutlery clinking on plates drifted into the
street.


The inn also bore two signs – one carved into the wall,
and the other hanging from a hook, and while the words were illegible to him,
at least the image of a lamb eating grass was clear.


“It’s got a nice view of the Stag Fountain. I recommend
their eggs,” Milus continued as they crossed the road.


“Perfect.”


Within, a large room stood divided between a bench and a
staircase. The case lead up to the tavern, based on the sounds, and the bench
seemed to be for those wishing to take a room – and the woman who met them,
dark hair pulled up into a bun, gestured to the stairs as she greeted them.
“Can we offer you a hot meal, gentlemen? Or perhaps rooms if you are seeking
some rest?”


Milus stepped closer and took her hand, kissing it
briefly. “A meal would be most welcome – and it would truly enhance our dining
experience if you were to join us.”


She caught his cheeks, squeezing. “Milus; why do I have to
tell you the same thing every time you visit? When I am working, you are
a customer – nothing more. And after that, you’re not much more, by the way.”


An inarticulate sound issued from his mouth.


“What was that?” she asked, smiling as she released him.


Milus went to one knee. “Forgive me, Sera. You are most
cruel but also so very patient with me.”


“I am.” She turned to Notch. “I hope you know what manner
of scoundrel you’re mixed up with.”


“I’m beginning to get an idea.”


“Captain!” Milus said, a note of protest in his voice.


Sera smiled again. “Don’t let him drag you into anything
too foolish – ask for one of the tables by the railing.”


Milus rose and led Notch up the stairs, casting a glance
over his shoulder at Sera who was already speaking to a young couple.


“One of the admirers you mentioned before?” Notch asked.


“Yes – and I’d give up every other woman for her, and I
mean that without exaggeration.”


“But you haven’t yet?”


“A weakness, I know,” Milus admitted as they reached the
top and started for one of the few remaining tables beside the rail. The tavern
was little different to so many others, tables and chairs enough for large and
small parties and a long bar near a kitchen door. There was also a large stage
but the musicians were resting around their instruments, drinking and talking
softly.


The room was at least half-full, a good sign for the
establishment, since many people were visiting in between a major mealtime –
and so when the serving girl took their order, Notch accepted her suggestion of
their own sour fruit juice and took the eggs Milus had suggested.


The Stag Fountain rested below the balcony, its pool wide
enough to swim, reflections from the blue sky shimmering, as though fragments
of precious stones had been crushed and sprinkled into the bottom. The carving
itself was a magnificent sculpture of silver, water cascading from the antlers.


Beautiful as it was, a darkness beyond drew his eye –
faint trails of smoke rose from a dark mess of stone and charred frames. A
fire? The large forms of Tonitora were working to clear rubble but also to lift
bodies onto a waiting cart.


Saving the unpleasant jobs for the Tonitora.


“You know, a fine meal before a journey toward possible
death is one thing,” Milus said, swirling his wine as he spoke, “but a visit to
the Chamber of Blossoms would be just as welcome.”


“I have no money, you know,” Notch said.


“Bah, worry not. Your guide is something of a wastrel when
it comes to his father’s gold.”


“Very kind but I’ll keep my focus on the Well, for now.”


Milus nodded, a trace of disappointment crossing his
features but Notch couldn’t summon much in the way of sympathy. And it wasn’t
misplaced fidelity to Casselli, but fear. What if, with the bracers, he grew
violent with a woman? He could take them off of course... but again, the
warning echoed in his mind. Blind, vicious rages both on and off the
battlefield. It wasn’t clear if that meant while wearing them or not – and
why take the risk?


Their meals soon arrived and Notch ate with relish. It was
delicious, a rich sauce sprinkled over the heap of eggs. He’d already taken his
first mouthful almost before the plate hit the table. Milus followed his
example.


Captain Medoro.


Notch paused, fork half-way to his mouth. The eggs dripped
sauce as he glanced around the square and fountain beneath him, then around the
room. None of the diners appeared to be the speaker – of course, knowing the
Ecsoli, the voice could have come from anywhere in the inn, or the city for
that matter.


Nod if you hear me.


Notch took another bite, nodding as if enjoying the
mouthful.


Good. I must warn you – the betrayer will strike before
you reach the Well; be ready.











44. Seto


 


Seto closed the lid and placed both keys into inner
pockets of his robes. Time was everything now – Danillo and the others had to
be warned something new was afoot, and just because Chelona had mentioned noon
did not mean she would not–


“Very well done, Little Oseto.”


She stood before him in her white robes, hands on hips.
Mila’s features were far less evident than before, Chelona was taking over more
than just control of the young woman’s body. It was going to be a complete
re-shaping, it seemed.


Was the young woman even her own entity now? Lurking
within the bones, perhaps – like all the others Chelona presumably dragged
along? “What will you do when this body ages, Chelona?” he asked.


“Find another, of course.” She chuckled. “Now, enough
silly questions. Give me the key.”


Seto hesitated. Stalling was impossible – but he was
powerless and Danillo was probably still working on the Crucible. Abrensi
turned to stone. And no-one even aware he had climbed down below the royal
crypt. “This is why you have not retaliated against me – the Swordfish had to
be the one to open it.”


“A four-hundred-year-old safeguard,” she said. “And the
irony was that I could not, even after spending so long with your
family.”


“Even with that stolen blood and bone?”


“Blood and bone you offered, Oseto.” 


He clenched his jaw.


“But there is obviously too much of the Sea Gods within
me, since I could not open the box.” Chelona approached with a shrug. “But it
was always a possibility, and thus you had to be kept on hand.”


“What does it unlock?”


“Something magnificent, something lost before your
ancestors arrived, before the forebears of the Medah even.” She held out her
hand. “Here is your final opportunity.”


“Or you finally kill me?” Did she need him for yet more
tasks? Or was he making a final, pitiful stand now for nothing?


“Perhaps.”


“I am still useful to you.”


“Useful doesn’t mean irreplaceable.” 


Pain burst through his limbs. Bone creaked as he doubled
over. Blood spilled from his mouth – his tongue, bitten through? Seto coughed
and red splattered onto the dim stone. He rolled into a ball but the pain did
not stop. His limbs stretched out next and he strained to keep control of his
body.


Chelona loomed over him. She reached into his pocket and
withdrew the rose key and stood. “I offer you two paths and I expect a swift
response.”


He blinked through tears of agony; her words hard to focus
on at first, as if they reached him at a distance. “I... I…” The pain eased
enough that he could catch his breath. “Tell me.”


“One. Your death occurs here and now, but I gather you to
me and you become a part of my Lineage.”


Eternal servitude. He gasped at another spasm. “And two?”


“Your death occurs here and now, after which I transform
you into something akin to Nossio – where your corpse will serve my purpose
until it crumbles to dust.”


Seto locked eyes with her – he had failed.


“Well?”


“I will join you,” he said, forcing the words out from
between clenched teeth.


 











45. Notch


 


Again, Corvus held council in the garden, only this time
the sun stood high above and this time, Notch had more trouble following the
discussion as it moved from provisions and contingency plans to a route to the
Outpost. This time, the words from the mysterious caller took precedence.


The fool was hardly helping. 


It didn’t make sense, why would the betrayer strike before
whatever risks Corvus would take in the coming days? During the attempt to
block the Well was the obvious choice. Also a better time to strike down and
frame Notch himself. Either the faction back in Paradisum were so
short-sighted, so desperate to deal with Corvus and collect the bracers that
they would see the Os-Vento continue – or it was all a lie.


And every last word, too.


The offer to help with Qu-Sitka. The betrayer joining at
Edessa, the faction itself, the entire ploy – the betrayer’s existence at all.
And if it was a lie, its purpose was to distract... to turn his
attention onto Milus and Deylisa, perhaps. Or at least, away from
someone. Away from Inquisitor Emisa? The young woman was still one of
Casselli’s pawns, but what else was she? And the Inquisitor was hardly the only
Os-Bellator able to contact Casselli and Tanere either. 


The identity of the fellow who’d delivered the so-called
warning was more important even than Notch had first assumed. 


The problem gnawed at him throughout the rest of the
meeting, brief as it was, and to the stables, where provisions had been
supplied, and from the palace and through the streets of the city where people
called and waved to Corvus, and along the typically well-maintained roads
across the plain where once again, farmers and travellers alike greeted their
Lord with respect and sometimes actual joy.


Even those Tonitora who had been forced to work the fields
seemed to offer some respect in their bearing... or perhaps their impassive
nature simply suggested an absence of outright resentment. Were these people
the very ones Tanere would lure to the capital under the guide of Alosus’
banner? Notch smothered a sigh; such thoughts remained fleeting.


The supposed assassination remained too much upon his
mind.


And it continued to plague him as they climbed into the
hills and later when they set up camp, his eyes roving from Milus to Delayis
and the Inquisitor and back, never sure, never able to really let his guard
down.


Yet there was one he did not watch so closely – Lady
Corvus.


She approached now, dressed in a blue robe with a white
stripe that ran from shoulder to hip, greatsuit and mask, just like her
husband, as Notch sat and worked stones from the soles of his boots. 


“I understand you seek someone on your own quest, Captain?
That you believe the Pimrali people can help.”


“Yes, My Lady. She was like a daughter.”


“Ah.” She sat beside him. “I may know a little about the
Pimrali, it may help you.”


“I would be very interested in that knowledge, My Lady.”


“Please, call me Bridgis.”


“Of course, Lady Bridgis.”


“That’s closer.” By her voice, she seemed to be smiling
behind the mask. “I will share on one condition – and I will ask your oath upon
it, Captain.”


“What do you need?”


“For you to watch over him,” she said. “We do not know
whether this gambit will pay or whether it will ruin our House.”


“Are your children so young?”


“Our son, but our daughter knows what to do if we fall.
Still, I wouldn’t want to burden her.”


He nearly asked more, but it didn’t seem right, even for
someone as seemingly open as Lady Corvus. “I would already protect Corvus, for
my own quest depends upon what I do here but also because I believe him worthy
of a longer life... but I hate to promise something I may not be able to
guarantee.”


“I ask it nonetheless.”


“Then I will give you my word; I will protect him.”


“Good, thank you.” By her tone of voice, it seemed she had
smiled. “And when he comes to ask you to do the same for me, pretend I have not
asked this.”


“He cannot hear us?”


“Our masks are not always in communication, no.”


“The Union?”


“Again, we may still keep secrets. Now, to my side of the
bargain – the Pimrali. You may reach their village via a waterfall that runs
gold in the sunset, a week northeast beyond Outpost, I will mark the trail on a
map.”


“Thank you, Lady Bridgis.”


“Beyond that I can only offer you a Pimrali greeting and
advice that they are fond of coffee, since it is rare beyond the falls.”


“Have you met them then?”


“A few times – my village was near the falls and
sometimes, as children, we would visit one another. It is different now.”


“Because of the Os-Vento?”


“In part – the Pimrali blame us because of our bone,” she
said. “Any maybe they are not so wrong.”


“Perhaps we can close the Well and things will change.”


“Perhaps.”


Their meal was mostly taken in silence and Corvus did not
ask the question Notch was given to expect, even as they changed watch in the
darkness. Guard duty passed without incident, with barely a sound from the
surrounding trees and by dawn, his legs were stiff from lack of movement but he
mounted up and ate a cold meal with the others, climbing yet further toward the
Outpost, which Corvus expected to reach by noon.


“It spans the Sornem Pass. Now that we can reach Commander
Ayludas again, he reports no sign of Os-Vento.”


“Which means something is still amiss, doesn’t it?” Notch
asked.


“I fear so.”


“Should we suspect the White Witch?” 


“It would not do well to rule her out.”


“What do the Inquisitors say about her?” Notch asked Emisa
as the road dipped into a hollow, fresh pine needles strewn across the stone,
the wind whipping up.


“We are still searching for her. She leaves no trace... or
if she does, it is like a trace of a trace. It is difficult to fathom.”


“So there are no precedents?” Milus asked.


“Not in recent history.”


“Makes me wonder. If she’s behind this disruption too,
what is her goal? It seems unlikely that it would be more bone.”


“Agreed,” Corvus said.


“What did the corpses tell us?” Notch asked. “Those she
left behind.”


“You don’t remember?” Inquisitor Emisa replied. “We’ve gone
over that.”


“My mind must have been elsewhere.”


“No matter,” Corvus said, before Emisa could speak once
more. “Little. All Os-Bellator, mostly southern folk. All dressed in white;
doubtless in her thrall.”


“Do you mean they follow her willingly or are Compelled to
do so?” Notch asked.


“From what we can tell, the first.”


“Thankfully,” Milus said.


On the island, it had been clear the Witch’s attention had
been divided between her desire for the skull and other things, perhaps further
away. Perhaps bigger things... yet the skull had been of greater import to her
than the bracers.


“Do you remember what I said about her dismissing the
bracers on the island?”


Corvus nodded. “Yes. Considering her own vast power it is
no surprise.”


“But she did want the skull. And whose skull –
isn’t that where the answer lies?”


“A fair assessment. And as before, we must assume a past
custodian of the Fura Leones.”


“So why Regenerate him without them?” 


“Simple. Because he, the man, is more important to her
than the power he wielded,” Lady Bridgis said.


Milus spread his hands. “If so, how does it relate to the Os-Vento?”


“Our guesses will be guesses only... but my first is the
most obvious one; she is looking for an army,” Lord Corvus said.


Silence fell over the group.


“Is that even possible?” Milus eventually asked.


“No previous attempt to control them has succeeded.”


“Don’t we have to assume that she can?” Inquisitor Emisa’s
mask glowed. “I’m searching the area around the Well... it seems to be
nothing more than the usual Os-Vento activity; a few leaving the Well, a few
roaming the mountains themselves and even one on the road to the Outpost.”


“No mass force?” Milus asked.


“No.” She folded her arms. “But there’s something not
quite right about it, as though I’m seeing what I expect to see, not what’s
truly there. I wonder if –”


She slumped in her saddle. 


Milus caught her before she toppled, eyes wide.
“Inquisitor?”


Corvus spun, his own mask ablaze but when Notch followed
the man’s example, he saw nothing on their back trail. “What’s happening?”


“Imarus sensed someone... a Circle.”


“Is she alive?”


“Yes, merely stunned by the Repulsion.”


“Then there’s definitely something up there that someone
wants kept secret,” Delayis said, her voice sombre. It was the first words
she’d spoken in some time and her brows were drawn into a frown. “If you wish,
My Lord, I can Read the Wind?”


Corvus shook his head. “Not yet. I have warned the Outpost
but be vigilant now; we need to move more swiftly. Milus?”


“Done,” the younger man said as he hauled the still stunned
Emisa onto the saddle before him. “Captain?”


Notch took her reins and led her mount as they picked up
speed, the trees and shrubs soon rolling by. He kept an eye on their
surroundings as they travelled, but similar to the rest of the journey so far,
nothing attacked, nothing even similar in shape or size to the Os-Vento
appeared from a distance either.


His shoulders began to ache from a continuing tension that
had started back in Ovaneus. Or maybe earlier.


When the sun reached its peak Corvus turned them with the
curve of the road as it left the trees and Sornem Pass reared up before them. A
mighty wall, it spanned the pass, built of the same dark stone as the
mountains. Figures walked the battlements, many pausing to wave down, their
masks aglow.


The Outpost itself was a barracks-style building with a
mighty gate and a spire that bore the look of a crow’s nest, a platform with a
single Ecsoli at the top. The gate started to rumble open as they neared and
without ceremony, they were soon dismounting within in the expansive courtyard
beyond.


An Ecsoli dressed in green robes met them, removing his
mask as he greeted Corvus. “My Lord, I am most pleased to see you safely here.”


“And you, Ayludas,” Corvus replied. “The guard has been
doubled?”


“Yes. I have also taken measures to begin a Circle; I hope
this was not overstepping my remit.”


“We may yet need it, Ayludas.”


“Then I will inform them not to disband at this point.”


“Good.” Corvus gestured to Notch. “I believe Captain
Medoro is the only one here you have not met before?”


“Yes, it is a pleasure to do so, Keeper of the Fura
Leones,” Ayludas said as he inclined his head. “I only regret that I no longer
take the field, that I might see them in action.”


“I see you wear the green Commander.”


“Indeed, I find that botany suits my temperament far
better nowadays. But let’s not dwell on that, how about a meal? I am eager to
hear My Lord’s plans for the Well.”


“Don’t get your hopes up too high, Ayludas,” Milus said. “We’re
making a lot of it up as we go.”


“Ha ha, lad. Trust Lord Corvus, he will find a way.”


The Outpost commander led them across the courtyard, past
water barrels and spare quivers and up stairs to a set of double doors, beyond
which were a pair of long tables laden with food, waiting in what bore the look
of a war room; maps adorned the walls and weapons and armour too, much of it
bearing an antique look, made from steel and even brass.


The older pieces, brass especially, were a little unusual,
bearing higher shoulder guards that did not seem practical and similarly, their
greaves featured what appeared to be small wings. 


“It is no fine fare like back in Ovaneus but it is
filling, at least,” Ayludas said.


Milus pounced upon the slabs of cold lamb. The now
conscious Inquisitor moved to the apples and oranges, and Deylisa joined Notch
at one of the pitchers of ale. He had filled a mug but not taken a drink yet.
Lord and Lady Corvus did not eat at first, instead speaking with Ayludas.


“Do your bracers tell you anything, Captain?” the storm
singer asked.


“About the White Witch?”


“Yes, I suppose so but my question was perhaps a little
more general.”


“Not that I have heard.”


“Have you listened?”


“Well, I sometimes hear growls or snarling... but no
words, no messages.”


“I have not read extensively on the Fura Leones but the
supposed bond between wearer and bracers was said to be complex, intimate. I
had assumed that meant you would be able to communicate with them.”


“I think it is more that I can sense things.”


“Then I hope you will heed whatever you sense.”


“You have not seemed so concerned for us before now.”


She nodded. “We all hide it, some better than others.”


Lord Corvus joined them. “Eat well, both of you, for we
leave before the noon ends.”


“No rest?” Milus asked from his side of the table.


“I fear any more delay will be a mistake. Ayludas will
provide us an escort to the trail mouth, at which point I will order them to
monitor us and spearhead the evacuation should we fail.” He looked to the
Inquisitor, who again, was not eating but did hold a plate. “Pass through our
Circle when you search again; it will be ready before we leave.”


“I will, My Lord.”


“Captain, I would speak with you a moment – please join me
on the battlements.”


“Of course.”


Notch followed Corvus from the room. Was the man about to ask
Notch to protect Lady Corvus or was it something else?
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“See beyond the bridge? Where the road splits and slips
into the forest? That is our path,” Lord Corvus said. The wind tugged at his
blue sleeve when he pointed down to the pale strip of road that cut through the
mountains, their peaks looming large. It was not a vicious breeze, but it
carried the scent of nearby lavender.


“Does it lead directly to the Well?”


“Yes, but before that we will take an animal trail to
circle around to where the cover is better – a final defence against notice,
for if our Circle fails to cloak us then it will not matter from where we
approach.”


“But you believe we can succeed,” Notch said, unable to
keep a hint of reproach from entering his voice. Dark odds were one thing but
after Lady Bridgis and then Deylisa too... did anyone hold out a single shred
of hope? 


“I do.”


“No matter what we find?”


“We will find a horde of Os-Vento like that which has not
been seen in my or my father’s lifetimes.”


“You know that?”


“What is rational tells me that I know it only through my
fear and that there is always a chance I am wrong but Imarus and Inquisitor
Emisa’s inability to be certain tells me we face a powerful foe.”


“And you want to put a stop to it all here and now?”


“If not, and we manage to collapse the Well at least, then
we save future generations.”


Notch rested both hands against the parapet. “I did not
come here to throw my life away.”


“Nor I – yet I will make any sacrifice to protect my
people.” He paused. “As you would, for Sofia, true?”


“True.”


“Then you understand the inclination,” Corvus said with a
nod.


“Why did you want to speak to me here?”


“Because I would not only ask you what I am sure my wife
has already asked you, but something else.”


Notch frowned. “You all come to me with your burdens but I
am only one. Even with the Fura Leones.”


“We do.”


“Because you think I will survive and you may not?”


“Yes.”


“Why? Are they so powerful? More than what I have already
seen?”


“Yes, Captain.”


It should have been heartening but instead, it only added
to the weight of what was surely to come. “I will do my best to protect you and
Lady Bridgis both.”


“That sets my mind at ease, Medoro.”


“And your other question?”


“Only to ask if you will take Imarus to my children,
should I fall.”


Another burden. “I will.”


Corvus placed a hand on Notch’s shoulder. “Again, thank
you – I find it easier to trust you, knowing that you have no stake in bone.”


“I only want to restore Sofia.”


“Then let us collapse the Well and send you on to the
Pimrali.”


 


***


 


Commander Ayludas’ escort drew to a halt at the crossroad,
where Corvus thanked them and sent them to make camp – where one member of the
Circle waited – though the group of Ecsoli seemed to operate more as a chain
this far from their physical location in the Outpost.


“Gods shield you, Lord,” one of the men said.


Shadows grew longer between the pale trunks as they rode.
Again, like most of the journey so far, all was quiet. Once, something crashed
through the woods but the sounds were distant. Another Ganthra or something
else just as big? No-one reacted, so Notch did not bother asking.


Chirping from a particularly strident insect soon filled
the trail but it did not take long to pass the nest, after which Corvus slowed
his mount, his gaze turned up toward a long ridge. “Beyond lies the Well.”


Notch glanced at the sun, which had not sunk so far. “You
did not exaggerate when you said it was close to the Outpost.”


“To approach it directly takes a little longer, but we
will be looking down on it. To actually reach the Well itself will take a
little more time.” He turned to face the small group. “I hope you are all
ready.”


Nods.


“Good. Inquisitor?”


“Their Circle is below; I am waiting to strike.”


“Then let us see what lurks there.” Corvus led them up the
slope. Before he reached the crest of the ridge, he dismounted and tied his
horse to a branch. Notch did the same, rolling his shoulders and stretching his
arms as he did so. The gleam of the bracers caught his eye; the lions had changed
again.


They were crouched now, as if ready to pounce, mouths
agape in a mighty roar.


If anything, the bracers seemed prepared, at least.


Now Corvus had reached the crest, he knelt and peered
over... and stiffened. Again, Notch followed the man’s lead, avoiding a fallen
branch, then looked down. 


A horde of Os-Vento.


The restless mass completely covered a bowl of blasted
earth and stone. The creatures surrounded a wide opening with peaked sides,
looking as though an eruption had once burst forth and, in turn, were encased
by stretching walls of the mountains themselves.


Yet despite the riot of figures, their mismatched shapes
linked by the red glow of eyes and a similar glow from the bone hearts within,
many of which blazed now, it was the trios of white-robed Ecsoli that stood
out.  


Milus gasped.


The witch’s minions were holding the Os-Vento within the
bowl, bright light shining from each group. Others seemed to be coaxing more
Os-Vento up from the maw. And though very few arose while Notch stared, already
it seemed hundreds had been gathered.


“They are legion,” Lady Bridgis said.


“Over six hundred, easily,” Corvus replied. “We must stop
them immediately.”


“How?” Deylisa asked, a touch of horror in her eyes.


“I had hoped to collapse the mountain and stop up the
Well. So too now, to crush the spawn we have found but it will be difficult
with their Circle and the Triads.”


“And the witch may be lurking here too,” Notch said.


“I can disrupt their Circle.” Inquisitor Emisa nodded
slowly, as if listening to someone else. “We have pinpointed them.”


“Then Bridgis and I will work on the walls,” Corvus said.
“Milus, stand watch over us. Nothing must touch my wife or Deylisa, do you
understand?”


“I do, My Lord.”


“And me?” Notch asked.


Lady Bridgis placed her arm around her husband. “Nothing
must touch him – and not only because we will fail to break the mountain
otherwise.”


He nodded. “And if the witch does arrive? What then?”


“Distract her long enough for us to prevail.”


“Good, nothing too difficult then.”


Corvus chuckled.
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“How long can they hold the Os-Vento?” Notch asked.


“Not indefinitely,” Corvus replied as he began to
rearrange his armour, Lady Bridgis doing the same. Both their breastplates
interlocked seamlessly where they stood upon the ground. The greaves were next,
then the gauntlets, these affixed to the peak made from the plates, into a
palm-facing position. “I suspect more of her minions will soon be along to
relieve those below. The witch must have a significant force.”


“Are we still cloaked?” Milus asked from where he stared
down at the swarm.


“Yes,” Inquisitor Emisa said. “For now. Our Circle is
reporting probes, however.”


“Quickly then. Deylisa, a storm if you would? We need the
strikes on the left peak.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“Won’t someone hear...” Notch trailed off.


Deylisa had already opened her mouth, arms raised toward
the leaves above, but no song came forth. Yet her mouth moved and she breathed
as though she sang, closing her eyes as she worked.


And the light dimmed as grey and black clouds rolled
overhead.


Thunder rumbled; a deep thumping in Notch’s chest as he
stood back. Just how powerful was Deylisa compared to the Storm Singers of
home? Lightning flashed on the horizon, jagged bolts.


Below, the Os-Vento leapt about and lashed out at one
another. White lights blazed from their keepers as they fought to keep the
creatures trapped.


“A little closer,” Corvus called. He and his wife now held
the gauntlets, facing each other, masks aglow.


The hair on the back of Notch’s neck rose and the air grew
thin – as if the construct between the two nobles had began to draw everything
closer. If so, the storm was just as obedient as it swooped down, dust and
leaves swirling. Notch freed an arm from where his cloak had tangled. 


Lightning strikes grew closer and Deylisa still sang in
silence but now Inquisitor Emisa’s mask was blazing. “The Circle has finally
found us.”


“Shatter it.” Corvus shouted his order over the storm.
“Deylisa, closer again.”


Another thunderclap exploded overhead, rocking the bowl.
Notch slammed his hands over his ears and deep inside a roar echoed, as though
the bracers were responding to the storm. And despite the cacophony of wind and
thunder, heavy, fast breathing reached his ears – his chest was heaving... like
an animal.


“Here they come!” Milus shouted, his own mask ablaze.


The Os-Vento poured between two Triads like a human gate,
starting up the long slope, tearing the earth as they did. Milus raised his
hands and flung them apart, as if throwing curtains open, and the front ranks
of the Os-Vento collapsed.


Yet their fellows simply trampled them and continued on.


Notch clenched his hands into fists as he waited... he had
to do something but what? Rushing down to take them on was hardly enough, no
matter his strength. A huge bolt of lightning crashed into the peaks. Stone
exploded.


Light flared behind him – and a mighty crack echoed across
the bowl.


A slab of the mountain, the size of an entire village,
slid free.


It crashed into the horde and bounced, scattering as many
as it smashed, but settled before the Well. 


“Another!” Corvus cried.


The flood of Os-Vento continued upward, scores, hundreds
of them. Milus was working furiously now; he’d switched to smashing his
gauntleted fist into the ground. Corresponding eruptions of earth and stone
sprang up along the front line of the Os-Vento. Dozens and dozens were thrown
into the air to land with cracks, limbs of wood, stone and earth shattering,
fragments scattered on the wind.


Notch snarled as more lightning flashed overhead.


Powerless.


By the Gods, how was he going to help? The wind hurled a
burst of leaves against him and he brushed at them... and was that an answer?
He strode to the nearest, mid-sized tree and gripped it, claws digging into the
bark. 


Then, he lifted, straining against the roots.


Earth buckled at its base. Roots popped, a deep sound,
even in the storm, and then the tree came free in a spray of dirt. Notch roared
as he lifted it above his head. He spun then, stepped to the crest and hurled
it down.


The tree bounced once, then flattened the nearest of
Os-Vento.


Yet they came on.


He spat. Even if he uprooted the entire blasted wood it
wouldn’t be enough.


More strikes hit the mountain, more enormous hunks of the
peaks falling, sliding down in a mammoth rockslide that spilled across the bowl
and tumbled into the Well. Notch glanced over his shoulder. Corvus and Bridgis
were slumped over the bone structure they had made, yet it still glowed and
they fought on, shoulders heaving.


“Captain, we need something special,” Milus shouted.


“And what is that, exactly?” he snapped.


But Milus didn’t answer – he’d started smashing the ground
once more. 


The Os-Vento were close enough now that features on
individual creatures were clear – in the lead, a rotting sheep’s head sat
crookedly atop a muddy torso, red bone heart glowing as it limped forward, one
leg of bone, one of mud and wood. Just behind it, a grey human torso with half
a dozen limbs and shadowy shapes behind it, more wind and shadow but glowing
red eyes all too clear.


A hunger burned within them.


At least a dozen other odd mixtures, including sand-based
forms with fins and others more vague, each bearing long claws, many near to
twice as large as a man, all bore down on them. Notch ground his teeth as he
raised his own clawed hands. They were larger now, covered in golden fur and
pads, great talons of polished darkness... they trembled with rising rage and
power – but it wasn’t enough.


How could he take on so many? How could they hope to
prevail?


Yet he couldn’t do nothing, couldn’t let everyone
simply die... “Forgive me, Sofia.”


Notch hurled himself over the crest. He hit the earth at a
sprint and the line of Os-Vento reared up before him. He swung his first blow –
and the sheep-thing splattered. Notch spun, dodging a blow from mud-man. His
other arm lashed out, tearing through two more Os-Vento.


They crowded him.


But he snarled and spat, tearing through each figure as it
appeared before him, limbs a blur. Each heart he found he crushed to powder.
The front line buckled. Notch broke through with a growl, slashing into another
pair of Os-Vento.


But it was futile.


For every score of Os-Vento that flocked to him, another
dozen slipped by in a steam. Milus was hollering in rage, voice rising above
even the thunder and rock still crashing down into the bowl – but it was all
about to end, their desperate quest to come to naught. Fool! Notch leapt after
the nearest creature, punching through the back with a splatter of mud and
fragmented stone, finding the bone heart and crushing it.


He bit into a raised limb, sneering around the taste of
dirt and bone – pitiful compared to the richness of blood and flesh. It was
almost too easy – he felled another, and another, each kill adding to the red
film that fell over his gaze.


Kill them, kill them all – invading his territory.


“I am still king here.”


He snarled continuously as he fought, blinking sweat and
hair from his vision and looking up from one of the mute shapes – surely there
was another creature nearby... he blinked away some of the blood lust. The
Os-Vento were about to hit Milus’ position, even as he hurled them into the air
like a hurricane.


Notch hesitated.


They’d die, each and every one of them.


He had failed to keep all his promises; worse, he would
fall after. And the hideous betrayal of the gods who had stolen Sofia’s future would
go unavenged.


No!


A growl built from deep within his stomach, from somewhere
deeper, the rage and frustration swirling within, the blood lust too, the
outrage at the audacity of the Os-Vento – didn’t they know to stay away? Didn’t
they know who they faced?


It was an insult!


The rising fury broke.


Notch fell to all fours as he roared; the wave of sound
exploded from his lungs, tearing at his throat as it thundered across bowl,
flattening the Os-Vento where they ran, tossing them to the stones, smashing
them against each other, flinging dust and earth alike as the roar powered on. 


His jaw began to ache but he didn’t stop, not until every
figure had fallen – including the Triads, their white robes cast into the sky.


Dust began to settle.


Silence.


Even the storm had faded.


Not a single Os-Vento stirred upon the churned earth,
forms broken now and the glow of their red eyes darkened. Were they defeated or
stunned? Either way, the Well was now a mass of jagged stone and the mountains
around had been shorn, as though the gods themselves had cut into them.


Notch glanced to the edges of the bowl – no movement from
the witch’s minions either. But she would arrive soon, no doubt, and Corvus and
the others would have to flee without any more help from the keeper of the Fura
Leones.


Notch turned and padded toward the far side of the bowl.


Qu-Sitka waited.
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The north-eastern road was less well-maintained, weeds
shoving their way up between stones and dips where puddles would rest come
winter. But it was no trouble for him, he saw them all, never came close to
twisting an ankle even at the great speed, even during the nights when he
hunted.


In daylight, such... meals were flashes of fur, blood and
wide eyes and he did not dwell on them. Sofia was more important. Find the
Pimrali, find Qu-Sitka, learn whatever he needed to learn.


It wasn’t until half a day to the waterfall, if Lady
Bridgis’ directions were accurate and he had judged his increased speed
correctly, that he came across the ruins. He slunk around them, keeping within
the treeline. The grass between tree and the crumbling stone wall of the first
home was thick with thistles and dark weeds with tiny yellow flowers. The
scents were strong but nothing else lay on the air – no human scent, no animal.



Above, a falcon wheeled out of sight.


An omen?


Let it be so.


He pushed through the tall grass and over the low wall.
Beyond, more half-collapsed houses, pale stone and fading roofing tiles. What
must have once been a square of dirt around a well was now covered in weeds. He
rested his forepaws on the edge of the well and peered within, darkness and
mossy walls, the faint glimmer of water far below, its scent rising to meet him.


Was it Lady Bridgis’ former village? Still, nothing worth
stopping for.


Even if she had been important. And someone else – the
bird lord... Lord Corvus? Notch frowned. Something had been going to
happen. Trouble. During the attack. The Lord had been in trouble, someone...
someone was trying to kill the bird. But why?


Had Corvus and Bridgis survived?


He hoped so.


But that was not his concern now.


Notch continued along the road, here reduced mostly to
dirt, until the roar of water reached him. Ahead, flashes of the waterfall
winked between the trunks and leaves. Notch ran harder, only slowing a moment
to take it in when the road curved near.


Water charged down a mighty drop, shrubs clinging to steep
walls.


It did not run with gold so close to noon – but a trail
did seem to pass behind it. A stone bridge led further along the mountain road
but he padded to the trail and then into the cool shade beyond the falls, the
click of his claws on the stone soon swallowed.


An arched opening revealed a tunnel to darkness, though he
saw enough as he started forward. It continued on, straight and smooth. A
tension built in his muscles and he let out a growl – calm was important.
Startling the Pimrali was foolish too.


Yet, he was close now, surely, after so long searching...


Light appeared ahead and he picked up his pace, eventually
coming to a broad chamber lit by holes cut into the stone high above. It
revealed a single door of wood. Yet he did not approach at first – there was
something about it, a falseness.


Or at least a sense that it was more than it seemed.


Magic.


Notch paced. He couldn’t break the door down... probably,
and even if he did, it wasn’t the right way to win the trust of the Pimrali.


Wasn’t there something he could try? Something Lady...
Lady Bridgis had told him? A word or a phrase, a greeting... yet his mouth
could not make the words. Notch sat back on his haunches.


Haunches... was that somehow wrong? No, haunches were
normal.


He just had to figure out how to… 


Something was wrong. Gods, he was a man. A man!
Notch blinked down at his hands... no more fur, no more claws – just weathered
skin, a few bruises and a long scar in his left palm, thin and white now. From
where he and Raf had been juggling knives.


“So long ago,” he said, voice gruff with disuse.


He stood, frowning at his nakedness. Another poor first
impression coming up – though it was better than appearing as a lion. He
shuddered. How close had he been to losing himself? 


“Keep going,” he muttered. Sofia needed him. At the door,
he squinted at it before raising a fist to give it a thump. Felt like wood,
sounded like wood.


And nothing terrible happened.


He struck again, calling the Pimrali greeting Lady Bridgis
had taught him.


No answer. He beat against the door again, calling a
second time and still no sounds returned to indicate anyone had even heard him,
let alone was on their way to open the door. Notch raised his fist a third
time. “Someone, open up.”


Nothing.


He raised his voice, shouting the greeting several times,
until his voice grew hoarse.


How long would he have to wait? He had a good source of
water beyond, and he’d eaten... something recently, but there was a limit to
how long he could wait. Notch leant against the stone wall beside the door.


A voice called from beyond the wooden barrier.


Notch spun, repeating the greeting.


Another response and Notch repeated the only Pimrali words
he knew.


The voice snapped something, and then the door began to
slide open, disappearing into the wall. Notch stepped back and raised his hands
– the bracers caught the light from above. Would they appear as a weapon?


Hopefully not.


A tall man with ink-black hair was revealed. He wore a
cloak with loose pants and regarded Notch with a frown. He spoke some words,
then handed over his cloak. Beneath, a pair of gleaming ring blades hung from
his belt and his green tunic bore four stripes of darkening red. 


“Thank you,” Notch said as he took the cloak. “I am
seeking Qu-Sitka.”


The man replied once more, using unfamiliar words that
sounded sharp, though his expression was now vaguely welcoming enough – the
impression reinforced when he waved a hand for Notch to follow him into the
room beyond.  


“Is he expecting me?”


Again, the man nodded. “Qu-Sitka. Yes,” he said, speaking
the Ecsoli word with some care. He waved a hand again, and started along a
broad corridor. 


At its end, a field of green hills waited, walled by
mountain ranges whose caps seemed to bleed snow.


But it was no field alone, for little columns of smoke
rose from the very earth... chimneys? Some of the grassy mounds climbed a
little higher, one or two stories, and some of the hills contained windows and
doors, people moving about around and above. 


It seemed some of the Pimrali lived underground, while
others hid their homes with grass or plants, shrubs with broad canopies. Other
buildings had even been painted green, these appearing of regular construction,
aside from that fact. Notch followed his guide along a flagstone path to the
nearest building where a man with similar clothing but no weapons stood.


His hair was tied into a grey topknot but his face
appeared unlined when he offered a greeting in Anaskari.


“Welcome, Notch. Or perhaps you’ve grown accustomed to
Captain Medoro once more?” His voice was pleasant, warm and familiar – yet
Notch knew he had never met or even seen the fellow before. But the voice was
more than that, an entirely agreeable tone resided within, as though the man
spoke reasonable things, self-evident things and Notch frowned at the sense of
an enchantment at play... yet there was no malice to it either. “Please, come
in and we will speak of your journey – I know you have come some distance to
see me.”


“You are Qu-Sitka?” Notch asked. A stupid question
perhaps.


“Of course,” he said with a small smile. The mage stepped
inside and spoke over his shoulder. “Come with me; I’ll find you some clothes
too.” Then he raised his voice a little, dismissing Notch’s escort.


Notch entered a bare room with only two chairs and a
table, graced by a single cup made from tin. Had the room been prepared just
for his visit? It should have all been unnerving but hope – even excitement was
building. Finally!


He moved to the window while Qu-Sitka rummaged around in
an adjoining room. The glass bore a circle of colour; it had been stained a
pale blue.


“Here, try these.” Qu-Sitka held up Pimrali garb;
close-fitting tunic of green and loose pants of white.


Notch thanked him and dressed as the man sat, resting his
elbows upon the table. Notch joined his host. “I’m surprised that you know me,
my language and my purpose.”


“There are many benefits to being old, my boy.”


“You don’t look so old to me.”


“You should sound more impressed, Notch – not just anyone
can look like me.”


Notch gestured to the drink. “May I?”


Qu-Sitka nodded, his dark eyes bearing a little trace of
sadness. “I’m only sorry it isn’t something stronger.”


“Why?” Notch frowned.


“Because I fear I have only dark news for you, today.”
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Notch placed the cup down – gently, with some effort, and
the small sound it made boomed in his ears. “What do you mean?” he managed.


“Your quest.”


He swallowed. “Are you saying that I have come here for
nothing? That there is no way?”


“There is a way.”


Notch made a fist of triumph, relief surging through him.
Gods, he hadn’t failed after all! “Then you can tell me, and I can save
her. Please.”


“I understand the urge but Sofia Falco is beyond your
reach.”


“But you said–”


He raised a hand, smooth like the skin of his face and not
of an elderly mage. “I did. Do you understand the magnitude of what you are
asking?”


“No.”


“And yet you would still ask it of me?”


“It is the right thing.”


“I see. Let me explain a little of what you are suggesting
I help you achieve here. You understand the Sacrifice, yes?”


“Well enough. Sofia’s mind now resides within the
Greatmask Argeon.”


“Simply put but accurate enough.”


Notch’s guide knocked on the doorframe, blocking some of
the light as he appeared. He spoke a few words to Qu-Sitka, who nodded.


The man set off at a jog, heading toward the passage out
of Pimrali.


“Trouble?” Notch asked.


“No, just our second visitor. I believe you know her –
Inquisitor Emisa.”


Notch stood and moved to the window. As yet, she had not
appeared but she was obviously close, based on the Pimrali man’s movements.
“How did she find me?” And how had the woman kept pace?


“Much like the Fura Leones, Emisa has a few secrets of her
own, Notch.”


Notch turned. It didn’t matter, not now. Emisa was
immaterial. Only Sofia mattered. “She can keep them. I need to know about the
Sacrifice. How can it be reversed?”


“You mentioned Sofia’s mind being part of her family’s
greatmask.”


“Yes.”  


“Good. Now think about that statement for a moment, in
light of what you want.”


He growled; the frustration sweeping up, but he controlled
it, even as the bracers grew hot.


Qu-Sitka did not seem perturbed. “Come, Notch – what is
the most obvious thing you have not considered; yet you keep mentioning her
mind.”


He opened his mouth to respond but stopped. He had
overlooked something. “Her body.”


“Precisely. And where is it?”


Notch shook his head. “You know the answer, I imagine.”


“I do.” The man stood. “What I am trying to make you
understand is that yes, a person’s mind or spirit can live on as part of a
greatmask. Both the truly strong and the bitterly desperate can even hold on to
their sense of self through the generations, as much as they may leech off
those they share, as much as the greatmask itself will absorb something of them
– it is certainly possible that Sofia could be restored as the person you
knew.”


“But at a cost,” Notch said as he turned back to the
window.


“You understand. If you want to give Sofia a second life
it must be at the cost of someone else’s – for you cannot use a corpse, Notch.
So, not only would you have to somehow wrest Argeon from the Lord Protector,
you would need to do so with a sacrifice of your own on hand. Assuming Sofia is
whole, she would then take control of the new body, supplanting whoever you
have chosen, at which point the greatmask is likely to lose all or most of its
power – as that is passed on to the new Sofia. You will, in effect, create
someone who is god-like. Is that a risk you are willing to take, even to right
such a small wrong, in the grand scheme of things?”


Notch heard the final words but they were somewhat
distant, as though Qu-Sitka spoke from another room.


Instead, he stared out into the green field, to where a
young woman dressed in a purple robe was being escorted across the grass.
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Luik had carried so much amber into the empty city of Ilesinya
that he was certain he’d see its warm glow in his sleep – not that the voice
had allowed him or any of the Sea-Folk time to rest. Dawn had come and gone
above, the day’s light not able to stream down to the city but the amber they
carried from the ships more than made up for that.


The sap which was not stored in warehouses on the edges of
the circular, mammoth city had been placed into flower-shaped streetlights.
Now, the broader streets were lit well enough to see into empty windows, all
shaped as circles of varying sizes. But if the homes and buildings contained no
furniture, tools, or even bones, no traces of residents at all – it did show
that the city had survived the bottom of the ocean exceptionally well.


No signs of decay on the stone, none of the steel lights
or fountains either, no missing tiles on the rooves and all of signs and their
indecipherable symbols were still clear.


And he had seen so little of Ilesinya so far.


Who knew what else lay within the sunken city? Yet it was
obviously of great importance, for the voice – the Sea God – drove them on with
a range of promises and threats, until the ships were empty.


And just as he had hoped to rest, or at least be given a
chance to search for Bel or Sanac – would could have been in any corner of the
place, a new command rang out in his mind. It startled the nearby Sea Folk, who
had been trying to sleep where they floated.


This is the final call now.


Luik straightened.


Come to the new ships and take what is to be unloaded,
and be careful now. In fact, I expect you to take more care than with the
amber, my young family.


“What will we be carrying now?” someone asked.


The bones of my brethren.
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Chapter 1


 


The drunk blocked most of the firelight
in Petana’s only inn.


He staggered over to Never’s table. The
man’s breath preceded him and it was not pleasant – in fact, nothing about the
slob was. Some manner of bug leapt in his lank hair and his teeth were green
stumps. Red-rimmed eyes squinted down at Never. A rather sharp-looking
butcher’s cleaver hung from the man’s belt.


So much for getting a good night’s sleep
somewhere warm.


“You’re sitting in my seat, stranger,”
the drunk said.


Never lowered his cup. “Good to know.”


The man blinked and a frown formed. He
placed his knuckles on the scuffed table; Never glanced away. Half the patrons
of the Petana inn were on their feet. Talk of war in the south, of how one of
the village cows had gone to giving sour milk, of bad weather coming – all of
it stopped. Never sighed inwardly. Don’t do it, fellow. Please. If things got
out of hand, the man might die. And despite the drunk’s demeanour, Never didn’t
truly want that.


Futile.


The man leant forward and the stench of
his breath thickened the air. Somehow, it was worse than the capital’s sewers.
It also seemed something had died on the front of his tunic. “I said, you’re
sitting in my seat. Move.”


“I’m really quite comfortable here; how
about we share?”


His brow furrowed. Perhaps the man was
unable to comprehend what was happening, how someone could refuse him. No doubt
he was used to getting his way. Or at the very least, to people getting out of
his way. Some of them fainting probably.


“Custom would suggest you get angry now,”
Never offered.


“What?”


“Why don’t you sweep my drink from the
table?” He smiled. “Or you could roar something obscene, that’s always fun.”


The drunkard finally realised he was
being toyed with. He growled as he reached for his blade, raising it level with
his face so it caught light from one of the torches. It did look wicked. “Last
chance, funny-man.”


Never sighed. Another evening ruined –
thanks to his own pig-headedness no doubt. Yet why couldn’t the drunk have
chosen another time to stumble in? Just one night in a bed would have been
enough.


And now this wreck of a man had ruined
it.


One of the serving girls was gaping;
spiced sausage and red peppers sliding to drip from her tray. Time to put an
end to all the fuss. Never winked at her then whipped a knife free from beneath
the table. He slapped the cleaver. The flat side of the weapon smacked the
drunk in the face. The man blinked then dived forward with a growl.


Never had already slipped from the seat. 


The slob crashed into the table,
floundering and cursing. Never leapt onto the man’s back, eliciting a grunt,
and grabbed a handful of greasy hair. He jerked the man’s head back with a
grimace, placing his knife against an unshaven neck. Yet he did not draw blood;
not if he could avoid it.


“You had to ruin things, didn’t you?”


“What?”


“Tell me, do you live here in the
charming village of Petana then?”


“Get off me,” he gurgled.


“Don’t be a fool. Just tell me where you
live and I’ll let you go.” Never glanced over his shoulder. The rest of the inn
was standing now, men with hands by their own weapons and women with wide eyes
– all save one woman in a green cloak with hood, who merely watched, arms
folded. Curious. He addressed the crowd, pitching his voice to carry. “Worry
not, good patrons, I will be swift. And because I’m feeling magnanimous – I
won’t kill this poor wretch.” He wrinkled his nose and leant closer to the
drunk. “Well, I probably won’t kill you, if you tell me where you live.”


He swore. “Why would I do that?”


Never kept his voice low. “Because you’ve
laid waste to my plans so now I’m going to rob you when I leave – or perhaps
I’ll kill you now and then rob you. You choose.”


“To the Burning Graves below with you.”


Never inched the knife in, drawing blood
– just a trickle, but it was enough; his own blood stirred in response, veins
bulging. Damn it. Always the same. Never gritted his teeth. No. None of that
today. Or any other day, ever again, if he could help it. “Tell me.”


“Lone house. East end of the village.”


“Wonderful. Goodnight then.” He switched
his hold to lock the man’s head in the crook of his elbow and applied pressure
until the fellow went limp. Never stood back, hesitated. No way was he wiping
grease on his own clothing. He found a relatively clear patch on the back of
the man’s tunic to clean his hand. Gods, did the fellow bathe in slime? Never
collected his pack from the splinters of the table and turned to the assembled
folk of Petana.


“Is he alive?” The barman waved a skinny
arm at a nearby patron. “Check him, Juan.” To Never he growled. “You wait
there.” 


A dark-bearded man rushed to the drunk,
eyes narrowed. Muttering swelled – an unpleasant music indeed. A few men held
weapons – mostly scythes or knives drawn from beneath tan robes with
multi-coloured stripes. If he was feeling ungenerous, Never had to admit that
the Marlosi fondness for colour sometimes cast them as somewhat child-like. 


Irrational of him to think so, and there
was certainly little child-like about their expressions. Or the steel they
held. 


“He breathes yet,” Never said. He moved
toward the door and the barman stepped over to intercept. Never shook his head,
pulling his cloak open to reveal a row of knives.


“Gum’s alive,” Juan announced. 


“Fine,” the barman said. “Out with you
then. Don’t want no trouble makers here anyway.” 


“A pleasure.” Never strode from the common
room and into the wind. The yellow glow from Petana’s windows didn’t penetrate
too far into the night, and the dirt beneath his feet soon turned blue then
black with shadow. Candlelight winked in about half of the homes he passed; the
thatched rooves were unkempt hair touched with starlight, resting on squat
heads thrusting up from the earth. The poetry of a village.


He was a fool for letting his temper get
the better of him. At least none had died.


But Gum was still to pay for his
belligerence.


He passed no-one on the street, pausing
once to wrestle his cloak from a strong gust, then slowed at the edge of the
village. A stand of trees encircled the southern end of Petana, beyond which
lay the dark road that hopefully led to the coastline, but no lone house...unless...there,
right against the trees.


A shack rather than a house, he decided
upon reaching it. The roof was a nest of thatching; the door ajar. Never knelt
in the entryway and removed the blue-stone from his pack. He rubbed it in his
palms until warmth spread, a blue glow rising. “Wonderful.” He stood, took a
breath and slipped inside.


The shack reeked of old sweat and rotten
food – even holding his breath it was a slap to the face. He sighed, switching
to shallow breathing as he stepped over crumpled shirts on squeaking
floorboards. The bed was a mound of...unpleasantness and the table featured a
half-eaten meal on a broken plate. The pale-blue glow set congealed fat to
glistening. 


Nothing yet.


A second room looked to be a hasty
addition, and held a tall, locked cupboard. Never set the blue-stone down and
removed his lock picks from a vest pocket then set to work. The lock soon
clicked.


Inside lay a shining breastplate and helm
inlaid with the charging stallion insignia of the Marlosa Empire. So the slob
had a respectable past. How far he had fallen. Next, Never lifted a heavy
dagger in an ornate sheath worked with a Hero’s Seal. He gave a soft whistle.
The weapon would have personally been awarded to Gum by the Empress. Before she
was driven from her city anyway. Never removed the blade. Beautiful condition.
He took the dagger itself but replaced the sheath with a shake of the head.
Whatever the drunk had done to earn such an honour, he deserved its memory at
least. 


Especially when times for the Marlosi
were destined to become harder still. 


“Now for the stash of coin,” Never
murmured. Surely there was one somewhere. Moving back into the first room, he
placed the blue-stone on the table and stepped over to the bed. If only he had
a nice pair of gloves. He lifted the mattress, pushing it against the wall.


A small pouch lay in the centre of the
floor, its drawstring tied.


He smiled. “There you are.”


Light flickered and he spun, Gum’s knife
in hand. A dark figure stood in the doorway, stars and the faint glow from the
village behind, waiting just beyond the reach of his glowing stone. “What are
you doing?” A woman’s voice.


Never chuckled. “Robbing the owner of
this house, of course.”


“No you’re not.”


“No, I am.” He bent without taking his
eye from the figure and retrieved the pouch, untying it with one hand and
emptying most of the coins into an inner pocket in his cloak. He grinned.
“See?” Then he dropped the pouch back into position, which gave a sad clink.


“Put that back.”


“My dear, I could never do that.”


She shifted, reaching behind her back.
The thin outline of an arrow appeared against the starlight. The creak of a
bowstring followed.


“Last chance.”


He kept his hands raised and moved slowly
toward his blue-stone, collecting his pack. The archer’s silhouette tracked
him. “And now I have to leave. Since the hospitality of Petana is so lacking, I
have to find a nice ditch to spend the night in.”


“I can thread your eye from here.” Her
voice was hard but she sounded young.


He took a step closer. “You’re not a
murderer, girl.”


“It’s not murder if I kill a thief. It’s
a service.” She paused. “And I’m not a girl.”


“Very well, ‘young lady’, perhaps? Let’s
say twenty summers or so?” He took another step and raised the stone. Her arrow
was knocked and the bow at half-draw. Pale hands held the weapon – not a local
then, and not with those green eyes either. And her cloak was green too. The
woman from the inn? Beneath her cloak she wore a light blue tunic with no
insignia, rank or sword. Not a Vadiya soldier either – how they hated everyone
not knowing exactly their rank and family.


“Stop moving.”


He paused. What was that accent in her
command? “Do people mistake you for the invaders?”


“How do you know I’m not Vadiyem?”


“Because your accent isn’t right for
Vadiya.” Never shrugged. “In any event, I have to leave. People are following
me and they’ll catch up sooner or later.” One more step and the arrow was
inches from his chest. “Could you please move aside?”


“No. I’m keeping you here.”


“Not providing a service anymore?” He
softened his voice. “Come now, we both know that if you were going to kill me,
you’d have done it instead of announcing yourself.”


She drew the string to full stretch.
“Sure about that?”


“Are you sure I care either way?”


She frowned.


Never put gentle pressure on the arrow,
moving the bow aside. She let him, though her jaw was locked. Her expression
wavered between frustration and curiosity. “You shouldn’t be doing this.”


“Killing in cold blood cuts both ways.
Let me pass, you’re not ready.”


“Damn you.” She finally stepped aside.


“Thank you.” Never slipped out of the
shack and into the trees.


 


 


Read more...
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