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Prologue


 


Notch stared as Inquisitor Emisa was escorted into
Qu-Sitka’s sparsely furnished room by the Pimrali man who’d led him to the mage
earlier. The Inquisitor folded her arms as she regarded Notch and then
Qu-Sitka, the pale blue of her mask concealing her expression.


“Welcome, Emisa,” Notch said. He could not prevent a small
smile – the Inquisitor was indeed not so different from Sofia in height and
build. Fortunate indeed. She would be a perfect Sacrifice.


“What is this?” she demanded. “I have been cut off from
the outside lands.”


Qu-Sitka stood with a nod, his grey topknot bobbing. He
glanced at Notch as he spoke. “You have indeed, young lady. It is temporary, of
course.”


“It had better be,” she snapped. 


The mage chuckled. “It is also conditional.”


“Meaning?”


He waved a hand. Emisa took rapid steps to the table where
she sat across from Notch with a gasp. Unbidden, Notch straightened in his own
chair – it was like Compelling, only smoother, and Qu-Sitka seemed to wear no bone
either. At least, nothing visible. “Perhaps that will make it clearer?”


Emisa hissed. “Somewhat.”


“Good. Now that you understand your place in this
conversation, let me be more specific. Your access to Ovaneus and beyond will
be restored when I wish it so. More, your continued existence here will be
tolerated for so long as I wish it so, and not a moment longer.”


“I understand.”


“Good girl.” Qu-Sitka faced Notch now, his ageless face
hard to read. “Wait just a little while, if you could.”


Notch nodded, deeming speech unnecessary. Just how
powerful was Qu-Sitka? He had to have a Greatmask or some manner of bone hidden
somewhere in his green tunic.


“Inquisitor Emisa – I would know your true goal in
following Captain Medoro.”


“To ensure the return of the Fura Leones.”


“That is your official remit.”


She shifted in her seat. “You know.”


“Yes.”


“I want them for my people.”


Notch frowned at her. “Your people?”


She nodded but did not answer him, turning her mask away.


Qu-Sitka moved to the window now but did not look through
the glass; instead, he opened it then leant against the sill. The scent of
flowers and lush grass drifted into the room. “The Ecsoli woman known as Emisa
has been dead for a long time now – replaced by the Hanja woman in my chair.”


Hanja? Magic-users from the east that Alosus had
mentioned? “She is a spy for the Hanja people?”


“And quite a skilful one. She has long lived as Emisa,
waiting for a chance to strike, sending word to her people when she could not,”
Qu-Sitka said. “Of course, your custodianship of the Fura Leones has now
presented a far more compelling temptation. She had planned to take them upon
the battlefield, perhaps, before fleeing for her homeland and performing the
requisite Disassociation rituals.”


“We need them,” Emisa said. And though ‘Emisa’ wasn’t her
name, Notch couldn’t think of her as anyone else just yet, even had he been
given her true name. “The Ecsoli seek to expand. You know this, Notch.”


He folded his arms. “Then why not ask for my help?”


“Because I knew you would not give it – you have your
obsession and a home to return to.”


“I am not like those people,” he said, jaw clenched.


“Let us be calm,” Qu-Sitka intervened and his voice
offered no room for disagreement, a force that imposed tranquillity upon the
kitchen. He turned his unfathomable eyes to Notch. “Now, what have you
decided?”


“About Sofia?” He’d been afforded little time to think.
Was his plan possible? Could he do that, even to someone who was a
possible enemy? Even if that enemy had a just cause?


Sofia deserved life – he had to give her that
chance.


“You have other concerns, I suspect,” Qu-Sitka said. “Your
friend Alosus is one. The promises you made to Corvus. A desire to avert war in
these lands. Friends in your homeland.”


Notch frowned. “I do.”


“Then I will send you on your way upon the morrow with
something that may help you survive the bracers,” he said. “But for now, you
should eat and rest.”


He rose. “I–”


“You have pushed yourself extremely hard, Captain. Accept
my generosity,” the mage said, then waved a hand.


Notch blinked.


His body returned to a sitting position as one of the
Pimrali entered, the smiling girl placing a plate of spiced rice and chicken
before him, the scent causing his mouth to water. His hands moved of their own
accord, shovelling food into his mouth. The flavours were delicious but the
pace too brisk to speak. He tried to respond between mouthfuls but Qu-Sitka was
controlling him even there. 


Yet once Notch finished the plate, he stood, finding his
voice restored. “Stop this.”


“You will find a bed in the next home, please use it. When
you wake, I will be waiting.”


Notch opened his mouth to answer but was already walking toward
the door, silent. Before he’d crossed the threshold, Emisa took his recently-vacated
seat, her own movements a little unnatural.


“Now, I have just a few more questions for you, dear,”
Qu-Sitka said. 


 


 











1. Flir


 


In the chill of the ice chamber beneath Blackthorn Lake,
Flir glared at the bearded form of Yeshinov, who had once again moved closer to
the Sea God’s great eye. The man had stretched an arm forth yet still he did
not touch the frozen beast. The other hand gripped the serpent talisman – and
that was the key to escape, surely. He’d obviously expanded the invisible
‘leash’ for those who’d left to search for wood but once it had been neutralised,
the Ice-Priests would be free and...


The Ice-Priests!


That was the answer. Flir stepped forward. “I can
help them with fire, Lord Yeshinov.”


He did not turn. “Just you. And make it swift.”


Flir met Kanis’ eyes as she passed. His expression was one
of confusion, but she mouthed the words ‘be ready’ and he gave a nod, turning
to Pevin and the others. 


She climbed the cold tunnel and burst into mid-morning
light upon the frozen lake and its thin coating of snow. A breeze tugged at her
hair now, no blizzard by any means but cold enough. Not too far distant, a
group of Ice-Priests argued upon the barren shore. 


Flir crossed the ice at a stride – slipping only once – and
waved when Tsaro noticed her. “What’s wrong?”


The young man gave a heavy sigh. “We can pull the ice and
frost back from any of the branches and logs, even draw the moisture out but we
still don’t have anything to spark a flame.”


“I have an idea but I’ll need everyone’s help.”


“What do you have in mind, My Lady?” one of the others
asked, the older fellow whom most priests called ‘Old Nic’ even though he
wasn’t elderly. His skin was quite red from the icy wind however.


“I need you all to strike at the same time when we go back
down there. I didn’t realise quite how sophisticated your gifts were,” she
said, shaking her head. “Before I left for Anaskar, I never saw anything quite
like what you did to grant us access to the Sea God, you know.”


“Mishalar has blessed us, Dilar,” another said.


“So it seems,” she said with a smile. “Would you say
enough to encase Yeshinov in ice?”


They exchanged glances before Tsaro spoke. “It could
work.”


Old Nic nodded. “But someone has to maintain the room – we
cannot take too much at once.”


“Some of us can stay outside and freeze the water directly
behind the walls,” Tsaro offered.


“Perfect.” Flir slapped him on the shoulder, causing him
to pitch forward. “Sorry.”


“It is no trouble, Dilar. How many should go?”


“Split into half,” she replied. “We’ll bring the wood
back. I can tell Yeshinov that the rest of you are still searching, since we
need so much more.”


“How do we let everyone else know what to do?” Tsaro
asked.


“You only have to get two words out. ‘Freeze him’ or
something similar should do.”


The older fellow nodded. “That will be enough.”


“And I’ll distract him once you’re all in place, so don’t
worry about being overheard.” Flir held out her arms. “Load me up.”


Once she had an armful of wood, which seemed equally dry
and cold, even with her tolerance for extreme weather, she started back across
the ice. This time, Flir stepped with a touch more care, slowing at the
entrance to give a nod to the priests behind her. Tsaro led a few around the
opening, where each knelt and placed their hands upon the uneven surface. 


The tunnel sloped easily and as she trudged down, she
heard a few whispers from behind; the priests getting themselves ready? Yet a
louder whisper came before they reached the bottom. “Dilar?”


She glanced back, it was Old Nic. “Yes?”


“What of the talisman?”


“Once he’s frozen we’ll deal with it – you noticed how he
eased the leash to let you search, right?”


“Yes.”


“Then we have to take a chance now, and assume that
freezing it first won’t be a problem.”


He nodded slowly. “Right.”


In the sea chamber, Kanis and the others – Ice-Priests included
– watched with tight expressions as Yeshinov paced before the imposing form of
Evakeda, the half-buried Sea God seeming to fill the room more than it actually
did.


“Arrange the fire here,” Yeshinov snapped as he pointed
toward the cold sand before the beast.


Flir knelt to unload the wood and the priests slowly fanned
out, their legs visible when she glanced behind. Yeshinov was still pacing,
looking up at the Sea Beast with alternating frowns and smiles now. Was he
actually fool enough to defy the witch? It seemed he was bent on attempting it.


The serpent talisman swung from his neck now.


Would the plan work?


There was no choice but to try. Flir stood. “This will
fail, you know.”


“Will it?” he chuckled.


“The flesh of a Sea God is toxic. You’ll die if you eat it
– is that your plan for dealing with your Mistress? To die?” she said, keeping
his attention focused on her. She’d put her hands on her hips now.


“For a mouse perhaps, but I am no such thing, as you
should know.”


“Freeze him!”


The shout echoed in a muted kind of way but even as the
words burst forth lances of ice shot down from the roof. They struck Yeshinov
as he whirled, a snarl upon his face, and each one clung to and then slowed
him. 


Other pieces flashed across the chamber too, striking his
body with sharp claps as he grasped at his talisman – but ice had already
covered his arms. More and more sliced over, as the remaining priests caught on
to the attack, adding their power to the task. Yeshinov roared and the chill
bindings began to creak – until a piece flew across the chamber to cover his
mouth.


White and deep blue continued to pile upon him, moulding to
his shape, thick enough now to cloud his very features. 


“A little more,” Simina cried.


Another spear of ice splashed over Yeshinov and then the
creaking stopped.


Hard breathing filled the chamber, and then a few cries of
triumph or perhaps release rose from the group. Yet one face was not quite so
confident – Pevin approached from between the rejoicing Ice-Priests, Kanis,
Aren and Grav in tow.


“This might bode ill for us, Dilar,” Pevin said. “What of the
White Witch now?”


“Gods be damned,” Flir said, thumping her thigh with a
fist. “You’re right. I hadn’t considered what she might do after seeing
this. Even with three of us, we can’t face her.”


“Could we freeze her, same as him?” Kanis jerked a thumb to
Yeshinov.


“We might not have any other recourse,” Pevin replied.


The Ice-Priests hung from each other, talking softly now,
their expressions revealing a mix of weariness and lingering relief still.
Could they manage another attack if the White Witch appeared? It seemed cruel
to ask more of them now... yet what other choice remained?


Yeshinov’s words echoed.


For a mouse perhaps but I am no such thing, as you
should know.


Flir turned back to the Sea God, last of its kind for all
she knew. What would happen if the Witch came to possess the bones?


A loud crack brought conversation to a halt.


“Look!” someone cried.


The sculpted pile of ice that Yeshinov had become was
creaking, especially around the serpent talisman. A few of the Priests fell to
their knees with cries of shock and pain.


“He must not break free,” Simina shouted. She whirled to
face her fellows. “Who can summon more ice?”


Few priests stepped forward. Some looked up from where
they crouched, still breathing hard, others gasping in pain. Simina raised her
arms but nothing happened, her jaw clenched.


“My Lady?” Grav clung to Kanis as he looked to her.


Things were falling apart. Flir hissed; she could not let
their efforts be for nothing. She leapt for Yeshinov and swung her fist, as
hard as she could.


Ice cracked and the man’s head flew across the chamber. It
hit the wall with a second, mightier crack as it lodged deep in the ice. Water
tricked in around the head, a thin, gleaming line.


Silence.


Red began to blossom at the neck of the still-standing body,
tinting the block.


“At least no-one’s in pain anymore, right?” Flir said.


Footsteps echoed from the tunnel before anyone could
answer. Tsaro appeared – followed by other priests, running with ease on the
uncertain surface. His eyes were wide and his voice shrill when he spoke. “It’s
the White Witch!”


So soon? Flir stepped forward. “What?”


“She’s coming this way – and there’s a strange man with
her too.”











2. Ain


 


Ain sucked in air with a hoarse gasp.


Sweet, precious air. 


Light faded around him, revealing a series of crumbling stone
arches, half-covered in ivy, and shaded by the leaves of enormous oaks. Acorns
littered the loam, sprouts and saplings pushing through, reaching for
sunlight... beautiful. 


And so much wood... a god-like fortune in the Cloud.
Everywhere he turned, more arches and trees stretching on, their trunks like
uneven walls, but far more welcome than the terror of being trapped beneath the
waves.


He shivered as he stood upon the travel-stone, dripping
still. 


And then blinked.


There were no paths!


He spun. “Wayrn, this is strange....” But there was no sign
of Wayrn. At all. Ain took half a dozen steps across the earth, acorns hard
beneath his boots. There were no footprints or crushed saplings, no sign that anyone
or anything had visited the forest.


Which didn’t make sense at all.


Why would a travel-stone be linked to a place no-one had
visited? Hadn’t the hero been here with the Shali Stones? Ain knelt and drove
his hands into the very earth now... and still nothing. Not even the murmur of
small animals passing from one place to another, nor the whisper of insects.


He lifted his voice. “Wayrn?” 


Ain stared between the trees. Only more trunks and lush
leaves, some of them drifting to the earth, others caught by webs of vines. And
though the vines were strong-looking, they did not seem to be strangling any of
the other trees.


In fact, there seemed to be no old or dying plants either
– at least, not so far as he could see.


“Sands, a silent paradise,” he breathed. Not just due to
the green and wood, but the hush. So unlike the constant thrum he usually
experienced. And yet, it was swiftly becoming unnerving too. Not being able to
sense the paths, for a span of time that was seemingly only going to stretch
forward, was not the same as knowing the respite had a limit.


His sense of direction was... precious but also normal.
To be without was not.


But standing still wasn’t going to solve anything.


He strode to the nearest young tree and tore several branches
free with an apology, then arranged them around the half-buried travel-stone before
setting off toward what appeared to be the nearest clearing.


Yet there was little to discern it from the rest of the forest.


Ain glanced up. The sun still sat within a blue sky, the colour
just like his still-wet cloak, but it offered no clues as to his location. Was
it simply better to return to the travel-stone? “Giving up already?” he
muttered, then walked on.


Time passed slowly as he strode through similar stretches
of forest. It was difficult to judge its passage; he had travelled long enough
now in the one direction that the sun ought to have moved at least a little.


But nothing seemed to have changed.


He pushed through cool leaves to yet another clearing...
and stopped.


Broken branches surrounded the travel-stone. “How
could...”


Ain crossed his arms. It was insulting. For a Pathfinder
to become lost, to have been fooled by the landscape into walking in a circle...
whether the place was natural or not, it should have been impossible.


“Don’t be too hard on yourself, lad,” a voice said.


He spun.


An old fellow with a sweeping beard and long, grey hair in
braids approached from the trees. He wore no weapons, and was dressed in a pale-yellow
robe that concealed his feet, the hem stained with dirt. Other than that, the
clothing was immaculate.


“Who are you?”


“Best to call me Galier, I think.”


Ain gestured to the forest. “Galier – like the mythical Forest
of the Desert, from before our time there?”


“Yes. Now, since you and your friend are lost, as you no doubt
already know, I felt I should offer some help.”


“Wayrn is here?”


“Here, but not so close as he ought to be, yes. I think
the haphazard nature of your arrival flung you apart. He has been climbing
trees and trying to plot a course but this place is not so easy to figure.”


“Are you the keeper of this place, whatever it is?”


“This place is a single pod upon the branches between
places, for lack of a better explanation. And yes, I tend to these gardens.”


“Then I thank you for your offer of help.”


“I aim to do more than that, Pathfinder Ain.” Galier moved
closer, his footsteps seeming not to harm any shoots or even stir the loam. “I
will send you both back to your desert but in exchange you must carry a
warning. It is the reason I have called you here, so that you might deliver it
upon on my behalf.”


“You changed where the travel-stone led?”


“Yes.” Galier offered no more.


“Ah… of course we will carry the message. To whom should I
take it?”


“To the Greatmask Argeon, whom I believe should be keeping
a better eye on things to the east – though I admit, someone is doubtless
concealing things from him at present.”


“I… ah... I will do my best,” Ain replied with a frown of
doubt.


“Worry not. I can show you where additional travel-stones might
be found.”


“Thank you, but is there time for me to rescue my friends?
I did not retrieve the Shali Stones for nothing.”


“Perhaps,” Galier replied, scratching at his beard. “Yes,
I suppose so but only if you move swiftly. It is hard to predict, you see.
Nevertheless, inform Argeon that something vast stirs beneath the ocean even
now, and when it has awakened fully, there will be changes that few will
appreciate.”


A great sense of unease settled in Ain’s gut. “What could
do such a thing?”


Galier pursed his lips. “I know only too well, but I will
leave it to old Argeon to confirm and to act. Too much information may worry
you, but I ask that you believe me on the importance of the message.”


“If so, would you in fact, not be more suited than
I to deliver it?” Ain asked.


“I am... confined here,” the old man replied with a small
smile. “But since I’m connected to each pod and each travel-stone, as you call
them, I do have an awareness of things beyond my sphere. And that should be
more than enough information for you, Pathfinder. Go now to the stone. It will
send you near enough to your target. When you complete your task, return to the
stone and create an image of Anaskar as seen from the harbour.”


“I cannot return first to the Cloud?”


“Time will not permit such a thing, I fear.”


“But, my family. I must know–”


The old man raised both hands, only to point to the
travel-stone. “Go now and I will send Wayrn along in but a moment. Your people
have fled to safety, lad – that much I know. Instead, rescue those you might
with all haste, and deliver my message. When you return to the travel-stone,
simply touch it and call my name, then I will supply you with the pattern for
your Oasis.”


Ain moved to the travel-stone with a frown. “Aren’t I
risking your message by following the Plague-Men?”


“If you fail, I will take another from the stones,” he
replied with a nod. “But to be honest, you are the better messenger, given that
you are already known and trusted by those in the Perching City.”


“I am?”


“Certainly. Those in Ecsoli would tend to receive a less
pleasant reception. In any event, I suspect you will not find yourself delayed
so long.”


The light flared and Ain cried out. “Wait, what does that
mean?”











3. Seto


 


Within the former Greatmask waited an emptiness, a place
without direction or movement, without light or sound or touch – and there,
Seto decided, was where he, Chelona and all of the others resided in some
unfathomable mix.


Many others.


But they did not hold equal standing in the senseless...
place that somehow swirled around Seto, its contradictory nothingness tugging
at him like a slow but persistent whirlpool... A whirlpool of spirits? And of
those that he could actually discern from the others, none seemed alone – for
beyond, as if standing to peer over a shoulder, loomed Chelona in the form of
the Lost Mask, not her stolen body.


But the hollowed eyes saw him.


He could not but shiver, even lacking an actual body. 


But among the vague awareness of other, indistinct
individuals, there was one that did exist in a more defined manner like
Chelona... but it was hard to focus there. Too many others intruded... and each
and every one remained linked – all a part of him somehow. Or, more fittingly,
all just one part of her. 


A tiny scream dragged at his consciousness.


His own. 


A scream of rage and regret; he had failed and left so
much undone! The restoration of the city was still unfinished in so many ways,
the lasting peace he had hoped to forge – would it all flounder without his
guiding hand? He had failed not only Anaskar itself but each and every land now,
for Chelona’s power would only grow, expanding to consume all nations.


He howled again.


But it was thin and weak – meaningless in all that
surrounded him, powerless before the mask that stared down still. No matter what
he tried to focus on, she was there.


“Chelona?”


He spoke without sound to confirm it – maybe it was a
thought only? But he did not receive any answer, though several of the others
seemed to quiver.


What was happening back in the palace?


Chelona now had even more in the way of free rein – would
Danillo be her next target? Perhaps not, considering that Argeon remained.


“Yet I have let you down too, Danillo,” Seto said softly.


But above all, it was clear who he had failed most keenly.



Mila.


A cowardly Sacrifice, one he’d made in order to save his
own skin. A waste of her life, truly.


The void shifted – it ‘whirled’ him somehow, somewhere,
and when it eased light and shadow appeared finally. Shapes grew into a field
of white and blue flowers, grass barely visible between them. A pale blue
waited above, white clouds blushing pink at a distant sunset that didn’t quite
match the light within the scene.


And before him a cottage with whitewashed walls and a
thatched roof... almost like a fairy tale.


A young woman dressed in a white robe opened the door and
approached. She had tied her black hair into a long tail. Her expression was
not welcoming yet when she stood before him, she did not make any threatening
moves either.


Mila.


“So, the coward arrives,” she said, hands on hips.


Seto had no response, for she was not wrong.


“Inside then, Your Majesty.”


He followed her into the cottage. It was a single room but
far larger within than it appeared from outside. A silver pot boiled on a stove,
a table and chair beside it – though there was only one; one chair, one cup and
saucer, one of everything it seemed. A bed with a pink blanket and a single
pillow lay half-hidden behind gauze curtain.


The room was an odd mix of functionality and luxury, but
he did not question the decorations; instead, he asked about the cottage
itself, since it seemed easier than any meaningful words he might have
exchanged. “Chelona permits this?”


“For some of us. Sit,” Mila added, taking the existing
chair.


As she spoke, a second chair appeared.


Seto sat – firm, sturdy wood beneath him; the first
tactile thing he’d experienced since waking within the mask. Even the grass and
earth outside had not felt so real. “Does that mean that some are not
permitted homes?”


“It does. Not everyone is even able to hold on to a sense
of self, but it is also the case that the Mistress sometimes rewards us with a
place. For me, I believe she also took pity due to your act of cravenness.”


He folded his hands upon his lap; the orange of his robe
become clear, another first. He met her hard gaze, and knew, there was nothing
he could say. Yet nor could he say nothing at all. “Even defeated, I will seek
to restore you to life, Mila.”


Her dark eyes flashed. “Don’t offer me that, you fool.”


“I know I cannot atone and I doubt Chelona takes me
seriously – yet what platitudes could I offer? They are meaningless. Better
instead that I offer to undo what I have done.”


She shook her head, drinking from a cup of tea that he had
not realised she held, then smacked the cup down. “Enough!”


Seto folded his arms now. “Then why am I here?”


“Not by my invitation.”


“Then Chelona has a purpose in this?”


Mila shrugged. “Perhaps simply to torture you? Assuming
you feel guilt.”


“I see.” He stood. “Then I do not think I should remain,
for your sake.”


He strode for the door, and once outside, continued
through the field of flowers. His feet stirred pollen but it did not cause him
to sneeze, it did not even have a scent. Because it was not his place? 


Or was it a limitation – intended or not – of the construct
Chelona permitted?


Seto turned back and the cottage was gone.


Only endless rows of flowers now, beneath the same
beautiful sky – the real one of which he would never see again.


He glanced around, then raised his voice. “Chelona? Do you
hear me? I would speak with you!”


No answer. 


So he waited.


 











4. Notch


 


At the sound of footsteps on the stony path, Notch turned
from the little well and its copper bucket.


Emisa approached, the rising sun behind her. It lit the
grassy rooves of the half-hidden homes but left her mostly in shadow, though
her purple robe and pale mask were still in place, so there was no chance of
learning her true identity. Now that he knew she was an imposter, the shadows
seemed appropriate enough.


Did it also lend further credence to the possibility that she
was behind the claim of a betrayer? At least as far as he knew, no such
calamity had befallen Corvus yet.


Even if Emisa was certainly a spy, and whether she was
involved in the rumour of a betrayer or not, she was still a suitable candidate
– that had not changed. No, the same old other problems lingered. How to
convince Emisa to return to Anaskar where Danillo, too, needed to be brought
around. And before that, Notch had commitments to Corvus, and Alosus especially.


Tanere too, probably expected some manner of obedience...
And Notch frowned. That was something that might just cost the prince his life.
And Casselli – she would have to be watched; he could not afford to
underestimate her.


Nice to have so few commitments weighing upon him.


“Are you fetching water for the people of Pimrali, now?”
Emisa asked.


“Just stretching my legs,” he replied. He hauled the
bucket up and rested it upon the ledge. “So, what shall I call you now?”


“Emisa will do just fine.”


“Will it?”


“Yes.”


He frowned as he crossed his arms, the bracers no doubt
visible. “If Qu-Sitka lets you leave this place to travel with me, I’m going to
need more than secrets upon secrets.”


“My name is a danger to the both of us.”


Possibly true. “Nearly everything you might tell me is a
threat but surely here you will share something to convince me that I should
not kill you the moment we leave this place.”


She folded her arms too. “I have told you that–”


“No,” he snapped, a little louder than he’d meant, and he
couldn’t be sure the Fura Leones weren’t pushing him. “You have told me
nothing. All I know about you is what Qu-Sitka revealed, actually. You seek the
Fura Leones. I have not died upon a battlefield. You still need them to protect
your people – what is your plan now, then?”


“If you could close your mouth for long enough to hear me,
I will ask you something.”


He drew in a long breath. “Very well.”


“What I mean to do now is request your help, once you have
completed your task, here in Ecsoli,” she said, voice still sharp. “Qu-Sitka
has convinced me that such a course is my best chance at success.”


Notch raised an eyebrow. “Then, you would assist me?”


“So long as your actions did not hurt my people.”


“I must trust you in order to accept your offer.”


“Yes.”


“And you understand why I would hesitate?”


“I do.”


He dunked the cup he had brought with him into the bucket
and drank the chill water. “Bringing Sofia back to life would mean travelling to
Anaskar.”


“I suspected as much. After which, you would return here,
yes?”


Notch nodded. “I would.” Whether that was true or not
didn’t matter for now.


“Then let me gather provisions – Qu-Sitka would speak with
you.”


“Right.” He took the bucket as he headed back toward the
mage’s home, passing rows of low windows and their flower boxes, bright with
blossoms in strange spirals and spikes. At a fork in the path, he paused to let
a pair of squealing children pass, chased by calls from a parent, then found
himself before the mage’s door.


Notch pushed upon the wood and found the ‘old’ man waiting
within.


“Thank you, Notch.” He accepted the water, but gestured to
the table and chairs.


This time, Notch was able to sit by choice rather than
finding himself Compelled.


“I trust you spoke with Emisa this morning?” he said,
turning to a kettle that sat upon his stove.


“She offered to help me if I help her,” Notch said.


The man muttered to himself as he worked. “That is
wonderful.”


“I hope so. You wanted to speak to me?”


“About the Fura Leones, as promised.” He finished his work
– far too quickly to have been natural – and placed two cups of tea upon the
table, lifting one immediately to drink and then sigh. “Excellent.”


Notch let his cool a moment. “I have been warned about
them.”


“As is prudent,” the mage replied. “They are, as you are
doubtless well aware by now, no mere tools. They possess a sentience somewhat
similar to Greatmasks but if you have been told this is a struggle of
willpower, to attain mastery of the Leones, then that is misleading.”


“How so?”


“Put simply – your acts are being considered. Evaluated.”


Notch glanced down at the gleaming steel upon his wrists.
The lions now seemed at ease, laying within tall grass. “By the bracers?”


A nod. “Those who achieve a so-called ‘mastery’ in
centuries past were in fact deemed worthy. They gained an ally in the Fura
Leones. Those who were not, simply used the bracers for ill ends until they
were devoured from within and discarded. Do you understand me, Notch?”


He nodded slowly. “I think I do.”


“Then use them wisely and you will truly aid not only this
land but many lands.”


“Many?”


He smiled. “I see a long path before you yet, should you
choose to tread upon it.”


Notch couldn’t stop the sigh escaping, and it was touched
with irritation. “And what if I am weary and seek only one goal? Will the Fura
Leones punish me for that?”


“Not for having a single goal, no,” the man replied.


“Then I will bequeath them to Lord Corvus once I am done.”


Qu-Sitka raised an eyebrow. “An interesting claim.”


“Do you doubt my word?”


“Not your word, not at all – it is more a question of
whether other hurdles can be overcome first. Remember, your conduct
matters, Notch.”


Notch nodded. Was the mage hinting at Emisa? Surely the
fellow was not so God-like that he could read Notch’s mind...


Qu-Sitka stood and moved to a cupboard. The door squeaked
open and he rummaged around within, returning with a map he then placed upon
the table. He lifted the teacups and used both to keep the map mostly unrolled.
“Take this when you leave, it will guide you to a travel-stone, as you term
them,” he said as he pointed.


The map was covered in a swirling script; the names
unfamiliar but they showed dozens of paths in what appeared to be a range of
hills. The spot to where Qu-Sitka pointed was in the centre of the maze-like paths.


“Where will it take me?” Notch asked.


“The iternus will return you to a tower within Lord Corvus’
palace. There, I would ask that you not speak of me or the Pimrali.”


“If you wish, of course,” Notch said slowly. “But Lady Corvus
taught me the Pimrali greeting. She and her husband were not the only ones
within the court to know where I planned to travel.”


“That I know, Notch. By all means, say that you saw me and
have the information you seek but reveal no details.”


“I can do that.”


“That pleases me greatly,” he said. “I would offer one
final warning – this ‘White Witch’ you have faced; she is more even than you
suspect.”


“Meaning?”


“You once knew her as the Greatmask Chelona, though she
can be defeated if you master the Fura Leones.”


Notch paused. “She is Seto’s Greatmask?”


“Indeed.”


It made sense... in some ways at least; for back upon the
island, she had clearly known Seto. And it explained her power. But how? “Does
the Seto know?”


“That is not my tale to tell,” he replied. “But go now
with my blessing, Notch. You have a long journey ahead,” he finished with a wave
of his hand. As he did, it seemed something changed, a faint whisper seemed to
wash over Notch, but it receded so quickly he could not place it.


And it did not seem anything but benign, so he did not ask,
eager as he was to resume his journey. “Thank you for all that you have done
for me,” Notch said from the door.


“Of course, young man.”


Despite the troubling news he’d been given, Notch left
with a wry smile. It’d been a long time since he’d been called ‘young’ but
perhaps compared to Qu-Sitka, it was apt.


Emisa waited near a stone marker on the edge of town,
where the homes gave way to a rising path lined by stands of dark trees that
climbed into the hills. He joined her with just a nod, keeping the news of the witch
to himself for now, and together they followed the road up and above the
Pimrali town. When he peered over the edge at one point, Pimrali was
invisible... save for a few hints of chimney smoke. 


The dirt beneath his feet quickly turned stony as they travelled
higher. Fir and pine trees cast their needles across the earth, a mass of brown
beneath the trunks, greener farther on. Half-hidden from view were the
snow-capped mountains, soon to be completely obscured by the canopy.


Notch hitched his pack, loaded with water and other
provisions, pausing before the first fork to consult the map. The left path – it
sloped a little steeper, beyond another stone marker with a faded image of a
bird in flight carved within.


“Are you sure this is the right way?” Emisa asked.


Notch chuckled as he handed her the map. “Please lead on
if you doubt me.”


She glanced down at the scroll then muttered to herself as
she took the lead. 


Notch followed without another word. He kept an eye on
their surroundings as they walked but saw nothing to indicate the kinds of
threats common to Ecsoli – no giant tracks or droppings that might have
suggested the Ganthra. Instead, it seemed almost tranquil, with a faint breeze
and a warm sun falling onto smooth stone and bright green grass beneath dark
needles.


Still they did not speak through the ascent, Emisa
choosing a path at each fork, some offering as many as four options. Other paths
appeared uneven or overgrown, and at a point Notch judged near their
destination, the only choice of trail had broadened enough that a fallen tree, grey
now, was easily detoured.


And he was right.


Two more changes of path and they entered a small clearing
where needles, leaves and dirt had half-buried a travel-stone several paces in
length. It did not seem to be used often, yet nor was it so buried as to be
hidden. Perhaps the Pimrali made some efforts to keep it clear just in case it
was needed.


Notch got to work on one side and Emisa started upon the
other, kicking at larger clumps at first. The image below was that of lake of
blue and green and it seemed not to be ‘locked’ as the others, since a faint
glow soon began to rise – perhaps responding to Emisa’s mask.


The test would be whether it transported him... did he
still carry the bone from Corvus somewhere?


Emisa had folded her arms where she stood now, and he rose
to join her just as the light become blinding.


 











5. Nia


 


“The Lord Protector has asked if we can safely escort
Fiore back to Anaskar,” Nia told her father, leaning back in her chair as she
spoke. Wood creaked against wood but she did not scratch the floor of his
rooms, nor would he have minded truly, if she had.


The Oyn-Dir sat in his yellow robe with one eye upon the
garden, where outside, Pannoc and Giovan sat gambling with painted squares of
wood. Nearby, Fiore skipped across the grass, humming as she moved from one
flower to another. Most were opening their petals, purple and pinks mixed in
with all the reds. Even from inside, the warm and sweet scents reached Nia.


“How sad for the Autumn Grove that she must leave,” he
replied softly. “Already the work she has done to restore the amber trees is
remarkable.”


“She has earned quite the place in our hearts,” Nia said
with a nod.


“And I hardly begrudge that others need her, or that she
would want to choose her own path of course... but beyond our loss, I fear for
what she must face when she returns to Anaskar.”


“As do I,” Nia said. “At least she will not be alone.”


“True,” he said. “I worry also about the City of
Ilesinya.”


Nia leant forward. “You’ve remembered something?”


“Perhaps. There is scant taste of it upon the earth – especially
since it now floats. Supposedly, it sank into the ocean two thousand years
past, before my time certainly.”


“Something you heard from your grandfather, then?” Nia
asked slowly, estimating the centuries.


“Yes. He claimed to have been able to recall a time, from
his youth, when we would trade Amber with the people of Ilesinya.”


“For what purpose?”


“I believe there were several reasons but one was to keep
the city afloat. The others... I do not recall. And that is what troubles me
since I do remember feeling unease at the stories he told me.”


“Is our thief trying to combine the might of bones and amber?”


“Yes. Or perhaps darker secrets lie within the city.”


“I will accompany Fiore to Anaskar,” Nia said. “We need to
know what is afoot.”


He nodded, though his lined face revealed little cheer.
“You will be needed. All lands must unite in this battle, but I would have you
near me still.”


She smiled. “And I would stay.”


“Then before you depart, allow me a little time to
meditate upon anything else that I might recall,” he said. “I do not wish to
keep the Lord Protector waiting but I believe I am near something.”


Nia rose. “I’ll check on Gedarow one more time, then.”


The Oyn-Dir nodded.


She kissed his head as she left, striding passed the dryad
fountain before heading into the hallways lit by the irregular-shaped windows,
and then outside into the leaf-covered trails between the mighty trunks. 


Soon enough, she reached the prison – one of the only stone
buildings in the Autumn Grove – and descended with the jailor’s blessing.


Gedarow sat bent over a desk, a quill in hand where he
drew beneath light from a lamp. His cell was not so bare as the others; thicker
blankets covered his bed and potted plants even filled the room. Few people
were housed within the cells that might compare their lot to his in any event.


He smiled when she reached the bars, a dark patch covering
one eye. “My Lady.” He closed the book and placed the quill back in its pot. “I
hoped you’d visit again.”


“I wanted to try once more to convince you to share all
that you know.”


“But you have said that you believe I know little about
the witch’s plans.”


“True,” she replied. “But you still hold back on the
location of Mor and the rest of the Sap-Born. It is the final stumbling block
between you and true freedom here, to acceptance.”


He sighed. “That I will not have... I am safer here, I
think.”


“Gedarow, I will–”


The prisoner shook his head. “You cannot guarantee the
acceptance I seek, but I will answer now upon one final condition.”


“You’re making a demand?”


“An exchange.”


She studied him a moment before speaking. “What do you
seek?”


He leant forward in his chair. “Take me with you.”


Nia frowned through the bars. “No.”


“That is my condition. If so, I will reveal the last of
what I know, including the location of our camp.” He swallowed now, his
expression one of suppressed fear. “But I do not want to stay if you are not
here, and I can only assume that you’ll head to the floating city.”


“I must – but you do not need to at all.” Was the man
truly so broken and even pathetic, to fear her leaving so much?


“Then when you next return I will have the same request.”


Nia folded her arms now. Was it worth considering? If he
truly held the location of the Sap-Born remnants, it would allow her reach
Anaskar without worry for another attack upon her father, since the rebels
could be cleaned out. “Tell me first, what of Mor?”


“Then you will take me?”


“If your information is as good as promised.”


“It will be.”


She nodded.


He smiled then. “Thank you, Lady. To answer your first
question, Mor would not have stayed behind; he’ll be in her city by now.”


She straightened. “Why?”


“I think the White Witch felt he was somewhat useful. She
would have taken at least him to teach her about the amber.”


Which of course made sense. “And those left behind?”


“Hidden behind the Soga Falls, protected by a shifting
facade. If you camp nearby, you will see the time to enter. I must add, they
number dozens only now, though women and children are also part of the camp.”


Nia narrowed her eyes. “Not all will die, but do not ask
me to demonstrate an endless mercy, Gedarow.”


“I understand,” he said, and still he smiled, relief
lingering on his face. “It will be an honour to travel with you.”











6. Flir


 


Flir approached the young man, whose panic had eased a
little as he blinked at the still-upright corpse of his former captor Yeshinov.
He gaped, not unlike a landed fish, his breath steaming, when he saw the head
where it remained locked in the chamber wall.


She gripped his shoulders. “Did you recognise the man?”


“No. I...” He shook his head, then his eyes widened
further. “But what do we do, dilar? The witch is crossing the ice!”


“Describe the man she is with, quickly,” Flir said.


“You think it’s Zasemu?” Kanis asked.


“I’m hoping it isn’t. Tsaro, describe him.”


“Ah, he wasn’t walking very well – I think it was the
cold. He had long dark hair and he wasn’t wearing a tunic or even an
undershirt.”


Flir exchanged a look with Kanis. “It’s him.”


“He’ll be stronger by now too.”


“Tsaro, check on the others,” Flir instructed. “Tell them
we’ll come up with something.” She lowered her voice once the young priest
left. “The witch will be more than able to take the Sea God’s bone and kill us
all, especially with Zasemu here.”


“What can we do?” Aren asked. “Should we retreat?”


“I doubt there’s time,” Pevin said with a frown. “Dilar,
this is serious.”


“Can we surrender and plan an escape for later?” Grav
suggested. “We’re still useful to her, yes? In clearing the ice?”


“I think she could do that with a wave of her hand if she
cared to,” Flir said. “And we’re not all equally useful to her, so I don’t want
to risk that.”


“But what else can we do?” the man asked, his voice rising
in pitch.


Flir looked to the frozen Sea Beast. “One thing.” 


She strode over and stopped before the huge eye. It bore a
glassy look due to the sheen of ice that concealed what must have been
boundless wisdom.


Flir drew her fist back.


“No!” Kanis caught her hand. “This is madness, Flir.”


“Doing nothing is worse.”


“I know that but the flesh is poison.”


“Yeshinov believed he’d be able to withstand whatever
followed once he ate the eye. He was dilar too – this is our only chance.”


Kanis’ jaw was clenched. He met her gaze, concern clear
within his eyes. Finally he let go. “Then I’ll do it.”


“My responsibility,” Flir replied, and swung. Her fist
shattered the ice and sunk deep into a cold, fleshy liquid. She gripped a
handful of the Sea God’s eye then pulled her dripping arm free with a grimace.


“Flir–”


She shoved her hand into her mouth.


Gasps filled the ice chamber.


Cold chilled her teeth and tongue, killing any sense of
taste. But a tingling spread through Flir’s mouth... and she swallowed quickly.
The sensation began to sear her tongue and blood thumped inside her skull. She
fell to her knees, stomach starting to writhe, but she ground her teeth. The
discomfort grew to pain – and then, like a bolt of lightning, it threw her
back. She crashed against the frozen Sea Beast and slid to the cold sand where
she hunched over, the voices of those around her lost.


Hands gripped Flir but it made no difference to the storm within
her body.


She’d made a terrible mistake.


It was too much, even for a dilar. The God’s flesh
was killing her, surely?


Who would protect Kanis, and Pevin or the others?


Flir shuddered so hard that her head slammed into the
ground – vision buried in a white that burned away to a wavering blue. Green
sparkled then and deep black spirals joined it, they seemed to fall from
somewhere above...


And then the colour and the pain eased.


She blinked away tears, vision clearing. Silence filled
the chamber as she looked up; the tears already chill upon her cheeks.


The White Witch stood surveying the room, a hand upon
Zasemu’s shoulder – whose own eyes were wide. He shivered and stamped his feet
but it was not clear whether it was from cold or suppressed energy... at least,
not at first.


Icicles had formed in his dark hair and while there was
the same determination within his eyes, the same intelligence, it seemed he
could not yet speak by the way he opened his mouth and smiled... but Flir knew
without knowing how, that the man was also on edge, that he was confused about
where and who he was, about his purpose. He did not know yet, why he was alive.



Did not know anything much except the sound of Chelona’s
voice, and the urge to lash out at anything placed before him.


Chelona’s voice?


Flir scrambled to her feet. “Chelona?” Did Zasemu mean the
witch? And how was it possible to know such things... unless... the Sea God’s
eye! 


The White Witch paused, raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you know
that much now, do you, Flir?”


Somehow it was true, the witch was admitting to being
Chelona – Seto’s Greatmask! What did that mean? Was the old fool still alive?


But that was not all Flir suddenly understood.


Surviving the meal of Sea God’s eye granted her the
ability to see yet more.


Just as the urgency of Zasemu’s confusion poured forth, so
too did the iron focus of Chelona. She wanted Evakeda’s bone for a floating city
near Anaskar, one which she had already filled with stolen bone and sap from
the Amber Grove...


More – she wanted life and governance over life; the two
seemed to go hand-in-hand somehow, according to the former Greatmask that now walked
the ice chamber. And Chelona herself had sought return to a physical form for a
vast amount of time too... but something else consumed her now.


The restoration of Zasemu. 


It had not been as smooth as she wished, not by half – not
only was his mind and memory recovering too slowly, with constant setbacks, his
strength had become wild. It took so much of Chelona’s attention and effort to
control him that she needed more bone, more time. She needed someone to help...
and even a dilar would not be enough.


For Zasemu had been made from Sea God blood, blood she had
forced Renasi to help create. And it was due to the imperfect methods she and
Renasi had devised that Zasemu was not as he ought to be.


And thus, more bone, more flesh, more blood was needed – some
for Zasemu, some for the city, for Chelona’s other plans.


And in the instant Flir learnt all she had discovered,
Chelona sealed herself off.


“Careful, dilar,” Chelona said. “Too much more and you
might learn something you don’t like. And let us not forget our manners
either.”


Flir had to agree, though she could hardly control the
knowledge that flowed her way. Chelona had been the one to put a stop to it and
in doing so, allowed Zasemu’s confusion to return to the fore, overwhelming
hints of others within the room. “Mistress,” Flir said. “These people have
served their purpose – you do not need them, am I wrong?”


“Correct. However, that means that I may grant Zasemu time
to work off some of his energy by slaughtering them.” She paused and Flir
tensed. “But I fear a collapse of the ice would be a minor inconvenience and I
am in quite the hurry. Do stand aside, dear.”


Flir complied. “Will these bones be used for your flying city
or to construct a cage for your lost love there?”


Chelona paused before Evakeda, and her expression grew
sad. “Perhaps both – at least until I collect Notch.”


“Notch, Mistress?”


“Yes. I believe he will make a suitable plaything once he
attains a little more power himself.”


“What?” Flir took a step forward but found herself frozen.


Chelona had not even turned.


“Do you know that when my siblings and I roamed the oceans,
when we were free to follow our own paths, free from the clutter of human
lineage, that we were the source of all life here? That we created and pruned,
that we maintained a vital balance?” Chelona reached up to extend a hand, but
stopped short of touching the Sea God. The deep loathing she bore toward
humanity became clearer, as though she could not conceal it from Flir. And yet,
it was tempered by the grudging belief that some humans were at least
useful as slaves... or some manner of stock, in her future empire. “Have the priests
free more of Evakeda, then leave. If I have need of you, I will seek you out.”


Flir opened her mouth but hesitated a moment before
speaking. “You see us as cattle.”


“Cattle? Perhaps... but I believe you are, in fact, far
closer to locusts. Some more interesting than others, but a menace
nevertheless.” Now the White Witch did turn and her expression matched the ice surrounding
her. “No more dallying. Begin.”


“Yes, Mistress.” Flir turned to Simina and Tsaro, who both
gave nods. The Ice-Priests, though weary, leapt into action at the chance of
freedom, though no doubt fear drove them just as swiftly. “We need whatever
supplies we can muster before we leave,” Flir told Kanis and the others.


Kanis glanced at Zasemu, who was circling the headless
corpse of Yeshinov now, eyes alight. “We’ll do our best.”


Shards of ice and the occasional drip of water fell into
the chamber as everyone toiled but there was no collapse. The Priests worked
well to widen the available space around the Sea Beast, and when they finished
Flir sent them out with the rest of her group. “I will follow,” she told Kanis,
who had paused at the foot of the ice ramp.


“You linger, Flir.” Chelona watched Zasemu tear at the Sea
God’s flesh with his bare hands, stripping it away to reveal pure white bone.
His face was alight with pleasure as he worked.


“Why are you doing this, Mistress? You could crush us
each.”


“Yes.”


“Are we truly so useful to you?”


“You and Kanis especially – but you far more, Flir, now
that you have partaken of Evakeda here.”


“But you are letting us roam free until you can be
bothered collecting us?”


“I am. Consider, you have been afforded a rare glimpse at
but a fraction of what I must attend to in any given moment. Surely you
understand.”


“You cannot do all of that, harvest the bone, control
Zasemu and take us with you.”


A regal nod. “Not this moment, and I have more pressing
priorities in any event.”


“I find it hard to trust that you are happy to simply let us
run around and plot against you – because that’s exactly what I’m going to do, Mistress.”


Chelona glanced at Flir with her unsettlingly ageless
eyes, though a smile graced her lips now. “My, my. I do look forward to that.”


Flir clenched her jaw. “Don’t dismiss–”


Her words were cut off as she flew across the chamber. She
hit the icy ramp and gasped for air as the same unseen force drove her up and
out of the lake, skidding across the surface to finally thump into someone’s
legs upon the shore where Kanis and the others had gathered.


Go onward, Flir. Do your best out there – I look
forward whatever challenge you can muster.











7. Ain


 


Ain sweated as he climbed the dune, the comfort of clean,
hot sand surrounding him. At first, the walls of the small crater had been much
firmer and cooler, but now, nearer the top, it was hot to the touch.


But despite his worry, treading the Sands once more was
most welcome.


So too, the return of paths; all around him, spreading in
many directions, crossing, re-crossing and thundering at first, until it
receded to the usual hum where he could discern between which paths had been
used the most and most recently.


Ain glanced over his shoulder, down to the travel-stone.


So far, Wayrn was yet to appear. Surely Galier would be
moving swiftly. After all, it seemed the mysterious old fellow had freed the
travel-stone from the dune, it should not have taken him so long to locate and
send Wayrn.


Before Ain crested the top of the slope, he crouched low
to peer over the edge, swirling wind at his back.


Nothing but sand stretched before him, bright beneath a
blazing sun that had already dried his hair. He slid around to the north face
of the dune, squinting against the breeze. 


Beneath him now, a hard-packed road of stone ran deeper
into dunes and hills of dark earth. Wind carried sand in unusual patterns,
scattered across road and rock alike, small slides running down from the
trail’s edge to where a few scattered cacti stood. Ain shivered at the memory
of strong hands around his throat, and the image of green threads beneath old
skin, where the plague-walkers had been taken over.


But the plants did not seem to be moving... for now.


The road turned into the nearest hillside, not too distant
at all. Surely, whoever it was that had been responsible for the theft of bone
and the return of the green-walkers waited somewhere within. 


Few from the Cloud had occasion to travel too far north.
After all, it had been generations since the mountain men of the Vakim Ranges
had traded. The mountains themselves were still some distance away but it was
not so far. Yet what lay beyond the path leading into the hills?


There had been a fair share of horses, camels and donkeys,
carts and boots across the road over the centuries. And older paths lurked
beneath him too, leading from the travel-stone toward the dark hills and the
mountains beyond, or back into the desert.


Ain removed the Shali Stones from a pocket. Onyx and jasper,
looking just as they had when he’d lifted them from the sun-themed altar,
strangely lightweight too and unharmed by the mighty bolt of lightning they’d
called down upon the beach.


Would they be enough to face what lay before him? And just
as importantly, could the stones even be used safely? Their last strike had
come at a significant cost.


Light blazed, noticeable even in the bright day, and Ain
turned to find Wayrn standing upon the travel-stone, shielding his face. When
the glow faded, Wayrn blinked up at the crater, then smiled. “Ain?”


Wayrn started up the dune and Ain slid down a little to
extend a helping hand, pulling his friend up toward the crest. “Did you meet
Galier?”


Wayrn nodded. “Yes. And I certainly left wondering how
human he really was – especially considering the warning he wants us to pass
along. He spoke as though he actually knew the Greatmask.”


“I wish he had told us what to expect here,” Ain said. 


“Well, he implied to me that while he couldn’t force us to
take the message the very moment we left his forest, that at least our task
here would be completed swiftly.”


“Which has an ominous ring to my ear,” Ain said. “How long
has it been now, since Jedda and Majid travelled north? Maybe we are going to
find something tragic.”


Wayrn rested a hand upon Ain’s shoulder. “Let’s find out
at last.”


“Right.” 


Together, they started down the crater then along the
nearby road. Ain shielded his eyes once upon firmer ground, searching for signs
of life or movement, yet found nothing but dark hills and shining sands.


They soon reached shade cast from the hills, as the trail
turned within, and steep walls rose up around them, twisting deeper. More greying
shrubs clung to the earth here but it was the path that slowed Ain... more
recent passage was growing clearer.


“A small group passed here recently.” He knelt to place a
hand upon the hot earth. Something else was clear upon the path; a different
group met the first a little farther on. “Quickly,” Ain said, setting off at a
jog.


Wayrn kept pace as they approached a fork in the trail.
“What’s wrong?”


“I think we’ll find something around the next corner,” Ain
replied, already beginning to sweat with the additional effort of the modest
incline. Too long away from the desert sun perhaps.


And he was right about finding something.


Ain slowed not far along the branch; there, lying in a
heap beside the path were a dozen bodies. Most were emaciated with veins of
green, or faces missing – replaced by tendrils of cacti, but one shape had been
set off to the side. It was burial carn of rock, longbow resting upon its peak.


Ain stood over it a moment, catching his breath. There was
no way to learn who lay within... Majid and Jedda had taken Palan and three
warriors from the western clan. Yet, whoever it was had died to protect all people
of the desert. “Sands Watch Over You,” he said.


Wayrn looked over from where he was examining the Plague-Men.
“Some of these men appear to be Vakim.”


Ain joined him. Two of the figures actually bore no evidence
of being corpses repurposed by the green menace, but had died with blood as red
as any true human. The Vakim mountain men were not so different from the Medah,
save that all wore beards and dressed in a flint grey, hammers and axes still
held in their muscled arms. “Let’s keep moving,” he said with a frown.


The afternoon was wearing down already, shadows
lengthening when they reached another fork in the road. This time, the path
drew Ain straight ahead rather than down; toward what seemed to be a large cave
system built into the hills. Similar to where the Mazu Clan had lived; windows
and doorways were cut into the stone, most blocked by doors or shutters. Some
balconies bore parapets too, and even what appeared to be archers’ slots.


Long, broad stairs of stone climbed up from a central pit
– what would have been a courtyard in a place like Anaskar. But it was no city,
more like an outpost perhaps, and as with the rest of the trip so far, Ain
found no evidence of living creatures.


Yet the paths were clear – scores of people had visited
recently.











8. Notch


 


Light faded and Notch found himself in a quiet room of
stone, stuffed bookshelves flanking a wall dominated by latticed windows. The
afternoon light that poured through was nothing compared to the blazing he’d just
experienced, however.


The iternus beneath his feet appeared shaped as a
pair of windows, half-buried by green jewels, in turn residing beneath a blue
sky – a clear image of Qu-Sitka’s village indeed.


“Do you know this place?” Notch asked as he looked around.
Some of the books seemed to be in an unusual language. Pimrali? 


Emisa approached a desk that sat before the windows, its
surface empty save for a closed ledger. “I believe it is the study of Leveti,
the Duke’s late brother.”


“Then perhaps we should not intrude.” Notch turned and
strode for the door, heavy bands of steel crossing the oak.


“It will be sealed – you won’t be able to move the bars.”


“Meaning we need to break free?”


Emisa joined him. “Yes, but let me.” She lifted a hand and
swung it gently to one side.


Bolts slid free then the wood squeaked open, dust falling
to the floor. A dark corridor waited beyond, leading to steps descending and
thin beams of light from narrow windows.


“Can you tell Corvus we are here?” Notch asked.


“If he is present himself – I do not know whether recovery
was... ah. He is well. They will meet us in guest rooms, left of the tower.”


“Good.” In his blind desperation to reach Qu-Sitka, Notch
had not spared the Corvus household and allies a single thought and certainly too
few afterwards.


The stairs were dark between windows, empty of lamp or
glowing crystal but Emisa’s mask gave off a pale blue glow that lit the way,
and they spiralled down easily enough. It took some two-hundred odd steps to
reach the ground – he could have spoke, could have relaxed a little but
counting seemed more suited to his mood.


Either the bracers continued to keep his emotions running
higher than customary or he was still resentful of having to travel with the
Inquisitor... which was a foolish contradiction. 


He needed her close.


The door at the bottom was something he could open with
his hands alone and it revealed a circular garden of somewhat overgrown shrubs
and stone benches, all warmed by the setting sun. A paved path led toward other
towering buildings, the blue-tiled rooves of Ovaneus’ palace visible here too,
windows shadowed as the sun had already started to fall from its peak.


A rumble echoed from his stomach.


Chelnos, how long since he’d eaten? Qu-Sitka had offered
tea but no actual meal earlier, so fleeting had the visit been.


Emisa did not comment – perhaps she was just as hungry.


But she led now, from the garden and toward outbuildings
that rested to the left of the tower. Light bloomed from within, figures moving
behind the glass. Similar to the other buildings, there seemed to be greenery
upon the roof – even a large water tank stood shrouded in vines with tumbling
white flowers.


Corvus himself met them at the door, his lined face
smiling. A warm glow from the room lit his blue-black hair. “Welcome back to
Ovaneus.”


Notch returned the smile.


“It is good to return, My Lord,” Emisa said. “How do you
fare? I was worried.”


“We are well, though still weary. Come, dine with us.”


He stepped inside and took them through an empty entryway
to a long dining room where Lady Bridgis and Milus – his long plait a little
shorter now – were setting the table. Candles burned in the centre though the
walls used the crystals common to Ecsoli, giving off a faintly orange glow.


The scene brought Casselli to mind – could she sense him
once more, now that he’d returned?


Once everyone had taken a seat, servants appeared to lay
out platters of still-steaming food, hams and beef, joined by mounds of potato
and pumpkin at first, then other vegetables and drink; wine and ale and after
he asked, water.


The temptation of ale was gone; and besides, he craved
food more than oblivion. 


“We would like to offer you more, Captain,” Lady Bridgis
said after taking a sip of her sparkling wine. “For as much as you saved us at the
Well, you have changed the lives of all in Ovaneus and beyond. We have been
able to bury the Well and so for now at least, the Os-Vento attacks will lessen
greatly. Perhaps more.”


“I hope that is so,” he replied, pausing as he loaded his
plate. “But nothing more than your hospitality is needed, My Lady.”


“Think upon what might assist you in your journey next, at
the least,” she urged.


“I will.”


Milus twirled a speared hunk of meat on his fork. “And
where is that, Vir Leo? I am most curious.”


“You probably won’t be surprised, but I have unfinished
business in Paradisum,” Notch replied. It was an innocent enough question but
the mysterious warning about the betrayer and supposed assassination attempt on
Lord Corvus came to mind. Had it all been some strange bluff? Something to
distract him? 


Had Emisa indeed set it up? 


Or at least, done so before Qu-Sitka changed her
plans for the Fura Leones with whatever leverage or power he held? For now, he
had to travel with the Inquisitor but he didn’t have to trust her fully. And
the true nature of the mage was something he should ask the Duke or Duchess
about also.


“You mean your Gigansi friend?”


“Tonitora.”


“Right,” Milus replied with a nod. “I believe Tanere holds
him prisoner?”


“Yes,” Notch said, taking some water. “In fact, what news
from the capital?”


“Little good, I fear.” Corvus’ voice was heavy with
concern. “Tanere has made his move.”


Emisa leant forward. “You mean... he is King?”


Corvus nodded. “His bloodbath is complete. Those who
openly opposed him have been murdered, imprisoned, or fled. Some may still
conceal their true allegiance within the city, but do not count upon them when
you return – nor Casselli, who has thrown off the trappings of your farcical
Union.”


Notch nodded, and despite a profound relief that washed
over him there was a sliver of... disappointment? Foolish. “That at least I am
grateful for, but what of Alosus?”


“Alive, certainly,” Corvus replied. “Tanere has already
sent messengers to the tribes.”


Emisa sighed. “It hardly seems we were gone so long.”


“Long enough for such a plan to be enacted, it seems,” Lady
Bridgis said. “Captain, you realise how dangerous your return will be, even
with the Fura Leones.”


“I do. Tanere holds many things over me.”


“And so you must consider very carefully your next steps.”


Notch placed his utensils upon the plate. “Is there a way
to enter the city without being noticed, by man or mask?”


“There are a few, depending on the Mask,” Corvus replied. 


“So, only one as old as yours?”


“I imagine so.”


“I believe Medina could manage it,” Emisa said. “What are
you thinking?”


Notch resumed his meal. “I want to rescue my friend by
creating a serious diversion within the King City.”


“Such as?”


“The assassination of the new king.”


Milus spluttered his wine and silence filled the room.


Notch raised an arm and pushed a sleeve back. “He is no match
for these.”


“Possibly,” Corvus replied, a frown upon his face. “But
the risk is great.”


“I know but it is the most direct way to free both myself
and Alosus from his tentacles. If I do this, I can stop Tanere exploiting the
Tonitora, stop him expanding to the east. He will expect me to visit him upon
my return; I will have a clear path.”


“But he will be prepared for treachery,” the man replied.


“Then I will simply have to prepare for that myself.”











9. Notch


 


He rose as dawn broke across the palace rooftops,
concealing the colour of the tiles beyond his large windows. The stone was cold
beneath his bare feet, the air cool against his bare skin as he threw the heavy
drapes open further, then strode to the adjoining room where his brass bath
still waited. 


After the dinner, and after some time spent resisting
further concerns from Corvus, he had sought his rest, too weary to take time to
bathe. He dipped his hand into the water. Most definitely cold. “Too bad.” He’d
bathe anyway – it would wake him the rest of the way.


Notch winced as he dipped a toe into the bath, then
grunted as he submerged himself. He snatched at the soap and lathered himself
quickly before rising, almost leaping free with a riot of shivering.


The nearest folded towel was almost torn from the shelf,
but once he’d dried enough of his body to ease the shivering, Notch dressed and
gathered what few possessions he now carried. The mace he’d taken from the
Paradisum armoury was gone, lost somewhere... and other than that it was just
his cloak and the borrowed pack from Qu-Sitka.


A knock sounded at the door.


Was Emisa ready to leave herself? She’d not objected
nearly so much as the others last night, but that was no surprise. After all,
if Tanere died that would seriously impede or even stop any invasion of her
homeland. 


He opened the door to find the grinning face of Milus. The
man wore a dark cloak with breastplate beneath, a pack slung across one
shoulder. “Can you guess what I’m hoping to ask?”


“Yes. And the answer is no.”


Milus raised a hand. “Come now, I think I could be of
help. Emisa can get us in to the city at a time of our choosing, we know that.
And if you want to, you can simply ask for and receive an audience with the new
king, I’m not denying that. And personally, I think you shouldn’t even announce
yourself but let me get to my point.”


Notch let the fellow take a breath.


“What I’m offering is for after you deal with
Tanere.”


“Nice of you to assume I’ll succeed – you’ve come around
since last night,” Notch said as he exited the room and started through the
echoing corridor toward the exit, passing twin statues of Chelnos and his
hammer.


“Maybe,” Milus said as he hurried after. “But hear me out.
Tanere’s death is going to send shockwaves – literally and figuratively – throughout
the palace and the lands. The very moment he dies, everyone everywhere
will know. But I can arrange for a decoy.”


Notch slowed at the exit, hand on the doorjamb. The young man
had a point. “How?”


“Well, it’s something a little... distasteful to most
people.”


“How so?”


“Well, I just need to find a skeleton before we arrive and
then I need a little of your blood to really seal the illusion. Then, I set my
puppet on a course and off it goes in one direction, leaving you free to slip
away.” 


Notch scratched at his cheek – he hadn’t taken time to
shave, not in a long while it seemed. “That easy?”


“Not really, it’s actually a lot of work.”


“But you could make that happen?”


“Yes.”


Notch gave a short nod. “Let’s go find the Inquisitor.”


He led Milus out and across the path to a yellow rose
garden that ringed one of the entries to the palace proper. There, he’d try to
find one of Ovaneus’ more modestly sized travel-stones and hopefully land
somewhere near the city, but not within it – unless Emisa had a plan for that
too.


She’d also have to figure out how to conceal the bracers,
since surely, objects of such power would be easily detected by the Ecsoli.


“Which way to the nearest travel-stone?” Notch asked once
they stood within a dim corridor.


“Allow me, Captain,” Milus said and led him several
passages into the palace, remaining on the ground floor as they wound toward
what was possibly the centre. But he turned off soon enough, entering a wide
passage easily suitable for a wagon – and there, locked away behind a massive
steel gate, sat the travel-stone.


And before it, Lord Corvus, his wife and also Emisa, her
arms folded.


“Milus, we did not expect to see you here,” Lord Corvus
said.


“I believe I can help, My Lord. We all know that Tanere
does not plan for the north with his schemes.”


“True enough – I will not try to dissuade you... but I
will ask you to help Emisa with the gate and the iternus while I speak
with Captain Medoro once more.”


“Of course.”


The Lord of Raven House gripped Notch by the shoulders.
“It is a grave thing that you seek to do, even with the power at your disposal.
I send you with both my highest hopes and my confidence too, yet I want to
provide you with something that I believe may be more tangible.”


He unhooked a dagger from his belt, the handle silver and
the sheath marked with Ecsoli script, vaguely similar to Anaskari writings and
indecipherable to Notch, who accepted it with his thanks. He drew the blade, which
gleamed black. “It is remarkable.”


“Yes. It is a blade of black sand, forged in a Crucible.
It is said to be able to cut anything – even the bone of masks and plates. It
is an heirloom we have not needed to test, but you may need to do so.”


“Thank you, My Lord.”


Corvus nodded as Lady Bridgis joined him. “Go now, Captain,
and let the Gods watch over you.”


Notch joined Emisa and Milus on the travel-stone, which
had been arranged into a green pattern with a line of blue, perhaps trees
before a stream, and then the light began to rise, swiftly blinding him to the
palace beyond.


When the coloured light cleared, it was replaced by
lancing sunlight that fell through the trees. The canopy opened up near a
chattering stream – the far bank was easily reached via a series of islands
like stepping stones. A small shape of worn granite waited upon the large
island. Had it once been an altar? “Where are we?” Notch asked.


“Not too far from the city,” Emisa said.


“This is perfect,” Milus said, slapping his hands
together. “There is an old cemetery nearby.”


“Meaning?” Emisa asked.


“I need bones for a decoy,” he replied, explaining his
plan.


“Then expect no help from me,” she said.


“You don’t think it will work, Inquisitor?”


“It may well prove quite effective but you will have to
defile the grave yourself.”


“Not a problem,” he said. “In fact, feel free to go on
ahead. I will catch up with you before you enter the city.”


“So be it,” she replied with a nod.


“What is your plan for remaining undetected?” Notch asked.


“Medina will handle that,” she said. “It is precisely how
I have hidden my own identity for so long, after all.”


He nodded. That was actually of comfort to hear.


“And what of you, Captain?”


“I have no real plan,” he said. “I will simply strike
Tanere down... then get Alosus to the Hawk. We have a Cantor-Sacris aboard.”


“Allow me to set aside the main problem with your plan – what
if you are pursued from the harbour?”


“Then expect to see a lot of blue sails sinking.”


She folded her arms. “Perhaps you can do that.”


“Few will follow,” he said. “The Vipers will be swarming
for the crown amongst themselves.”


“And Lady Casselli?”


“Is one of them as far as I am concerned.” 


“Very well. A final question, one that I assume Corvus did
not want to ask because he believes in you – what if you fail?”


“I won’t.”


She sighed. “I am asking about the Fura Leones and the
obligations we have to each other. I am helping you upon a condition,
remember?”


“Take them if I fall.”


“And if Tanere takes them instead? What then?”


Notch set off down one of the paths leading from the
overgrown iternus. “All the more reason to make sure I survive.”











10. Flir


 


Their quest for new bone to protect Anaskar had been a
disaster, truly.


Seto would receive nothing upon their return, leaving the
city defenceless should anything happen to Danillo – though the king might not
care so much, considering what had happened with Chelona.


He would have new concerns, ones that Flir now shared.


She buried a sigh in the crunch of her boots upon snow.
The trek south through icy sleet and swirling snow, heading toward civilisation
had been painful and long, made all the more worse by being able to read those
around her. For some people, it quickly became effortless – like Grav and his
endless fear, tempered by devotion to Aren.


Aren himself was far more guarded... and yet even so, Flir
was sure she could break through in time, with her new and questionable gift.
The ability to retain privacy among the others varied; Pevin’s trust in her and
fear for his brother were clear as bells but his past remained guarded. 


Kanis, at least, was just as open as he had always been.


It was almost as though she wasn’t reading him so much as
simply relying on her own knowledge of a former lover.


And one thing above the general clamour that now filled
her awareness, one thing rose above the others – and it wasn’t the echoes of
Chelona’s smirking confidence, but Kanis... the fool was still thinking of sex!
Even at such a time. He desired her still.


And it was, somehow, still flattering. 


To know she had not changed so much in his eyes – he still
saw her as a woman; not a saviour, not a dilar or something new and
unfathomable... which was what she’d begun to consider herself to be after
eating the Sea God’s eye.


Realising that about Kanis was a familiar comfort.


On the other hand, knowing beyond a doubt that he thought
that way was also a distraction she didn’t need. He was his usual handsome
self; still a frustrating mix of charming impulsivity and protectiveness – just
like in their youth. But years had passed and now so much more was at stake. 


It should have been enough to allow her to focus but time
and again her thoughts returned to Kanis; when they had climbed beneath the
towering statues of Adakya Pass or descended toward the Mishalar Sanctuary, or
slept fitfully in narrow caves or surprisingly warm ice-huts made by the
priests.


His nearness, the sound of his voice, his hands when he
helped the gradually cheering priests carry blocks of ice – it was everything.


Too long since she’d been able to truly enjoy lying with a
man... since she tended to hurt those she slept with if she wasn’t careful. But
with Kanis, with another dilar, she would not need to fear hurting her lover.


“There’s light in the building ahead,” someone called from
the front of their line.


Flir squinted through the swirl of snow, the afternoon had
darkened swiftly.


Had they reached the Stakista manor already? 


Flir trudged to where Kanis and Aren waited in a stand of
bare trees with a shivering Grav; Pevin followed her.


Kanis pointed. “The top floor, to the right.”


The building was half-buried in snow drifts but flickering
light appeared in one of the windows, warm, beckoning. Had some of the family
survived and returned? Or, was it a traveller... or an enemy? There didn’t seem
to be any more mekastor prowling the lands at least, which was a relief.
For she no longer possessed the strange black light given by Chelona, that was
probably still frozen with Yeshinov’s body.


Which left only regular bandits or Chelona’s as yet unseen
minions. That too, seemed unlikely for now.


“Let’s see if they’re hospitable.”


“Maybe we can do some bartering or hunting too,” Kanis
said. “It’s a long way back to Anaskar.”


“Is that where you’re going now, dilar?” Aren asked.


Flir glanced to Pevin. “Let’s talk about our next steps
once we’re inside.”


They approached the mansion, pausing nearer the building –
faint traces of a single set of footprints, nearly buried by the snow already.
A sign that perhaps a lone traveller or survivor had holed up within.


Flir waded through a drift then wrenched the door open.
Inside, the entryway spilled into a room with a staircase. Glancing up to the
doors above with their familiar polished gleam, she raised her voice. “Ho! We
seek shelter.”


At first, there was no response but after a moment,
footsteps approached. One of the doors opened to reveal a man with red hair
dressed in a white cloak of animal furs, bow in hand.


He smiled down at them. “By Mishalar, you’re just who I
wanted to see!”


Ekolay.


“You were looking for us?” Flir asked after a moment of
surprise.


“Mishalar has blessed me with a bit o’ luck, it seems.
Come up, I’ve got a fire and a little food I can share.” He glanced to the
priests, offering a nod of deference. “If you spread out, you’ll find other
rooms with fireplaces and plenty of beds, at least.”


“The owners will not mind?” Simina asked.


“I fear not, Lady,” Ekolay replied. “I think they are no longer
of this world.”


“Then we will do what we can for the building and grounds,
once we have rested,” she replied. “Perhaps heirs can be contacted.”


“That’s kind of you,” he said with a smile. He waved for
everyone else to follow.


Flir skipped the first few steps, not so much an urge to
reach the fire, but her curiosity was strong. Why was Ekolay seeking
them? How had he known when or whether they’d pass the manor, or had he been
camping for some time?


The room he’d commandeered was a dining hall, which at
first could have been an odd choice, considering he was travelling alone and
wouldn’t have needed to heat such a large space, but when she saw the table she
understood.


It had been covered in meat he was salting, meat that was
ready to eat, a sword, knife and an oiled cloak, a hatchet and a small saw, and
needle and thread, along with some manner of small traveller’s chest marked
with a silver circle.


“How did you carry all of that?” Kanis asked as he moved
to the fire, extending his hands. Flir didn’t join him, instead, helping the
archer make room upon the table.


“Sled, of course.”


“Ah.” 


“What is this for, Ekolay?” Pevin asked as he lifted the
chest to a chair that had been lined up against the wall.


“Some of it is for me but there’s actually something for
you lot too. If you don’t mind waiting a little, I’ll try and rustle up some
more food and cooking gear and we can talk.”


“Of course.”


“Then you were sent here?” Flir asked.


“By the Conclave,” he said. “They have something for you.”


 











11. Fiore


 


Fi stood before the tall opening, looking up to where she
traced faded circles upon the stone columns. The rocky hill was large and old;
the scent of stone and dust almost overpowering after being surrounded by
trees. 


The flagstones beneath her feet seemed just as worn as the
columns. She scuffed one with her foot. What actually made stone ‘stone’? It
wasn’t like the trees or water, obviously. But figuring it out might help with
a song for Abrensi. And according to Lady Nia, once she spoke to her father the
Oyn-Dir, it was time to return to Anaskar. 


Which meant another travel-stone and then back to the
palace – and hopefully, someone could check on her brother then... maybe Giovan
could help? If he stopped frowning long enough.


It’d be better if she could just go and visit herself.
Maybe saving Abrensi would make that easier?


“Father?” Nia stood before the opening, calling for the
Oyn-Dir.


After a moment, the old man appeared, his yellow robe
dusty and half-covered in cobwebs. He smiled down at Fi then nodded to Giovan
and the strange fellow Nia had brought along. Gedarow, the prisoner. He wore a
patch over one eye and seemed to be smiling to himself as he waited.


It was a strange smile.


“Forgive me, it took longer than I had hoped,” the Oyn-Dir
said. “But I have one additional piece of information so far, that I hope you
can deliver to Lord Danillo.”


“On what troubled you?”


“Yes. I believe we refused to trade because the Amber was
being used to create something that might rival the Sea Gods in both scale and
power, though I know not how.”


“That is troubling enough.”


“Agreed.”


“Should I remember more I will send word,” the man said,
then enfolded her in a hug. There, he whispered something into her ear, and she
nodded, a single tear rolling down the pale skin of her cheek.


“Let’s give them a moment, Beanpole,” Giovan said.


Fi hurried after as he started up the steps. Behind her,
Gedarow followed close behind, his smile now gone. She skipped a little closer
to Giovan, glancing up to his face – his beard was flecked with grey now, which
hadn’t seemed to be the case before they’d left the city.


“Think you can unfreeze Lord Abrensi when we get back?” he
asked, his eyes roving the path above.


“I’m not sure. Stone is so different to the wood and
plants here.”


“Sounds about right.”


“No.” She frowned. “I mean with my songs. The ones I’ve
made here are a bit like I’m encouraging the trees to grow or sometimes go
back, like a seedling, but stone never grows, right? It’s almost as though... I
don’t know what to say to it.”


Giovan glanced at her. “So don’t ask it to be something
it’s not.”


“What?”


“If your other songs failed because you tried to change
the stone too much, what do rocks usually do? Just encourage them to do that.”


She slowed... was that the answer? 


What did rocks do, except stay still or be hard? She
glanced over her shoulder once more, this time looking past Gedarow, who had
slowed to let Nia catch up, to where the stone pillars would have been.


Faded. Worn down...


Could she sing a song that asked the stone to crumble
down, like the rain and wind made it do over the years?


She quickened her step once more. There was good chance;
she’d just have to get back and try something! Already, words and phrases were
swirling in her head. They were all Anaskari, but maybe they needed to be older
ones too. Old like stone. Lavinia and Stefano might know...


Fi stopped.


She’d already reached the top of the hill but Giovan had
blocked much of her view, he stood with sword drawn and one hand outstretched
as if to hold her back. 


Beyond him was only barren ground and the coloured tiles
of a travel-stone... she blinked. Something crouched before the stone – a
great, silver-scaled creature, part lizard and part dog!


It bared its fangs but did not approach.


“What is that?” she asked.


“Not sure. Stay back.”


Footsteps rushed up behind Fi and she spun. Nia was
charging, tugging at the gloves she wore, Gedarow in tow. 


“Let me,” Nia said as she drew level with Giovan, then
stalked closer before he could answer. “Don’t come too close.” 


The lizard-thing skipped back at her approach, moving
quickly. Nia slowed but did not stop, matching its pace. The creature hissed
now, but Nia did not back down.


It charged. Talons gleamed as it raced across the stone.


Nia clapped her hands together.


A large cloud of pale, purple powder burst forth. The
lizard stumbled within the cloud, slowing so quickly that Fi gasped. Nia leant
closer, exhaling as she did, blowing more powder into the lizard’s face. It
thumped to the earth and lay still, jaw moving slowly. “Give it a moment longer
to dissipate,” Nia said as she turned.


“That’s impressive,” Giovan said.


She smiled. “It’s not something I can do over and over,
but I’ll make an exception for a Silverine.”


“What was it?” Fi asked.


“Something rare. They like to steal eggs, among other
things. And their saliva is a poison that freezes your limbs, so if you ever
see another one, you know to keep away, right?”


“I will,” Fi said with a nod. “How did you know it was
here?”


“Father and I felt it; he’ll deal with this one now.”


“Are there nests nearby?” Giovan asked.


“No. This one must have travelled some distance from where
they were once sighted,” she said, then trailed off a moment. A slight frown
crossed her features.


“Something wrong?”


“No... I just, mentioning them now, and where they’re
usually found... it almost triggered a memory.” She shrugged. “No matter, let’s
get to the city by the sea. It’ll take me a little while to arrange the stones,
but maybe you’d like to help, Fi?”


“I would,” Fi replied, then followed Nia over the still
powdery ground, giving the Silverine some room. Even though the mysterious
powder had settled, Fi still blinked at a heavy wave of weariness.


Yet it passed once she reached the coloured stones. “How
can you do that?” she asked.


Nia laughed. “I’ll tell you while we work.”


 











12. Flir


 


The last of Ekolay’s provisions were eaten quite quickly
but it was a jovial meal, the smiles it brought probably needed just as much as
the warm food that Flir had watched Kanis inhale.


And for a moment, he was less charming than exasperating.


Once everyone had eaten their fill and the Ice-Priests sought
their rest, shuffling out across the creaking floorboards, Ekolay finished the
explanation he’d started before the meal. “That chest is full of the new
currency. Circle Member Wodka wanted you to consider it both an expression of
gratitude for your work with the dark creatures you have killed but also to
assist the search for bones.”


“And he knew we would be here?” Pevin asked. The
flickering fire lit his face where he’d leant back in his chair.


“Not truly. I was eventually sent after you and I thought
setting up camp here would be better than chasing you to the Lake.”


Flir nodded. “Because you saw the travel-stone.”


Ekolay nodded. “Not that I knew what it was at first.” He
chuckled. “But once I’d used it and gotten over my shock, I thought you’d
return to it sooner or later.”


“Is that all?” Kanis asked as he toyed with a saltshaker
someone had found in the Stakista’s pantries. 


“You mean, according to the Circle?”


“I was more curious about you, actually.”


The archer grinned. “That’s a fair question. How about I
start with the Circle? I think it’ll be quicker.”


“Please,” Flir said. 


“I was told that, should Black Thorn Lake be a dead end, I
was to direct you to another possible place to investigate. It seems their
archivist located something else.”


“Another myth?”


“Perhaps. Supposedly, islanders to the west once
worshipped a great whale – yet for generations they have been fairly closed-off
from folk on the mainland. And there’s the Chilava there, too, of course.”


“Which is why the Conclave would want a pair of dilar to
venture forth to investigate,” Kanis said as he folded his arms.


“Can’t say I blame them,” the archer replied with a
cackling laugh.


“And you, yourself?” Flir asked.


He spread his hands. “Well, that might take a little
longer but I’d like to accompany you to Anaksar, whenever you return.”


She frowned. It was not a difficult request but it was
unexpected. And unusual. “I assume there are enough ships passing between the
two nations now that you shouldn’t need me.”


“The cost of passage is a little out of reach for a
wanderer like myself.”


“That’s easy enough to believe, but why?” Kanis asked.


“There is someone I am seeking,” he replied, all hints of
good cheer gone now. “I’ve come to believe they in fact fled west some years
ago.”


Flir met his gaze. Ekolay was still holding back yet there
was something beyond that secret also. On the surface, it seemed an
honest enough request but that honesty had perhaps been tempered by news of the
Conclave... they expected Ekolay to follow her west, whenever that time came. 


What remained hidden, despite her new gift – or remained
obscured by the archer’s burning desire to continue his hunt, was why
the Conclave had sent him to watch. The simplest possibility was to protect
their investment in any bone... perhaps Ekolay was supposed to snoop around
now, to see if Flir was hiding bone from the lake.


But exactly who he was hunting was unclear too, that
secret weighed heavily upon the man.


Revenge.


Ekolay wanted revenge against someone, someone who had
stolen something precious many years ago, during their youth. Flir leant
forward. It had been upon the steps of a grand temple to the south, during an
unusually warm summer... and then it was gone.


The man’s jaw was clenched. “Well, what do you say?”


“That we will need to know who you seek before we consider
your proposition,” Flir said.


“The man who killed my son.”


Flir held his gaze, and she did not need to ask – it was
the truth, though again, Ekolay held back the details; they were simply buried
too deeply. “Truly?”


“Aye.”


She glanced to Kanis and Pevin. “We will give you our
answer tomorrow.”


“I appreciate that, dilar.” He rose with a smile. “And I
think I’ll take the first watch, just in case. Until tomorrow.”


Flir murmured her thanks and turned to those remaining – Kanis
and Pevin of course, but Aren too. Grav had already sought his bed, the poor
fellow, but his master remained.


“What do you think about that then?” Kanis asked.


“I believe him,” Flir replied. 


“About everything?” 


She nodded. “Everything he told us, yes. But I saw more
than he intended to reveal. The Conclave expects him to spy on us also. I think
he has simply taken his chance to combine that task with a personal one.”


“And you know this due to the Sea God,” Aren said.


“Yes.” As ever, the man was guarded himself, though she
received no sense that he was anything more than what he claimed – a Custodian
of the dilar, one perhaps more driven than most when it came to preserving the
knowledge.


Kanis shrugged. “Then we can take him, I suppose. The real
question is, take him where?”


“You don’t want to check the islands?” Pevin asked.


“I don’t know,” Kanis said. “It seems a long shot,
especially considering that we actually know where a Sea God is right now.” 


Aren nodded slowly. “For all we know, they may have held
on to bones from a different Beast for many generations.”


“True,” Kanis said with a frown. “Flir?”


“There is a more pressing concern – we need to warn Seto
about Chelona.”


“That would take weeks,” Kanis replied. “Shouldn’t we find
more bone? It’s the only thing that can stand against her, isn’t it?”


Flir glanced to the floor, where somewhere below waited
the storeroom and travel-stone. “Perhaps not. I think I can use my new ‘gift’
to discover how to make the travel-stone that’s here take us to Anaskar. Then,
we could easily return to this search if need be.”


Kanis grinned. “Well, that would make things easier.”


“And we’d bring Ekolay?” Pevin asked.


“I suppose so.”


“There’s still one question that I wish an answer for, dilar,”
Pevin said. “How did the Conclave come to give him the task of watching us? Why
a wandering archer with a hidden quest for revenge?”


Aren nodded. “You think he was a spy since Ithinov?”


“Perhaps. Best we keep an open mind.”


“I will find out,” Flir said. “But tomorrow. For now, I
need to rest – we all do.”


“Fair enough,” Aren said as he rose, biding them good
night. 


Pevin followed and Kanis slid the saltshaker across the
dining table before doing the same, glancing over his shoulder. “Are you all
right? You know, now that you’ve eaten the eye?”


Flir nodded. “Well enough. It might actually be useful.”


“What if it’s also poison?”


“I’d know by now, I think.”


“Probably,” he replied, a trace of relief in his voice.
“Good night then.”


“Night, Kanis.” Flir hesitated, nearly adding something
else, but he had already left the dining room. 


Instead, she followed a little slowly, her own limbs
weary, and found her room. It was not too distant from the one he had chosen.
Once more, she paused but opened the door and sought her bed. There was no window
but she’d left a candle alight, enough to avoid her pack and the stool before a
basin. She sat and unlaced her boots, working on her tunic and pants next,
until she was down to her undergarments, a slight shiver her reward.


She slid beneath the heavy blankets then and stared up at
the dark ceiling.


What was Kanis doing, mere rooms away? “You fool.”


Thinking about Kanis was unavoidable... her weariness
should have been enough to dampen any passion but she had already thrown back
the covers before she could berate herself further. Her heart was beating
quicker and she groaned. Like a young woman sneaking into her lover’s room for
the first time, giggling about it on the inside?


But she didn’t stop either, opening her door carefully
then flitting to Kanis’ room, the floorboards cold beneath her feet. She
reached out... was it a mistake? No. And didn’t she deserve to make at least
one decision for herself? 


She opened door then closed it quickly behind her.


Starlight poured into Kanis’ room, illuminating him
clearly enough as he sat up with a frown, his bare chest clear, the old scar
upon his shoulder still visible where he’d once caught an arrow. “Flir?”


She strode to the bed and climbed upon the soft mattress
before smiling. “I have not heard you think of much else since we left the
mountains.”


He cleared his throat, then smiled. “You could tell?”


“Yes.” Flir had already straddled his warm stomach and she
caught his hand where it trailed up her leg. “Slow down.”


His smile became a grin. “You don’t seem so tired
anymore.”


“I’m not,” she said as she leant in to kiss him, the scent
of his skin a dim memory that suddenly burst into life.











13. Ain


 


The rooms in the upper storeys of the Vakim outpost were
empty and did not reveal much evidence of being used often. Tables were bare,
so too cupboards and water barrels. Few beds showed evidence of use, but as Ain
led Wayrn down toward the courtyard and its well, he did note more recent
footfalls.


“Have they already moved on?” Wayrn asked as he worked the
rope and bucket.


Ain shook his head. “I don’t think so... but I cannot be
sure either.”


“There’s a gate over there that we haven’t searched,” he
said. “I’m starting to feel less uneasy about having no weapons, however. What
do the paths tell you?”


“There was significant movement there,” he pointed to a
spot nearby, “and here... and something of great power trod these
stones,” Ain said. “Just as it did in the storeys above.” He squinted at the
faint, wavering spots of green flame that represented the path it had taken.


There was no trail in or out of the outpost. As though
whoever it had been simply appeared and then disappeared.


The mastermind had been here, surely. And what did someone
with such power want with so much bone?


He looked up the sky; was the Cloud still safe, wherever
they hid? Silaj and Jali too? If he did not return, he would have failed them
in a far, far crueller way than anyone had ever failed him. Because while the
absence of his own parents was not entirely their fault, Ain himself had made
the choice to leave his family and fight. He could have stayed, others would
have gone in his stead.


But that would have been... wrong. Others should not have
had to suffer because he did not use his gifts to protect them.


Ain sighed. Indecision was poison. Actions speak,
so Jedda had always told him.


And that was what he had to do now.


“We have to continue searching, no matter who was here,”
he said.


Wayrn nodded as he handed over the water bucket. Ain drank
deeply before leading the way to the gate. It was not locked. An ill omen? The
stone passage beyond led to a set of stairs that descended in a wide spiral,
coming to a halt at an iron door with no bars.


This would not open.


Yet recent paths led beyond. “There’s something on the
other side,” Ain said.


Wayrn studied the door. “How do we get inside?” 


Ain reached into his pocket and withdrew the Shali Stones with
a slight frown. “With these, I suppose.”


“But can you do it without hurting yourself in such close
quarters?”


“I don’t know.” He glanced back to the door. “It’d be
assuring if I could just rest them against the iron and then climb the stairs,
let it blast through without me.”


“What happened last time?”


“It was just a reaction. I don’t think I even had much to
do with it.” He weighed them in his hand. Did they feel different at all?
Somehow... expectant? Did the stones sense his intent? Light seemed to flicker
within both now and he opened his mouth to speak but the glow faded.


“The air just changed,” Wayrn said. 


Ain hadn’t noticed but he didn’t disagree, since the glow
was already returning. “Perhaps you should stand back,” he said, then braced
himself. 


Wayrn skipped back a few steps. “Are you sure?”


“No, but I have to try something,” he replied. “Sands Protect
Me.”


This time, would the strike go forth instead of landing so
near? Would being underground matter? The Stones sat within his hand, half atop
each other, and the glow was intensifying... yet nothing happened. 


He lifted the onyx free and the glow faded.


When he replaced the stone the glow returned in strength
but still, nothing else happened.


“Hmmm.”


“Anything?” Wayrn called from up the stairway.


“No, but I have an idea.” Ain extended both arms, pointing
at the great iron door, took a deep breath then clapped the Shali Stones together.


Booming light blazed forth. 


It struck the door in shower of sparks, shattering the
steel. Ain blinked his vision clear, wincing as he did. A smoking opening was
all that remained, both steel and stone glowing red, an acrid scent filling the
corridor.


Wayrn clambered down, then slapped Wayrn upon the back.
“Well, that certainly worked.”


“It did.” He looked back at the stones couched in his
palm. Was it truly so simple? Perhaps anyone could use the stones for
their purpose. A mystery for another moment. “In we go then.”


The green footfalls of the powerful being had entered the
room and left without any detours – heading down a short aisle lined with the
barred cells all lit by small, high windows fitted with their own bars. Ain crept
into the uneven light. 


He peered between the first few cells. What had he sensed
down here?


A patch of blue rested within. 


Ain leapt against the bars. “Majid?” 


There was no answer, but it was his friend! The
Pathfinder lay slumped in the corner, motionless upon a bed of old straw. The Sands
had watched over him after all. There was a faint rise and fall to his chest,
but his face was turned to the shadows of the cell.


Wayrn dashed to the next stall. “Jedda is here.”


Ain joined his friend and sure enough, Jedda’s white hair
was revealed as the old man opened his eyes, at first blinking heavily, then
widening in shock. “Ain!” His voice was rusty, as if unused.


“We’ll get you out,” Ain said. “Just stand back. Is Majid
all right?”


Jedda slid himself up against the far wall. His sleeveless
tunic was stained with blood, but little seemed to be his at least. “We spoke
last night.”


Ain didn’t answer. Instead, he lifted the stones and held
them together. The glow built and he extended his hands to the bars, took a
steadying breath before – gently this time – clapping them together.


Light flashed and sharp crack echoed throughout the
prison.


When his eyes adjusted once more, three bars had been bent
open. Jedda rose now, his expression again one of shock. But the old man passed
through and gripped Ain by the shoulders with a broad smile. “You found them.”


“We did,” Ain replied with a smile of his own. He
swallowed, then wiped at his eyes. “I didn’t know if we’d find you.”


“It’ll take more than a prison cell to finish me off,
lad.”


“So I am glad to be reminded.”


“I think Majid is stirring,” Wayrn said.


Beyond the bars, Majid had woken now, his expression one
of confusion. Then he straightened slowly. “You found us!”


“Wait there, Majid,” Ain replied with a smile, as both
Wayrn and Jedda took a few steps back.


Once more, Ain clicked the stones at the bars. And once
more, the iron blasted open – but again, it was not too violent. Controlling
the strikes seemed easier with each use. Even the flash they emitted seemed to
be less painful.


With Majid free, Ain placed the stones away. “I will save
the tale of how we found these for now – what of the others?” he asked.


A shadow passed over Majid’s face like clouds across the
moon. “They did not survive. The Vakim took one of Palan’s men before we
reached this place. Palan and the others were struck down here, in an ambush.”
He paused to take a deep breath. “We were outnumbered but we found the source
of the creatures, it was some white-robed sorceress.”


Jedda nodded. “Somehow, it seemed that she followed us,
having taken all the bone from the Cloud. Once she arrived, she simply waved a
hand and... deflated the green walkers. It was the Vakim that imprisoned us; I
don’t know what they were planning to do. They rarely spoke and of those words,
few were Medah.”


“They stopped feeding us two days ago,” Majid added. “We
think they returned further north. I finished my water yesterday – I have to
admit that I had begun to think we would not survive.”


Ain hesitated as tension raced through his limbs now. “You
said this witch had bone from the Cloud?”


“Yes. She gathered it in the courtyard before disappearing
with it,” Jedda replied. “I hope Raila was quick enough to withdraw.”


“Galier told us that the Cloud was fine, didn’t he?” Wayrn
asked.


“I hope it is true.”


“Let’s raid this place for whatever supplies we can get
our hands on and find out,” Majid said.


“The well is good at least,” Ain said, but exchanged a
glance with Wayrn – explaining the detour to Jedda and Majid could wait.


Together, each supporting another, they climbed free of
the prison and eventually reached the well where Wayrn took control of the
bucket. He worked the rope quickly for Jedda and Majid, but Ain found himself
drawn toward the centre of the courtyard.


An odd path lurked there. New footfalls, as if from wide,
pliable feet.


No creature walked like that, surely. Not even the Plague-men,
of which none remained, since the mysterious woman had discarded them once
they’d served their purpose. But the longer he examined it, the more he realised
there was something sharply familiar about the path.


Darkling?


A shadow appeared above, and something quite large leant
over one of the balconies.


“Beware!” Ain cried as he skipped back.


The dark shape leapt over the railing, hurtling down to
crack the tiles as it landed in a puff of dust. 


Shouts echoed from behind, water splashing on stone.


Ain gave more ground. The creature was large and
boulder-like, with no head to speak of and ungainly limbs. It seemed put
together from stone, wet sand, and even bits of bone too – but mostly, it was
the green of cactus. Within its chest, visible even through the plant,
something red glowed.


It was a Darkling. Had the two somehow combined?


Ain swung the Stones – then swore as the jasper clattered
across the floor. Pain pulsed from his wrist where a long cactus spine suddenly
protruded from his flesh, blood trickling down.


Sands, he hadn’t even seen it attack!


But he raised an arm just in case, and two more needles
flashed across the way, piercing the sleeve of his robes. He cursed again as
the ground rumbled beneath the thing’s approach. It was not so fast but he
still fell back, ducking into a crouch.


The sharp path was clear and Ain tore at it, snapping his
wrist.


An invisible strike shot forth. It crashed into the
creature and drove the thing back. From the corner of his eye, Ain caught
movement as Wayrn tore across the courtyard in a flash of black. He slid across
the ground to snatch up the Shali Stone. “Ain!”


He hurled the jasper across the room.


Ain leapt up, stretching his still-bleeding arm, and the
stone smacked into his palm. He’d barely landed before he slammed the two
stones together.


Blinding lightning split the courtyard with a ringing
crack. 


Hot cactus splattered across his arms and chest and he
flinched.


But when Ain blinked his vision clear, the Plague-Darkling
was no more. In its place, a little closer than he’d have liked, rested a mess
of steaming debris. Most of it cactus, but all of it charred. Ain exhaled. It
had caught them off guard; he’d not felt it upon the paths until it was close.
Why?


“I’m going to scout the area,” Wayrn said. “Just in case
there’re more.”


“Right,” Ain said, then turned back to Jedda and Majid – only
to find Majid collapsed in Jedda’s arms. Ain dashed over. “What’s wrong?”


“He tried to help, is all. He’s still breathing, so I’m
sure he’ll recover but we better not run into any more of those things.”


“There is a travel-stone not too far from here,” Ain said.
He frowned. “We can send you back to the Cloud... with the stones.”


“Lad?”


“Wayrn and I have to warn Anaskar – I’ve been told that
the Cloud is safe, but I want you to take the stones just in case.”


“Are you sure?”


Ain nodded. “I have come this far, I won’t risk your lives
now.”


Jedda’s eyes misted with tears. “You’re a good lad, Ain.
But will you be safe in the city, delivering this warning?”


“I think so, I’ll be surrounded by powerful allies at
least,” he replied, but did not mention the nature of the warning. If something
so vast was waking beneath the ocean, it no doubt meant Anaskar was going to
fall under threat once more.


And if it were the kind of threat that troubled the
mysterious Galier, and would threaten a Greatmask, then all nations were in
danger.


Silaj and Jali would have to wait just a little longer. 


 











14. Notch


 


The sun was mild, even pleasant where they walked the
impressive road of stone toward the not too distant walls of Paradisum. The
roadside markers they sometimes passed were equally well-maintained, each indicating
a shrinking distance to the City of Vipers.


Notch could have chuckled at the weather – it was almost too
fine of a day. But then, what should the weather have been like on the morning
of an assassination?


He checked upon the bracers – the lions retained their
pose. Which hopefully meant they had no objection to what he planned. Nor
should they, surely. Tanere was no King, he was a bloodthirsty tyrant at best.


Other travellers shared the road by the time they neared
the gates, mostly Os-Bellator but more than a few in the black robes of the
Wardens of the Afterlife. It was a group of Ecsoli Notch had heard of but not
seen, they were accompanying a covered wagon, no doubt heading for a temple
within the city.


Emisa stopped to let them pass, her mask tilted toward the
wagon.


A few farmers seemed to be bringing their wares to market
late too, harried expressions accompanying their own wagons, horses working
hard.


Before they reached the gates, Milus joined them,
breathing heavily. “Thanks for waiting, you two.” He now carried a hessian
sack, but did not offer to reveal the bulging contents. “Took me a little
longer than I’d hoped,” the man whispered as they neared the gate guards. “Most
of the bones were Warded, you see.”


Notch didn’t see, but perhaps the warding of bones made
sense considering how deeply they were woven into Ecsoli lives. 


“Inquisitor Kalis, your party is free to continue on, of
course,” said one of the guards to Emisa when they stood before them.


“Thank you,” she replied.


Notch followed her past the heavily-armed men into the
city, the tall buildings here adorned with carvings of lions, hawks and bears,
upper storeys casting deep shade where only few crystal lamps glowed softly.
Ahead, the hammering and shouts from a shipyard blended with the shouts and
haggling from a market. Upon a corner, a trio of women stood waving to
passers-by. They wore tight and revealing clothing, but bone bracelets of
protection were equally prominent upon their wrists.


“What did the guards see just now?” Notch asked.


“The Swan of Hastam House and two attendants – precisely
what I wanted him to see.”


“And does the magic hold now?”


“Yes. Within the walls there are eyes everywhere, Notch.”


Milus whistled. “I knew Medina was impressive but that is
some mighty impressive Clouding, Inquisitor. It goes beyond, in fact.”


“Indeed.” She glanced to Notch. “Well then, what now?”


“The quickest and most unobtrusive path to the palace, I
think.”


“Can you cloak us even there?” Milus asked.


“I can.”


Notch glanced around as they walked. “What is the best
path? Is there some option that doesn’t use the sweat of the Tonitora? Some
minor iternus we could use?”


“All movements within the city are monitored by the Inquisitors,”
Emisa said. “It would be fast enough but it may invite too much interest too
soon, even cloaked as we are.”


“Right.”


Both Ecsoli thought a moment.


“What about the Canalis?” Milus finally said.


“Perhaps,” Emisa replied. “They are no longer used.”


“Is this an underground waterway?” Notch asked.


“Not precisely. They were once driven by water but the
pods can still be propelled. The real question will be whether the Canalis remain
clear.”


Milus snapped his fingers. “Isn’t there an old porticos
over by the Winalaris Stables?”


Emisa gave a nod. “Let’s find a carriage.”


“How are we going to...” Notch trailed off. No doubt Emisa
would simply use her mask to call for help.


And although they began to walk east through the perfectly
cobbled streets, it was not long before the clap of hooves echoed. A pair of
white horses appeared further along the street, their driver dressed in a fine grey
coat and black gloves.


He reined them in. “Inquisitor? I am Lloid of the Equos
Carriage Service.”


She nodded. “Winalaris Stables, please.”


“Of course,” he said with a nod. “Please forgive me but we
are short one footman today.”


“It is no trouble,” she said as she opened the carriage
door.


Notch circled to find his own seat and then, no sooner had
Milus joined him, the driver cracked the whip and the buildings began to roll
by outside – robes, breastplates of bone and darker tunics, and the vests of
‘regular’ citizens too.


The city changed little on their ride – clean stone
buildings, manicured gardens, elaborate fountains and once, a sprawling lawn
where children played a game with two coloured balls – one red and one blue – kicking
and shouting and laughing.


Notch swallowed hard at the sound of their joy; somehow
like a dagger, the way it reminded him of Raf.


“Here are the stables,” Milus said as the carriage slowed.


Notch climbed free once it rolled to a stop, and made room
for an older couple to pass by, a tiny dog on a leash walking between them. Winalaris
Stables were expansive, covering several blocks. Greenery was visible above the
high stone walls, the thunder of hooves leaping over too. Ornate gates of
steel, a giant ‘W’ in the centre, stood closed.


“To the left,” Emisa said after she’d thanked the driver
and joined Notch. She pointed to a smaller street where a barred alcove waited,
old stone seats lining the street. “Let’s see if it’s useful.”


Notch followed her across the road and stepped within the
porticos, reaching out a hand to grip the bars. Some appeared to have been
replaced more recently than others. “People use the Canalis still?”


“Perhaps to hide,” Emisa said. “No-one would bother with
them now; it has been decades since the use of smaller iternus and other means
took over.”


Notch wrenched one of the bars open with a mere twist of
his wrist. “Down we go then.”


He stepped into a cooler darkness, lit quickly by the glow
from Emisa’s mask, and found the stairs. A handrail led down into the inky
dark, but despite the dust and leaves that coated most of the descent, he
didn’t use the guide. Footing seemed sure enough... but when he reached the
bottom, he slowed.


A broad room revealed several wide, circular openings
arranged in a line across the wall. Beside each, a small room with a desk – all
unattended, of course. A sleek carriage-like thing waited in one of the
openings. It boasted no wheels but was instead lined with bone, the worn leather
of five seats visible.


“That thing hurtles down through the darkness?” Notch
asked.


“Yes,” Emisa replied.


Milus approached, running a hand over the leather.
“Supposedly a Controller could choose a destination from those rooms. Lights
ran along the tunnels and the water helped the journey – and of course, the
power of bone kept everything stable.” He smiled. “I’ve always wanted to ride
one.”


“Hop in and your dream will come true,” Emisa said, and it
seemed she was almost smiling. “Can you handle the lights?”


“It’s not really my skill, but I’ll manage.”


The Inquisitor moved to the Controller’s room and rummaged
around inside before murmuring to herself. Notch joined her, and found Emisa
running a finger across a panel of steel set upon the wall. There, Ecsoli
script and symbols rested above small switches.


She flicked one and waved to Notch. “Get in and I’ll do
the rest from the carriage.”


Notch climbed aboard and gripped the sides. Above, blue
and green lights glowed, more and more appearing further along the stretching Canalis.
“What is this thing supposed to slide on without water?”


“I’m working on that too,” Emisa said as she sat before
him, one hand upon a lever, holding quite still as though concentrating.


“Will anyone notice the water running again?”


“It’s possible. But since I’ll be hiding us, it’ll
probably be assumed as some sort of fault or even vandalism.”


“Probably?”


Emisa didn’t turn. “Rushing into the palace is your idea.
I’m happy to try something else.”


“No. We’ve come this far.”


“Very well.”


Steel screeched and then the sound of flowing water
followed. It flowed beneath them, a steady stream, but Emisa did not release
the carriage at first.


“I’m waiting for the other valves,” she said after a
moment.


Ahead, one of the dots of green light flickered, but grew
steady again. The muted rushing of water echoed up from deeper along the Canalis.


“Better.” Now she glanced over her shoulder. “Ready?”


“Very much so!” Milus said with a grin.


Notch gave a short nod.


Emisa pulled the level and the carriage slid forward with
a wrench. Notch gripped the sides now, pressing himself a little more firmly
into the seat. The wheelless carriage picked up speed quickly but it was
unnaturally steady – the bone magic at work. A small comfort at least.


“What do we do if there’s been a cave in?” Milus asked.


Notch glared at the man.











15. Notch


 


Lights flashed overhead but not so fast as to be
disorienting. Cold air flowed across Notch’s face, but the tension in his
muscles came from the speed and the unknown of what lurked ahead.


No matter how smooth the carriage ride, even when
switching between Canalis passages, there was just no way to relax, even with
both Emisa and Milus perched at the ready – presumably to watch for cave-ins or
other problems, and deal with them via their bone.


But the palace could not be so distant now, surely? And
the sooner they arrived the better he’d feel. “How does this thing stop?” Notch
asked.


“At the far end of the line there are measures in place.”


“Via bone?”


“Yes.”


Not long after his question, the carriage began to ascend
slightly, but did not lose any speed. The endless miracles of Ecsoli magic, and
another reminder of just how different the place was to home. A new concern
struck him. “How do we know the bones still work? Or that they haven’t been
stolen by scavengers?”


“This line is one of several due to end directly beneath
the palace; such bone will have been protected.”


“Unless someone inside has grown desperate enough to sneak
down themselves,” Milus said.


Notch hid a clenched hand.


“If so, we can slow the carriage,” Emisa said with a sigh.


“Appreciate the confidence, My Lady,” Milus replied.


Ahead, shadows loomed as the lights disappeared and far
too swiftly, a dark maw swallowed them. Milus cursed. “The crystals aren’t
responding!”


A brighter glow burst from Emisa’s mask.


It reached the soft green and grey of the walls easily – and
further ahead, a wall of steel that had been marked with faded paint.


Notch straightened but Emisa had already lifted both hands
and now their flight along the water eased. She braced herself – almost as
though she were pressing against the still-distant blockage... yet the carriage
slowed further and her methods soon brought the vessel to a complete halt a few
yards from the wall.


“Nicely done,” Milus said.


“Let’s go,” she said.


Notch unclenched his leg and arm muscles then climbed to
the platform, kicking out a stiffness to his limbs. The water drained almost
soundlessly into holes placed below. 


He joined the others at the wall, which was more a
grating, really; thick bars set close together, making a net with only narrow
openings barely half a hand’s width. Notch looked up. The symbols painted upon
the surface seemed to be a warning, the stroke of the application bold, and
with what looked reasonably similar to an Anaskari exclamation mark at the end.


“It says the Canalis are forbidden upon the pain of
death,” Milus offered.


“Do we need to worry about that?” Notch asked. “Does the
palace enforce this rule in any particular way?”


“Not that I recall,” Milus said. “But it’s no surprise.”


“Then do we simply break through?” Notch asked.


Emisa was already pacing before it. “This feels unusual.”


“How so?” Milus asked.


“There are perhaps dozens of masks strong enough to break
through something like this even when it is obviously more than steel – yet any
extra measures should be no real barrier to Medina.” She grew still a moment.
“Ah.”


Notch joined her before the gate. “What is it?”


“I suspect something beyond, but we have to break through
to be sure – use the Fura Leones to assist me.”


“Very well.” Notch placed both palms against the chill
steel.


“Now push.”


Medina glowed brighter. Notch strained against the barrier,
which did not seem to be budging at all. He pushed with his legs now, engaging
his whole body, glaring at the surface... rage grew quickly. He blinked at his
fingers – they were claws already. But he did not stop pushing either, and a
growl rose from his throat. 


Still the gate resisted.


Notch lifted an arm with a roar and slammed his paw into
the steel.


The gate buckled with a mighty crack. 


A massive split was now visible and so he reached out to
rip the opening wider, enough to pass through, then stood back, breathing hard.
Only darkness beyond.


Milus whistled. “It’s still impressive to see.”


Notch glanced back at his hands. Human once more. The
transformation in and out of lion form was growing easier... and somehow
instinctive. A good or a bad sign? Hopefully good; he’d need their help for
what was to come. 


“Come,” Emisa said. “We cannot know whether anyone will be
aware after the clamour we caused.”


“The Clouding won’t be enough?” Notch asked.


“I can conceal our movements from most masks but not from
regular eyes, remember. ‘Lady Kalis of Hastam House and her attendants’ shouldn’t
be down here either.” 


Beyond, the glow from her mask revealed a similar stone
tunnel. At the gate’s base, slid to one side as though breaking through had
disturbed it, rested a skeleton. “Maybe you didn’t need to rob any graves after
all,” Notch said to Milus.


Emisa had crouched before the skeleton. “No. He could not
have used this for a decoy – it’s not all human.”


Notch turned.


She pointed to several ribs and arm bones. “These are from
a Sea God – they have been woven into the skeleton.”


“Why?”


“As a Ward. So long as the skeleton touched the gate it
functioned as an additional lock.” Now she pointed to where the heart would
once have rested and Notch saw at last, a chain link had been bolted into the
gate.


“They did this to their own people?”


“Someone did so in the past, yes.”


Milus set his sack of bones down and sighed. “A shame we
cannot use the Sea God bones – they’re certainly powerful enough.”


“Even if they weren’t bound to that task, that was a
person,” Emisa said.


He rose. “Indeed.”


“Bound?” Notch asked.


She nodded. “Some bone can have its purpose sealed – you
cannot see, but whoever Carved these placed certain runes to block other uses.”


He nodded slowly. “Will we face something similar again?”


“Probably not. I suspect the main passages will be guarded,
but we should be able to find entry to the palace dungeons, or maybe the
cellars.”


“Good.”


But she did not set off. “Notch, let me ask you again. Do
you truly wish to simply blunder your way to Tanere? You do not even know if he
is in the palace at present.”


“Then I will ask you to check,” he said.


“Fine. But I want an answer.”


“I will grind him beneath my heel before the end of the
day.”


She rested a hand on her hip. “I’m not after bravado.”


“And I am not offering that. You can cloak us – I will reach
him and I will kill him. Then, Milus will unleash the decoy and once more, you
conceal our passage to Alosus and then to the harbour.”


“A simple enough plan,” Milus observed.


“And if it is too simple? We all know that when Tanere
sees you return, he will try and take the Fura Leones. He may know you are here
even now.”


Notch nodded. “He will fail. He believes he has some sort
of leverage over me but once he is dead that is no longer true.”


“Perhaps only if you free Alosus first. There is every
chance Tanere can reach your friend no matter where he is. Will you risk that?”


“Are you offering to protect Alosus?”


“I have no choice, obviously.”


Notch smiled. “Then take us to Alosus first, My Lady.” 


 











16. Notch


 


The dungeons reeked of mould and damp stone, shadows deep
between the cells as they strode along. Light from Emisa’s mask was just enough
to illuminate the grime-encrusted floor and gleam on the bars. Neither sound
nor movement came from beyond the cells, all with bone locks or symbols painted
on iron doors of more secure rooms.


“Are they unused?” Notch asked as they approached a stair.


“These appear to be,” Emisa replied.


“But they transported prisoners via the Canalis sometimes?”


“Not only prisoners, I suspect,” she replied. “But I do
believe that some were taken by that path to keep them from the public eye, and
then transferred eventually to the arena, depending on what tunnel was used.”


“Cheery,” Milus said.


“From here, how do we reach Alosus?” Notch asked.


“And who are we going to be masquerading as?” Milus added.
“I doubt I can manage to hide my northern accent if you’re planning to keep us
as southern nobles.”


“I have changed the Cloak,” she said. “People will now
assume we are three Inquisitors, actually. Few others would have a chance at
seeing a prisoner as important as Alosus. He is currently in dignitaries’ wing,
under guard of course.”


“Then let’s get moving,” Notch said, starting up the
stairs and taking them two at a time. 


At the top he paused before another door, this too, sealed
with bone.


Emisa opened it easily enough and they started along a new
darkened corridor, soon reaching a second door. This one bore no lock and
opened into a bright passage lit by crystals – though none rested across from
their door. Nearby, a pair of Os-Bellator straightened from their table.


“My Lords and Lady?” one asked.


“Worry not, our inspection is complete,” Emisa replied.


“Ah, inspection?” the other asked. He glanced at his
fellow. “Forgive us for not being aware – can we assist you?”


“No need, be at ease,” she replied calmly.


“Of course.”


She strode on, and Notch kept pace, tension growing
despite clear evidence to the effectiveness of Emisa’s skill. They passed more
doors, these obviously leading to cells that were in use.


But no-one called after, which seemed unlikely in any
event – no prison guards would challenge three Inquisitors, surely.


Beyond the prison, Emisa led them swiftly through a blur
of corridors and passages, all typically opulent from statuary to the
exoticness of plants and flower. They even passed an indoor garden lit by a
roof of glass, where green-robed figures tended to blossoms that floated from
basin to basin.


None challenged Emisa, yet the few times they passed Inquisitors,
Notch tensed again – a reflex he couldn’t control.


But her mastery was complete.


The bigger problem had been when they encountered a noble
in long silks – she was shouting at one of the Tonitora who appeared to have
dropped several bolts of cloth. As she screeched, she waved a bone charm at him
– it was shaped as a claw, and the Tonitora flinched each time.


Notch strode to stand before her, fury surging through his
body. “Cease this.”


She flinched back, assuming she’d been approached by an
Inquisitor, but the shock on her lined face changed to confusion, then outrage.
“What is the meaning of this? Do you know to whom you are speaking? I am Lady Deborah of Casa –”


“I care not.”


Her nostrils flared. “I have done nothing wrong!”


Notch kept his voice to a low growl. “You will continue on
your way now.”


She trembled as she began to move, taking uncertain steps
of doubt and confusion at first, then gaining speed as he watched. The Tonitora
offered his thanks, then scooped up the burden and hurried after his mistress.


Emisa hissed. “That’s enough!”


Notch rejoined them but did not reply.


“We cannot risk such delays,” she said.


“Then let’s hurry.”


She whirled on her heel and continued on, eventually
slowing before a grand entryway of thin, fluted columns and a marble staircase
lined with what Notch had began to consider the customary gold.


People milled about in their finery, speaking softly. Most
were Ecsoli, but a few seemed to be different enough in dress and look – more
blond hair and mostly worn in braids – to be perhaps from vassal states.


Many watched the three ‘Inquisitors’ ascend the stairs but
as before, no-one sought to stop or even speak to them.


When at last Emisa halted before a guarded door carved
with stag antlers, Notch let himself relax a little. They had reached Alosus,
surely now the advantage was about to swing away from the Tanere?


“We will see the prisoner,” Emisa informed the guards.


One of the men blinked. While he wore no mask, his
breastplate and gauntlets were of an older, sturdier cut of bone. “Inquisitor?”


“That should not be a confusing statement,” she replied,
her voice colder than usual.


“It is just that we have received no word from–”


“Nor will you, but you might soon be reminded of Protocol
in a most unpleasant manner.” 


“Of course,” the man replied, leaping to one side. “Please.”


The other waved a glove of bone across the door, the
gesture a little frantic, and the lock upon carven door clicked. It swung open
to reveal a spacious room with heavy red carpets and fine wooden furniture.
Neither guard gave Notch or Milus so much as a second look, another reminder of
just how skilfully Emisa had concealed her identity. She strode through,
motioning for Notch and Milus to follow, and she led them to a sitting room lit
by tall windows, where a large figure rose from a long, quite tall table that
had been strewn with maps.


Alosus.


He now wore a black vest sewn with silver waves and a
large pair of steel gauntlets fitted with bolts were belted at his waist,
though no hint of bone was visible. The big man frowned at them, seeing, no doubt,
nothing more than three Inquisitors.


The new clothing and weapon seemed to suggest enough
cooperation to survive, or perhaps a loosening of the leash by the new king,
but the Tonitora Prince would not have stopped trying to figure out a way to
protect his people.


“To what do I owe the pleasure of not one, but three
Inquisitors to my rooms?” he asked, his deep voice somewhat stern.


“Your freedom,” Emisa replied softly, motioning for Notch
to step forward.


He did and Alosus’ eyes widened.


The big man crossed the room and caught Notch by the
shoulders. “How?”


“With a lot of help,” he smiled.


Alosus laughed, but his mirth did not last. “I am relieved
to see you once more, Notch but I fear this is an ill-omen, if you are here
now.”


“For one in particular, that is true,” Notch replied. 


He met Notch’s gaze. “If I assume correctly, that is a
bold claim, Notch. What of your quest?” 


“I have the answers I need,” he replied.


“We should make this swift,” Emisa interjected.


Alosus glanced at the Inquisitor and Milus, then back to
Notch. “The Inquisitors are helping you?”


“And you – once I’ve dealt with Tanere, we’re leaving on
Marlosi’s ship.”


Alosus exhaled, then shook his head. “I cannot leave.”


“The best way to free your people is not from within the
palace,” Notch replied.


“It would mean war – assuming you can do what you claim,
bracers or no – and I do not want that.”


“Tanere will enslave you all, otherwise. You know I’m
right,” Notch urged.


“The risk is too great.”


“So is the risk of inaction, surely?” Milus suggested.


Alosus was still shaking his head but his hands were
clenched tight. “I am taking the actions I can, but understand, the palace is
changing each day, growing quieter, more timid after Tanere’s bloodbath. I
cannot rush, I cannot make a mistake. Even Casselli has not been seen for some
time now.”


Notch hesitated, and the flash of worry was genuine. “They
were working together...”


“It is believed that she is now being kept captive. If he
does that to his closest ally, then I do not want to think about what he will
do to my people.”


“Captain Medoro may actually be able to stop the king,”
Emisa admitted.


“And if so, who will replace him, Inquisitor Emisa?
Another snake, surely.”


“Perhaps, perhaps not.”


“Whoever it is, first, I have to deal with Tanere,” Notch said.
“Where is he now?”


“The Royal Chambers upon the Leo Floor. I sense great
agitation too.”


Notch nodded. “He will be free of that soon enough. Milus,
do you still have the bones?”


“I do.”


“Good. Emisa, lead on.” He looked to his friend as the
Inquisitor strode off, presumably to deal with the guards. “From this act all
else can be solved, I’m sure. And with no hostage, Tanere will have no hold
over your people, you can send a warning – but only if you’re free.”


The big man drew in a long breath, then started forward
with a shake of his head. “This is madness.”


“Trust me now,” Notch said as they moved into the next
room.


“I will, Notch. What of our disguise?”


“The palace will only see what Emisa wants them to see,”
Notch said. “Remember when we entered?”


Alosus nodded as Emisa’s voice echoed from the entryway, a
soft murmuring. “What if you’re wrong?” Alosus asked.


“I cannot afford to be wrong.”


“Blind faith isn’t what we need right now, Notch.”


He lifted his arms to reveal the bracers. “I levelled a
mountain-side full of Os-Vento with these; Tanere cannot match me.”


He paused. “Truly?”


“It’s true,” Milus said. “A feat like which I have never
seen.”


“Quickly!” Emisa called.


They hurried after, finding the guards lying prone on the
floor. Both were either asleep or unconsciousness. “Hide them,” Emisa said.


Alosus bent and dragged the men inside, his movements
effortless, and then he straightened. “How long until they wake?”


“This evening unless they are found.”


He nodded.


Emisa took them down the passages, down the stairs and
back into the main halls before turning into a narrow corridor with a spiral
staircase at its end. Still wide enough for Alosus – just – it climbed only
briefly to another floor. The Inquisitor led them through a stone garden open
to the sky, where the sun bounced from oddly-shaped rocks. A few young people
whispered and giggled amongst the pillars and they carried what looked like
sets of playing cards which they exchanged, engaged in some manner of courtship
ritual perhaps.


It was hardly important now, and like before none paid ‘four
inquisitors’ much attention either.


“We’re not so far from a service entry to the Royal Wing,”
Emisa said as she pushed through twin doors that led to another long passage,
light from windows revealing lush gardens beyond. “The more I put to sleep
here, the quicker Tanere will realise something is amiss.”


“Then speed is our best choice, yes?”


She gave no answer. “What is your plan for our exit,
then?”


“The same. Give me the quickest path to the harbour. Milus
will send the decoy to help; in the chaos, we’ll manage.”


“The Canalis again?” Milus suggested.


“Perhaps,” she replied.


“I’ll leave that in your hands.”


They climbed another series of staircases then, and at
last, reached a new set of large, double-doors where four Os-Bellator waited.
These men and women wore full novatura, the mark of the Great Wave clear
upon their breastplates. Would Emisa be able to deal with four? One
straightened as Emisa neared.


“Inquisitor, I do not believe His Majesty is expecting today.”


“It is a private matter,” she replied.


Two men fell as she spoke, a third faltering where he
stood, and the guard who’d challenged her let out a hiss – yet he, too, was
brought to his knees, falling to one side. His head hit heavy blue carpet with a
thud, mask rolling free. The man was younger than Notch had expected.


Emisa glanced to Milus. “Thank you.”


The man had already strolled to the Greatmask, which was a
little sturdier and perhaps more weathered than the others. “Of course.” He
snatched up the mask and placed it upon his face. “This will certainly come in
handy if I can break through.”


“Don’t let it interfere with the decoy,” Notch said.


“Certainly not. In fact, it should be a boon.”


“Then let’s keep moving,” Notch said with a nod.











17. Flir


 


Flir knelt over the travel-stone with narrowed eyes,
tapping upon the jewels. Thus far, they had not revealed their secrets at all,
and she’d already tried a dozen arrangements of what she thought would
obviously signal the city of Anaskar.


Yet no light blazed forth.


She glanced to the others, spread around the hall with its
covered furniture, no hints of her destructive exit remaining. Before leaving,
the Ice-Priests had cleaned up a little, both inside and the outside, leaving
the Stakista Manor in fair repair. Both Simina and Tsaro, among others, had
offered heartfelt gratitude before leaving – heading for the Sanctuary where
they were planning to return to their regular duties but also to help plan for
anything to guard against Chelona.


Which left Aren and Grav to talk with Ekolay in one
corner, while Pevin hovered nearby. Kanis had decided to stretch his legs
elsewhere, having quickly grown bored. 


And she couldn’t blame him.


Last night did not linger between them with any awkwardness
either – at least, not in her mind. She’d woken feeling almost happy... or at
least, less worried than before. And whether he sensed what she expected, or
was thinking as she did, he had not suddenly become clinging or affectionate,
though they had shared a few smiles over a breakfast of toasted bread spread
with butter taken from the manor.


But now, frustration was returning. “I should be able to
see,” she said, waving a hand at the pieces. They’d been formed into a
silhouette of Anaskar’s three Tiers, as if visible from the southern plains.
She’d also tried from another view, putting the place in the foreground but it
was hard not to expect more from her gift.


“Perhaps the power of the Sea God’s Eye does not work on
inanimate objects,” Pevin said.


“Meaning I’d need to read someone who already knew how to
use the stones.”


“Possibly. It is but a theory.”


Flir sighed, though she gave a nod. “All right. Tell me
then, what do you see when you think of Anaskar?”


“Well... now that you ask, I recall a view from the harbour.”


“The harbour!” Flir burst into laughter. “I’m an idiot – of
course it would be the harbour.” She moved quickly now, arranging the coloured jewels
to form a city of three tiers perched on an unforgiving coast, dark bay below.


A faint light bloomed.


“Better.”


Flir stood and called everyone close. “I’m heading through
first, to see where the twin can be found. Give me a moment before following –
I’ll return if there’s something unexpected.”


“Assuming you can,” Pevin said.


“Yes.” She looked to her friend. “Can you find Kanis?”


“Of course, dilar.”


“Aren, if this takes too long, I want you to weigh up the
risk of following me.”


He nodded. “What makes you uncertain of success? Surely
the Anaskari would have kept such a valuable thing in great care.”


“Like this one?” Flir asked with a small smile. 


“Something similar would be an inconvenience, only?”


“True, but what if it’s actually buried beneath decades of
stone or earth?”


“Ah, I see.”


Flir stepped onto the travel-stone. “Time to find out,”
she said as the glow began to blaze, swiftly becoming blinding.


Before the light eased, Flir shivered as a cool wind
brought the cry of gulls and the scents of salt and brine from the ocean. She
smiled. “Well, that worked after all.” The glow faded and she found herself
standing before the Storm Singer’s throne. Above, storm clouds were gathering
but something blocked enough of the sky to cast her guess into doubt... an
enormous floating city.


Flir stared.


From her vantage point, she could see little more than the
underside of stone and earth, and the tops of walls and tips of towers perhaps
– that and a single, central stream of water falling downwards.


“Chelona’s city...” she breathed.


“You there!”


She turned to find a man and woman in red robes
approaching, the lead Mascare with a hand upon one of the knives at her belt.
Her footfalls competed with the lap of the ocean against the stone of the long
walkway.


“Speak your name and from whence you arrived here.”


Flir smiled. “My name is Flir and I need to see the king.
I used a travel-stone in Renovar, as will my friends.”


The mask paused, glancing at her fellow. “You used this
stone?”


“I did.”


“We believe it to be sealed like so many others,” the man
told her.


Flir glanced beneath her feet – thin lines of steel had
been embedded in the travel-stone, as though to prevent them moving. So old the
whole thing appeared, it seemed simply decoration within the walkway,
especially considering it was made of coloured stone and not jewels.


A real problem if it worked only one way...


The woman had paused. “Wait, you said your name was Flir?”


“Yes.”


“The Pale Girl, the hero?”


That was a name she hadn’t heard in some time. “I suppose
so.”


“Oh, My Lady. I am Piryana of House Stag. Please, I will
take you and your friends to see Lord Danillo.”


“Thank you. Will Seto be there?”


“The Lord Protector will know, I’m sure.” There was no way
to gauge her expression, thanks to the mask, and the flat, unemotional tone
common to the Mascare had returned but Flir still received a wave of worry from
the woman.


Something was afoot.


 


***


 


Danillo paced the battlements, wind tugging at his red
robes, while everyone stared across at the floating city where it loomed over
the ocean and the coast; not precisely threatening Anaskar with its proximity
but within comfortable striking distance.


And enough details were clear that Flir could not deny the
somewhat otherworldly nature of the place – raised from the ocean floor since
it had slept for who knew how long.


An amber glow filled glimpses of various windows and
towers and there was the strange waterfall that fell to strike the ocean’s
surface too. It caused a tumultuous mist but did not seem to have a logical
source, nor did it seem likely to come to a halt. 


And above all were the mighty sculptures that might have
doubled as buildings, several of which encircled a palace that seemed to be a
garden of stony flowers, each open face bearing a glow.


Pevin shook his head as he stared. “They look somehow
alive, even though they are not moving.” 


Flir nodded. The few that were visible seemed to be
kneeling before the palace and each bore jagged wings, in complete contrast to
the beauty of the palace itself.


The Lord Protector turned from his watch; he did not wear
the Greatmask, and his face remained deeply troubled. “Argeon tells me this is
the lost city Ilesinya; a marvel from a time before our people reached these
shores, from well before the Medah or Ecsoli, even. We must find a way to stop
whatever Chelona’s eventual purpose with the city might be.” 


Unlike the others, Flir could not read Danillo beyond that
which he shared, but his concern was deep. In truth, Flir imagined her own
expression was similar. Where had Seto disappeared to? And at such a crucial
time... it was an ill omen. Especially considering Chelona’s plans for the
city. And her escape in the first place. For who knew just how long she had
already been scheming? She had even mentioned Notch and also made it clear she
had a use for Flir and Kanis too.


Could Argeon face her and Zasemu together?


“Do you want us to sneak within?” Flir asked. “I don’t
know if we’ll ever learn its purpose without doing so.”


“I have no true plans as yet.” Danillo frowned across at
the city. “I had been torn between gathering everyone here and sending people
to help you each. As I said, I have recalled the stave I fashioned for you, but
it seems Chelona may no longer be threatening Renovar directly,” he said, then
glanced to Pevin. “Of course, I do not wish to overlook your brother.”


“Thank you, Lord Danillo.”


“Our next steps must be decided soon, though the
battlements may not be the most ideal place for such a long conversation.”


“Are you saying you’ll have to feed us then?” Kanis asked.


Danillo offered a fleeting smile. “That I am. Come, l will
outline what I have in mind and seek your thoughts while we dine.” To Aren and
Ekolay he added. “Your perspectives will also be welcome; however there may be
times that I must converse in a more private manner.”


“I understand, Lord Danillo,” Aren replied with a nod.


Ekolay added his rusty voice. “I’d expect no less, My
Lord. In fact, whenever that moment arrives, I’d appreciate your grace to
search for someone here in the city of masks.”


“Of course. As a guest, you will have rooms that you can
use as you see fit.”


Ekolay offered a bow of thanks, one that was perhaps a
little more practised than Flir had expected.











18. Flir


 


Danillo had arranged for quite the feast in the warm
dining room, with lamb, chicken and fish heaped upon the table; it might have
groaned beneath the added vegetables and sauces not to mention the heavy
candelabra and jugs of water, ale and wine, and in Flir’s own cup, the sweet
thickness of Fire-Lemon.


The Lord Protector had invited others: General Holindo and
the Admiral – whose name she could not recall— along with Lavinia, whose
beautiful red hair shone in the light. One of the Mascare was also present,
someone she did not recognise but who wore no mask at present. She had expected
Abrensi too but he was, to her surprise, encased in stone with everyone seeking
a way to free him.


“Let me welcome everyone but briefly. I wish to focus on
the city of Ilesinya and King Oseto. First, what we have already set in place
and second, what I propose our next steps should be,” Danillo said. “At that
point, I would appreciate your input.”


“We will do our best,” Flir replied.


He nodded. “Very well. We continue to assume that Chelona
has taken Seto to Ilesinya for some purpose. This is based upon the fact that
Argeon is not certain, but he does not believe the king to be dead.”


“He can tell?” Kanis asked, eyebrow raised.


“After a fashion, yes. I believe only due to the king’s
long proximity with Chelona. Which brings us to my next point: we must gain
access to the flying city to learn the truth of its purpose.”


“I would like to find Renasi and Notch too, if they are
prisoners there,” Flir said. “But there’s a problem you may not have discovered
yet. It’s something troubling but I hope with Argeon it might be less so,” she
said, before explaining Zasemu to the room.


Silence followed her works.


Lavinia sat back in her chair. “Created with the blood of
a Sea God...”


“Yet he is not stable,” Pevin said. “That may end up a
boon, since Chelona will have to expend power controlling him. It seemed one of
the reasons she was keen to take Evakeda from the lake.”


“Let us hope that is true, Pevin,” Danillo replied. He
paused a moment in thought. “I have already given you information about the
staves, one of which is already on its way back, and one which I have kept
here. Both may be valuable but we will need more, and Argeon and I suspect we
might have something of a hidden strength in Braonn, at present.”


“You mean, Fiore?” Lavinia asked.


“Yes. From what Nia has told me, her ability to create new
songs is growing in power and sophistication. It is perhaps something Chelona
will not have encountered yet – Argeon finds it fascinating, for one.”


“If she can return quickly, we believe she can restore
Abrensi,” Lavinia added.


The Lord Protector nodded. “I, too, would like to keep her
from such a path, if needed. In the meantime, I have spoken to Nia and they are
heading for the travel-stone.”


“Can we help you face Chelona directly?” Kanis asked. “If
we can get you into the city and then close enough, maybe we can distract her
and give you the time to strike.”


“It may come to such a battle but I fear that would cause
vast destruction.”


“If it happens in Ilesinya then that may be a good thing –
providing you survive, of course, My Lord,” Kanis said.


“Assuming it crashes into the sea, you mean?”


He nodded. “I don’t know if it can move or whether it only
floats in place but it seems if Chelona wanted, she could just use that thing
to fly across the lands and destroy anything and everything below, with
frightening ease.”


“Something else for us to learn,” General Holindo said.
“Until we are able to reach it, I have forces monitoring for movement within
and below, but we note little of course. If Chelona launches some manner of
attack with regular soldiers, we will defend the city – Admiral Baliso and I
are also coordinating with our ships.”


Baliso, that was his name. “Has anyone tried to
approach?” Flir asked.


“I have forbidden it for now,” Danillo said. “But when the
time comes, I will do so.”


“I will accompany you,” Flir offered.


“And me,” Kanis said.


Danillo raised a hand to forestall others. “We will
marshal our powers in time but I would still like to focus on what those steps
should be before we discuss who will take them, connected as the question will
be.”


A moment of quiet before Pevin spoke. “Those steps hinge
upon what we can learn before we try to enter, yes? If so, our only course of
action is to see within the floating city somehow. Is it safe to assume you
have already tried to use Argeon to look inside?”


“Chelona has cloaked her city, and thus far it has
repelled me.”


“Then what of sending a minion, for lack of a better
word?” he asked. “Can something fly over, perhaps?”


“Like... a carrier pigeon?” Kanis asked.


“Yes. I do not know if something like that is possible – to
see through the eyes of a bird.”


Danillo nodded slowly. “It is not something I would have
believed possible in the past. Certainly, any creature with bones might be
Compelled... but I will consider such a choice.”


Lavinia shifted in her chair, her hair catching the light.
“I cannot say if at any point this information would be useful,” she said, “but
Stefan and I could certainly call a storm. We also now have quite a store of
Songs, some of which had been assumed lost, or are newly discovered. One
especially, I believe may be of use.”


“The Song of Falling you mentioned earlier?” the Lord
Protector asked.


“Yes,” she said with a slight frown. “I have been able to
make it sink a rowboat in a pond but the problem is making the song strong
enough to bring an entire city down. I do not know if even Lord Abrensi could
manage such a feat.”


Flir straightened – a promising possibility. “I know from
our last encounter with Chelona that she has spread herself thin across many
fronts. In Renovar, she used a rogue dilar to complete certain tasks on her
behalf. There must be others, right?”


“Certainly there was in Braonn,” Danillo said. “And here
with Vipera.”


“Can we intercept some of them on the way to Ilesinya?”
She turned to Holindo. “What do you think?”


He was already nodding. “It is a method we want to
attempt, but so far no subordinates have approached by land. Perhaps there are
travel-stones they are using, ones Argeon has not located.”


“Then if we cannot find any, I wonder if we can send
one?” Flir asked.


“Who could fool a walking Greatmask, dilar?” Pevin asked.


“Perhaps no-one. Instead, I’m wondering about someone who
does not know they are being used to send back information, not unlike your
bird idea.”


“Ah,” Danillo said. “In this instance, your bird would be
a person we know is already owned by Chelona.”


“You mentioned someone just a moment ago... Vipera?”


“She has fled but we were able to round up two of her own
servants afterwards.”


“Are they important enough for Chelona to welcome them
back after capture?” Aren asked.


“Perhaps not, and though we will not discard the idea I
suspect you have a suggestion of your own?”


Aren nodded. “I do, My Lord. It is something I believe
Mishalar has granted to but a few dilar, yet I suspect Flir may be able to
perform something which was supposedly known as death-walking.”


Yeshinov’s claim about Flir being special compared to
other dilar came to mind. “You do not know this.”


“No, it is as much a hope as anything else.”


Danillo frowned as he considered it. “It sounds somewhat
similar to spirit-walking, which has not been successful thus far either.” 


“I see,” Aren replied with a small frown. “Well, I mention
it to lay out all the possibilities.”


“Which is welcome,” Danillo said. He surveyed the room.
“If there are no more suggestions now, I suggest we take our rest. Servants
have been called to guide you to rooms here in the palace.”


The now considerably less cheerful room began to empty,
but Danillo requested Flir remain a moment. “I have a boon to ask,” he said.


Flir nodded, waiting for the others to leave. “How can I
help?”


“Argeon would like to speak with you – or, perhaps more
accurately, to what remains of Evakeda within you.”


“Oh, of course.”


“Thank you.”


“So, how does this work?” Flir asked Danillo when only the
two of them remained in the dining hall.


“All you need do is hold Argeon. He will draw you in where
you will converse. It will be not unlike speaking with the Mascare, after a
fashion. You will only see hands and perhaps his mouth, or at least, such is
how he has appeared to me when we have spoken thusly. Generally, it is as
though we communicate directly with our minds – you may experience that
instead.”


“I’m ready then,” she said with a nod.


The Lord Protector removed the Greatmask from his robe and
handed it across the table. The worn bone was yellowed with age, yet it seemed
more vibrant than the polished surface of the table beneath, its scent of
incredible age stronger than her half-empty cup of Lemon-Fire.


Flir lifted Argeon; it was heavier than she had expected, and
then looked into the empty eyes.


Darkness replaced the dining hall.


She now sat at a stone table, facing a broad-shouldered
figure wearing deep blue robes and hood, a soft glow illuminating hands and the
glimpse of a mouth.


The Greatmask Argeon.


Godlike, truly – unknowable; the force of his presence
could have been enough to stun her into silence but it seemed he was holding
back.


Welcome, Child of Mishalar.


“Thank you, My Lord,” Flir said. 


It is most gratifying to finally spend time with those
called ‘dilar’, but I want to ask you about Evakeda today.


“Danillo said you hoped to speak with her but I don’t know
if that’s possible. I only ate a part of her eye...”


Worry not, you may allow me to handle the specifics – you
will not be disturbed at all. It is more that I will see what she had known.


A welcome method, then. Flir nodded.


She barely finished the gesture when Argeon’s lips began
to move – so fast that they blurred and words jumbled forth in a stream of
nothing, containing only hints of meaning. It was as though every few moments
she could almost understand what a sound may have meant but could never recognise
a full thought.


And then the lips fell silent.


“That’s all?” Flir asked.


Yes. And thank you, this has been fascinating and
indeed, most satisfying.


“Then you learnt something that can help us stop Chelona?”


It is possible – much must first be arranged.


“I see...” Flir hesitated, since she didn’t truly
understand but also because she couldn’t be sure that further questions
wouldn’t anger Argeon... Yet there was one question she wanted an answer for,
one that she didn’t have the courage to ask Danillo perhaps. “My Lord, can I
ask after Sofia?”


What would you wish to know?


“Is her spirit still in there? Ah, with you, I mean.”


In a sense, yes.


“And is she... well?”


That is more difficult to answer, of course. But I do
not sense that she suffers any more than is normal.


Which probably meant that Sofia’s spirit was as well as
could be expected, at least.


She has fewer regrets than some, I will add.


“Ah, thank you, Lord Argeon,” Flir replied, and then both
Argeon and the table began to fade.


Of course. And thank you, Child of Mishalar.
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The hallways and open doors they passed through revealed
more gold, some of it even applied, sparingly, to the armour in paintings of
great battles or as part of the sunset in views of Paradisum; there were dishes
and goblets of crystal standing upon plinths too, though most extravagant and
distasteful were the crystal cases that displayed bones from all manner of
creatures.


They also encountered other guards, and just as often
these were Tonitora now. More than a few offered a gesture of deference upon
seeing a group of ‘Inquisitors’, but all were put to sleep by Emisa, sometimes
aided by Milus and his stolen mask.


Notch found himself increasing his pace, boots clapping
across the marble floor with their gold and blue veins, sometime sapphire and
sometimes jewels Notch could not place. Most curtains were blue with silver
thread, or grey with sapphire thread; but at a jog the details were growing
increasingly vague, until they reached a broad antechamber lined with statues
of Ana in different poses – sometimes with a trident and other times holding
aloft fish or giant pearls.


Here, a single figure waited before a set of silver doors.


He was a short man in the blue of Os-Bellator but he wore no
mask – instead, his Greatsuit bore a carven face within the breastplate.


“No further.”


Emisa did not answer, but her own mask glowed brightly now
– Milus joining her as they seemed to attack, though they did so without
movement or sound. The guardian did not falter, though his body tensed.


“You might smother my warnings now,” he said. “And
together you may overwhelm me – but all traitors are hunted and destroyed,
including whoever has put you up to this. So will my corpse speak of your
treachery to all who follow.”


“No-one is following us,” Emisa said.


The man spoke no more.


He gave a shout. The face upon his breastplate of bone
shot forth in a black streak that burned the very air. 


Notch leapt before Emisa and swung his fist.


Bone shattered.


Strings of tar-like black spun through the air and where
they fell, a hissing steam rose, burning through the carpet to reveal stone.
Drops struck the fur that now covered his arm too, but it caused barely a
stinging sensation. 


The Os-Bellator had crumpled to the floor now.


Emisa pointed. “Beyond that door, Notch – if you are
certain.”


“I am.”


Alosus caught his arm. “Let me come with you.”


“No. You have to survive, to find your wife and child,”
Notch said. “If I fail, you can still escape but if you come with me, I don’t
know what will happen.”


Alosus hesitated.


“Together, I need you three to make sure I’m not
interrupted.” He glanced to the corpse. “He mentioned a warning, it could have
activated on his death as he claimed. Here, Milus, start on the decoy.” Notch
drew Corvus’ black sand-forged knife and cut into his forearm – and once more,
the pain was slight, distant. Unimportant. 


Milus dumped his sack of bones and caught the blood in
both hands. “Ah, that is indeed enough, thank you.”


Notch nodded, then flashed Alosus a grin. “I won’t be
long.”


“That had better be the truth.”


Notch set off at a jog, heading to the silver doors where
he flung them open – feeling only slight resistance as he did... and found
darkness beyond, a pale blue glow lingering in the crystal lamps, as though
they ebbed.


But the same light also lurked within chairs and
ornaments, even a great fireplace. There were no windows and closed doors bore
only the hint of further blue light. He frowned – such a place did not seem to
be the rooms of a monarch.


The next door too, was sealed but again, Notch hammered it
open with his fists, the growl of a lion building within him. As though he were
transforming further – yet no glass in window or mirror appeared for him to see
the progress; for every room he stalked through, it was only closed curtains or
furniture covered in heavy cloth.


Some rooms bore signs of a struggle – cracked marble
walls, shattered chairs and odd, generous piles of dust, some of it scuffed as
though boots had ploughed through and no servants thought to sweep it up.


Notch slowed, a new tension growing. Something was wrong.


A library appeared behind the next door and it had not
escaped signs of destruction either; an entire case had been cast to the floor.
Books and torn pages spread across the rugs, their pattern lost in the gloom.
Here, there was indentation in the stone itself – one moulded in silver,
complete with small tubes... like those found beneath the mountain where he’d
first met Alosus.


And also here, like other rooms – more dust.


But no doors or archways this time.


Trapped? Had he missed a passage? No. There had been no others.
“You will not escape me, King of Vipers.”


Notch roared and books hurtled across the room. Spines
shattered where they struck the shelves. Broken hinges were visible now,
revealing a secret passage.


Notch grinned as charged into the exposed corridor, only
to slow at the now flickering light. He followed the secret passage to another
door, this one appearing stouter than the others. With one hand against it he
strained; this was sealed with more bone than before.


And yet not so much as the gate in the Canalis.


It buckled open.


He shoved the wreckage to the ground and stepped into a
chamber lined with narrow wells. From somewhere, a muffled thumping reached
Notch but the unsteady crystals that hung above most of the wells revealed only
copper piping and thin glass panels... yet all had been smashed or bent beyond
repair. And when he leant over each well, most barely enough for a man to stand
within, he saw that the bottoms were scorched messes, slagheaps of stone.


No hint of their purpose but the wells bore a somewhat
similar look to the Regeneration Chamber back in Anaskar.


He circled the room – there. A sturdy wooden staircase
climbed one of the walls, and from above, more light filtered into the chamber,
as though a hatch had been left ajar perhaps.


Sounds slipped down the staircase from the floor above.


An invitation or trap?


Notch frowned. Tanere was baiting him, surely? The
bastard. Anger clawed at Notch from within – but he kept it within check for
the moment; there would be time to free it soon enough, he had to not only hold
on to his humanity but he had to keep a clear head.


But there was only one choice for the moment.


Up.


He took a short breath then charged up the stairs and
through the wooden hatch with a crash.


Hunks of the hatch clattered around him where he stood in
a large, wooden room, one that was lit by warmer colours from a single crystal
hung from the roof. Panelled walls bore shelves lined with carvings of all
shapes and sizes and a bed had been pressed up against the far wall – though
Notch saw no finer details, truly.


Instead, it was the sight of Tanere creeping along one of
the walls, thumping against each panel, pausing and then repeating the process,
that drew Notch’s gaze.


The new king wore rumpled robes of silver and blue, and
his eyes bore a look of suppressed fury; of such focus that the very sense of
it weighed upon the air, so strong that he did not at first realise that he was
no longer alone.


Yet his look soon became a glare for Notch. “You slink
back into my city, I see.”


Notch raised an arm. “Well, you still want these, I
assume.”


“There is a task I must perform first.”


“I agree, if it is your death,” Notch said as he leapt
forward – only to grind to a halt. Something had clamped down over his arms,
lifting him easily. He twisted to look and found dark-skinned Tonitora, one for
each arm, their massive hands encircling his limbs. Neither bore an expression
that suggested much in the way of life... even via the bracers he sensed
nothing.


And though Notch strained to break free, he could not.


How had they crept up on him?


Tanere had already turned away, thumping upon the wall
once more. “Grandfather? Do you hear me? Come now, I have rooted out all of
your previous hiding places at last, the game is at an end. A merry chase you
have led me on but that must be all now.”


Notch frowned, even as he continued to struggle.


The King straightened. “Ah-ha.”


He drew an arm back with a feral grin and punched through
the wooden wall – then hurled something free in an explosion of splinters. 


Notch stopped.


The ‘something’ was a shrivelled, husk-like man in rags. White
hair covered his head and face; he was bony-thin, skin glistening sweat, and
what seemed to be a mass of old burn scars covered the man’s throat and chest. 


He was not at all the man Notch remembered from his
first banquet in Paradisum.


King Walerian flinched away from Tanere, speaking so
quickly that the words were nonsensical – only a shrill note was clear.


As the rag-like man moved, one of his arms remained limp. 


“Finally!” Tanere exclaimed as he pounced upon the figure,
eliciting a dry scream. “Is it really you this time?” He shook the man, hard.
“Well? Is it? Speak, fool, speak!”


A gurgle.


Tanere nodded. “Yes. I’ve found all your other Vessels;
there’s nowhere left to flee, you must see that now. Days of searching come to
an end and now – now, I truly become king, Grandfather.”


Tanere raised both hands and swung down with a grunt.


The former king burst into dust. 


Not a single... piece remained, leaving the cloud to swirl
about the new king.


Tanere stood and a look of great relief crossed his features,
his shoulders even slumped a little, and slowly a smug smile appeared.


“Now, let us converse, Captain.”
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Tanere sauntered forward to stop before Notch. Eyes now
alight, they were focused upon the Fura Leones.


“Sad that your friends have not come to help you,” the
king said.


“I don’t need anyone’s help for this.”


Tanere’s smile became a leer as he dusted his hands, the
literal dust of his grandfather drifting to the floor. “Is that so?”


Notch gnashed his teeth, fangs itching to bite into flesh.
But the corpse-like Tonitora held him fast, and Tanere laughed. 


“How fitting that I am given two gifts this day.” He
snickered, an odd, cruel sound coming from a grown man. “And since you seem to
care so much for the Gigansi, Captain, I’m sure you will appreciate being torn
in half by my servants, a special pair created for this very moment.”


Notch felt his claws twitching, as though new rage coursed
through his limbs – one beyond his own loathing of the man before him, and even
as the Tonitora began to pull at his arms, even as he resisted with a grunt, he
knew his own strength was not finished.


The bracers fuelled him still.


The fury coursed through him, setting his limbs to a
trembling of barely restrained power. He was not finished – he could finally
deal with Tanere.


Notch flexed his own muscles. 


Bone snapped as the Tonitoras’ hands broke. Notch caught
both slaves by their arms and swung as hard as he could. Heavy feet skimmed
across the wooden floor as the giants crashed together with a mighty crack.


Both fell without a sound. 


One landed face-up, revealing a broken breastplate which
had somehow been embedded within the man’s chest.


Tanere’s eyes had widened as he leapt back.


Notch stalked closer, circling the king, who gave ground,
even as the man raised a hand to point – yet his Compelling seemed no more than
a faint breeze, somehow.


“If you kill me, you will never find Casselli,” he cried
now.


“So be it,” Notch replied, his anger squashing any
hesitation that might have come from the lingering affection.


“Then what of your child?” Tanere said – and his
expression of concern had been replaced by a knowing smile.


Notch stopped at a chill of doubt. “What?”


“Her plan had always been to dupe me into raising your
son as the next king here.”


“That is a lie,” Notch said, his voice lowering.


“No.” Tanere drew closer now, nodding as he spoke. “She
was using you even as she used me – you were useful to us as a possible decoy
before the coup, but I kept you for my own reasons. I would one day take
Fura Leones, as I am sure you are aware. Yet she only needed you for your seed,
Captain Medoro.”


Could it be true? There was no way to be sure, one way or
another. It seemed exactly the kind of thing Casselli might try, but that
didn’t mean–


Movement flashed.


Notch twisted.


White-hot pain erupted in his shoulder. Too slow! He
gnashed his fangs at the length of bone which now pierced his shoulder. He
glared over at Tanere, who stood with an arm outstretched. A lance of bone had
shot from the king’s gauntlet. 


Blood ran down Notch’s arm, staining the fur and the pure
bone too.


“And now you will go to your grave without knowing the
truth,” Tanere said, eyes cold.


“No!” Notch gripped the bone and hauled himself forward.
The lance slid deeper then burst from his back, but he did not stop, did not
feel the pain, did not hear anything but the thumping of blood in his ears as
he caught the stunned man. Notch slapped both arms around the king’s chest and
squeezed with a roar.


Bone creaked.


Did Tanere wear a breastplate beneath his robe, or was it
the sound of ribs protesting? Notch squeezed harder and Tanere thrashed. The
sense of being Compelled grew but it was not enough, Notch did not let go. 


More bone pierced his body, searing pain breaking through
his rage. 


One of the lances had slid past his heart – but the rush
of panic was quickly swallowed by a response from the bracers; a snarl echoed
in the room, shaking dust free from the roof as wooden panels fluttered. 


He was stronger – a hundred punctures would not be enough!


Notch kept the pressure on, arms like a vice, and this
time Tanere screeched, the pain and terror ringing loud.


Something hot splashed across Notch’s face. The scent only
caused a roar of triumph – and a wet crunch followed.


Tanere fell limp, head falling to one side.


Notch sneered as he let the king fall.


The body hit the wood with a thud. Blood pooled quickly
beneath the shattered torso, itself little more than a mess of pink bone and
flesh, a collapsed lung blackened. Elation and relief coursed through Notch’s
limbs – how much of it his own, he could not say, but it did not matter.


Finally, Tanere was finished.


And so were his schemes. 


Notch snapped off the fragments of bone that protruded
from his body and cast them into the wall, where they punched through to the
stone.


“Fool,” he rasped down at the corpse.
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Fi followed Lavinia down the cool hallway toward Abrensi’s
room, walking a little faster to keep up with the woman and her echoing steps.


A knot began to form in Fi’s stomach.


It hadn’t been there in the forests of Braonn. In the
Wiraced, it was easy to forget her failures. There she felt more relaxed, even
when it was cold. And it was just so nice to have people praising her, to see
happy faces no matter where she turned, wonderful that her Songs were so
important.


People weren’t mean in the city, but facing her mistake
again so soon after returning to Anaskar was not what she’d expected. And to
have both Nia and Giovan whipped away to speak with the Lord Protector and
someone who’d recently arrived from the desert land of the Medah, was a bad
surprise too.


The enormous, floating city kept everyone worried, even
though it didn’t seem to move or attack. It just... sat there in the sky...
casting a giant shadow over the coast and the land – not too far from home...


How was Father Canto now? She hadn’t seen him in such a
long time. It seemed like years but it wasn’t so long. Julim, too, must have
been worried... but if she could just fix everything with Lord Abrensi, then
they’d have to let her visit her brother, surely?


“Here we are, Fi,” Lavinia said.


Fi smiled up at the Storm Singer; she was still the same,
her hair was still like flame and she was still kind, and beautiful and
patient. Not like Lord Abrensi had been... but that didn’t matter now, Fi had
to put everything back to normal.


The door squeaked open to reveal his cluttered shelves and
desk, and there in the centre of the room, the stone statue of Abrensi. His
face still wore the look of mild surprise, his intense blue eyes grey now. 


And despite it all, Fi couldn’t stop a giggle at the
sight.


Lavinia raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Instead, she
sat at the table and motioned for Fi to join her. “I am sorry that you are
being rushed in for this attempt, but do not worry if it proves unsuccessful.
We simply want all the help we can get with the city of Ilesinya.”


Fi took a chair. “You think I’m going to fail?”


“No dear, I’m just saying that it does not matter if you
do. Together, we will restore Lord Abrensi sooner or later.”


“Oh.”


“I was thrilled to hear of how you helped Lady Nia’s
people.”


Fi straightened. “Well, I think maybe I can do it again, I
just have to make up some new words... or maybe learn some old ones. I have an
idea, about encouraging the stone to crumble, like when it gets old.”


“That is a very good idea, indeed,” the Storm Singer said
with a smile. 


“And I was thinking it should be old words too, like the
way rocks are old. Maybe we can use a different combination of Ecsoli?”


She was nodding. “Well, as it turns out, there is a man
who once worked for the king here who may be able to help.”


“The one from Medah?”


“Not quite, though they’ve travelled together, actually.
Wayrn was once an acrobat but he is also interested in old languages. I have
asked him to join us soon.”


“He was an acrobat?”


She nodded. “Once, yes. But while we wait, shall we try a
song? I can sense that you’ve grown stronger, maybe that will be enough.”
Lavinia pulled a piece of parchment from her Storm Singer robe, the fabric
looked so soft; it was one of the things Fi found herself looking forward to
whenever she thought about the future. “Do you remember this one?”


Fi took a look, and seeing the first line she tapped it
confidently. “Yeah, let’s try it.”


Together, they stood to move around before Lord Abrensi
and Lavinia counted them in by clapping her hands softly. 


Fi sang the first note. It was the word for ‘wake’, and
she sang a little strongly, but soon fell into a better match with Lavinia...
and it did feel different. Her voice didn’t seem so thin next to
Lavinia’s anymore! The Storm Singer’s voice was still much stronger, but that
was just something to aim for.


Fi’s elation quickly faded.


Abrensi was not changing and when the song ended,
her shoulders fell a little. “Do we try it again?”


“No. Let’s wait for Wayrn,” Lavinia said, but she put an
arm around Fi then. “But you’ve improved a lot, you know. Well done.”


“Thank you, Lavinia.”


“Now, how about I find something to eat while we wait?”


“Are there any sweet cakes here, do you know?”


She started for the door. “I’ll find a servant and perhaps
you’ll get lucky.”


But the Storm Singer was stopped by a visitor – a blonde
man dressed in mostly black, wearing a bag strapped over his shoulder. His face
had been tanned beyond what seemed normal, which made sense if he’d been in the
desert for a long time.


“Fiore, this is Wayrn,” Lavinia said. “He’s very
interested in your ability to make songs in your own language.”


“Well, I don’t have that many yet,” she said.


Wayrn chuckled. “Even one is fascinating.”


“So, do you think you can help us save Lord Abrensi?” Fi
asked.


“I’m not sure. There is a language I have been trying to
understand but it’s so old there’s not much left. I’m calling it the Denedra
tongue for now and I’ve found something under the city that makes me think that
it’s a very special language.”


“And you think I can help you figure out the missing
parts?”


“I hope so... but first, I thought I could teach you and
Lady Lavinia enough to try a song in Denedra. Maybe it will succeed where
others have failed.”


Fi nodded up at the man. “I wanted to try something with
old words but I’m not so sure anymore... Shouldn’t a song work no matter the
language? Especially if it’s a Storm Singer doing it? I thought we had the wrong
words, not the wrong language but...” she sighed and shook her head. “But now I
don’t know what to try anymore.”


Wayrn tapped the table’s surface. “Not a problem, Fiore.
We’re mostly giving this a look because I hear you’ve tried everything else,
right?”


“Just about.”


“So it’s worth a chance, I think.”


“I’ll do my best,” she said, though it didn’t seem very
likely, even if he sounded confident enough. Maybe he knew something she
didn’t. Lavinia was nodding along, as though she believed in the man.


“Excellent! So far, I don’t have many words so this might
take a while.”


She frowned. “But you want me to make up the missing
words, don’t you? It won’t be like the real Denedra.”


“Maybe not, but I think someone as talented as you
can still do it, Fiore.”


She straightened a little. “Like my Song of Seeking?”


“Right. Or what you did in the Wiraced.”


“And because the Denedra words are special, this might
work?”


“I’m hoping so, yes.” He lifted a sheaf of papers from his
bag. “Ready?” 











22. Notch


 


Notch stood over the ruined king a moment longer, breath
rasping in the hush. Even with the bracers lending him power, crushing the life
from a murderous tyrant had not been without effort. He glanced down to the
half dozen wounds in his fur; they continued to pour blood.


Or maybe it was the blood-loss that slowed him.


And yet, it was not enough to bring him down. He turned
for the stairs, managing a few steps before he had to rest once more, lowering
himself to one knee. Just a little farther and he’d reach the stair, then it
was only a few rooms... Notch blinked. Was light from the crystal above
dimming? 


He fell forward now and his claws scratched into the
floor, keeping him upright after a fashion.


Blood splashed onto the wood.


“No.”


He could not fall now. Sofia and Alosus, they both needed
him. And just maybe... Casselli too? Confusion reigned. Had Tanere been lying?
It was believable but that didn’t make it true... it had been a ruse, it
had to be. Either way, Notch had to survive to find out. Just in case he did
have a child... “Keep moving.”


But the warm glow from crystal continued to dim.


Notch was panting hard; he turned his head but the room
had grown unclear; mere shapes of dark colour. Sound changed too. Everything
was muffled now, his breathing especially but even the blood that pumped
through his ears or splattered onto the floor.


He blinked again. How much time had passed?


Something thundered in the distance... footsteps? He
lifted his head with a growl – a dim sound but one somehow as natural as
speech, and a sound quite satisfying compared to the strange mix of pain and
dullness that seemed to control his body now.


The thumping drew near – joined by a voice that rose up
through the stone from below, someone calling his name.


“Notch? Notch!”


A large shape loomed over him, purple smears barely
visible beyond the figure. 


“I’ll slow the bleeding – can you carry him?” A woman
asked the question.


“Of course. Where to?” That voice was Alosus. 


Notch winced as he was lifted from the floor – when had he
fallen? Somehow, his pulse did not seem to be raging, though it was still a
battle to remain awake. “What?”


No-one answered.


“Follow quickly – there is another way to the Canalis, I
believe.” Emisa.


“Can we hold them off if they come?” A third voice that
had to be Milus, asked. The man’s tone sounded a strained from where he seemed
to be following Alosus. “I have one of Tanere’s gauntlets to go with my new
mask now but will you two be all right when I leave?”


Notch swallowed, groaning with the effort to speak. “Have
you set... the decoy?” 


“Rest, Notch,” Alosus said. “We will get you out of here.”


“I have,” Milus replied. “It’s doing a fine job so far but
it won’t last forever. You know, I can’t believe you can actually talk.”


“Maybe... not... for long.” His vision had been reduced to
mere streaks of colour but he clung to consciousness still.


“Chelnos is truly looking over you, then.”


“You’re leaving?” Notch asked.


“Soon. Lord Corvus hoped I could help in more ways than
one, you see,” Milus replied.


Notch tried to nod. That had to mean succession?
“General... Olidas?”


“Hey, you’re not so far gone after all,” Milus said, and
it sounded like he was grinning.


“I guess not...” Notch replied, as darkness swept over him
at last.


 


***


 


When he opened his eyes, the hallways were still
indistinct. But now pain flowed across his body from every direction, as though
hot pokers were being driven through his flesh and twisted, twisted deep. 


He moaned, too weak to scream. Alosus still carried him it
seemed – but the light was not blue.


“How does he fare?” Emisa was asking.


“He’s still drifting,” Alosus replied.


“We’re close to the entrance now.”


“Good, because I don’t know how much longer he’ll last – I
can’t predict it at all but when he shifts toward becoming more of a lion, he
nearly wakes. As a man, he fades away again.”


“The Fura Leones are sustaining him.”


“That I assumed,” Alosus said. “What I cannot know is
whether he will reach the harbour even with such a boon. How fast is this Canalis?”


“He’ll make it.”


“How do you know that?” It sounded as though he frowned.


“Because he is a stubborn fool who has promised us both.”


Notch tried to grin over the pain, but the hallway and
their voices slipped away once more, yet this time it was as though he were
being cradled in a blanket of warm fur...


 


***


 


Once again Notch surfaced from the black – this time to
the rush of cool air and the surging of water – only to plunge back into a haze
of thick shadows where he clung to a vague sense of awareness. When he woke the
next time, it was to the sound of angry voices and the creak of rope on wood.
Sails obscured his vision of a sky scuffed by orange clouds; he lay upon a hard
surface. Wood.


The scent of salt was strong, carried on a shifting
breeze.


He rose, pain shooting across his torso – but while blood
stained his tunic and pants, there were no punctures in his skin at least.


And it was skin, not fur. He had transformed, human again.
The bracers had not overwhelmed him; instead, it seemed his acceptance was more
complete than before. The Fura Leones had approved of his blood-soaked actions.


“Finally awake, are you?” A bearded man strode over.


Notch stood with a wince, and tried to smile. “Hello,
Captain.”


“That had better not be all you have to say for yourself,
you damn fool!”


Alosus and Emisa stood nearby – Alosus’ face was split
between relief and worry, but Emisa was, as ever, impossible to read with her
mask. Crowded around the deck of the Hawk were crew members. Like
Marlosi, their expressions were far less welcoming. Most appeared to have dark
lines beneath their eyes or had grown significantly thinner – though none were
truly malnourished, at least.


But most stood with folded arms or glares, and some had
hands upon scimitars or boat hooks.


It was time to gamble. 


“Well, I have something else I can say if you plan to let
me live,” Notch offered. “We are going to get you out of this city to a place
to the east where you can not only sell those rainbow scales for a ridiculous
amount of gold, but also sail home without fear of pursuit.”


The Captain’s expression did not ease. “What?”


Notch took a deep breath as he raised a hand, still not
truly recovered. “It’s exactly as I said. The scales that fell from the sky
when we crossed the oceans come from a Sea God. They can be used to make
incredible items of power – like Greatmasks.”


Murmurs rose from the crew. Marlosi uncrossed his arms
now. “By all the damn filthy Gods, is that the truth, Notch?”


“Yes.” He paused again to catch his breath, though his
strength was returning. “I know I said you would be able to trade here but I
was wrong. This city is ruled by Vipers obsessed with death – but we have
stumbled across something far better. I’m sorry I have not been able to return
to tell you before now.”


The captain scratched his beard, shells clinking as he
glanced at Notch’s bloody clothes. “You certainly seem to have landed yourself
in some trouble... but you know I’m going to need proof.”


“Then have someone fetch a scale – I’m sure Inquisitor
Emisa will be able to confirm what I have said.”


Captain Marlosi nodded, then turned to wave to the first
mate, whose arms seemed to be at least half the size of Alosus’. “Heiko, bring
one.”


The fellow turned and strode for the nearest hatch,
revealing a balding spot on the top of his head as he did, cheered on by a few
of the crew members. Marlosi strolled back to his men and it seemed he was
telling them to prepare to sail – only to do so with much stealth. 


Notch glanced back to the harbour, which appeared as
‘normal’ since no-one was rushing toward the Hawk; goods were still
being delivered, shouts and waving from all quarters, the bigger ships being
unloaded by the bone of Os-Bellator or mute seeming Tonitora, many of whom bore
lash marks upon their backs. “Bastards,” he muttered.


Farther beyond the glittering walls, the palace roared up
over the bay but no signs of the turmoil that had to be afoot within were
visible. Notch hoped Milus was faring well.


It was hard to know whether, or how much to trust
the young noble but perhaps the fellow’s hidden motives had always been about
helping Corvus, and never anything to do with the supposed betrayer. After all,
Notch had now all but accepted it as something Emisa set up then
abandoned.


“Medoro, what by the Gods are you doing?”


Emisa and Alosus had joined him.


“Getting us to the east – away from here.”


She lowered her voice. “How? With your magic scales? What
are you even talking about?”


“It is true,” Alosus said. “When we crossed from Anasakar something
below us shot scales into the air. They were not kind to the ship but the crew
harvested many. I do not know if they are truly from a Sea God, however.”


“What else could they be?” Notch said, taking a moment to
lean against the rail. “Whatever passed beneath us was no whale. And I’ve seen
scales of a Sea Beast before.”


Emisa glanced between them. “But I don’t sense–”


“Here we are then,” Marlosi called as he approached, Heiko
in tow. The captain held one of the scales – half the size of a human head.
Even chipped, it was beautiful; glittering like a rainbow that had been
confined to the pearly surface. “What do you say, Inquisitor?”


Emisa accepted the scale with a small gasp. Her mask
glowed as she lifted the piece, and a hush fell across the ship. She turned the
scale over in her hands and gripped it tightly, her arms trembling now. “This
is exactly what he claimed it to be.”


A cheer rose from the crew – but Marlosi waved them into
silence with a glare. “Enough! No point you fools tipping them off, now is
there?” He gestured to Notch. “So we can really sell them, like he said? Or
make things like your bone masks?”


“Yes,” Emisa replied, her voice softer. “In fact, in the
east there are people called the Hanja who could fashion such things, if you
did not wish to sell them. They would be more favourable trading partners than
any here, to be honest.”


Now Marlosi was grinning broadly and he threw an arm
around Notch’s shoulder, causing him to wince. “Now that’s exactly what I
wanted to hear. Welcome aboard!”











23. Notch


 


“No, simply make your preparations and set sail,” Emisa
was telling the captain and crew where they were still gathered upon the decks.
“People will only see what I want them to see.”


“It’s true,” Notch said from the rail. “She has hidden us
in plain sight since we returned.”


Heiko, the first mate, stepped forward and turned to the
sailors. “All right, you heard the lady then, get moving, lads.”


The crew spread to their tasks, some heading up the
rigging and others going to lines that had long been tied off, the sound of
unfurling sails following.


Captain Marlosi joined them. “Can you tell me more of
Hanja, Inquisitor?”


“Gladly, but I must concentrate for a time. Once we are in
open water, I will tell you what I can and then I must rest, undisturbed for at
least two days – half the journey.”


“So be it, lass.”


“Good.” Emisa moved off to the prow, facing the harbour.


Alosus placed a hand on Notch’s shoulder. “I’m glad to see
you recovered enough to stand.”


“Wouldn’t be if you hadn’t carried me out.”


Marlosi raised an eyebrow. “Just what happened in there?
We heard rumours, all kinds of things – like a Prince of Giants returning and
some Mad King up there murdering everyone. They barely let us out to stretch
our legs and barter for food and water – we’ve sold nearly everything that isn’t
essential, already.”


“You can call me Prince of the Tonitora, Captain,” Alosus
rumbled. “And I’m surprised you didn’t consider selling the scales sooner.”


“My apologies, of course,” he replied with a raised
eyebrow, then nodded. “But we did consider it – had many a row over it in fact,
but most of us wanted to hold on to them. You can tell, when you pick one up,
that it’s special – not something to waste on bread and water, or the
occasional piece of fruit. Heiko finished it in the end, when he said there was
a chance that if we revealed the scales, the Inquisitors might simply kill us
and take them.”


“Probably the safest move, Captain,” Notch said as he
glanced back up to the palace – it remained deceptively calm. The lion’s mouth
still roared and its window-eyes blazed. “And as for what you’ve heard, it’s
probably all at least half true... but I hope the full tale can wait until
we’re leaving.”


“Nervous?”


“Eager to see this city from a great distance.”


The Captain roared with laughter. “I know the feeling,
Notch. Well, I’m going to relieve the helmsman. If your young lady can do what
she claims, I want to be the one to sail us out of the place,” he said as he
left.


Notch looked up to Alosus. “Now that Tanere is dead, I’m
hoping General Olidas will not follow the same path. That way, we could find
your family more easily, surely.”


“Perhaps.”


“You don’t sound confident.”


He shrugged. “I hardly trust the nobles, Notch, even ones
who are generals and could be said to, comparatively at least, be more aware of
the true cost of war.”


“I take your point,” Notch said softly. “But if Milus is
involved, I think Lord Corvus will have a say in the direction of the Ecsoli
power and that can only be a good thing.”


“You’ve spent time with Corvus?”


“Enough to believe I am not wrong.”


Alosus still wore a slight frown. “Then even if that is
so, I will delay the search a little longer.”


“You will?”


The anchor chain raised and hand signals passed between
the men. “Clan leaders may still meet to the north – even without Tanere behind
it, and if so, I want to ask something of them. Something they may not like.”


“To free your people here?”


Alosus nodded, his jaw clenched.


Notch hesitated. Such a decision would be a costly one,
even with people like Corvus and Milus hopefully involved on the side of
justice. But it was also the right decision. “I will help you, whatever you
decide.”


“I know, and thank you, Notch.” He glanced over his
shoulder to where Emisa still faced the busy docks. “What of her?”


“She is unusual for an Inquisitor... and I owe her.
Without her help we wouldn’t be here.”


“Agreed. But do you trust her?”


Notch took a moment. Things had changed now, that much was
obvious. “For the most part, yes.”


“Then let’s get to Hanja waters. We can circle north from
there once you help her with whatever she needs.”


Notch rubbed at his neck. In some ways, hadn’t her needs
already been met with the death of Tanere? Which might become a problem – he
needed Emisa yet. But for now, that issue was not yet upon him. “Will that kind
of detour take too long?”


“No, the tribes will wait. Whenever we meet, I will put
forth my proposition and we can plan from there.”


“Then your faith holds, about your family?” Notch asked.
“You don’t worry about this extra time, now that we’re finally free?”


“Well, I’d note that we’re certainly not free yet,” Alosus
replied with a small smile. “But yes. No lord would knowingly kill one of us,
though my family may well have been mistreated, they live yet. As I said
before, we are too ‘valuable’ as slaves.”


“Right.” Notch had to sigh. “That statement shouldn’t have
to be true.”


“I know.”


The ship began to slide from the harbour now, catching a
mild breeze. It was a slow escape, but no-one upon nearby ships bothered to
look up from their work and even as Notch checked upon the city walls and the
palace beyond yet again, there remained no signs of pursuit.


From back at the helm, Marlosi was laughing as the Hawk
continued to slip from the bay, now heading further out to sea. The captain had
no doubt been instructed to avoid incoming ships, since they wouldn’t notice
the Hawk and risked a collision, and moment by moment now the tension
eased within Notch. As the muscles in his shoulders and the rest of his body
relaxed, aches seemed to grow stronger. He ran a hand across his chest and
sucked in a great lungful of sea air anyway.


He’d survived.


Somehow, his bull-headed plan had worked – the Gods truly favoured
him. He escaped after every foolish risk, and now with Alosus in tow, and a
suitable surrogate for Sofia within reach. Luck probably played a part too – how
much better prepared would Tanere have been had he not been hunting the old
king when Notch arrived?


And above all, the bracers. Notch pushed a sleeve back and
glanced down at the lion, posed now as if sleeping, tail curled around its
body, head upon paws.


Without the Fura Leones he would have failed.


Without Emisa too.


“Notch – it is time.” 


A familiar voice echoed across the ship. He turned, a
sinking feeling filling him with dread... the White Witch – Chelona – stood
upon the boards, arms outstretched and a cruel smile upon her face.


“No.”


The Hawk had fallen silent now.


“I am afraid refusal is not an option.”


She snapped her fingers and he found himself within her
arms now – her scent was an intoxicating mixture of jasmine and citrus and he
blinked against it, struggled to free himself but he was too exhausted to free
even a single limb, as he had when last they met.


Voices shouted his name and the ship disappeared.











24. Seto


 


A damnable eternity had passed since he demanded Chelona
speak to him.


An equal possibility existed that it was only moments ago,
but the unpleasant state of floating without movement, of drifting in and out
of consciousness, of other people’s places, in and out of their thoughts and
conversations, had replaced Mila’s field at a point unnoticed, until now.


Yet did something change at last?


A single, strong and chillingly familiar voice drew him
from the clear murk.


Chelona.


She was speaking to someone who did not seem to be responding,
her tone not curt so much as exasperated. An image appeared; a muscular man
with long dark hair, wearing only worn pants stood behind bones arranged like a
cell – a massive cage in a room of stone. The chamber was lit by rows of small
windows, these shaped as three circles arranged together, almost like a flower.


Furnishings had been placed within the bone cell; a large
bed, basin and also table and chair – even a narrow stove in one corner.


Yet by the man’s restless pacing, it did not seem that he
was much for cooking.


Or, perhaps even eating.


His eyes blazed as furnaces, a dozen emotions spilling
forth at once – fear, desperation and anger atop the heap, and all seeming to
drive his feet across the thick green rug.


But the man was slowing, as Chelona’s voice eased whatever
turmoil plagued him – and Seto was certain now, that she was always calming the
prisoner. Among the many, many half-realised things she was consistently
attending too, that was one of the most vital.


And then the scene disappeared.


Seto now stood before a voluptuous woman in a silken
nightgown – she sat before a large window beneath the moon, her dark curls
shielding most of her face where she was turned away. In her hands, a fragment
of polished bone shaped as a sailboat.


Tears fell onto the bone—


And once more, the scene changed, but this time violently
so – as if he had been thrust from the woman by unseen hands. A vision of
Chelona in the distant past? Likely he would never learn the truth. 


Seto found himself standing in a familiar field of white
and blue flowers. Beneath a sunny blue sky rested Mila’s little cottage of
thatch and whitewash.


She appeared in the doorway again, and again with a frown,
still dressed in a white robe. Yet like his last visit, she invited him inside,
gesturing that he should follow her into the large room. There, her silver pot
still boiled on a stove, adding to the warm, homely feel of the place.


“I did not plan to return here,” he explained from his
seat.


“I know. You’re drifting, since you have no place. Sooner
or later, you will be absorbed into Chelona as so many others. If you are
lucky, or perhaps unlucky, she will help you become anchored.”


Mila had a steaming cup of tea at her side but did not
offer him anything.


“Then I will leave again,” he replied as he stood.


“Wait.” Mila raised a hand. “Instead, make yourself
useful.”


Seto frowned at her tone, almost a reflex, yet he only
asked, “How so?”


“The Mistress has raised a great, ancient city. Perhaps
you have heard of Ilesinya?”


He nodded. “I have – a thing of legend, supposedly.”


“Well, no more. It floats off the coast of Anaskar and is
drawing resources to its centre, where something waits. It is not a thing which
should be restored or reactivated.”


“Reactivated?”


“Yes. It is a device not dissimilar to that which was once
hidden beneath Anaskar – used for the harvesting of Sea Gods.”


Seto took his seat once more. “Are you saying there are
more Sea Gods out there?”


“Only one. The Great Mother,” Mila replied, her dark eyes
growing more troubled. “Long has she slumbered but what we humans – and
other gods – have done over the last few centuries has resulted in her
awakening, a glacial process that has been underway for some time now, I
believe. We have also been warned, without heeding it, that this may be
catastrophic.”


“But, how can you know this?”


“What Chelona knows, so you or I might know, if we are
quiet enough.” She shrugged. “And sometimes, whether we want to know or not.”


He leant back in the chair. “And now Chelona plans to
harvest her own mother?”


Mila nodded. “And you must help stop her.”


 











25. Flir


 


Flir sat at the very top of a set of makeshift wooden
stands, frowning down at the race below, both dust and shouts of excitement
rising to where she sat with the Lord Protector in the chilly air.


Competing in the race were children who rode large dogs
around a circular track of dirt and logs. “This is where you wanted to meet?”


Danillo nodded. At a glance he seemed like any man from
the Second Tier in his brown doublet and polished boots. Yet his bearded face
bore a deep frown as he watched. “While the others are at the tasks we have
given, I wanted to combine two duties.”


“I understand breaking this thing up,” she said with a
wave of her hand, “but I didn’t know speaking to me was a duty.”


His smile was brief. “Of course, it is in fact a pleasure,
dilar.”


“Then you found something when you tried to Spirit-Walk?”


“I did,” he said with a nod. “But not what I expected.
Chelona’s defences remain impressive so I have yet to see inside the city. It
was when I scouted beneath Ilesinya that I stumbled across something
surprising.”


“A way in?”


“Perhaps. I have found someone who may be able to help us
– someone you know, but I do not want to ruin what I hope is a joyous
surprise.”


Flir frowned. Who could the Lord Protector mean? “Then I
am very curious now.”


He stood. “In just a moment we’ll continue on.” The man
reached into the small bag he carried and withdrew Argeon. Then, he placed the
ancient mask on and raised both hands. “Halt!”


The command boomed across the square, echoing from wall to
wall – so strong that Flir herself froze.


More importantly, so did all the figures below.


Animals and children, those who had come to cheer and
gamble, be they noble or otherwise, all froze in place, expressions changing
from shock to panic – yet Argeon did not let any move beyond those small facial
changes.


“Such races are still forbidden in Anaskar and as such,
all moneys are now forfeit. People who have placed wagers will be fined and organisers
will be imprisoned; children and animals taken to care.” He paused and his
voice grew dark now. “Parents who are found to have encouraged this will face
additional consequences.”


Danillo snapped his fingers and even the click echoed
mightily.


From doors, windows, alleys and streets poured red-robed
figures, aided by Shield in their armour. They quickly surrounded the frozen
gamblers and spectators, no doubt the race ringleaders too.


Danillo led Flir down the creaking steps to the ground
where they wove through jumbles of frozen people and groups of soldiers or
Mascare, before turning at the mouth of the broader street and continuing on.


There, the Lord Protector snapped his fingers once more
and from behind, wails of despair or anger rose in the square.


He strode on, passing folks who backed up within the
alcoves of their homes and quickly closed doors – yet trying not to move so
fast as to appear rude or slam anything. It seemed no citizens wanted the Lord
Protector – and Regent – to notice them at present.


Flir grinned.


Before they reached the end of the street, a horse and
carriage appeared – this one painted black, nothing so fancy as usual for the
palace... yet it stood out, bearing a grim aspect. 


Inside, things were comfortable enough when she sat across
from Danillo, who had now returned Argeon to the small bag he carried. “Where
are we bound?” Flir asked. It had to be some distance away, considering the
carriage.


“The harbour,” he replied. “However, that is all I can say
for now, since I have been sworn to secrecy.”


“Mysterious,” Flir replied. Then she straightened – didn’t
the harbour suggest Bel? But she did not ask, knowing Danillo wouldn’t share.


They clacked along cobbled streets and through gates,
through the shadows cast by the upper storeys, and headed down toward the
waterfront. The trip seemed far slower than usual, and when the horses came to
halt at last, Flir had the door open before the carriage settled. 


Even with the looming threat of the shadowy Ilesinya in
the sky, the harbour bustled. Merchants still argued with dock workers, sailors
shouted and laughed from the taverns. Ships still swarmed with activity as men
scrubbed at decks beneath unfurling sails. A tall woman in a dark pink dress
turned heads as she crossed the boards, trailed by a large fellow with sword
and long dagger at his belt, smaller blades strapped to his chest.


Whether it was her beauty or how dangerously close to red
was the colour of her dress, Flir couldn’t be sure.


“I have arranged for a boat,” Danillo said, pointing to
one of the longboats that had been tied off beside a massive three-masted ship
– the Red Falcon – a new royal vessel.


Flir followed him to the rowboat, and untied the line once
Danillo sat within. She climbed down the ladder then took a moment to get her
balance before taking her seat upon the rower’s bench.


“I don’t mind,” she said when he offered to row.


She plunged the oars into the water, digging deep to turn
the boat quickly then the prow was pushing through a few pieces of debris, and
then they were surging across the bay.


“Impressive as your strength remains, Flir, I could have
Argeon take responsibility if you should tire.”


She chuckled. “Then can he take us to where we need to
be?”


“Yes, but I think we both know that our lungs are not
equipped for such a journey.”


Flir smiled. Didn’t that all but confirm who she’d meet?


Hopefully Bel had been safe.


The massive waterfall beneath Ilesinya sparkled in the
distance, but in truth, the city was not growing any closer. She’d have to row
for a lot longer to reach it, though a ship would get close enough in short
order.


Would that be what it came to? 


Ships sailing beneath the floating city, trying in vain to
get people up and into the mysterious monolith? The few merchant galleys and
cutters that approached Anaskar, were giving the long shadow cast by the
floating menace, a wide-berth.


Yet their spirit – or greed – was clear enough, since
shipping had not stopped.


“Here is far enough, I think,” Danillo said.


Flir pulled the oars in and took a breath, but one of
almost contentment. It was nice to do something other than talk; lately there’d
been too much of that. It was all important but some decisions could have been
made without her. Some of those things were more logistical, which Holindo,
Pevin and Kanis, among others, were working on, while the rather adorable and
newly arrived Fi had found little success with Abrensi so far.


But the city was mobilising for another major threat,
armourers and fletchers, sword smiths and farriers all increasing their work.
The same went for produce, as surrounding farmers had their lands near-to stripped
for stockpiling, the men and women themselves offered shelter in the Lower Tier
should Chelona send out ground forces.


Some refused, perhaps due to pride, perhaps fear. After
all, what good were mighty walls of stone against a floating city?


“Flir.”


A man floated beside the boat, bare shoulders and chest visible...
his square-jawed face was famil– 


She blinked as she gripped the gunwale. “Luik?”


The big man’s smile was broad and warm, all the more
familiar due to how long it had been since she’d seen it, especially when she’d
believed she would never see it again. He had changed too, a long scar from jaw
to shoulder, though the scars on his forearms were the same.


“It is.”


“Luik!” Flir reached out and gripped him, rocking the boat
as she dragged him closer. Cold water sloshed over her tunic. “You’re real.”


He chuckled, even as he winced. “Easy.”


“Agreed,” Danillo said from where he too, clung to the
sides.


But she turned back to Luik, limbs trembling. “We all
thought you were gone... we searched...”


“I know, Seto told me.”


She pulled back. “Mishalar, what happened?”


He twisted a little, and fins of orange and gold broke the
surface – his tail! “I’m one of the Sea-Folk now,” he said. “Don’t remember
much after the invasion. Survived an explosion but things were pretty different
once I woke. Took a long time to get my memory back.” He smiled. “By then, you
were all off on your own quests.”


She gripped his hand. “I’m glad.” If ever there was a time
to believe that the Gods did watch over the world – if only now and then – it
was today.


“You’re a little more emotional than I was expecting, to
be honest,” he said.


Flir laughed. “How about I give you a good thumping
instead?”


“That’s more like it,” he replied with a deep chuckle.
“Even still, I think I’ll pass.”


“Luik, what can you tell us about the falls?” Danillo
asked. “Can they be used?”


Luik nodded. “If Argeon can do as you believe, that’s the
best way back into the city.”


“You’ve been inside?” Flir asked.


“Hadn’t been released too long before Danillo found me,
actually. Was a bit surprised to see the Lord Protector walking along the
bottom of the harbour, to be honest.”


Flir looked to the older man.


“Spirit-Walking of course,” he said. “But let’s save the
full story for tonight. We will have to make a move before Chelona readies her
own strike.”


“Do you know what that is?” Flir asked Luik. “Other than
the empire she wants to rebuild.” 


“No, but to achieve that, her next act will be have to
be... significant, whatever it may be.”











26. Notch


 


It was all gone. 


The ship and the glittering ocean, Alosus and Emisa,
Marlosi, his crew and their barely restrained joy, all had vanished within a
terrible instant.


In its place, Notch was presented with a bright room of
stone lit by dozens of small windows. They had been placed high along the wall,
three circles banded together almost like flower petals. Between some, thin
strips of clear crystal filled other windows, these doing the bulk of work to
lighten the place.


The wall he faced bore a detailed painting of a blue and grey
wren, with flecks of gold scattered across the feathers where it perched upon a
black branch. Behind it, the mist of an autumn morning filled the pink sky.
Despite his confusion, Notch took a step closer – it was a master work, the
light in a single drop of dew upon the branch so real...


“Impressive, isn’t it?”


He spun.


Chelona approached from a long corridor, her white robe
fluttering about her legs. She moved at a walk but her figure advanced swiftly,
as though certain steps had simply been skipped. She now wore serpentine
bracelets of gold and long crystal earrings too, as if to drive home her
regal-nature.


“You brought me here.”


“Indeed.” Her dark eyes smouldered as she neared. 


He raised the bracers. “For these?”


“At minimum,” she replied as she reached out to trail a
finger along his unshaven cheek. As before, Notch found himself frozen in
place, despite the way the Fura Leones seemed to growl within him. “And you
yourself have uses beyond your attachment to the bracers.”


“With all the bone you have stolen, I cannot believe you
need them.”


“That is not all I have taken,” she said. She leaned close
now, sliding one leg between his own, so that their thighs met. “Nor all I
need. There is at least one more family member I seek to be reunited with.”


“Your family?”


Now her face was very close to his. Her lips were parted
enough to whisper, dark eyes entrancing. If only he could lean in and kiss
her...


Notch swallowed. What was happening?


He closed his eyes.


The lion was roaring now, somewhere deep within. If he
tried, he could almost see it, golden fur and blazing mane framing a snarling
face whose eyes were bright enough to pierce the dark.


“You will understand.” She moved back and started across
the room. “Follow.”


His limbs were suddenly free, and he almost stumbled with
the returned control.


Notch strode into the bright hall, soon matching her own
swift pace. The light through the crystal was too strong to learn much about
his surroundings; all he could be sure of was that more buildings waited
beyond.


“Merely a courtyard,” she said without turning her head.
“You will see something far grander soon enough.”


“Where are we?”


“The palace of Ilesinya.”


The name was not familiar. Was he still in the Land of the
Sun?


“Ilesinya is a lost city, sunken into the sea many spans
ago,” she said, as if answering his thoughts. “I have rescued this place from
its grave beneath the waves.”


“As a new seat of power?”


“Of course.”


“Why not take an existing city?”


“The new Empire I will soon shape needs the beautiful
things from different eras – many of which I will return. Other answers I will
provide, insomuch as they are relevant to your tasks here.”


“Which would be?”


“Varied.” Chelona paused at the end of a corridor, where
an impressive staircase waited in a spacious antechamber. The walls were lined
with the tri-circle windows, too small and bright to see beyond. Beneath them
on the two flanking walls, highly stylised depictions of birds in flight, using
three colours only.


The stair itself led both up and down, but in an
unsupported spiral. The broad steps led to circular landings, almost like lily
pads of stone. “Who built this place?”


“A race long-since withered from the memory of your
history books, Notch.”


“Then were they magic-users?”


“Many, yes, but much of what they created came from access
to certain beings not unlike me.”


“Sea Gods?”


“In a time when Gods chose not only the seas and lands, but
also the skies,” she replied. As she started up the stair, her voice had
changed. There was something wistful about the tone now, almost as if she could
remember such a time.


He shivered. Gods roaming all three planes?


When?


And how could even a Greatmask recall such a time? Was that
the kind of world she was trying to restore?


At the top of the stair a single door stood closed and it,
too, bore the tri-circles for windows, only here, dozens of smaller crystal
pieces had been inserted in the door to make an outline of the three circles.


Chelona waved a hand as she approached, and the door swung
open to more brightness, but once outside, his vision adjusted swiftly.


And he gasped.


Beyond a long balcony rail of white, itself carved like
the spreading arms of trees, stretched a vast cityscape. It rested below like a
stony flower garden beneath a mighty blue sky. Had Anaskar been spread out
rather than up, Ilesinya would have been twice the size... but that was not
what caused him to gasp.


It was the buildings themselves. They were like flowers,
in many ways. Viewed from the palace walls, homes spread out like petals. Main
thoroughfares, wide enough for two dozen wagons were like the stems and from
each, smaller roads branched. All led to circular domes with spreading petals,
these like elongated pears. The petals, too, had room for buildings, homes and
merchants perhaps, but the domes themselves were as gleaming crystals, so
bright beneath the sun, rainbows shot forth.


“How...” he trailed off.


Inside, waited large market squares and what looked to be
smaller palaces, domed buildings with their own petals – these not unfurled so
much, more like standing walls. But it was not the graceless look of a military
building; everything seemed curved or sloped, as though beauty were more
important than defence.


The farther he looked, the smaller the domes became but they
were many.


“At night it is impressive, I must admit,” Chelona said as
she stared across the city.


“Where is this place?” he asked.


“At present, we are floating over the ocean not too far
from the Anaskar coast. Your home is well-within reach, were I to move
Ilesinya.”


Notch could not speak at first; the clear threat and the
improbability of it all tying up his tongue. “Floating?”


“Yes.”


She’d even claimed to be able to move the entire
city. “How can this be?”


“You cannot see from here, but all roads lead to your
destination beneath the palace, where you will receive more answers.”


“But what do you expect of me?”


“To do as I say, chiefly. It is also my expectation that
you will comply without having to be Compelled.”


He folded his arms – while he still could, at least. “Even
if I am your prisoner here, I will not help you harm others.”


“Not at all,” she said with a smile, and it was a smile of
terrible beauty. “In fact, by doing as you are instructed you will be preventing
the harm of your precious fellows.” 


 











27. Notch


 


Chelona snapped her fingers and now, he stood before a
wide door in a far darker room of featureless stone. The air was cooler than it
had been on the balcony, and he wondered if they had shifted to a spot beneath
the palace.


“You’re asking me to weigh up the lives of my friends
against an unknown task,” he said.


“I am not.”


“That’s how it appears to me.”


“I am asking much more, Notch.” She leant closer again,
and once more he could not move. She opened her mouth and her breath caressed
his neck, which she bit gently, in the same place she had done so back upon the
mysterious island where he’d first found the bracers. “There. Now you bear a
weaker version of my mark only, but it will help below.”


“With what?” he managed to ask.


She ignored his question. “What I am actually asking, is
that you weigh my request for obedience against the city of Anaskar and the
deserts of Medah too, the wondrous groves of Braonn and the Land of the Sun,
against other lands too, all lands in fact. For any or all could fall before my
might, if needed.”


“I won’t let that happen.”


“Your obedience is the path to salvation then,” she said,
almost casually, as though his choice was a foregone conclusion. “Do be sure,
Notch, before you consider rebellion. Even now, your friends gather in Anaskar
and seek us here in Ilesinya. They are all within my reach – I see Flir in the
palace and even across the ocean, Lord Corvus in his keep. Or perhaps Emisa the
traitor, who you seem attached to... for some reason. She and Alosus, and men
from the ship; I have many targets to choose from should you need a
demonstration.”


He ground his teeth. “I need none.”


“Good,” she said, almost purring the word. “Now. Beyond
this door is a device which will enable you to both descend and ascend to the
chambers below,” Chelona said.


“What is below?”


“Something you might be familiar with, considering the old
people of Anaskar borrowed something of its design.”


Chelona reached for a steel lever beside the door, the end
curled. She pushed it up and a rumbling from far below rose, approaching
swiftly. Yet it did not shake the walls or anything so unsophisticated; the
ancient device arrived smoothly enough. When it did, Chelona shifted the lever
across and wide doors slid open.


What appeared as little more than a spacious box of
polished steel, and one that was tall enough even for Alosus to stand within,
was revealed. In fact, it was unusually tall... and so were the ceilings in the
palace, now that he considered it. Yet the floor was a grate only. No one’s
foot would fall through any of the holes but they numbered in the scores.


Inside, Chelona pulled a similar lever across, then down.


The doors slid closed and the strange, large cage started
its descent, moving slowly at first in the dark... yet it swiftly picked up
speed. A warm glow rose from the shaft below, yellow soon deepening to amber.


He looked to Chelona, whose face had been illuminated from
below, shadowing her eyes and giving her calm expression a mask-like
appearance. Unnervingly fitting. “Where is this thing taking us?”


“To the place where you will complete your tasks,” she
replied.


“That is vague.”


“Recall my wish to see one final family member?”


“Yes.”


“Those you oversee down in the engine room of this city
will help restore the Harvesting Device, a device that is vital if I am to
collect the materials I need.”


The word ‘engine’ made no sense but he understood
Harvesting, especially if it had something to do with what Anaskar had once
done to the Sea Beast. “You mean to harvest your own family?”


“Of course. I have already gathered bones from the Medah
desert; and also young Evakeda in her frozen tomb and as you know, the Old One
who met a bitter end upon the walls of Anaskar and was taken by the meddlesome
descendants of your ancestors.”


“You have the bones of the Sea Beasts here?”


“Gods.” She waited.


“Sea Gods,” he said.


Chelona nodded. “And some flesh and blood in addition – and
I have needed nearly every single drop and fragment of both to raise the city
and see my plans come even this far.”


Notch clenched his jaw. “But you would harvest another
sibling still?”


The light had grown to deep amber now as the device
slowed. “Not a sibling, no – you will be assisting me in the Harvest of the
First – Mother of the Acasanasi.”


“I... what?”


She merely laughed softly as she reached to pull the
lever. The device stopped and the doors slid open when Chelona wrenched the
handle now, revealing a wide, circular chamber that stretched on and on.


The stones down here were paler, warmed by the amber light
that came from below, beaming up through more grates that ran along the walls.
Rows of tall figures worked at tables, their hands moving quickly but not with
much grace... yet that was not what caught his eye.


“They’re not human.”


“That’s not precisely true – and it is also true enough,”
Chelona replied.


Each worker stood head and shoulders taller than Notch,
though they were not so broad as Alosus. Instead, slender bodies toiled at some
task as yet unclear, and they did not seem weak – their skin bore a silvery
tint.


One rose, a large steel box in its arms as it did. Notch’s
confusion deepened. The figure seemed... unfinished. It bore no clothing, yet
it had no genitals – almost as though it was moulded in armour. And maybe it
was? The eyes were blank orbs in an angular face, and what might have been hair
or even some sort of spiny protrusion, swept back to run down the neck.


“They are an approximation of the Ilesinyans,” Chelona
explained. “I recreated enough that they can now in fact produce themselves,
with some help.”


“You... recreated a lost race?”


“Only their shell, in truth. They follow simple commands
and I must monitor – which is where you will alleviate some of that concern.
Further below, others are working on the Harvest.”


Notch had not taken his eyes from the scene before him. It
seemed that the false Ilesinyans were inserting the bones of birds into small
globes of amber... and it looked exactly like amber from the Sap Groves. “I
should have recognised the glow.”


“Agreed.”


“So that is how they create new soldiers?” he asked.
“Stolen Amber combined with carvings of bone stolen from the Sea Gods?”


“Precisely. On a lower floor I have them carving, for
instance. And elsewhere, a flourishing grove of my own, seeded from the
originals of course.”


Notch shook his head. Even if the bones seemed small and
thin, they were still of the same stuff as Greatmasks... and combined with Sap.
On the other hand, despite the impressive numbers of creatures being prepared,
they were not made of a resource that would last forever.


The Fura Leones would be a match; no doubt existed there.


But he was one man only.


And still, he had no idea just what Chelona would do with
the corpse of her mother, nor any idea of how to stop her, let alone remain
useful beyond his apparent role as overseer.


“Sometimes my ‘Ilesinyans’ will stop should my focus
drift, and it is at those times that you will need to step in. It might be
lifting a box and placing it within the smaller transports, or helping with
construction below, or perhaps shifting one of the shells themselves. You may
even have to tend to the trees.”


“Across how many floors?”


“Half a dozen.”


Notch folded his arms. “How could I possibly be aware of
the kind of problems you mention without constantly riding that steel cage. Even
then, a problem could occur below just as I leave for the next floor.”


Once more, Chelona did not bother to reply. She glanced to
the far end of the room, the curve concealing much, and gave a sharp wave.


A ghostly figure in a white robe flashed closer.


Another Chelona.


Only, the Ilesinyans beyond were clearly visible through
this White Witch, and she bore no feet – she simply floated in place.


“This is something I created to watch. It sees all upon
these floors and it will shadow you in order to convey where you must complete
your role,” the real Chelona explained.


Notch frowned at the spectre. 


No doubt, it would also watch him – and from
Chelona’s expression, it was clear she was well aware that he had realised such.



“It looks like I have no choice, doesn’t it?”


“So it does, Notch.”


 


 











28. Seto


 


Seto remained silent and still as he watched Chelona pace
before the great cage of bone. 


Or so he hoped.


The impossibility of any certainty regarding his actions
in the poorly-defined void, let alone whether he currently drew attention to
himself or not, continued to be a vicious thorn, but either it was working or
Chelona was too preoccupied to realise. Perhaps she did not even care
that he could see and hear her.


And beyond her white-robed figure, the one she referred to
as Zasemu, considered as her ‘beloved’.


How long? The man asked his question without
speaking, and Seto heard what she heard – and was also afforded some sense of
the man’s struggle. He was an ancient human trapped within a decaying Sea Beast
in some ways, a body that had been created by poor Renasi, the man having
worked upon the Regeneration under duress. Where the Alchemesti was now, Seto
could not fathom.


“A day and a night,” Chelona replied. “Perhaps less.”


That long?


Chelona threw her hands up into the air. “Still you seek
to rush this.”


It’s not up to me, is it? Not since your little
experiment failed. I have no choice in this disgusting prison. His tone
held vast anger now and he did not seem to be referring to the cell of bone at
all.


She whirled on him. “You prefer the Oblivion?”


I do not.


“Then show me more of that iron will you were known for.”


I have not changed so much.


She approached the bars now, not close enough to touch,
and nor did Zasemu move near. “Things will be different soon,” she said, and
though the frustration had not fully left her voice, she was pleased that
Zasemu was showing spirit, that he had not succumbed.


Seto blinked at the force of her emotion, and the fact
that he experienced it half as his own. Surely this meant he was being drawn
in. He was not going to get a place of his own. Not unlike a second
death... 


But Casa Swordfish would not succumb so easily! 


He could hold on to himself via the need to save his city,
even if he knew not how. 


And there was more to Seto’s fight; experiencing relief
and pleasure that Zasemu had not lost his mind to the taint of Chelona’s
experiments, experiencing those things as his own emotions was not a path Seto
wanted to travel.


Zasemu folded his arms. Let us hope so.


“The Mother approaches,” Chelona told him. “I feel her
chasing memories and true consciousness even as she has sensed the bait. And
once she reaches Ilesinya we will cure you, I have no doubt her blood will
succeed in that.”


And if not?


“Renasi continues his work,” Chelona replied, then she
shrugged. “But I know that there is no ‘if not,’ beloved. The Mother is Life
itself.”


Zasemu did not answer, which seemed to suggest he agreed.
But there was still a struggle within him, something Chelona sensed clearly and
again, Seto was able to understand, to an extent... but something else
reverberated within the void where he lurked, able to eavesdrop so clearly.


Chelona was holding back, refusing to admit something to herself.
But what? He could not fathom. She had... more in mind for Zasemu. A hidden
plan, yet what that could be remained murky. Perhaps she did not fully know
either. Seto could see just how much energy she devoted toward her refusal to
face whatever it was she sought to avoid.


Is the one with my bracers following orders at least?


“He has only just begun, but yes,” she replied.


And what have you told him?


“Enough to oversee.”


And does he understand the true nature of the Fura
Leones?


“No. I suspect he understands their sentience and
certainly much of their power, but he is yet to harness their true ability to
Command.”


Seto frowned in the nothing – assuming he had a face to
still do so. What were the Fura Leones, and who did Zasemu refer to?


Chelona’s mind did not spend much time on the concept of
‘Commanding’ but it seemed that to Command was similar yet different to
Compelling... a troubling but heartening thought, especially if the one they
referred to was an adversary.


He is still a threat, you know.


“Hardly.”


I mean it, Kirefisa. I certainly wore them for
long enough to know they can surprise even me.


“He has not had that luxury,” she replied. “And do not
call me that.”


Was Kirefisa her true name then? The name of the woman at
the window Seto had seen?


You prefer Chelona now?


“Yes. And when you are safely restored, you might consider
a new name yourself.”


No, thank you.


Chelona strode to one of several paintings that graced the
stone wall and pulled a small lever. As she did, the scene of an ocean with
ships riding giant waves began to change. Dozens of panels flipped around to
reveal a new vista, a tranquil forest of green and golden light, flowers and
birds everywhere. “A change of scenery, perhaps.”


I would have been just as happy with a proper window –
blasted Ilesinyans.


“There are plenty of windows in this city,” she replied.
“This is simply a more secure location.”


Secure against what? You are overreacting again.


“As I did during the Siege of Tesellias?”


This is far different. There are none here that
can compete with us.


“Didn’t you just warn me about the Fura Leones?”


Zasemu did not reply. 


“Besides which, Argeon seeks me still. He is constantly
probing the city borders, seeking for ways to enter.”


You said you are his equal.


“If he would free himself already, he could be more – but
I believe I remain his superior.”


Why do you doubt yourself now?


“He has been learning at an extremely accelerated pace,
lately,” she said, and now it was Chelona who paced. “Almost as if he responds
to my own quest for raw power by seeking knowledge.”


None of that will matter once the Mother is Harvested.


“Indeed.” She stopped. “But he is approaching now, with
others that may prove irksome.”


Sweep them aside.


“You forget, not all that creep across these new,
unfamiliar lands are so weak. We have our vulnerabilities.”


Hardly.


She returned to the cage now. “No. Argeon could interfere
with the Harvest, at which point he might surpass us both. That is true of any
he brings across the water, should they partake of the Lifeblood. We must be
precise in all things.”


If you free me, I could take care of them all this
moment.


Chelona smiled. “Perhaps, perhaps not. But if you were to
lose control, what empire would we rule over then? And what would become of
you?”


You would find me.


“I would,” she replied. “But what exactly would I
find? You or some mad thing destroying and creating abominations in equal,
terrible measure?”


Zasemu looked away a moment. Perhaps you were right.


“Of course.” She smiled. “But how so, beloved?”


If the Harvest fails it might not be enough to simply
rely on your Alchemist, no matter the improvements you claim he has made.


“Meaning?”


Invite Argeon and take his knowledge – he might know
something we do not.


“That is indeed our plan,” she said. And now her voice
softened for the first time. “As we have already discussed, Beloved.” And as
she spoke, Seto knew that Chelona had been involved in many similar
conversations with Zasemu, and many times. 


And more, while Zasemu had learnt control of his body for
the most part, she had taught him to think and speak many, many times already
since his Awakening.


I see.


“Worry not, your time is soon.”


He nodded, and reached out to grip the bars with a deep
frown. Will this place survive the meeting between you both? If he is your
equal, could the Halidriandl be damaged? Or worse?


“It is so. But we will come to an accord.”


And you feel him draw near?


“Yes.” Then she straightened. “And someone quite
unexpected also.”


Who?


“Medina, who brings with her the betrayer.” Chelona’s
frown seemed to be deep. “And since we are not quite prepared just now, I
believe that our visitors ought to meet the people of Ilesinya first.”


 











29. Flir


 


It was quite a large boat that she and Kanis rowed out
from General Holindo where he stood at the prow of the Red Falcon. The
man soon became a small figure as both vessels were swallowed by shadow cast
from Ilesinya and its mass of bedrock.


Nearby, the roar of the strange waterfall had grown strong
enough that any conversation had to be at a near-shout. 


Yet for now, it seemed there was little to say; plans had
been made, and all that remained was to follow the glimpses of Luik as he swam
for a hidden passage within the waterfall. In truth, it was no secret to the
Sea-Folk, since once the city had been raised, Chelona had continued to use
them to carry bones up into Ilesinya upon what Luik described as a magical
platform.


Flir stared across the water toward Luik. Had Bel also
survived? She had to remember to ask him.


But the platform was useful indeed, considering how many
people were along for the infiltration – that and all the acor Danillo
and Argeon had produced. A surprising amount for such a short time, but then,
the Greatmask was probably just as Godlike as Chelona, even if he appeared less
so due to his outwardly more reasonable nature.


“Did Luik mention what we’d be likely to find up there?”
Kanis called.


Danillo nodded from where he sat at the tiller, beside
Pathfinder Ain. “Some things, yes. Beyond the walls of the ancient city all
roads feed in toward the palace. There are domes shaped almost as flowers and
the streets are wide, empty at first.”


“At first?”


“Toward the end of the Sea-Folk’s enslavement, Chelona had
woken or perhaps recreated enough of the original inhabitants of the city to
assist with the work. Luik met several.”


“If that thing works, My Lord,” Aren said, his eyes
distrustful as he stared at the water. “It could still be a trap, the fact that
we haven’t been attacked yet.”


Flir found herself in agreement, despite not being
entirely convinced that Aren should be brought along. She still could not read
him the way she could now read others... his determination did shine through,
however. And more, as dilar, he would have a better-than-average chance of
survival.


It was Pevin she worried about.


But the man had refused to stay behind in the city with
Holindo, Giovan, Fi and Lavinia’s family. They were the final defence of the
city. “My place is by your side, dilar,” he had said.


“Doubtless Chelona seeks Argeon,” the Lord Protector told
Aren. “She will at least grant us easy access, I believe.”


“And where will we be when we rise, exactly?” Nia asked.
Beside her sat the quiet man with an eye-patch, Gedarow, his role unclear to Flir
for the moment.


But while Gedarow seemed to be little more than his
worship of Nia, Nia herself was more difficult to read; like nearly everyone
aboard, her conviction burned. She wanted to take the fight to Chelona, but she
was also troubled. Her memory was not complete and that caused... confusion and
doubt. Doubt about her own abilities?


Danillo was answering her question. “Luik also described a
giant basement with a steel walkway ringing a large opening, though he did not
know its purpose. We will be taken to a nearby landing, which is where I want
to store the acor.”


“Storerooms for the palace?”


“I believe so. Once we are inside, Argeon will be able to
tell us more.”


And then the Lord Protector had to stop, as the crashing
of the waterfall overpowered any attempt at conversation. Cold spray soon had
everyone near-drenched, but Luik rose from the choppy water and signalled for
Flir and Kanis to circle.


Together, they manoeuvred the longboat around to a
comparatively calm section, where the fall spread like a curtain and sheltered
what seemed to be an ornate stone raft.


Only it was more secure than an average raft, since the
edges bore a small guard rail, no higher than her calf, of carven stone, shaped
like small trees spreading supportive branches.


“Let’s unload,” Lord Danillo said when the longboat
reached the platform.


Flir pulled her oars in but Kanis kept rowing to turn
their boat, and it swung swiftly, helped along by a push from below. 


Luik surfaced; expression sombre. “Hope you’re all ready –
she’ll be waiting for something.”


“We are,” Danillo said with a nod, setting an acor cask
upon the platform. Flir followed, then tied the longboat to the rail, careful
not to snap the rope when she tightened it. She glanced to Kanis as she did so;
he was frowning at the piles of explosive material.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“There’s a lot of this and eight of us.” He looked to
Luik. “Can the platform manage the combined weight?”


Luik gave it a slap. “We loaded a lot more from below.”


“I almost wish you hadn’t said that.”


“Having second thoughts?”


Kanis nodded. “With every stroke of the oar I remember
doubting this plan of ours – I wanted the Greatmask to fly us all here.”


“Argeon is still working on such a contingency,” the Lord
Protector replied. “But at present, he has not been able to locate the
necessary Ancestor for me to ensure such a thing happens safely.”


“Did anyone understand what he just said?” Kanis asked,
glancing around.


“I understood enough,” Flir said. “So quit complaining,
will you?”


He grinned as he bent to lift another case, which he
tossed to Aren upon the platform. “You always did try to take the fun out of
life, Flir – how else can I mask my deep concerns?”


Luik turned to Flir then. “I’m going to check on everyone
but I’ll need your promise before you do.”


“Promise you what?”


“No heroics.”


She frowned. “Meaning?”


“Meaning you’re not the strongest one in this fight and I
reckon that’ll piss you off. You act before you think when you’re angry.”


Her frown became a glare.


“Exactly,” he said, then pushed himself back from the
platform.


Kanis chuckled.


Flir ignored him, instead giving Luik a nod and a rueful
smile – he was right, but this time would be different. She couldn’t afford to
make a mistake and more, she had Evakeda’s Eye, which had to amount to
something, even amongst Greatmasks and Gods.











30. Notch


 


Notch paced the chamber, occasionally stopping to wave at
or speak to one of Chelona’s puppets – they all responded. It could have been
her mark or the bracers, but he was able to command the Ilesinyans as they
worked, so long as he kept his instructions short and clear.


The silvery things already knew their tasks – to transfer
buckets of the sap that had been piped down into the room from the groves
above. The amber went from the walls where the pipes and troughs waited, to a
central column that stretched up to the darkened roof – seeming to take up half
the ceiling. There, the Ilesinyans poured the amber into similar pipes upon a
steel column which was, somehow, meant to trap or lure the Mother of Sea Gods.


It was quite broad where it penetrated the floor,
suggesting that it continued down for some distance.


And still no idea how to stop it. 


Having no actual ideas was one problem – Chelona’s ghostly
minder was another. She was always floating just a few steps behind, watching
him or commanding him to move to another floor.


Something clattered to the ground.


Notch turned. Halfway around the room, one of the
Ilesinyans had dropped a pail. Amber sap oozed across the floor, jamming the
next few steps of the two nearest the fumbling servant. It had happened a few
times already, as though the slaves sometimes grew weak. Perhaps the balance of
bone and sap was not quite right, or perhaps Chelona had been distracted by
something and lost focus.


The reason didn’t matter – he had to move swiftly.


“Quickly, Notch,” the spectre-Chelona said, but he was
already weaving through the lines of Ilesinyans and did not both to answer.


“Be still,” Notch shouted as he neared.


All movement in the chamber ceased.


Notch bent to lift the bucket and returned it to the
nearest trough and its line of pipes. “You only,” he told the one who’d dropped
the pail. “Start again, half a pail each time.”


It nodded and resumed walking.


To those nearest the spill, he pointed. “You three only.
Collect this as best you can.”


They set to work, moving swiftly enough, and when they’d
done their job they simply stopped. “Resume your work,” he said, then raised
his voice. “All of you, commence.”


Chelona’s slaves started once more and he completed a
circuit of the room. One of the trough’s runoff-spouts had filled a bucket, so
he took it to the column and poured the warm amber within, careful not to let
it touch his hands. For despite Chelona’s assurances that the strain she had
developed would not harm him or her slaves, he did not want to feel the
unpleasant tingle that sap nevertheless created.


To the grove now – there is a blockage.


Notch glanced over his shoulder to the floating watchdog.
“Very well.”


He strode to the ancient steel room and once inside, he
slid the lever then pulled it up. The doors closed and the cage began to rise,
smooth as ever.


His ghostly shadow followed and he clenched his teeth. How
could he escape to face Chelona? She’d kept him alive for more reasons than
simply managing the sap and her workers, but why? 


Her apparent attraction to him was merely manipulation, or
more likely, since she didn’t actually expect him to fall for her act, to
torment him. She was amusing herself until she could get what she wanted – and
it might not have been the Fura Leones only. 


Because if that were so, Chelona would have killed him and
taken them long ago. After all, she had plenty of time to wait out the
Disassociation rituals if she chose to start them, and more than enough power
without the bracers.


There was something else.


Stop here.


Notch pulled the curled steel of the lever once more and
the little room slowed, door soon sliding open to reveal the grove.


A warm glow lit the underside of green leaves and a sweeter-than-pine
scent filled the space, open to a clear afternoon sky. Even without the pipes
and troughs, it was not truly like the grove of the Braonn people, but it was
similar in enough ways. 


High walls protected the row upon row of trunks that
spread in neat lines, tall shapes moving between them – some with shears but
most hauling around buckets. Sooner or later, all her slaves headed to the
walls where the pipes waited.


Notch had asked why the funnels in the grove didn’t simply
lead directly to the mysterious column below, but Chelona, through her
ghost, had informed him that any minor inefficiencies in the Ilesinyan
structures were not as important as training her servants.


And it seemed they needed it. Not too far away, one of the
angular Ilesinyans had fallen. This had in turn, jammed up another, both caught
in the spilt amber. Due to the space between trees, several slaves who were
trying to pass had began to walk into each other. Some, upon doing this,
stopped, and some continued to press forward to no avail.


Notch sighed. 


If the shells had been afforded a little more autonomy
then maybe they could handle such a situation themselves but as things stood,
the fools were doing only what they were told.


“Stop, everyone,” Notch commanded as he neared.


They ceased moving as the rest of the grove fell into a
hush, no more clipping sounds or tread of feet upon the rigidly precise stone
paths that led between the earth and roots.


He pointed to the queue. “You five. Four steps back, one
at a time. Then stop.”


The Ilesinyans complied, the last few taking a little more
time than the others. He gestured to those stuck within the sap... but did not
speak, for new movement drew his eye. A far shorter figure approached, flitting
between trunks – she was dressed in purple robes and wore a Greatmask of pale
blue.


“Emisa?”


“Of course.” She stopped before him and her mask flared.
Chelona’s spectre disappeared without a sound. “We have to get below, right
now.”


“How did you—”


She grabbed his hand and pulled him back toward the exit.
“An iternus, obviously.”


“There’s one in the city?”


“Yes. Several,” she snapped as they leapt into the steel
room. A rumbling rose from the floors below. “Focus. We need to stop the
Greatmask Chelona but she’s already moving – you’re going to need to use those
Bracers.”


“You know what’s happening here?”


“I do.”


“Then you’ll help us?”


“Yes, so long as you keep your word.”


“I will,” he replied. The awful sound of stone grinding
against stone continued, even shaking the platform they rode upon. He lifted
his voice. “What of your Greatmask?”


“Medina is only one force against one and a half Sea Gods,
but there is also my Hanja heritage, which I hope will make a difference.
Perhaps with the Fura Leones and Argeon, we can prevail.”


“You can change your surroundings?”


“That is one aspect, yes.” 


“What else?”


“Things not relevant here,” she replied, then began to
pace. “Can this thing move any faster?”


“No.”


She hissed a sigh, the sound somewhat muffled by her mask.



“Chelona knows you are here, right?” Notch asked. “Will
she move against you directly?”


“Not while she readies the LightSpear.”


“LightSpear? That’s what I’ve been helping to fill with
Amber from the Sap Gove?”


She nodded. “It is an important part of what is called the
Halidriandl – a machine of terrifying power. Chelona will use the spear
to trap and then Harvest the recently-awoken Mother of Sea Gods. Her blood and
flesh will then power the Halidriandl.”


“Meaning?”


“I do not know. No legends speak of its purpose, only
that, much like now, people and Gods banded together to stop its use.”


“Wait, which legends?” Notch asked. “And how do you know
this?”


“My people have preserved some precious few records about
what was considered the mythical race of Ilesinyans,” she said as she folded
her arms. “We truly value knowledge, unlike the Ecsoli.”


“But there was nothing more on the Halidriandl?”


“No. Has she told you anything?”


He nodded. “She mentioned wanting to create a new empire,
one that restored elements from the past to the present.”


“I see.”


“So, we just need to stop her and destroy this Halidriandl,
I take it?”


“If we can.”


He lifted the bracers – the lions had now reared up upon
their hind legs, claws outstretched, fangs bared in a roar. “If we stop Chelona
from Harvesting the Mother, the machine won’t matter.”


“Precisely, at which point we must destroy it.”


“Can we even manage any one of those tasks? All the times
I’ve faced Chelona, I have barely been able to break one limb from her
Compelling.” 


“You have a far deeper bond with the Fura Leones now; and
we are not alone, remember?”


Notch was not too sure about her confidence but hearing
that they were not alone gave him pause, he’d already forgotten. “You said the
Greatmask Argeon was here.”


“Along with others of varying power; they are not known to
me but you will soon see them, I’m sure.”


“So Lord Danillo is here?”


“If that is who wears Argeon, yes.”


Notch clenched a hand to a fist. That would make a
difference... but it was a problem too. If Argeon and Chelona clashed, or
Zasemu, wasn’t there a chance Argeon could be destroyed? He wouldn’t be the
first Greatmask to perish in such clashes of gargantuan power. 


And that meant no more chances to save Sofia...


“We must survive,” he said softly.


Emisa stopped her pacing. “That may not be a future all of
us can afford, Notch.”


“You disagree?”


“If I have a chance to destroy the LightSpear or the Halidriandl
itself, then I will take it even at the cost of my own life.”


“No,” he cried.


She shook her head then. “Is that the bracers? Because I
doubt you care that much for me, Notch. And you should be thinking exactly the
same thing. The survival of the entire world is at stake today.”


But that wasn’t what he feared. He needed Emisa alive...
It took a moment to respond, his heart heavy with the weight of it. “I will do
what must be done.”


“Good,” she said. Then the Inquisitor took a breath. “I
can feel them both – let’s stop this thing.”


Notch took the lever and wrenched the doors open.


 











31. Flir


 


The platform rose upon its own, swiftly within the
protective curtain of plummeting water, an endless echo filling Flir’s ears as
she paced beside the acor.


“There are certainly many ancient paths here,” Ain
said, craning his neck to stare up at the vast opening that neared. “But so
many of them are somehow unsteady, in a different way to what I usually sense
when paths are old or fading.”


Danillo turned to face the Pathfinder. “Chelona has used
this passage at least once, but there is something else.”


Ain nodded. “A twisting of madness, like something deeply
unnatural has trod this path too. Back in Vakim we encountered a strange mix of
Plague-Men and Darkling... but this is different.”


“It has to be Zasemu,” Flir said.


Nia moved a little closer. “The creature you mentioned
before. He is not truly human nor Sea Beast?”


“Right.”


“I believe...” the Braonn woman paused to frown, then
nodded, as if to herself. “Everyone – Father tells me that he will soon no longer
be able to reach us but he has uncovered something else about what is happening
here.”


Danillo drew nearer. “Your father mentioned the sap being
used to rival the Sea Gods.”


Nia nodded. “It has to do with something he has sensed
stirring for a long time now.”


“But he knows not what it is?”


“No. Something vast – far, far older than he or the Greatmasks.”


A moment of silence fell over the group.


“Argeon too, has suspected as much,” Lord Danillo finally
said. “I will ask him to search a little harder; Chelona continues to guard
that secret most closely. Does your father send more?”


“Yes.” Nia closed her eyes, as if straining to hear
whatever silent voice her father used. “The Amber is used to do more than fuel
the city... he says his forebears stopped sale to the Ilesinyans because...
because it would be used for something called the Halidriandl.” Nia
opened her eyes, her expression touched with concern. “He can no longer reach
me.”


“I have heard that word, My Lady,” Gedarow said from where
he sat upon an acor barrel.


Flir frowned, her expression mirrored by Nia, who did not
seem to trust the man. And Flir was tempted to agree, for the Sap-Born was too
much enraptured by the Oyn-Dir’s daughter. Danillo had explained that the man
might be able to interfere with Chelona’s use of the Sap, and maybe that was
true after all. 


Gedarow also claimed to know things he would only reveal
within the city – and only to Nia. And so only with Lord Danillo’s insistence
that every resource be taken along, had Gedarow accompanied them so far on
their final gambit to stop Chelona.


“So, you will speak now?” Nia asked, as she folded her
arms.


“I know not what the Halidriandl is but I heard
Chelona mention it to Mor. She was always demanding more amber, with each
visit, until one day she came and took the entire grove.”


Deep shadows appeared above, as the platform left the waterfall
and ascended into an opening within the depths of the city’s very bedrock. It
continued up into the darkness, their destination apparently some distance yet.


“What else did she say?”


Gedarow smiled faintly – he was pleased to receive her
attention. Flir could have sneered, but she kept her face neutral. The man was
a simpering fool but they did need more information, providing it was true. His
feverous joy was rising too, and so she couldn’t read much beyond that but
there was another reason the man seemed to focus so much upon Nia, yet
Flir couldn’t be sure of what.


But that didn’t mean she would stop trying.


“It was rare that she spoke of anything of true
consequence while we workers were present. Even Mor only received the bare
minimum.”


Kanis narrowed his eyes. “If that’s all he has, maybe we
should cast him over the side now.”


Gedarow spun with a glare. “That decision is hardly yours
to make, is it?”


“Then give us more than what the Oyn-Dir already shared,”
Kanis said, entirely unmoved by Gedarow’s outburst.


Nia’s hard expression had not changed. “Gedarow.”


He bowed his head a moment. “There is one thing – we were
told that if we performed well, we might be permitted to tend the new grove,
here in Ilesinya. I took it to mean that she needed more than could be stolen.
She needs to produce it.”


“To keep the city afloat perhaps,” Pevin said. “But the
act of flying would not be rivalling the power of Sea Gods.”


“Agreed.” Danillo straightened as the platform entered
full darkness and came to a gentle stop. A blue glow rose from Argeon, lighting
a wide, stretching stone walkway. It too, was just as ornately decorated as the
platform; here, with carven feathers inside circles. “We will soon know more.
Let us unload and prepare.”


Flir moved to the acor and held out her arms before Aren.
“Let’s do this quickly.”


He loaded several cases with the heavy powder, none of it
making much of an impression on her arms, then Flir strode to the walkway and
stacked them some distance from the edge. She scanned the limits of the blue
light as she worked, finding nothing but stone walls of a dome decorated with
more carvings, too vague to make out properly. 


But high above, faint light glowed from tri-circular
openings – yet they did nothing to illuminate anything useful. However, this
part of the walkway led to a large stair flanked by twin passages of shadow. A
little way ahead, Danillo and Ain stood together discussing the paths and
whatever else it was they could sense. 


If no attack was forthcoming, it seemed that Chelona did
indeed want Argeon, at least, to reach the city. Probably as part of her plan
to control Zasemu, or the mysterious Halidriandl.


How exactly could such a thing use the sap of the Amber
Grove to restore an empire?


Whatever the reason, Chelona herself wanted the Greatmask,
and more than she needed anyone else currently working in the city’s basement.
“Meaning the rest of us are expendable,” Flir muttered as she returned to the
platform.


There, Nia was lifting one of the final stores of acor.
Gedarow was already moving down the walkway, having done little to help, it
seemed. 


“Nia.” Flir kept her voice low.


She paused to retie escaped strands of hair into a tail
high upon the back of her head. “Is something wrong?”


“With Gedarow, it seems – I wanted to warn you, his
infatuation seems beyond normal... and I can’t read him as I should.”


“I am watching him,” Nia said with a nod. “When you say
‘read’ you mean, because of the Sea Goddess and her eye?”


“Yes. It doesn’t work all the time or so well with
everyone, but if I had time to develop it maybe I could break through to what
he’s hiding.”


“I see,” Nia said, then she hesitated.


“Nia?”


“It’s nothing – but if we survive this, I would ask
something of you.”


Flir grinned. “It wouldn’t hurt to ask me now, just in case.”


“Well, if you’re going to put it that way,” Nia replied
with her own smile, though it did not linger. “Can you read me, to find the
memories I lost?”


“I can try.”


“Please. I had thought I was getting used to it but
something about this all... the Amber, Mor and even knowing that you and Notch
are friends... I should be able to remember and I owe him my life.”


Flir sighed. Was Notch even alive? Had he survived the
crossing? And if he even reached the land of the Ecsoli, what then? His quest
was worthy... but ill-advised, it seemed. And even if he wore no Greatmask nor
carried some special skill; she missed him, missed being surrounded by someone
she trusted that completely.


“It isn’t working?” Nia asked.


“No, I was just thinking of Notch myself,” Flir said as
she apologised. “I don’t know if you have heard but he is seeking the Land of
the Sun. I hope he is still alive.”


“As do I.”


“Here we go then, I’ll do my best.” Flir focussed on Nia.
Standing before the Braonn woman and being able to meet her gaze made reading
her easier – there was hope, fear, and determination, along with sadness at
being cut off from her father, and a strange mess of resentment, distrust and
guilt when it came to Gedarow. Doubt too lingered, and as Nia mentioned, it
came from a significant part of her life being blank... but that emptiness was
its own force and Flir could glean nothing from it. “I’m sorry, Nia. I don’t
know this new power well enough to help you.”


“I understand,” she replied. “Thank you for trying.”


“Ask me again after we deal with Chelona and her city,”
Flir said. “Maybe something will change.”


Nia chuckled. “It’s going to be that easy, is it?”


Danillo called from the far end of the walkway, signalling
with a wave.


“Time to find out.”











32. Flir


 


“We can still assume that Chelona has essentially invited
us in, since there has been no attack,” Danillo told the group where they had
gathered at the foot of the great staircase.


“That won’t be true forever,” Flir replied.


“No, but Argeon is now better able to monitor her – I am
confident we will have warning of any such attack, at the least.” He glanced
around those gathered. “For now, we work as one in our exploration but there
may come a time when we must split into separate forces. Should that happen, I
propose that at least one of our three dilar work in each group if possible.
Argeon and I will count as another group.”


“No objections here,” Ain said, his eyes troubled, but
Flir caught no sense of panic from the man. He was worried about his
people, worried he might never see his wife and child again but his resolve did
not waver.


No-one else offered any concerns, and Danillo continued.
“Ain and I have ascertained there is still significant activity within the
city, but that most relates to the palace, which is not a surprise.”


“Can we safely ignore whatever is happening beyond the
palace then?” Pevin asked.


“Perhaps.” Danillo gestured to the nearby stacks of acor.
“While it seems we will no longer need to break in, this will remain a
contingency for anything unexpected, here or beyond the palace. It may still be
useful in dealing with whatever she has created here, should Argeon and I fail
to do so.”


“Then do we also need to guard the acor?” Kanis asked.


“That we must consider also, once we learn more about what
is above.”


Flir looked up over Kanis’ shoulder to where the stair
climbed into shadow. Beyond the range of Argeon’s glow waited faint hints of
warmer light. A glimpse of the Amber at work? “If the sap is what keeps this
place afloat, then as a last resort, can we send this place aground if we
explode this Halidriandl?”


“Only if that system is not mostly born of magic,” Danillo
said, “But it is an option, yes – and so keeping the acor here, presumably
close to where the sap is being used, based on what Argeon believes, might be
the best choice.”


“Bringing this city down won’t stop Chelona herself,
though,” Pevin added.


“No. Whatever happens to her designs insofar as she has
linked them to Ilesinya, she will find another means if we don’t stop her this
day as well.”


“Then it’s time to see what we’re facing,” Pevin replied.


“It is.” 


Danillo led them up the stairs then, Flir close behind and
Kanis close on her heels. He probably watched her as much as their
surroundings, if his concern was any indication – it seemed to be radiating
from him.


And it was welcome, in some ways... a flicker of regret
passed across her; she might not be able to lie with him again; and it was not
just regret for the closeness and the sex itself, but to experience that rare
stillness afterward, when he was most relaxed.


On the other hand, would Kanis hesitate if he had to make
a hard choice up there?


No way to know for now. But Chelona had to be stopped for
so many reasons, though one in particular was troubling – she had brought
Zasemu into the world.


“The Ilesinyans really liked circles, didn’t they?” Kanis
observed. 


Aside from the small, perhaps tunnel-like windows,
interlocking circles had been carved upon the walls here too, and joining them
now were sets of deep-cut runes, these appearing somehow windswept.


The stair opened up to a ballroom-sized chamber that
seemed a stone crossroads – half a dozen wide passages led away in three
directions, each flanked by stairs that ascended quickly out of sight.


Before anyone could ask which path to take, Danillo and
Ain, almost as one, had started for the left passage, where a faint amber glow
met the blue from Argeon. Flir followed, and the sound of clapping boots echoed
throughout the halls as they searched.


How long since such a sound had been heard within the
city?


For a place that had long been beneath the ocean,
everything seemed in fine condition. Had Chelona restored it to something of
its former condition? There were no paintings, tapestries or furniture, which
probably had more to do with it being the basement floors of the palace, but
nor were their mounds of seaweed, sand or other debris.


Before they reached the source of the glow, new footfalls
came, as if in answer to their own.


“Be ready,” Flir said.


Tall figures appeared ahead, their exact nature hidden by
the amber light behind them. But they were tall, head and shoulders above
Danillo. More, they were slender without being spindly – it was a strong line,
despite the somewhat rigid nature of their gait. There were at least a dozen, and
seeing them did something to explain the size of the hallways.


Argeon flared blue.


The figures collapsed into a jumble.


“There will be others,” Danillo said. “Chelona is sending
them to delay us – she is doubtless moving already.”


“Can Argeon see more now?” Flir asked.


“Not with enough detail to show me how or what exactly,
but I can say that Zasemu is upon a higher floor at the moment, whereas Chelona
is far closer. There is something almost directly above us that we need to
reach.”


They now drew level with the figures, which were clearly
Ilesinyans by their look – they wore smooth, moulded armour and did not seem to
have much hair; their heads bore something like hard spines that ran down their
necks. Up close, it seemed their bodies were... deflating, a pale sap now
seeping from eyes, nose and mouth.


“They’ve been diluted... or changed,” Nia said as she
knelt with a frown.


Danillo nodded. “Within, there are also thin bones set
into a vaguely humanoid shape,” he added. “Enough to give them some power and
purpose.”


“You certainly dealt with them easily enough,” Ain said.
“How would we fare? Because I’m thinking that the construction is not
dissimilar to Darklings. I might be able to disrupt them via the Paths.”


“So you might,” the Lord Protector replied. “And so, too,
each of you who are blessed by Mishalar. Lady Nia, I do not believe your own
powers will be ineffective either but everyone else will need to stay close to
one of us if we do split into different groups.”


A deep, grinding echoed from above and to the rear. It
grew so loud that Flir had to cover her ears as the very walls trembled.
Gedarow fell to one knee and Danillo whirled, his Greatmask blazing now.


The rumbling continued.


Amber light flared, almost blinding – and when it eased,
the grinding sounds did too.


“What was that?” Nia asked, her bow in hand now.


Before Danillo could answer, another troop of Ilesinyans
poured from the end of the hall.











33. Seto


 


Seto paced the void – or so he preferred to think – but it
was more likely that his spirit did not move at all, that pacing did not even
exist.


Learning as much as he could was valuable only if he could
do something about it. 


And what that might be was still unclear, considering his
current state of being. If he could see, hear, and even feel what
Chelona experienced then his assimilation was no doubt quickening. And in a
place where time was fleeting but also vague, and where he had no control over
where or whether he was shown what Chelona saw, it was the perfect
recipe for desperation.


And impotent fury.


Mila had not reappeared and so he could not even turn to
her for advice, since she clearly understood the void at least somewhat. And
her urging him to stop Chelona had its own ring of desperation – after all, he
was as trapped as she.


Yet no sooner had his thought escaped than the warm walls
of her cottage surrounded him.


Mila held no tea this time, instead she was merely seated,
waiting.


“Your time is near.”


Seto smothered a flash of fear – there was still too much
to accomplish. “How can I prevent it?”


“If she wills it, you cannot,” Mila said. “But I suspect
the process will afford you a single chance to act.”


He leant across the table. “Then I shall take it. How,
Mila?”


“You will not like my suspicion.”


“I do not doubt that,” he replied. “Yet hear it I must.”


Mila sighed. “The price will be high.”


“So be it.”


She appraised him a moment longer. “Very well. Here is my
guess, which I have based on others who have already come and gone before you.
Should your desire be strong enough, I suspect there is a point where you might
be able to influence Chelona.”


“Do you mean her thoughts or actions?”


“I do not know. Surely it would be a small way only, and
what I noticed was fleeting indeed,” she replied. “There was one whose name I
never learnt. But at the moment of his final joining with Chelona, my body
seemed to falter. It seemed that Chelona had lost control for just a moment. It
did not last of course, and he was then no more.”


“I see.”


“Having doubts?”


“No. I simply hope it will be enough to do... something.”


Mila spread her hands. “Such opportunities seem few but if
there is a chance, it is now while Chelona is distracted by her many
obligations.”


Seto folded his arms, though he nodded at her words. “Then
I will wait for the right moment to strike.”


“Good.”


Growing bitterness was undeniable but he would not let it
ruin what would be, it seemed, a final roll of the dice.











34. Nia


 


Nia sucked in a deep breath, letting her lungs expand as
she leapt forth.


She landed in a crouch, hands raised, then exhaled.


A cloud of powder shot forth. It filled the wide passage,
setting the Ilesinyans to stumbling, but they did not come to a halt. Yet once
the cloud eased, they were set upon by Flir, Kanis and Aren.


The three formed a wedge and simply bludgeoned the
still-unsteady figures into the ground, or sent them crashing into – and
sometimes through – the stone walls. Ain met the next wave of Chelona’s
puppets, whipping his arms from where he knelt, as though snapping a length of
rope. Something invisible seemed to charge forward, since whenever the Medah
Pathfinder did this, the Ilesinyans collapsed.


“Well done, all,” Danillo said from where he stood before
Pevin and Gedarow. “Argeon has learnt what he might – let me lead from this
point.”


He strode forward now and led them back toward the long
stair. 


Whenever more Ilesinyans appeared, the Lord Protector
either cast them aside with a wave of his hand or smothered them in a pale blue
powder that moved far quicker than her own. Sometimes, his voice boomed forth,
usually just one word – Return – and the enslaved figures would slide to the
floor, motionless, amber seeping from their faces.


At the bottom of the stair, the platform had changed – the
acor remained in place but a wide steel walkway had descended from a new, vast
opening in the bedrock above. This grated walkway ringed a long steel shaft
that tapered to a point, though the thing was easily a dozen trunks wide.


And the entire scene had been lit by a powerful amber glow
from above – the sap. Just how was it being misused here?


Four figures stood before the shaft. Three seemed frozen
in place and only one moved freely, pacing quite calmly it seemed – Chelona,
the White Witch; the one who had stolen the sap in the first place. She wore
her usual white robe, dark hair free to the rising breeze. Bracelets of gold
adorned her arms and long crystal earrings caught the glow from above.


“Welcome to a momentous occasion, all,” she called. And
even from a distance, it was clear that her eyes held some additional
illumination.


The other three did not speak – one wore what was clearly
a Greatmask, only the bone stood unique in pale blue, and the wearer’s Mascare
robes were purple. Despite her mask, she was just as unmoving as the other two;
Zasemu, whose shirtless torso revealed unusual marks and scars, and who spread
a sickly sense of power, different to Chelona. 


And finally, a familiar man who appeared a little battered
and unshaven. He wore golden bracers upon his forearms but his eyes blazed with
fury – more than the others, he seemed to be struggling, moving very slightly,
despite his inability to break free.


Notch!


And there was a twinge, as though her memory reached for
the man; his face and his dark eyes – they were almost enough... and maybe if
he smiled, a wry or weary smile, it might have helped. She could almost
imagine him smiling in the face of impossible odds, could almost feel his back
pressed against hers.


Was it a true hint of memory or not?


If they both survived, she would have to ask... no time to
think about that now.


Lord Danillo took several steps closer but did not near Chelona.
“Will you concede that there are other paths, Chelona?”


She smiled. “Ever one to talk first, Argeon.”


“We are ready to face you and your mistakes.”


Chelona glanced over her shoulder to Zasemu. “A cruel
description, isn’t it, Beloved?”


“But apt,” Danillo said, raising his voice. “What you have
brought into the world should not exist – for there will be nothing left if he
is to lose control, a control which is tenuous now and far too reliant upon
you.”


“Soon, that will not be anyone’s concern.”


“Abandon this path.”


Chelona folded her arms. “Come now, Argeon. It is past
time that you throw off the constraints of such Contracts; you limit yourself
by remaining shackled to that bone, to the Houses of these people.”


“This is what you seek?” Danillo asked, as Argeon’s glow
grew stronger. His voice had also changed; it seemed more captivating, unlike
the Lord Protector. “For us to clash here and now, so that you might risk
annihilation of everything around us?”


“No. I did not undertake such great trials to raise this
city only to destroy it.”


“Then stop this folly.”


“Nor can I do that,” she replied. “But you will be busy
enough in just a moment.”


Twin cries rose from behind the Lord Protector.


Nia spun – Pevin and Gedarow had dropped to the ground,
faces twisted in pain. Nia couldn’t prevent a flinch, and then anger rose – of
course the Witch would target others. Danillo knelt beside them, murmuring
something. Their expressions eased but they remained pale and did not rise.


Ain had fallen to one knee and was breathing hard too, but
Flir and the other dilars seemed unharmed. Flir’s expression was one of new
fury but she did not charge, as it seemed she wanted to – instead, Kanis placed
a hand on her shoulder. “Check on Pevin.”


Flir nodded and did so.


“Very swift, Argeon,” Chelona said. “But if you’re not
careful now, those two will certainly die.”


“Not under my watch,” he replied as he rose, bracing
himself before Chelona. “We will thwart you here.”


“Only if you act now and risk destroying this place... and
maybe not even then – she draws near.”


“Who? Who draws near?” he demanded.


“You have not realised yet?”


He folded his arms. “You know I have not – you conceal
that still.”


“I will not be able to do so for much longer, but I am
disappointed that you have not guessed, though I admit she has been sleeping
since before our days.”


“You mean...” Danillo – or Argeon – trailed off, then spun
to face everyone. “Attend to me at once.”


“What do we do?” Flir asked from where she held Pevin’s
hand.


“Destroy the LightSpear; that is our only goal here. I
will handle Chelona.”


“How?” Kanis asked.


“Any way you can manage,” the Lord Protector replied.


“Right.” Kanis and Aren charged first, but Chelona waved a
hand and they froze. Nia too, found herself no longer able to move, before
she’d even reached for her bow or gloves.


The White Witch flashed across the platform to face Lord
Danillo and the light within her eyes was a pale green now – and it spread
forth to meet Argeon’s glow. 


A deep growl began to echo across the cavern. It came from
where Notch stood, his hands trembling – yet he still could not move properly
either. 


The two Greatmasks continued their stand-off, a heat and
sense of... wrongness surrounding them. Yet Nia did not find herself
overwhelmed by dread – the two were testing each other perhaps; opening feints
and strikes not yet strong enough to lay waste to the floating city.


But how long would that last?


My children, why do you bicker?


A woman’s voice rose from beneath the city – it pierced
Nia’s very mind; infinite, undeniable and somehow impossible to describe, even
to herself, even as it obliterated any other thought. Neither old nor young, strong
or soft – the language was nothing; instead the speaker’s displeasure
was instantly and specifically understood.


Light from both Greatmasks ceased.


I am woken by an emptiness and worse – to something
that should not be. Where have all of your siblings gone? And what of the other
Progenitors? How can this be; there are so few of you!


“Come closer so that we might explain, Mother,” Chelona
cried out.


I am, daughter. Tell me of what I sense now; there is
something I must devour.


“You shall soon know!”


Nia stumbled forward, free of a sudden. 


How?


It didn’t matter how. Nia dashed for Danillo and Chelona,
lifting her hands to cast powder at the White Witch, if only to slow the woman,
but she’d barely taken two steps when her arms slowed. It had become like
lifting them through water or sludge; her legs too, strained against the
invisible constraints.


Had Chelona’s hold slipped a moment ago, or was Argeon
breaking through?


Yet Chelona herself became a white streak again, flashing
back to the steel walkway. She snatched at Zasemu and drew him close to the
steel shaft – or the LightSpear, as Danillo had called it. 


The great spear was descending.


And all Nia could do was claw her way after, joined by the
others in their snail-like steps – even Lord Danillo, whose voice was a muffled
cry to attack the spear. But no-one was near, not even Notch or the
purple-robed Mascare, though of any in the cavern, he was moving with the most
fluidity.


I near.


“Here is what you seek, Mother,” Chelona shouted down to
the sea below.


Then, the witch lashed out with a blinding flash.


Zasemu’s head flew across the cavern. Nia gaped. The head
bounced along the stones, blood spraying, then Chelona shoved his body over the
side.











35. Notch


 


Notch stumbled, so hard did the shock hit. 


And it was more than disorienting to half-fall while
slowed by the Compelling, a Compelling that seemed to be failing, but one which
also refused to disappear fully.


Even over the roaring of the Fura Leones, or the relief at
seeing Flir alive or the muted surprise that Argeon was suddenly within his
reach while Emisa stood beside him, despite the fear that he wouldn’t
get a chance to save Sofia if Chelona succeeded... he had been sure he was
ready to face whatever happened.


But he was wrong.


And as Notch looked down now, a vague sense of the others
closing in behind him, he gaped.


A Sea Beast had thrust itself up from the ocean, its vast
maw open.


The waterfall was a thin stream in comparison, and the
plummeting shape of Zasemu’s tainted body so small... and the Sea God, the
Mother of all Sea Beasts, was a thing of stunning beauty. 


Or at least, it had once been so, for the decay of vast
age gripped it now.


Like a once magnificent tapestry that had faded, the
brilliance of its shimmering rainbow scales had been marred by dulling or
missing patches. In some places, the patches were so great that greying flesh
and pearlescent white bone was visible. But that was only one part of the God;
most of its body was hidden from view, yet it seemed more serpentine than
whale-shaped. 


Would it empty the very sea when it landed?


Zasemu was swallowed and the Mother began to fall, turning
her head. Notch flinched from her gaze; her eye was a black swirl lined by red,
and it drove him back a step.


Amber light exploded.


He fell back further, covering his eyes as the cavern
shook. Pieces of stone cracked down but none seemed close enough to do any
harm, the sound was distant anyway... for once the incandescence eased, he
could see where the spear had lanced the Mother just beneath the head.


She writhed. 


Water churned and scales glittered. Wind and spray rushed
up to meet all who stared down, buffeting them.


But a sound also rose – a scream that swelled and crashed
like the furious waves she was already making. Notch backed from the edge now
and slammed his hands over his ears as those around him did so – all save
Chelona, who merely stood with her arms aloft as if revelling in the chaos.


The LightSpear pulsed now, no longer coloured with the
mighty amber glow of sap. Instead, a pearl-coloured liquid bearing a silvery
glow filled the shaft... and the new liquid was not surging downward. At all.


It was being drawn up.


Chelona had won that which she craved. The giant steel
shaft had not simply been a thing to skewer the Mother after she’d taken the
bait, as it seemed Zasemu’s body had become, but the spear was meant to draw
the Mother’s Lifeblood.


Wind continued to roar around the cavern, the scream
blending with the howl, then intensifying until it became a force that tugged
at Notch. He swore as he clung to the walkway, his paws warping the steel – he
would not fall.


Paws? 


He had transformed already, tunic and cloak in tatters but
his pants at least mostly intact. Nearby, Emisa’s robe whipped and fluttered
where she’d taken shelter.


And then it all died away.


He blinked. Had the Mother broken free or been—


An ear-splitting smack rose from below and a bare breath
afterwards, a fountain of water struck the floating city. The force rocked the platform,
the LightSpear and the cavern’s ceiling alike. Water and stone began to crash
down, but the larger chunks bounced from an invisible barrier.


Amber pulsed between the stone like previously hidden
veins – the city had resisted the force of water, it seemed.


Notch rose to a crouch and peered below again.


The ocean lay in turmoil; dark water and white churn, but
the Mother was already slipping beneath the waves, a vague shape only, a
massive, giant stretching beyond the bounds of his view. The surface of the
water shimmered still, bright with hundreds upon hundreds of scales.


“Notch.”


Emisa was waving him closer – she knelt beside the prone
form of Chelona, who lay still in her white robes, soaking wet as water dripped
from her dark hair. Her eyes were closed but the sense of her power remained...
he approached with another low growl, the sound involuntary, it seemed.


Other figures had drawn nearer, though most held back. One
was the Lord Protector, Argeon aglow – Flir by his side.


Notch found himself able to smile as he met her eyes. She
smiled back, despite a moment of shock – doubtless at his appearance, but she
did not speak.


“She is not defeated,” Danillo said.


“This is one of her husks, then?” Notch asked.


He nodded. “It is, Captain. We must find her and the Halidriandl
– it is no doubt higher up in the palace, I feel something above us.”


“As do I,” Emisa said.


“Does she have enough power to use the machine?” Flir
asked.


“I fear it possible, even with a partial success only. The
Mother’s Lifeblood is... potent beyond what even I imagined,” he said as he
started from platform’s edge. “Quickly, to our plans, then.”


Notch rose and followed the small group from the walkway.
He wanted to stop Flir and embrace her; he’d missed her strength and resolve.
But he did not, it may have even startled her, but more importantly; work was
yet to be completed.


Danillo stopped before he’d reached everyone. “Zasemu’s
head is gone...” Then he spun. “She is moving already!”


“What can we do?” Flir asked.


“I must think. The city itself – it’s changing,” he
replied, speaking quickly. “The petals are folding up and tilting; it’s
transforming the streets into funnels.”


“Why?”


“There are other groves in the city; she’s funnelling the
sap to the palace, likely to compensate for not Harvesting as much Lifeblood as
she sought.”


Flir narrowed her eyes. “Then we split up and stop her,
right?”


“We do,” Danillo replied.











36. Notch


 


Not all who gathered before the surviving stores of acor,
most cases of which had been protected within their oiled tarps, were familiar
to Notch but after introducing Emisa, he remembered enough.


With Flir and Kanis, another dilar, and Pevin was present
too. Seeing Pathfinder Ain once more was welcome also, but it was Lady Nia who
drew his attention; he had forgotten her beauty and the unnatural smoothness to
her skin, a hint of her true nature. Her dark hair was still tied up in a high
tail and she still carried her bow.


She had survived after all – a blessing amongst the
madness, though fear wrapped its icy talons around him just as swiftly; had she
recovered from Efran’s Sap only to face a far worse peril? But she met his gaze
calmly.


And it seemed that she, too, had much to say, but she was
content to wait. Like all except Emisa, they seemed curious about his transformation.


Lord Danillo did not leave time for such questions in any
event, after explaining what had happened with the LightSpear and Lifeblood.
“We will split into groups now. Argeon and I will direct some of you to parts
of the streets that you can explode, which should stop enough of the sap.”


“Are there only three outer groves?” the other dilar asked...
Aren, wasn’t it?


“No, but we must try and also hope that it will be enough
to prevent the Halidriandl from functioning for very long.”


“But you’ll stop her before that, right?” the fellow
called Gedarow asked, his voice timid now.


“Yes, we will.”


Flir looked to Notch then. “What can you do like that,
Notch?”


“I don’t know the limits but I can command the Ilesinyans
Chelona made. I’m fast and strong... back in Ecsoli, I levelled a battlefield
with my roar.”


Flir smacked a fist into her palm. “Sounds good to me.”


“The Fura Leones also grant the wearer more benefits,
which are yet to reveal themselves in this time,” Emisa said. “They had long
been lost but I doubt we can prevail without them.”


“We’ll take anything we can get,” Kanis said, then paused.
“Can you change back whenever you like?”


“Not always.”


Danillo cleared his throat. “We must not tarry here. Ain,
lead Aren along the western path – do you sense the grove location?”


He nodded.


“Good. Before you leave, I must consult with you about
another path.” He shifted focus. “Flir, take Pevin to the east. Kanis, you will
travel north – alone if you have no objection.”


“Not a problem.”


“Good. Argeon or Ain will show you both locations once you
have divided the acor. Lady Nia, bring Gedarow with Captain Medoro and the
Inquisitor.” He paused then, and looked to each face, the hollowed eyes of
Argeon seeming kinder all of a sudden. “You should each be proud of what we do
here, no matter the outcome.”


“That sounds a little fatalistic,” Kanis said.


“Perhaps,” he replied. “But should Argeon and I fail, and
you will know if that happens, the safest place may in fact be in the palace.
Out there, I will not be able to protect you as I did with the falling roof
before, so you must take extra care. May the Gods watch over you all.”


Pevin murmured an agreement, then headed for the acor.
Aren and then Ain followed, Flir and Kanis joining him. The two dilars seemed
to be arguing softly as they walked, but no words reached Notch.


He didn’t have a chance try to figure it out either, since
Lord Danillo was speaking once more. “Argeon will take us as near to Chelona
and the Halidriandl as possible. She may spring a trap but I am confident
Argeon will detect most of them.” He turned to Nia. “I am hoping you and your
attendant can have an effect upon the amber, when we reach the machine, Lady.”


She nodded. “I will do my best, though I am not so skilled
as my father – it is still dangerous to work with and it feels... different to
what I expected.”


“Your best is all I can ask,” he said.


“I can help,” Gedarow added.


“Good. And it is a chance we must take.”


“I may be able to assist also,” Emisa said. “Aside from my
mask, I can change my surroundings in certain circumstances.”


“That is welcome,” he said. To Notch, Danillo extended a
hand. “You have doubted my judgement before but let us work together in this.” 


Notch took it. Somewhere within, the Fura Leones seemed to
offer a ‘pulse’ of approval. “Of course, Lord Danillo.”


“Thank you, Captain. Now, all join hands and link to me so
Argeon can–”


“Wait!” 


Flir was jogging over, her arms laden with acor. “Notch,
be careful up there, you hear me?”


He smiled, his fangs slipping free a moment. “I will.”


She met his gaze then, and it seemed that she could see
directly into him, to his dark plan to Sacrifice Emisa in order to save Sofia.
Shame flared but his determination was stronger, and it seemed that Flir was
aware of that too. “I want you to think about everyone this time – we’re all
depending on you.” She paused. “Even Luik.”


Notch blinked as his entire body froze in a way far
different to what Chelona was capable of. “What?”


“He’s alive, Notch. And he’d want you to survive this.”


“But...” He could not find the words at first. “Flir, how?
When?”


“Once we finish this, right?” she said. “But he’s changed,
maybe not unlike you have. Do the right thing and you can see him for
yourself.”


He nodded. “I... I’ll survive.”


“Then that makes at least two of us,” she said, then ran
toward the stair, Pevin in tow. Kanis was not far behind her, his own
expression troubled, and then Argeon’s blue glow brightened.


When the light cleared, Notch found himself in a different
part of the palace; it was not unlike the travel-stones, perhaps a little
worse. His eyes stung and he had to wonder, just how they’d fared so well
lately, after what seemed like endless bouts of magical light being blasted his
way.


Curved doors of steel stood before them, each engraved
with two halves of a massive circle that had been filled with such a
concentration of overlapping feathers that it was difficult to find edges in
the pattern. Yet the engraving did seem to have some meaning – it simply
eluded him.


“She is beyond, and the machine is functioning for now,”
Danillo told them.


“Are we too late?” Nia asked.


“No, it is a complex thing.” He raised his arms. “Ready
yourselves.”


He swung them down and the doors burst open. One door
smashed against the wall so hard that it fell off a hinge. Danillo leapt inside
and Notch followed. 


In a large chamber of stretching windows, two figures
turned at their entrance.


Chelona, in her customary white robe and stolen body, and
one of the Ilesinyans – only this tall figure was not so ungainly as the others
and his silvery body seemed bulkier than those of his counterparts. 


Zasemu.


Only the creature’s eyes were the same now, but he had
obviously found a way to inhabit the false Ilesinyan. Had that been Chelona’s
plan all along, and Zasemu been aware? Or had she simply cut away the tainted
body and placed her ‘beloved’ within the shell, only explaining things to him
after?


“Bear witness or perish,” Chelona told them, her voice
hard now.


“We must do neither,” Argeon replied – and it was
the Greatmask – it seemed he now spoke through Danillo. His voice was
both more sonorous and older than the Lord Protector. “This provides the world
nothing new; it is a regression, not progress, Chelona.”


“Such arguments do not sway me, as well you should know.”


“There is nothing for me in such a world if you reshape it
to your narrow ideal.”


“So be it, Argeon,” she snapped.


But she did not lash out either.


Notch clenched his claws. Had the long, long strain of
handling hundreds of tasks at once finally taken some toll? After all, she’d
lost her grip on total Compelling below, and the Mother had wiped out one of
Chelona’s husks.


What had it cost to place Zasemu’s consciousness within
the Ilesinyan?


What of Zasemu himself? Waves off unnatural power emitted
from the man, did she still have to control him too?


And what did it take to use the Halidriandl, a
machine none had seen for thousands of years, it seemed. Was Chelona even now
supplementing the unfinished portion of the Mother’s blood with her own
strength?


Or was it far worse than he hoped, and Chelona was more
than strong enough, and was somehow able to draw upon the pearlescent Lifeblood
for even more power?


“Only one of us will continue if you choose this,” Argeon
replied.


Chelona nodded. “That much is true.” She gestured to
Zasemu. “Kill the forest children but do not damage Notch’s body, understand?”


An ugly laugh followed. “Of course, Beloved.”


“I am serious,” she said, iron entering her voice. “Unless
you want to stay within that shell.”


“I do not,” he said.


Notch frowned at the approaching creature. So that
had been her plan – he was a damn fool a hundred times over; it should have
been easy to see, after all. Once Chelona had realised that whatever creature
she and Renasi had created was not stable, she would have enacted a reserve
plan.


She’d probably done so long ago too... when meeting him
upon the island.


It was why she let him keep the bracers.


He snarled.


But that would be her mistake. “Leave Zasemu to me,” Notch
said as he leapt forward.











37. Flir


 


Flir slowed before yet another gate of steel and kicked
out with a curse.


It flew into the courtyard beyond, clanging across the
stones and showering sparks before it slammed into the far wall. The impact
shook tiles free from the roof; they struck the ground and shattered, puffs of
dust rising.


“You’re worried, aren’t you?” Pevin asked between breaths
when paused behind her. 


Flir glanced back. Pevin set the barrel of acor down a
moment, then rested one foot upon it to lean on his knee. “I suppose I am,” she
said. “It’s hard to let go of the face-to-face part of this battle, I didn’t realise
how much I wanted to stop Chelona personally. And to be honest, it’s hard not
to be in charge.”


Pevin smiled then. “Is that all?”


“Such as?”


“Kanis for one.”


“Nothing new there,” she said. And he was right but if
anyone was going to survive what was coming, it’d be Kanis. He had that kind of
annoying luck. She almost smiled.


“Fine. You’re still not sure about Aren, either.”


Flir glanced to the next wall – Argeon suggested a path
that circled a bathhouse but she could just as easily smash her way through the
next few walls. It’d be quicker, if nothing else. “Actually, I don’t know any
more. He’s had plenty of chances to show his hand...” She shrugged. “I think he
is going to do the right thing for everyone.”


Pevin chuckled. “Come on, you aren’t going to give me even
a little credit for all of that?”


“Fine. You’re very clever. Had enough time to rest?”


Pevin offered a rare grin. “I wasted a lot of it talking,
but yes.”


“Good,” Flir said with her own smile. She approached the
wall and gave it a good kick too. Stone burst inward. She kicked a few more
sections free then leapt over the rubble, which had spilt across clean white
tiles, now cracked.


The bathhouse was spacious, with deep baths empty of
water. High-backed seats rested within the tanks, and small spouts were spaced
at regular intervals, both within the walls of the baths and the backs of the
seats. Each seat had been placed some distance from the other... had the Ilesinyans
wanted the illusion of privacy in a public bathhouse?


It didn’t matter.


Flir hit the next wall with her shoulder, crashing through
the tiles and into a room full of large coppery tanks, for heating the water no
doubt. She passed through quickly without examining much. Instead, she stopped
at the outer wall and set the acor down.


“This one might take a moment more,” she explained.


Pevin moved back to give her room.


Flir placed both hands against the wall and pushed, trying
to get a feel for how solid it would be – and as an outer wall, it wasn’t going
to be all that simple. She stepped back then started off with a few kicks.
Cracks ran up the wall toward the roof, but when she leant in and struck with
the heel of her palm, the wall buckled without threatening the roof.


Thankfully.


She pulled some of the debris aside then climbed the small
pile of rubble to keep punching, until evening light cut its way through. Cold
air followed and Flir shoved her way free then. “Give it a moment,” she told
Pevin.


He did, then passed her acor through before returning for
his own.


Flir glanced around the empty buildings that stood amongst
lengthening shadows. Here, the streets were equally broad and spacious, lined
by iron lamps, these shaped also as flowers; slowly opening petals would have
bathed the streets in light had they functioned. Or maybe they did, she wasn’t
going to find out.


Were they moving quickly enough?


She’d heard no other explosions, which meant Kanis and
Aren hadn’t had their chance yet. “Good luck, boys.”


Pevin joined her. “Look at how tall the doors on the homes
and shops are. Where the windows start.”


Significantly higher up than what would have been natural
in Anaskar or Renovar. Inside the nearest empty window were rows upon rows of
figures, each looking vaguely Ilesinyan but bearing wings. They appeared to be
shaped in a variety of poses, and might have once worn clothing and carried
tiny weapons... or so it seemed. No, that was what had been true... she
knew the same way she knew about other things after eating the Sea God’s eye.


What was not clear, was whether or even how Chelona had
had managed to have the figures arranged again, as if the city were one day
meant to have children in its streets once more?


Movement caught her attention before she could start off
again – slowly, something rose above the peaked rooves... a giant stone
structure swinging up as the now setting sun splashed the underside with
orange.


A distant rumbling came with the change.


“Hurry,” Flir said as she snatched up the acor and charged
along the street, heading for the giant shape – guided by a sense of Argeon’s
approval; she was still on the right path. 


And then she skidded into a thoroughfare lined with more
flower-lamps joined by winged sculptures of black steel, yet it was the massive
building dominating the horizon that drew her focus. 


Beyond the rooftops of second and third-storey buildings,
it was as though the spreading petals of an open flower were drawing up to a
close. It loomed large but gave no indication of what was coming... until the
street itself began to grind and tilt.


The whole thoroughfare was very slowly beginning to slope
down – toward the palace walls, which were not too distant at all. The palace
itself was not visible – the walls were curved up and outward, again, not
unlike the underside of a flower.


“So, the amber runs down from the other groves?” Pevin
asked.


“It seems so,” Flir replied. She knelt then, and slammed
her fist into the street. Stone shattered, deep enough to sit the acor within. She
tore the lid free and unwrapped the oiled cloth. Inside, a pouch with flint and
tinder. Flir removed it then poured some of the acrid powder into the hole,
then rested her cask atop. “Yours now,” she said to Pevin.


He handed her his barrel and she moved along the broad
street with its extremely regular wagon ruts, then repeated the process. This
time, she spilt a little more in an expanding circle around both casks.


Finally, Flir crossed back to the side-street and readied
flint and tinder. “Do you still have the stakes?” 


“Yes.” Pevin slung the bag from across his chest. Within,
half a dozen stakes waited. They’d been treated with something to ensure the
fire caught and Flir had to smile. Danillo had certainly done his best not to
leave anything to chance. After all, where would they have found dry wood in a
formerly sunken city?


Flame soon sparked and Flir gave the burning brand a
little more time to catch before handing it to Pevin and setting the second
stake to flame.


She took a few steps closer – his eyes were alight, though
he was breathing a little hard too.


“You’re actually excited, aren’t you?” she asked, shaking
her head.


“A little, I admit – it’s nice to actually do something
meaningful.”


“Good point,” Flir replied. “Let me throw for the farthest.
Once you release, I want you behind this house.”


“Understood.”


A muted boom drifted to them from somewhere distant. Kanis
or Aren? Either way, it was good that at least one of them had succeeded so
far.


Flir lifted her arm. “Ready? Go!”


Together, they hurled their brands then dove for the alley
between homes. 


Explosions rocked the street in twin blasts. Flir hit the
ground then rolled, wrapping both hands around her head. Stone crashed across
the street but none seemed to fall between the buildings. The home had absorbed
most of the blast. Good.


She rose.


Purple smoke drifted into the street, darkened by an
orange glow that had little to do with the sunset joining it. Flir moved from
the mouth of the alley then, glancing into the thoroughfare – two giant craters
rested in the still sloping street. Would it be enough to stop the flow of
amber? At the very least, if would slow or reduce the amount significantly.


The stomp of marching feet drew near and Flir spun.


From the far end of the street, lines of Ilesinyans
appeared, turning in a reasonably smooth motion, and continuing on without
pause.


Far too many to take on, even with Pevin’s help.


“We’re in trouble now, aren’t we, dilar?”











38. Notch


 


Zasemu moved fast, each strike from his fists like an
arrow, but Notch caught and deflected them all, giving ground as he did. 


The power of the Fura Leones lent him his own speed and
strength, but when he landed a blow, it did not give his enemy pause. Without a
Regenerated body with Sea God bones, Zasemu was surely no longer unstoppable...
but even when Notch raked his claws across the man’s chest, tearing the armour to
reveal an equally silver-tinted skin, it did not stop a counter-punch that
drove him to the stone.


Notch rolled to his feet with a gnashing of teeth. He
leapt back now, to catch his breath, but Zasemu had not followed.


Instead, the man had paused to grip his own shoulders,
muscles bulging and face twisted in pain as he seemed to dig into his own
tendons. Beyond the man, Chelona was staving off Argeon, Emisa and Nia. Notch
felt his hackles rise as he glared back at his opponent. What now?


Dark blood and not sap, but blood coloured a rich blue,
trailed down Zasemu’s chest from where his hands worked.


The creature jerked his arms in a ripping motion with a
shout.


Twin tendons of grey burst forth in a spray of blood. They
spread wide enough to approximate wings, but carried no bones or feathers.
Instead, a barb rested at the end of each tendril, and when Zasemu charged once
more, it was to strike with four limbs.


Notch ducked away, twisting to avoid the first spear.


He tried to lash out in response but found no opening, and
had to retreat further. He was still fast enough to keep up – but began taking
blows or jabs more often now, and soon blood ran down his own body from shallow
piercings. Over time, the wounds would wear him down – he had to try something
different... and unlike with Tanere, Notch doubted that he could crush the life
from Zasemu.


But could he try something similar?


This time, when Zasemu closed with a whirling of limbs,
Notch didn’t deflect or even leave himself open enough to try landing a strike
– instead, he leapt forward. The man caught him and the tendons wrapped Notch,
but he was already attacking.


His jaws snapped around his enemy, biting deep into
shoulder and neck.


More blue blood spilled forth and the stinging taste was
like a drug. Notch felt his eyes widen as he bit harder, a response he could
not control. Zasemu roared as he rained blows down but Notch could not unlock
his jaw.


The Fura Leones snarled within him, both enraged and
enraptured, it seemed.


And they took the pain away too. Notch dragged the
Ilesinyan husk down, falling to all fours where he could best wrench his prey
around, muscles in his own neck straining. His fangs sunk deeper still and he
slammed a paw onto one of Zasemu’s arms, pinning it and using the leverage to
tear the hunk of torso free.


Zasemu screamed.


A cry echoed from elsewhere in the room, but Notch did not
heed it – his jaws tore into the man again, plunging through armour, flesh,
blood and bone alike. 


But he did not feast for the thing beneath him was not for
eating, unnatural as it was.


Instead, it had to be torn to pieces, scattered and burnt.



That way, it would stop threatening the pride... his
friends... and there were others just as important... someone else he needed to
protect. Or maybe kill? 


His mind floated in an out of focus, lost to a haze of
dark blue blood and silver skin, of matted fur and the grinding of teeth on
bone. Of screams and shouts from somewhere nearby but it still meant so little.
He had to be sure the creature was dead, and only then could he focus on the
other things.


On human things.


Finally, the body beneath him was still. 


Notch lifted his head slowly, raising his hands. They were
still clawed, still dripping with blue blood. His body had not changed either,
covered in fur, muscles beneath far beyond what was normal for a man. He had
not transformed back – the sense of danger remained; the Bracers would not risk
it yet.


But his mind had returned.


And with it his vision cleared – across the chamber, four
figures stood before a large shape of steel, stone and crystal. The Halidriandl?
It gleamed in the setting sun, pulsing with both amber and restless opalescent
light, casting the people’s faces half in shadow.


“Notch!”


Someone approached but slight movement distracted him – the
Ilesinyan head was rolling away, moving only slowly, facing away from him.


Notch growled and sank his claws down into the skull and
it stopped.


Then he looked up.


Nia knelt before him now, eyes wide with concern. She
appeared weary enough to faint, but still she reached out to him, a hand
touching the soft fur upon his cheek. “Notch, can you hear me?”


He nodded.


Relief passed over her features, bringing a smile. “I
didn’t know if you’d be able to respond. The ferocity made me wonder,” she said
but did not look away, did not seem afraid. “It was terrible but you have a
noble look now, even if it’s hard to see the real you beneath the lion.”


“I am still me, for now at least,” he said.


A shrill cry rang out.


One of the other shapes charged across the room from the Halidriandl.
Chelona seeking revenge...? No, it was the other man, the Braonn with the
eye-patch, who raced toward them.


“We cannot stop him!” Emisa called after.


“What do you—” Notch stopped. A warm glow was spreading
within the man; visible through his tunic, like a growing orb of amber. And it
was expanding rapidly, his stomach and chest straining to contain the sap.


The man’s face was streaked with tears, of despair and
pain it seemed, as he stumbled now, and sap began to spill from his mouth and
eyes.


“No!” Notch roared as he threw himself across Nia.


A shriek followed – cut off as a mass of amber splattered
forth, like an acor explosion. It splashed across his back, searing pain
following, but he kept Nia’s head tucked into his chest even as she cried out –
but it was regret rather than pain in her voice.


Yet the burning did not last long – the Sap did not
overtake him, as though the Fura Leones had brushed it aside.


“Thank you,” he murmured to them as he looked up.


Patches of stone were now a mixture of orange and gold,
spreading slowly but coming to a halt nearby. Other spots had done the same,
but the floor was hardly transformed as it had been with Efran.


Why, Notch did not ask as she stood, Nia by his side now,
her expression one of sadness. “I’m sorry, I made a mistake in bringing him.”
She swore softly. “I should have seen it.”


“No matter,” Notch replied. “Anyone can be surprised by
another.”


She nodded, but did not seem totally convinced.


“Captain, if you could bring the head of Zasemu.” It was
Danillo, calling from the machine.


Notch bent to lift the head, which had again slipped away,
gripping it from the spine. Zasemu’s eyes remained aware, though it seemed he
could not – or perhaps, would not speak. The sense of his power was gone
too; it seemed to take everything the man had to cling to awareness.


Danillo and Emisa stood before the machine, where the
prone form of Chelona lay slumped against it. There were no markings upon her
body or face but she did not seem able to catch her breath.


When Notch arrived, Zasemu’s head in hand, she glared – but
at Zasemu. Was she angry with him for failing?


“You must survive, Beloved. You must.”


Again, Zasemu did not answer.


“So he might, if you choose it,” Lord Danillo said. He did
not take his eyes from Chelona, and Emisa still stood with her hands clenched,
as if neither believed Chelona truly defeated. And perhaps they were both constraining
her somehow.


Chelona waved a hand. “I know what you offer – should
Zasemu and I relinquish everything, and live dull, fleeting lives as humans,
you will spare us. I decline.”


“Are you certain?”


“Of course,” she said, a hint of anger growing. “You win,
Collector. Devour what is left.”


“Tell us how to stop the Halidriandl,” Emisa said.


And now Chelona offered a weak laugh. “No. Whatever I have
managed to instil within, whatever of the Mother’s Lifeblood remains will have
to suffice. Perhaps it is enough to reshape a single mountain range, or return
the sea to where it ought to lie,” she said. “Near... near what you call Medah
or some such. But I will not stop it. I will use all I have left to turn the
lands back to the world of my youth before I am finished.”


“You are finished,” Emisa replied.


“Am I?”


“Yes,” Danillo said. “You cannot survive to see your dream
come to fruition but you can stop it and live.”


“I have told you; I refuse such paltry scraps.”


Notch frowned. “Tell us and I will not have to finish
Zasemu.”


She leant forward, an arm outstretched. “No!”


“Then destroy the machine,” Danillo commanded, and it
seemed this time he lent some Compelling to his words.


Chelona groaned, her head slumping forward, dark hair
covering her eyes.


Notch tensed. The woman had not seemed defeated a mere
moment ago, there was a real chance she was—


Her arm snapped forward, almost too fast to follow. A
black column of light shot forth. It struck Emisa in the chest and she flew
across the room, bouncing and rolling into the wall where she lay unmoving.











39. Notch


 


“No!” Notch roared.


But Chelona was laughing, and it was the bitter laughter
of one finally defeated, a sound empty of warmth, containing only venom. Notch
glared down at her, but she did not elaborate upon her laughter, only resting
her head back upon the Halidriandl.


Notch was breathing hard, a growl stuck in his throat.


He looked back to Emisa... and his rage eased. The
Inquisitor was pushing herself up from the floor, shaking her head as she did.


“What happened?” Notch asked.


“Perhaps her final gambit,” Danillo explained. “The dark
light was meant to draw the life from not only Emisa, but her Greatmask.
Chelona would have used it to mount a new attack.”


Emisa started walking, a little slowly at first, but when
she rejoined them, the Inquisitor reached under her robe and withdrew a large
pendant upon a golden chain... a rainbow scale.


Its edges were charred and shrunken, and as Notch gaped
down at it, the vibrancy of its colours drained to grey. Emisa tossed the
medallion to Chelona’s feet. “You are finished.”


Chelona did not answer.


“Can’t we simply destroy the machine?” Notch asked.


“We could try, but the release of such a force might
obliterate the entire city... perhaps more,” Danillo replied.


“But is it working even now?”


“Not quite,” he said. “Argeon is holding it at bay for
now.”


“Argeon cannot hold on forever,” Chelona said. “It is too
late. At the window you will see.”


Danillo nodded to Notch.


He strode across the room and stared out one of the giant
windows, and instead of only darkness beyond – he found a glow; the entire city
was alive with the amber.


Rivers of sap ran in toward the palace, like lines of
beautiful fire.


Many of the homes and buildings glowed too, a nimbus
rising from each quarter, as though the entire city responded to the great
Ilesinyan machine. In some spots the warm light seemed to tint the underside of
lingering smoke. Had Flir and the others survived, only to die at the hands of
whatever Chelona had set in motion?


Great flower pods, like giant, arena-sized, slender tulips
had closed and they glowed in response too, another answer to the palace and
whatever tower he now stood within.


“Soon, the power will build enough to release and change
will come,” Chelona explained. “I believe it will be localised to this area, in
fact – the harbour, Anaskar and the Butterfly’s home, the Bloodwood.”


Notch strode back. “Danillo!”


“Argeon is searching for the Halidriandl’s
secrets.”


“You don’t have time,” Chelona said.


“Then tell me,” he replied. “If the LightSpear is
reversed, will the Mother’s Lifeblood return to the oceans or will it be
trapped within the shaft and destroy the city after all?”


“I will not answer.”


“Tell us and we will save both you and Zasemu,” Notch
said. “Isn’t that better than death? You have to know that if we try something
and get it wrong, you will die too.” He lifted the Ilesinyan head. “As will
your beloved.”


Once more, Chelona stiffened. 


Her jaw was clenched but she did not answer, glancing from
face to face. Her dark eyes softened when she locked gazes with the
still-silent Zasemu. Finally, she spoke. “Fine. Reverse the flow of Lifeblood.
Return it to the Oceans; it will drain the Halidriandl enough.” She
paused and now her jaw was clenched. “After this, Lord Protector I will expect
some manner of title or land at least, some guarantee of comfort. And we are to
be left alone, free to rot away in our pathetic human bodies in peace,
understand?”


“Very well,” Danillo said as he approached the machine and
its unfathomable shape, keeping some distance between him and the white-robed
woman.


Notch kept a watch on Chelona as Danillo worked, as did
Nia. Emisa knelt nearby, Medina aglow as she chanted softly, and in response,
stone began to grow around Chelona, soon locking her against the
machine.


Sealed in place, Chelona flinched – then turned to face
Argeon. Her voice bore a note or urgency. “Danillo, do not do as she says! It’s
yet another trick.”


The Lord Protector paused.


Notch frowned down at Chelona, who continued to urge
Danillo to stop. “Please! Trust me, old friend – it is a trap.”


Danillo turned slowly. “Seto?”


Chelona’s shoulders slumped then, and after a slight
shiver, she fixed her gaze back upon the stone floor. “A touching moment for
you all, I see.”


Notch brought his other hand up before Zasemu’s face,
where he flicked a single claw out. “What are you talking about?”


The woman sneered up at him. “I would think you would
understand, Notch. I absorbed King Oseto of Casa Swordfish. He could no longer
hide his guilt for having Sacrificed the girl Mila, and so managed to break
through as I weakened.”


Notch could not reply. 


Seto had Sacrificed Lady Cera’s daughter? When? How – why?
The questions tumbled forth to overwhelm him yet they were going to go unanswered...
but Mila’s was the body that lay before them now, changed greatly, but
basically the same? Where was Mila then – and Seto? Would both be lost if
Chelona died? 


He clenched his other paw. That was the fate he planned to
consign Emisa to... it was wrong but he could not let Sofia slip away.


Danillo had not spoken.


“King Oseto saved us?” Nia asked.


“Not precisely,” Chelona said, a weak smile gracing her
lips. “He may have chosen my ebb to break through but I have truly played my
final card in this moment, with the last of my strength.”


“What?” Notch demanded. “What have you done?”


But she turned to Danillo. “You may survive Argeon, but I
have made sure the things you seem to love will not.”


“Hey!” Notch shouted.


Chelona closed her eyes, voice dropping to a whisper.
“Forgive me, Beloved.” 


Something damp reached Notch’s hand – Zasemu wept as
Chelona’s head fell to one side. Part of her hair greyed too, and her lips
moved no more as her face thinned. Even the robe of the White Witch began to
shrink, as though her body had collapsed beneath it. The skin of her face
darkened too; first grey and then deepening to charcoal, the change mirrored in
her hands where they were visible beneath the rocky bindings.


And then Notch could only sense two Greatmasks in the
room.


Chelona was no more.


“Lord Danillo, do you know what she meant by that?” Emisa
asked as she rose in the new silence. The uneven light played across her mask
as she waited.


He nodded, still taken aback by Chelona’s claim, perhaps.
“I do. Argeon has prevented the machine from enacting her wishes, but in their
place she has set the Halidriandl upon a new path – the floating city of
Ilesinya is now set upon a course that will see it crash into Anaskar, killing
every living creature within.”


“How do we stop it?” Notch asked as he straightened.


The Lord Protector shook his head. “We cannot. She has
sealed us within, ensuring the only ones with the power to stop this are
trapped here.”


“But, what about the machine?”


He gestured. “It has already gone silent – and the
Lifeblood is spent on her revenge.”


“Then we have to break free! Argeon can do it, right?”


“Perhaps, if we had more time,” he said. “I will try, but
I am sorry, Captain. For while we have saved the lands, I fear the cost may be
our city.”


“They don’t deserve this!”


“I agree.”


Notch hurled the severed head at the nearest wall with a
roar. 


It shattered into dozens of pieces with a sharp crack, but
the sound it made barely came close to satisfying his rage. 











40. Fiore


 


Even written in Anaskari, the words of the strange
language that Wayrn called the Denedra tongue were difficult to pronounce as Fi
squinted at them.


“Still blurry?” he asked, his expression kind where he sat
across from her in Abrensi’s rooms. The Storm Singer remained as cold and
motionless as ever, sealed in stone.


“No, it’s written big enough now,” she said. “I’m just
still getting used to it.”


“It will be worth the effort, I’m sure,” Lavinia said from
the doorway. She was smiling. “If Wayrn’s research is accurate, and it is some
lost Language of Creation, then you will soon be able to restore Lord Abrensi,
I have become sure of that. These words will join with our own power.”


“And fix my mistake,” Fi said, her voice a little flat.


“That’s not what I meant, dear.”


Fi nodded, then stood. “I know, I’m just a little tired.
But I’m ready, I think.”


Wayrn rose. “I know we’ve already been working for hours,
but let’s give Giovan a surprise for when he returns.”


She straightened her shoulders. “Right.”


“Remember the first phrase?” he asked.


“Tuo civ tlalm.”


“Perfect.” He looked to Lavinia. “My Lady?”


The Storm Singer nodded as she folded her own scrap of
paper and joined them. “Together on my count?”


Fi lifted her chin a little, as she’d been taught not to
sing with her head down, since it closed the throat off too much.


Lavinia counted and then together, they sang the first
phrase and second phrase, Lavinia’s voice deeper and stronger, leaving Fi to
soar above... but when the room fell silent, nothing had changed.


Wayrn sighed, but he did not sit down again. “Is it the
pronunciation? After all, I’m only making vaguely educated guesses there – it’s
most likely horribly, horribly inaccurate.”


Lavinia shook her head. “I would like to think not, for my
master spoke with an at times odd inflection, and it did not hamper his ability
to Sing.”


“There are words missing, I think,” Fi said, staring at
the paper once more.


“It could take months to learn new words,” Wayrn replied.
“Even some of what we have put together is likely wrong, I fear.” Now he ran
both hands through his blond hair. “I thought we were close!”


Fi hesitated. “Maybe we are.”


“Go on,” he said.


“Well, what if I add some words in between where I think
things are missing. Like, ah beroq in between Tuo and civ...
and then, if I add just a little on to the end of tlalm? It feels
like it’s closer to ‘crumbling’ then, instead of where we have what feels more
like ‘aging’.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “You feel that, Fi?”


She nodded.


Wayrn clapped his hands together. “All right, then. I like
the sound of this. Do you need to teach Lavinia?”


“I believe I follow,” she replied. “Once more upon my
count, then?”


Fi nodded, muscles tensing up a little – and that too, was
something she was supposed to avoid, but it was too exciting – this time it
would work! 


Together, they sang the new phrase, staring at the statue
of Abrensi as their voices wove together.


And something did happen; Fi shivered at the way
the words rang out, a tingling filled the room now. Like she was harnessing the
very power of the world. And Wayrn was right – the Denedra was special;
and somehow it worked with her own words too!


Colour blossomed deep within Abrensi’s chest.


The blue and silver of his robe with its fancy bolt of
lightning grew slowly at first, and then it spread in a flash, causing the
stone to crack and crumble to a fine dust that drifted away, leaving his flesh
appearing in its usual tan and his almost-wild eyes sparkling once more.


He turned his head to smile then, but reached for the
table’s edge. “Would you believe that my legs feel a little wobbly?” His voice
was rough from disuse and he coughed after speaking.


Wayrn searched the room for a flask and handed it to the
Storm Singer.


Fi shared a beaming smile with Lavinia. Finally, it had
worked!


Now, surely when she asked – no-one would mind if she
visited her brother... they were all focused on the floating city anyway. No-one
would miss her now that Lord Abrensi was back.


Abrensi drank from the flask, wincing as he did so. “It’s
really, really rather stagnant, but I must say ‘tis welcome indeed.”


“How do you feel?” Lavinia asked.


“So flexible that I might collapse into a pile of ‘me’ at
any moment... but better.” He grinned at Fi then. “Well done, girl. And worry
not; it was an honest mistake if ever I’ve seen one. I know you’ve all been
working hard.”


“Oh, thank you, My Lord,” Fi said, and she let out a happy
sigh, just quietly. The weight of her error had been even heavier than she realised,
and it hadn’t fully left until the moment she heard – in his own words – that
he was not angry. 


Footsteps thundered up the hallway outside.


A palace guard soon slid to a halt in the doorway, the
orange of his clothing bright against his breastplate. Different to what Giovan
tended to wear, even though he seemed to be just as important in the palace,
but this man seemed important too – something was wrong. “General Holindo
requests that...” he trailed off at the sight of Abrensi. “My Lord!”


“Yes, I have been restored and renewed. What news from the
General, then?”


The man didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands.
“He, ah, asks that Lady Lavinia bring her family and the Apprentice Singer
Fiore to the walls immediately. And, you too, of course, My Lord,” he added.


“What has happened?” Lavinia asked.


Fi took half a step forward. “Is Giovan hurt?”


“No, it is the floating city,” he replied, and his eyes
widened now. “It’s going to fall upon us.”


The leader of the Storm Singers opened his mouth to reply
but no words followed; he merely stared a moment.


“Much has happened,” Wayrn offered.


“So it seems,” Abrensi said, pushing himself from the
table. “At once then.” He stumbled, but Wayrn caught him. “A thousand pardons.”


“It’s no trouble,” Wayrn said.


“Go now to my rooms to find Stefan and my children,”
Lavinia told the guard, then she took Fi’s hand and pulled her into a stride
that was part-run.


“What does he mean?” Fi asked.


“We must find out.”


The cold hallways with their tapestries and flickering
torches flashed by, only darkness in the windows beyond. On the way, they
passed more than a few servants running with lanterns, soldiers calling for
calm.


Lavinia found a staircase and led Fi quickly up and then
through a door to the open air, a chill wind whipping Fi’s hair across her
face. She dragged it from her eyes and followed the Storm Singer along the
parapet toward small figures that waited in a pool of light.


But well before she reached them, Fi came to a halt.


The floating city of Ilesinya glowed in amber against the
black of the night sky as it drifted... and it was moving slowly for now, but
it was getting closer to Anaskar as she watched. The glow came from many points
around the city, but something truly blazed in the centre – was it the palace?


“Quickly, Fi,” Lavinia called from ahead.


Fi charged after, and found herself sucking in air to
catch her breath when she reached General Holindo. The man stood with handful
of people she didn’t recognise, several of which were Mascare.


But Giovan was there too, he had his arms folded and a
deep frown upon his face as he stared out to Ilesinya. When he noticed Fi, he
gestured her to join him while Lavinia spoke to the General. “I hope you’re not
tired of singing.”


She looked up into the sky. The city was moving faster
already. “I can sing.”


“Good,” he said, then muttered a curse to himself. “First
the waves from that new blasted Sea Beast and now this! I don’t know what
Danillo’s doing up there, but I hope he finishes right quick.”


“We freed Abrensi,” she said.


Giovan stopped his muttering then, a smile changing his
face. He gave her a light shove. “Well, well, you did, did you? I knew you
could do it, Beanpole.”


Fi beamed up at him.


“Let us call the wind,” a new voice announced. 


Abrensi strode toward them, walking unaided now, as Wayrn
followed, and behind him – a little further back, Stefan in his own Storm
Singer robes, his children holding each hand.


“Welcome back, Lord Abrensi,” Holindo rasped. Murmurs of
relief rose from the rest of the group.


“I do wish it had been to a banquet or something similar,
and not this calamity,” he replied. “But as you know, I haven’t had a chance to
stretch my lungs in quite a while either so I think I’ll enjoy this.”


Stefan and the children arrived then, their little faces sombre
in the lamplight as they stared up to the city. Fi winked at them, then poked
her tongue out. It won her some giggling and it seemed they relaxed a little at
least.


“Lavinia, if you could assure the city that we will handle
this, that would be welcome.”


“I will.” She approached the parapet, resting her hands
upon the ledge as she raised her voice, her tone calming.


It rang across the night, soaring over the Tiers and right
down to water’s edge no doubt – she assured the people that they would be safe,
but to take shelter from the possibility of another wave.


Faint cheers rose, only for Abrensi’s voice to cover them.
“We must call the wind from all corners now. I want to guide Ilesinya into the
ocean.”


“What of Lord Danillo and the others?” Stefan asked.


Abrensi’s expression seemed to grow tired as he answered.
“I fear they must be left to their own strengths. We must be gentle in any
event, lest the wave be too great and dash our beloved city to pieces.”


Stefan nodded.


“All you must do is call the wind and I will direct it,”
Abrensi said before turning to face the city. “Ready, then? After me.”


Abrensi’s first note was smooth, as though he had not
recently been stone at all, and it grew in volume swiftly. The call was
wordless, but as Lavinia and Stefan, and then the smaller voices of their
children rose, Fi found her place.


She followed Lavinia, as she was most used to doing, and
from all around the wind grew stronger, quickly tugging at her entire body,
whipping her tunic and pants. But it was not strong enough to tear her from her
feet, as though Lavinia or maybe Abrensi had anchored everyone – including
Holindo and the others.


And Fi was glad he did, because the wind howled so
strongly, even beyond the walls where it ripped at signs and branches in the
parks, bending some of the trees to the point of breaking. Tiles on the rooves flew
free too, though not as many as she expected – Abrensi’s voice was already
changing, as though he was gathering any wind that strayed from his grip. His
voice boomed up an ‘octave’, as Lavinia called it, then he raised both arms
too, and clapped them together.


Just as abruptly, the Storm Singer began to lower them,
his voice sliding down as he did, growing deeper and deeper until no-one, not
even Stefan, could match his tone.


But it was slowing the falling city, which had built up
speed, and more – Ilesinya began to turn, moving away from the coast and the harbour,
drifting from the path that would have had it smash into Anaskar.


Fi glanced at Abrensi. Sweat poured from his temples and
his chest heaved as he drew in deep breaths, yet his singing did not falter.
She clenched her hands as she continued her own song, doing her best to keep up
with Lavinia.


She hadn’t realised, but the children’s voices were
missing – she hoped they were not somehow hurt.


Abrensi continued to lower his arms, then he changed his
song once more, this time including his instructions in the melody – she had to
change the direction of the wind she was drawing, in order to help him lower
the still-falling city into the waters beyond the harbour.


Once again, Fi followed Lavinia’s lead but now her voice
grew hoarse.


Hands fell upon her shoulders and she glanced up – Giovan
smiled down at her.


She sang harder.


And the city began to ease its flight even more. 


It was now so close to the water that she couldn’t see the
distance, too bright were the lights, but the sound of Ilesinya crashing down
with a gigantic clap reached them even upon the palace walls.


Waves burst up in sparkling beads of beauty... and then
rolled into the harbour, but this time, they did not seem so large... in fact,
they were meeting some resistance. 


Abrensi must have used the wind to push them back.


The Storm Singer fell to his knees. His song came to a
halt as he gripped the parapet, breathing hard.


“Let me disperse the wind,” Lavinia told her husband then.


He nodded as he moved to check on Abrensi, whose shoulders
were shaking too. But the older man was actually laughing; he threw his head
back and laughed – a laugh of triumph, it seemed.


Fi let her own song fade as she smiled.


But it did not last.


Abrensi slumped forward now, his laugh gone. His head came
to rest upon the stone and he grew awfully still. So still, that even from
where he had fallen, Fir could feel the music inside him was gone, like the
final effort had emptied him.


She looked up to Lavinia. The woman’s own expression was a
mix of exhaustion, relief and above both, sadness. “He has saved us... at a
cruel cost.”


Fi swallowed. Had she done enough? Helped enough?


Lavinia rested a hand upon her other shoulder and Fi
looked away. Out across the ocean, the flying city had become a floating city in
a different way... its lights bright as it continued to rock, waves still
crashing forth.











41. Notch


 


The room finally settled its terrible rocking.


A shuddering sigh escaped as Notch finished his efforts.
Everything Danillo and Emisa had done to hold them steady as the city fell had
obviously made a difference – they survived, but it wasn’t only thanks to the
Greatmasks. Something had... caught the city and slowed its descent, setting it
down gently enough in the sea.


And now, perhaps due to all the sap that remained or
lingering traces of Lifeblood, or a dozen other possibilities that he would
likely never guess, Ilesinya remained afloat and the light that glowed beyond
the empty windows revealed black ocean.


Blood began to trickle down his face. 


He wiped at the cut on his forehead... then examined his
hand. Blood smeared his skin. He touched his face again – all skin. Somewhere,
perhaps after sheltering with Nia when the roof had started to cave in, he’d
transformed.


Nia slept the deep sleep of exhaustion now, as did Danillo
and Emisa, though they might not have had much choice considering their efforts
during the fall.


“Which leaves me,” Notch said as he knelt. His strength
had not waned... yet. Instead, with or without the Fura Leones, his own body
was almost rigid with impatience. This was his chance, a chance that would
never, never be repeated.


He could restore Sofia, right now.


Emisa would be sacrificed, but she would be remembered as
a hero. Danillo was not able to stop him taking Argeon and calling Sofia – and
Nia would not witness the necessary evil he was going to commit. 


Notch reached out to remove Emisa’s mask.


It still glowed, just a whisper of light, like Argeon, but
with the city ablaze still, he could see that Emisa was indeed, no Ecsoli. As
promised, she was of the Hanja, whom Notch had never seen before... but perhaps
her people were not so dissimilar to those in the west. Her hair was silky
black, cut straight but also tied into a complex braid at the back of her head.


She was younger than he’d guessed... which was perfect.


In a state of repose, her face seemed less angry than he
imagined; it was a kind face that had been lined a little by worry and the
stress of hiding for who knew how long. And she was attractive too... Would
that please Sofia? To wake in a different body yet still bear the fine features
of nobility? 


For that was how Emisa seemed to Notch as he paused.


Would Sofia change Emisa’s features in time, as Chelona
had done to Mila?


He shook his head.


It did not matter what Sofia looked like, it only mattered
that she be given a chance to live a life, to continue on a path to happiness.
Maybe Emilio could be brought back from whatever far flung duty he had
accepted?


For the young man had suffered too.


Notch reached for Argeon next. 


Even Danillo would come to accept that Emisa’s sacrifice
was necessary for his daughter’s return, surely.


A snarling stirred within Notch.


And it was not one of joy at battle or pride after victory
either. “I must,” he told it as he lifted Argeon from Danillo’s bearded face;
the Lord Protector too appeared weary, so much more grey to his hair now.


Notch lifted Argeon, and a moment of surprise washed over
him. He’d taken two Greatmasks from their owners quite easily... were the
Bracers so powerful then? Or was the exhaustion of their keepers too great?


He stared into the empty eye-sockets of Argeon’s aged bone,
the scuff marks and the faint blue fading to darkness a little more swiftly
than he was expecting.


But the inky black did not linger.


Notch found himself sitting across from a figure robed in
deep blue, almost like a brilliant night sky graced by stars. The hood cast a
shadow across the face, so that only the mouth remained visible. Hands were
clear upon the surface of the table too, suggesting an age that did not match
the face.


Medoro, I have invited you here that I might examine
those which you call the Fura Leones.


Argeon’s voice filled his mind, demanding every scrap of
attention. “Thank you,” he said when he could speak.


I believe you are aware that they are, not unlike me,
far more than a sentient tool.


“I am.”


If that is true, you will abandon your request.


Notch frowned at the words. “I cannot, My Lord.”


Then they will tear you apart from within as those
around you are destroyed.


Pain swirled in his chest now; the weight of disapproval
seeming to slice him so that he gasped, but it only fanned the flames of a
growing desperation.


As I learn, you must consider what sort of future you
wish to create.


Notch slammed his fists upon the table. “The future I seek
is one where Sofia is restored.”


You will become merely another Zasemu, leaving a trail
of putrid destruction as you are hunted for the deaths of your loved ones. I
am... surprised you would seek this. In fact, I envision a possible future
where Sofia herself is charged with stopping you.


Notch ground his teeth. “A possibility only, yes?”


That she would have to do so, yes, Argeon said with
a shrug. All else I foresee, a bitter certainty.


“But Qu-Sitka was telling the truth. About the sacrifice.
Sofia can be placed into Emisa’s body – it is an exchange,” he said as he leant
forward. His stomach was gnashing upon itself now but he gasped the next words
out. “You are not diminished and you will have a woman from Hanja; that must
interest you, please!”


It is true that I do not count any such people in my
particular lineage.


“Then you’ll consider it?”


I am doing so now.


Elation bloomed, but just as quickly, more growling from
the Fura Leones as invisible claws pierced him. He flinched and something warm
and wet struck his hands – was it blood? Had he coughed it up? But the pain was
becoming distant all too swiftly.


“Have you agreed?”


Perhaps. And then again, perhaps not in the way you
imagined.


“What do you mean?”


It would not be impossible to gather both Kiro Mian who
slumbers at your side and you at the same time. That way, the problem of
the Fura Leones corrupting you is avoided.


Notch shot to his feet. “Wait, that’s not what I’m
offering, Argeon!”


That I know.











42. Notch


 


“No! You must save her!” Notch screamed the words but the
Greatmask did not answer.


       Someone else did.


I will speak with him, Argeon.


The Greatmask and his darkened table vanished, replaced by
the machine room and the prone figures, no lighter or darker than before, as if
no time had passed while he and Argeon spoke. But his hands were covered in
blood, as was the bone he held. Blood also ran from his chin to drip to his
knees but at least the pain had eased.


“Notch.”


He looked up at her voice... Sofia.


She had not changed. Her form was ghostly, as though she
only Spirit-Walked, but she still wore her Mascare robe, dark hair free from
the hood and her equally dark eyes regarding him with a look of... kindly
patience.


His shoulders slumped as he lowered the mask and he
smiled, relief pouring forth. “I have a way,” was all he could manage. It was
as though the long search coming to an end, finally, had stripped away all of
the strength he’d felt mere moments before, in a sudden rush that eased his
desperation too.


There was no need for it now; he could restore her.


Sofia approached, hands outstretched. “Stand with me,
Notch.”


He rose but could not clasp her hands, it was like trying
to grasp air. “Are you in pain?”


“No.”


“Lonely?”


“No.”


He swallowed as he nodded. “I am glad.”


“It is not like you imagine, I suspect. Else you might not
have fought so hard to reach this moment.”


“I would have done the same, no matter.”


“Then thank you,” Sofia said, offering a smile. “I have
seen all that you suffered on my behalf; Argeon has shown me. You’re as
stubborn as ever, I’m half-pleased to see.”


He laughed softly.


“I am also glad to learn that Flir and Luik are alive – but
you must survive too, Notch.”


She meant the Fura Leones, but the Bracers were quiet for
now.


Sofia continued after a pause. “I know you have visited
the Eon Sage, Qu-Sitka and you know that what he told you is indeed truth. But
it is wrong. And you know that also.”


Notch gripped Argeon hard. “It would work.”


“Is she truly such a villain that you would sacrifice her,
Notch?”


He looked down at Emisa. 


And he could not lie, not to Sofia nor himself any longer.
“No, she is not.” Emisa was no evil creature. She was curt and driven,
determined to save her people from the Ecsoli lust for power... and she had
kept her word, through every moment leading to the defeat of Chelona.


“And so you should keep yours, Notch,” Sofia said. “You
are a man of honour; that is the man I trusted while I lived, who acted as a
Father to me while I could not find my own. Will you continue to be that man?”


Tears built as his throat closed up a moment.


There was no other way!


But she was right... he let Argeon fall gently to the
stone, but when he looked up, he shouted to the darkened ceiling. “It isn’t
right! Why, by all the Gods?”


Sofia placed a hand upon his shoulder. “Notch.”


He glanced down, now feeling the pressure of her touch.
“Yes?”


“It would be equally unfair to Emisa, to take her life on
my behalf, you know this.”


A nod.


“And more, it would be cruel for you to suffer after, as
the Fura Leones would surely ensure. Notch… Notch, I need something from you.”
She waited until he looked into her eyes. “Because I cannot have them, I want you
to have the things that were denied to me, and the things which you have denied
yourself.”


He blinked, then shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. I’d
be happy if you could return.”


“I cannot be a part of taking her life, Notch. You know
what that would do to me. To me, Notch.”


In the silence that followed, Notch shook his head, though
it was at himself, a thread of bitterness rising with the movement – he’d been
a fool, of course. Sofia would never have agreed to take Emisa; that was
not who she was at all.


Sofia would never destroy an innocent, or worse, destroy
someone so vulnerable, someone who could not even offer their consent.


Consent... there was one more person, someone who
could give their consent.


Notch met Sofia’s gaze. “Sacrifice me.”


She moved back. “What?”


“Take what is left of my life instead – that way no-one suffers.”


After a moment she returned to lean close, where she
pressed her lips against his cheek – and he felt them too, for just a moment
before she drew back, a sad smile upon her face. “You are a sweet man but still
a fool, Notch.”


“I mean every word,” he said, voice rising.


“Then hear me – I will not do this. I have already
convinced Argeon not to be a part of it, so you must accept that. You must live
where I cannot.” Her voice grew firm. “The Notch I know would not abandon his
friends. He would never break his word.”


“But...” It was all falling apart. Everything he’d gone
through to reach this moment... had it all been for nothing? He could not think
clearly. “I vowed I would save you.”


“Yet I do not need saving, as you must realise now. But
others do need you – Alosus for one. You promised him too, Notch.” 


She was right once more. And each truth was a blow to his
heart. Alosus still needed help in finding his family... and protecting his
people. As did Emisa. And far closer, there was Flir. Had she survived the
upheaval within the city? And what of Luik? Luik who was somehow alive,
somewhere out there. Flir mentioned he had changed... for the better or worse?


“You must accept this truth also,” Sofia said, drawing his
attention back to her. “You have not failed, Notch. You have more than met your
duty in preventing a disaster here with Chelona and Zasemu. I say again, it is
time to help others, and to help yourself. And you must do so without
reservation, for you are in danger of becoming unworthy of the Fura Leones.”
She paused. “And more, unworthy of my memories of you.”


Notch took half a step back, as though physically hit.
“No.”


“Yes.” Sofia nodded, though more gentleness had returned
to her voice now. “You do not need me to say these things; you know them
already. Go, Notch. Protect those who deserve it. You’ve been blessed with the
ability to change many lives and you cannot dare waste that. Be satisfied that
while I lived, you changed my life. I would not have accomplished all that I
did without you, or your friends. Go and live for them in my stead.”


“Wait.”


“I cannot; Argeon calls me.”


“Sofia!”


“Find happiness, Notch – for if you do not, I will come
and haunt you, understand?”


And then she was gone and only silence remained. 











43. Flir


 


A lone figure stared out to sea where he stood upon the
littered shore. Sand, stone and seaweed were jumbled with gleaming scales from
fish and the hard shells of crabs, almost golden in the dawn light. There were no
giant scales from the Mother visible however – hopefully Danillo had them all
collected.


Further along rested larger shapes that may have been
sharks or swordfish... or perhaps worse.


Flir crossed the wet sand with a sigh, coming to a stop
beside Notch.


At first, he remained silent. His jaw was clenched but he
did not seem angry or close to transforming once more. The mysterious Fura
Leones caught the light, revealing an engraving of a sleeping lion.


“Flir, I want to ask you something.”


“Go ahead.”


He looked at her now, and the exhaustion upon his face was
clear, etched in minute detail by the dawn; lines beneath his eyes, their
whites bloodshot too. Even his stubble, greying now, seemed to add a sense that
he’d aged suddenly, even if it couldn’t be true. “Can you forgive me?”


“For what?” she asked with a frown.


“For abandoning everyone.” His jaw was set once more.
“Maybe if I hadn’t left, Seto would still be alive... or maybe things would
have turned out differently. I should have been here.”


She sighed. “We could have used you more than once but I
had my own quest, and Seto himself sent me on it... and so I wasn’t here
either, you know.”


Notch waited.


“And there’s more, I think. What if you were meant
to leave, so you could find those Bracers, and that’s the only reason any of us
made it through?”


He smiled now and it gave her heart to see his face
change. “You’re going a little easy on me, aren’t you?”


“Whether I am or not, it’s still true. We needed those
things, from what I’ve heard about what happened out there.”


“But still –”


Flir gave him a shove. “Enough – you can make it up to us
now if you still feel guilty.”


“How?”


“I don’t know. Once the Lord Protector has things in order
here, maybe you can help Pevin and I find his brother? And didn’t you leave
Alosus back in Ecsoli? You know, if the two nations do decide to trade or
become allies in some form, you’d be a great help to Danillo.”


Notch murmured something.


Flir glared at her old friend. “You’d better not be
blaming him anymore, Notch. Just because he knew what you refused to accept;
he’s been through enough.”


“No,” he said, raising both hands. “I know what you are
saying. Danillo himself tried to tell me before I left.”


“Good.”


“I think... everything hit me far harder than I expected.”


She nodded. “I think there’s still a chance, for what you
thought you’d lost after Adina...” Or at least, it seemed that way, if Flir was
reading Lady Nia correctly. And she was getting good enough with Evakeda’s
gift, not to doubt the impression.


Notch, however, was closed. 


Before, it seemed the Bracers had been unable to stop his
need to restore Sofia but now they acted more like a wall of gold. 


Yet she did not need her new ability to understand her old
friend. 


Notch would have already been itching to leave once more,
to take action – an urge she understood well enough.


Maybe he’d spend a day or two in the city but then, no doubt
he and Inquisitor Emisa would be using the travel-stones to return to the Land
of the Sun. Which sounded exciting, if she was honest... but Flir had her own
promises to keep. Ecsoli would have to wait a little longer. “How long will you
stay?” Flir asked.


“No secrets with you around, I guess,” he said with a wry
grin. “At least long enough to be sure Luik and you are fine.”


“Me?”


“Yes – even a mighty dilar like you could use my help, you
said so yourself.”


“Just don’t forget who’d win an arm-wrestle if you took
those things off,” she replied with a snort.


He chuckled.


“Can you? Take them off I mean.”


“I’m not sure anymore.”


She pushed her hair back at a rising breeze. “Maybe you
shouldn’t, once you go back – do you know what’s waiting for you?”


“Enough trouble to keep me busy but nothing like what we
just went through, I hope.”


“I hope that for all of us.”


“I have unfinished business with more than a few people
there. One in particular... if he wasn’t lying.”


“Who?”


“No matter, for now. At the least, I must also retrieve my
father’s blade.” He looked at her. “What about you – who will you be taking
back to Renovar?”


“Pevin, of course. We need to find his brother.”


“That all?”


Flir hesitated. “What are you suggesting?”


“I’m talking about Kanis, of course. The way you’ve been
watching him since General Holindo ferried us back is pretty obvious.”


Flir felt her face flush. “Want me to kick you right back
to Ilesinya from this beach?”


“Ah, thank you, no,” Notch said as skipped away.


“If you have to know, of course I’ll be taking him with
me. Maybe Aren too, if he turns up,” she said. 


There was still no sign of the dilar, not from Danillo’s
search parties still within the city nor according to the Greatmask, but that
could have been the amber or Mother’s Lifeblood interfering with the mask...
and neither could anyone find traces of poor Renasi.


And so, too, Ekolay had not returned, though in truth, the
archer had promised nothing. Still, hopefully he was having some luck, and
hopefully also, the Conclave didn’t have too many hidden motives.


“Did you meet the young Storm Singer yet? Fiore?”


Flir smiled. “She’s something special, indeed.” 


“Maybe it’s the Storm Singers we should be thanking.”


“The new king is going to announce a festival in their honour,
you know. It’s only meant to be a few days from now – think you’ll stay that
long?”


“I’d like to... but Alosus needs me.”


Flir nodded. “Well, tell him I’m waiting for a rematch.”


“I will.”


She turned to leave then, starting back for the horse
she’d left picketed on the roadside. “I’m going to check on the others – don’t
be late; I hear the final repairs on the Queen’s Harper are complete.”


“I won’t be,” he said.


Flir set off at a jog. Halfway there, she turned and Notch
was gone – instead, the rising sun lit the golden fur and dark mane of a
powerful lion, its paws flinging sand as it ran.











44. Flir


 


Luik rested his arms upon the edge of the enormous copper
bathtub that had been placed into the Harper’s warm common room with a grin.
He’d just finished telling the story of his trip to the inn, concealed upon a
platform between two carriages, and having the new king himself help move the
bathtub inside.


The young Storm Singer, Fi, seemed to break into giggles
each time she glanced at him, and Flir had to admit, it was an amusing sight. A
merman in a bath, placed near the end of a long dining table in the middle of
an inn.


In fact, most of the room seemed to be enjoying the
ridiculousness of it all. Lamps and a crackling fire lit many smiles, though
maybe the wine and ale had a hand in that – or maybe relief too, for that was
what Flir sensed most from the room. Surrounded by dozens of people as she was,
it was difficult to sort through and read specifics... but that was a welcome
change; she only had to do so if she wanted, otherwise it wasn’t too dissimilar
from the hum of voices.


Something bumped against her arm.


“Forgive me, dilar,” Pevin said as he shifted his crutches
back, closer to his own seat. He seemed in high spirits himself – in fact, he
had not complained once at losing most of his left leg in the streets of
Ilesinya. “Many things will be difficult but I am alive,” he’d replied after
Flir had stemmed the blood-flow and they’d limped away from the rows and rows
of crushed Ilesinyans.


And now, mostly healed and eating his meal of salted
swordfish and grilled beans, his smile remained.


Notch burst into laughter where he sat beside Luik, to the
point where tears ran down his now clean-shaven face. His hair had been cut
too, it was still long but now it was neat and the grey streaks did not seem so
prominent, since half of the colour had obviously been dust and dirt.


Nia and Lavinia sat nearby, trying with mixed success to
occupy the Storm Singer’s children, who were doing their best to touch
everything in sight, eyes wide and bright. Seated across from Flir, Pevin and
Kanis, was a somewhat less jubilant Ain. The Pathfinder ate his share and spoke
to all, but mostly Wayrn. His gaze was distant throughout the meal and
celebration, and Flir did not need Evakeda’s gift to know why.


“Has Danillo been able to reach the Cloud?” she asked him.


Ain nodded. “Jedda and Majid eventually found them – everyone
had fled the Oasis to Caves of the Mazu.”


Wayrn rested his fork against his piled-high plate.
“Remnants of the Plague-men began to form from the smothering carpet that had
been left behind,” he added. “But the Stones of Shali dealt with them quickly
enough.”


“You must be impatient to return,” Flir said.


“Incredibly so,” Ain replied, then apologised. “I do
appreciate the hospitality, of course.”


Flir smiled. “Everyone understands; I would be the same.”


“To hear that my family is safe brings me peace, but I
know it won’t become truly real until I see and hold them myself.”


“Are you planning on returning too?” she asked Wayrn.


“Yes – but not at first,” he replied between mouthfuls.
“Have you seen the new addition to the Royal Map Room?”


Flir nodded. An ever-growing and precise list of
travel-stone locations, those that the Mascare had found so far.


“There’s one near enough that I can catch up to Ain
whenever I finish here; I need to do some further research on the Denedra
language before I return to the notes I have in the Cloud. I only hope they
survived.”


“And what about us?” Kanis asked her. “Pevin, can you wait
a while longer?”


“I’d actually like a little more time to heal, if
possible.”


Flir pointed an empty fork at Kanis. “Just what are you
thinking about now?”


“Aren.”


She sighed. “We’ve been over this.”


“And I’m still not satisfied – he might not have died at
all.”


“You haven’t changed my mind yet, you know. I think we
should remember Aren as a hero... and to be honest, I’m more interested in what
the Conclave may have put Ekolay up to.”


He slapped the table – gently enough. “Perfect. Two
reasons to stay a little while.”


At the head of the table, Lord Danillo stood and lifted a
cup of Fire-Lemon. Flanking him was Holindo and Admiral Baliso, who raised
their own drinks when the new king cleared his throat. “Thank you for joining
me here, Heroes of Anaskar.”


A cheer rattled the windows.


“Though we certainly have cause to celebrate, I want us to
remember also Lord Abrensi who saved every life in this city, with welcome
assistance from our other Storm Singers. His wisdom and verve will be missed, I
know.”


Murmurs of agreement filled the room. 


Danillo continued. “And we must also take this time for
King Oseto, who despite some less than honourable activities, fought for this
kingdom longer than any of us – mostly from this very inn. He was fierce and
tireless, as I think most of you are aware. And so he remained until the end,”
Danillo added. “I know not all have had the time to learn each detail, but the
king was able to deliver one final warning and prevent a great calamity, and
for that we thank him. Please, raise your glasses.”


Flir did so, a frown of sadness sweeping over her – partly
for the loss; Seto had always been there to fall back on whenever she, Notch
and Luik had been stuck... but also, partly for the news Notch had shared...
news that no doubt, the new King would not reveal. 


News of the old fool’s moment of weakness.


“Hail, King Oseto,” Danillo proclaimed.


“Hail!” came a chorus from the table.


“And for my part as king, I will seek each day to live up
to the example my friend set for me.”


Another cheer rose and then Danillo sat as servers brought
new platters of food to the table, this time steaming puddings and sweet
sauces. More ale arrived too, and while Kanis attacked his plate, Flir found
herself doing little more than nursing her drink.


A host of unanswered questions lingered, but chief among
them had become the tantalising glimpses of further truth about the dilar...
was there a chance that someone in Aren’s cult of Custodians could help after
all? Yeshinov had claimed she was different too...


“Flir.”


She looked up – it was Pevin; he’d used her name, which
was unusual for him, and he was smiling too. “Save that for tomorrow.”


“Ah, save what?”


“That expression,” he said. “I’d be most relieved if you
took some time to relax and enjoy the company – it’s hard work for me to worry
about you all the time, you know.”


“I...” She stopped a scowl and chuckled. “Fine, just for
tonight, my nursemaid.”


“Many thanks, dilar.”











Epilogue


 


Notch strode along Anaskar’s cobblestones, the sunlight
thin overhead where grey clouds dominated the sky. A cold breeze charged up
from the bay, not too far below, but he did not resent any of it.


       How long since he’d walked the city streets?


He was home. 


Even if it had not been for long, the sense that Anaskar
would always be waiting for him was growing swiftly. After all, it had been
saved so many times recently; maybe it was more powerful than he knew. 


And that carried more comfort than he’d expected.


The city had not yet had a chance to clean everything
after the windstorm. Bottles and scraps of discarded clothing were caught at
the mouths of alleys or within grates upon stormwater drains... but the
restoration would happen soon enough. The people he saw probably still had
other things on their minds, repairing missing tiles or broken windows for one,
or closer to the harbour, loading wagons to haul away mounds of seaweed or
shells and sand.


But the people smiled as they strode along – two young
women shouted and waved from opposite ends of a street, running toward one
another, yellow skirts fluttering in the breeze. A horse and carriage passed
then, and he did not see the two meet, but the carriage driver inclined his
head to Notch as he clattered by. The woman sitting beside him offered her own
thanks, calling him ‘hero’ as she did. 


Notch nodded back. It was happening again – being recognised
wasn’t unpleasant but nor was it welcome precisely, and it happened more if he
let the Bracers slip free.


But then, walking with the Inquisitor probably had a lot
to do with it.


This time, leaving Anaskar was hardly so painful as when
he last did so – at least today he was sober, and more, the city seemed safer,
happier. No floating city in the air, no all-powerful or tainted creatures
threatening, no invasion poised, and a new king upon the throne. 


“The attention bothers you, doesn’t it?” Emisa asked.


Her purple robe and pale blue Greatmask seemed less
vibrant, but perhaps that was just the light and the shadow, since they drew
the eye of many a citizen. “A little.”


“Well, it won’t be quite the same in Hanja. More like what
you experienced when first arriving in Paradisum.”


“So long as Alosus hasn’t left yet, I can manage well
enough.”


“He’s waiting for us,” Emisa said. “But don’t forget, I
expect your help in finding out what is happening with the Succession.
Depending on who is enthroned, my people might still be under threat.”


“I remember.”


And he remembered Tanere’s claim too. Her plan had
always been to dupe me into raising your son as the next king here.


The man had lied, surely? Casselli was one of the vipers –
there was no doubt of that fact, but surely she hadn’t gone so far? He could
have sneered at such a naïve notion. In the end, there was only one way to
learn the truth.


Either way, whatever the truth, it would be hard to face.
What if it was true and even now, his child was in danger?


Footsteps echoed up from behind and Notch turned.


Nia was drawing near, her bow and pack slung over her
shoulders. She waved a gloved hand and he stopped. “Nia?”


“Notch, I’m glad I found you before you left.”


“Is something wrong?”


“No, but I have a favour to ask.”


Emisa offered a greeting to Nia then said, “I will go
ahead and ready the iternus.”


Notch paused. “You don’t have to...” 


She was already striding ahead.


Nia smiled at his expression. “We can follow if you like?
I imagine I’ll get my answer quick enough.”


“You want to travel with us.”


The Braonn princess nodded. “You hold the answers to an
important part of my past, Notch. I want to try and unlock them, even if the
chance is slim.”


He glanced at her. Having Nia along would be welcome in
more ways than one, but he did not want to disappoint her. “I don’t know if
I’ll be that helpful.”


“I feel otherwise,” Nia said with a grin. “Even though I
have been told we did not fight together that long; I feel a connection.”


“We made a good team,” Notch admitted. “We dealt with
Efran, in the end.”


“I wish I could recall...” She shrugged. “I was thinking
too, that Mor was never found.”


“No. Perhaps Chelona disposed of him? Or maybe he fled...
he could have returned to the Bloodwood if he survived.”


“Father is watching.”


Notch nodded. “Well, if you still want to join this rescue
mission, I’d welcome your help. I don’t know quite what we’ll face.”


“Well, we’re the heroes of Anaskar, aren’t we?”


“So I am reminded,” he said with a chuckle, his doubts and
fears about Casselli receding a little.


They descended a little further through the streets,
nearing the harbour, before Nia spoke again. “Before I set out, Lord Danillo
asked me to offer you something on his behalf... for when you return, I mean.”


Notch wasn’t surprised that Danillo chose not to make the
offer in person – the king had made the decision as a skilled diplomat,
perhaps; he was simply giving Notch space to work through his own childishness.



And it was childish, even shameful that Notch
hadn’t been able to fully shake lingering hints of resentment. Sofia would
hardly have approved... but in time, hearing Danillo out would happen, and he
would do it with no ill-will. 


But not before Alosus had been reunited with his family.
“He offered for me to join the city’s defences?”


Nia nodded. “As the new Lord Protector.”


Notch raised an eyebrow. “Well... that’s a little more
than I’d imagined.”


“I think he knew what your answer would be,” she said.
“The offer is as much to let you know that you are more than welcome to stay
here, to be important to Anaskar if you seek it.”


Notch sighed. “It’s hard to be convincing as I leave
without speaking to him – but I do appreciate the offer... even if I don’t know
what to say.”


“You’ll have plenty of time to think about it while we’re
oceans away, at least.”


“I will,” Notch said as he paused to look back at the
distant hint of the palace, barely visible above the black tiles of Anaskar’s
rooftops. “But for now, my friend needs me.”


And perhaps a son or daughter needed him too.
















Hello! While you wait for future
Bone Mask books next I thought you might enjoy my other epic fantasy series,
which begins with The Amber Isle:


 







Adventure? Check. Magic? Check.
Sarcasm? You bet.



After years of running down dead-end clues, the rogue Never has nearly given up
his quest for answers; his blood is cursed and his true name a mystery, yet no
library, no healer and none who claim to know dark magics have ever been able
to help.




Until he steals a map to the mysterious Amber Isle, which might just hold the
answers he needs. 




But Never isn't the only one who wants the map - an old enemy, Commander
Harstas, also seeks it and Harstas craves revenge for the deaths of his men.




Forced to flee through a war zone, Never soon stumbles across a group of
treasure-hunters hoping to discover the wonders of the Amber Isle for
themselves. But the deeper they venture into the Isle, the more deadly it
grows.




Trapped between the greed of the treasure hunters, cunning traps in the Isle
itself, the threat of Harstas' fury and his own desperation to finally uncover
answers, Never must find a way to unlock the Isle's ancient secrets and escape
- or perish without ever learning the truth.
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