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DAUGHTER OF A PRIEST

Sunndan was a dirty city. The problem was that they had built it predominately from pale or white stone. When it had been new it had looked like paradise, but that city only existed in history now. The pristine blanket had become a patchwork quilt – one bearing more than a thousand years of grime. Even in the light of day Satinka tried to ignore the dirty streets and dark alleys as she walked home. Those dark alleys…
She felt her throat tighten and kept her eyes straight ahead. The other girls around her didn’t notice as she held her breath to keep back the tears. Those dark alleys. Don’t think about it, she ordered herself. We’ll be home soon. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about him. But she couldn’t not. His ghost haunted her. Too many ghosts haunted her now.
The girls with her didn’t know about it. They didn’t know about anything, and she knew they thought she was strange. She was. They had no idea. The group of girls ranged in age from sixteen down to twelve. Satinka was one of the youngest. There were nearly two dozen of them, and they were all dressed completely identically.
This was the uniform of the Daughters of Sunne. The daughters of the priests and priestesses of Sunne’s church. Every one of the girls wore a full-length, high-necked, long-sleeved white dress, complete with matching long gloves and boots. They all painted their faces like perfect little dolls. White base, dark eyes, rose lips. Satinka thought it a bizarre custom, but it was the only thing keeping her alive right now. If anyone knew…
The girls passed through the gates into the compound of the Palace of Sunne. Sunndan was built with three circular walls that made it look like a bullseye from above. The three rings of Sunne: to represent the god’s three eyes. The smallest wall in the centre separated the Palace of Sunne – the home of the capital’s clergy and Sunne’s Avatar – from the common people.
Satinka remembered meeting the god. The strange form he chose to take: three gigantic floating eyeballs. The memory churned her insides horribly.
The other girls began to drift off into smaller groups as they headed home. One of the older girls, Erin, put a hand on Satinka’s shoulder.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
Satinka nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Erin was always kind to her and tried to take care of her, but Satinka knew she couldn’t let herself get too close to anyone in the church. The risk wasn’t worth it.
“Okay,” Erin smiled gently. “Let’s get you home.”
Erin lived close to Satinka anyway, and always walked her home. Whenever the girls went out recruiting they moved in large groups, and the older were responsible for taking care of the younger.
Satinka clutched her pamphlets tightly in her gloved hands. They were covered in words like ‘honour’ and ‘glory’. War propaganda. Nothing recruited soldiers like pretty, virtuous girls. Satinka had felt sick for so long now she had started to become numb to everything as a defence mechanism.
Erin dropped her off and waved goodbye. Satinka crept in the front door and closed it quietly behind her. She shoved her pamphlets on the hall table with disgust and felt her face screw up into a ball of misery under all the paint. She was recruiting for Sunne’s army. The army he was sending south over the seas.
“Satinka?” Nauel called as his sharp ears heard the door.
“Papa?” she called back. Satinka wandered through to where the old priest stood in the doorway of his study. He wore the customary white robes and a short grey beard. His face was kindly, but his expression was worried. They were the only two in the compound who knew that he wasn’t really her father. Nauel looked up from the letter he held in his hand to watch the little girl approach.
“Satinka, sweetie,” he sighed. “Your application to travel to Undernal has come back.”
“They won’t let me go?” she already wanted to cry.
“No, they haven’t declined it yet… they… uh, they…” Nauel took a deep breath, and his concern triggered a deep and painful fear in Satinka. “They say that you must meet with Lord Āni before they make a final decision.”
She heard him, she just didn’t know how to process the information. She thought she didn’t, until she realised she was shaking. Nauel could see. He knelt and pulled her tightly into his arms.
“I’ll withdraw the application,” he stated firmly. “They must be used to that response–”
“No,” Satinka cut him off. Her tiny voice quivered.
“Satinka, it’s too dangerous…”
“No. I have to go.”
Nauel sighed. It was a patient and relenting sound. He always caved to her. Her real father never had. Nauel wanted what was best for her, and he wanted to care for her, but he knew he was a stand-in, even if it didn’t always feel like it.
“Do you think you can face him?” he asked.
“I have to,” she replied, and this time her voice didn’t shake.
In her two years in the church Satinka had learned how much everyone feared Āni. He was Sunne’s Avatar, and the Avatar was supposed to be the representative of the god to the people. Satinka found it interesting that the people who so feared and despised Āni still unquestioningly loved and worshipped Sunne. Except, of course, wise Nauel. She supposed that was just the way humans were with gods.
The other girls she recruited with told stories about the Avatar to scare each other. Usually the stories involved children who were tricked into his castle and never seen again because he ate them. They were the kinds of stories that reminded her of witch tales from home.
She had met Āni once. Two years ago. Sunne had been there in all his overpowering glory, so she had barely paid attention to his human Avatar. She still had nightmares about that day. She still woke sobbing and screaming at the memories. So many terrible memories of the past two years.
Now she was meeting Āni in that same hall again. A priest who knew Nauel led her in to meet the Avatar in the grand hall. Anywhere but here, she had begged in her mind, but it was no good. She couldn’t change it. She had been betrayed in this hall. Her people had been slaughtered. Memnyir had been taken. Now, if she wanted her precious Memnyir back, she would have to live through it again. She had to be strong. Nauel’s friend led her to the doors. She couldn’t stop shaking in fear.
The hall was ludicrously vast for a building that would only be occupied by humans. It had high domed ceilings, and everything was polished white. Āni waited at a circular table in the middle of the room with a pot of tea. He had olive skin with short white hair and a neat white goatee. His robes were more pristine than new snow. Yet, he looked surprisingly ordinary as she was led up to him. The hall still terrified her, but Āni was just an old man. Until he looked at her. Āni raised his head and as his cold grey eyes hit hers the force almost brought her to her knees. She stumbled as the priest with her made introductions and excused himself.
What if Āni recognised her? The thought had terrified Satinka at first. It was why Nauel hadn’t wanted her to go. As soon as the Avatar’s eyes hit her she knew she was done for. He would know. As far as Āni and Sunne knew she was dead. She had disguised herself as one of their people and hidden among them for two years, but it wouldn’t be enough. He would know. And yet, somehow, he didn’t yell at the sight of her…
“Aren’t you just a darling thing,” Āni smiled as the priest left. “Cute as a button ‒ I could just eat you up.”
At that moment it was all Satinka could do to keep from screaming. She wanted to scream and run, and possibly never stop doing either. When he spoke his voice was kind, even charming, but his eyes… oh by the moon his eyes! She’d never seen anything so evil and soulless. Those eyes spoke only of pain and death. She stood on the other side of the table trembling uncontrollably in fear. Āni laughed at the look on her face.
“I jest, child,” he purred. “I know what they say about me, don’t worry. You have nothing to fear. Please, sit.”
He said it like an invitation, but her body moved to the seat as though it had been ordered and she couldn’t control it. She didn’t want to sit down. She didn’t want to face Āni, but under his malevolent gaze she had no will of her own. He made her sit without laying a finger on her. He could make her do what he wanted. Against the force of the Avatar the previous memories of the hall seemed feeble. She only had enough terror left to fear what was happening to her now. She was about to be discovered.
“So,” Āni pressed his fingers together and looked at her over the top of them. “I hear you want to go to Undernal. That’s an odd request for a twelve year old girl.”
“I… I want to go and help,” she managed to gasp the words.
“Hmm,” Āni mused. His tone showed no surprise at her struggle to speak. He was making everything hard for her. “They tell me you have been taking part in the recruiting work here. Why the urge to go south? All your family is here. Don’t you want to stay with them?”
“I… I want to… go help soldiers,” she choked.
“Hmmm.” Āni leant back in his chair and flicked his hand at her. “Get up then. Let me have a look at you.”
She stood at his gesture with a force that almost knocked the chair back. On her feet an unwilling step took her further around the table. She stopped. If Āni so much as tried to read her palm the removal of her glove would betray her. If she got close enough for him to see any of her skin at the edge of her robes and make-up everything would be over. She clenched her teeth and focused all her will into resisting the Avatar’s orders.
“Come here,” Āni ordered.
“No,” she grated, shuddering at the forces pulling on her. “No, I want to go and help the soldiers. I want to help people. Let me go or don’t, but don’t try and play with me. I’m not a doll.”
“That’s funny,” Āni purred. “You look like one. Now, come here!”
The force crashed over her like a wave. She was surprised it didn’t just drag her across the floor, but that wasn’t the point of it. The point was for her to give in. Instead she cried out as her knees gave out and hit the hard polished stone floor.
“NO!” she screamed at him.
The doors to the hall crashed open and the priest stared over the room. Satinka looked up and saw a faint white glow around the Avatar dim down to nothing. The priest stared wide-eyed at the glowing man and the girl kneeling in a heap on the ground. Āni began to laugh. The sound was definitely amused. It was also awful. There was no pretence of kindness anymore.
“Take the girl back to her father,” Āni laughed in a cold voice. “Tell Nauel I can’t spare him, but if he wants to send the girl to Undernal I will write a personal letter of recommendation. He has quite a child. She’s really something.”
The priest rushed across the room and bundled Satinka up in his arms. Āni chuckled at the anxiety of the man as he took the little girl away.
When she made it home Nauel hugged her so tightly she wondered if he’d ever let her go. After that incident they both knew that whether or not she went to Undernal she had to go somewhere away from the Avatar of Sunne. Undernal was the most logical place, even if Nauel couldn’t travel with her.
Satinka learned two things: staying in Undernal she would be living with other church girls in accommodation at the university there, and she would not be travelling with church folk to get there. Nauel wasn’t going to let people who knew Āni transport her. He knew the stories of children disappearing into the Avatar’s tower weren’t just tales.
Three days later she was being loaded onto a wagon with all of her belongings. The wagon belonged to a group of Zynaldini merchants led by a man called Bakki. Satinka had never seen people like them before. Where she came from everyone looked the same. She had already seen how many visual varieties of humans there were, but she’d never actually met a Zynaldini.
They were strong tall people, with rich dark skin that glowed with the warmth of the desert. Their northern accent was powerful, and when speaking to each other they mostly used a language Satinka had never heard.
She sat neatly at the front of the wagon as she watched Bakki and Nauel talk. Finally the men shook hands, and Nauel blew her a kiss as Bakki strode towards the wagon and climbed up beside her. Not one for goodbyes the Zynaldini clicked his tongue at the horses and tapped them lightly with the reins to get them moving.
When they rolled out of the city Satinka breathed a sigh of relief. She would miss Nauel terribly, but they had promised to write to each other. It wasn’t like so many others she’d lost. The ones she would never see again. The dark alley flashed across her mind again. For all the good memories she had of that city Satinka felt as though she had twice as many bad ones. She was glad to be leaving it behind. Bakki looked down on her.
“You’re very young to be travelling alone, little one,” he commented.
“I’m not travelling alone,” she pointed out. “You’re with me.”
The Zynaldini laughed and nodded. “Yes, yes I s’pose that’s true. We travel to House of Cards in Undernal, but we drop you off at the Palace of Sunne first, yes?”
Satinka nodded. “What’s the House of Cards?”
“It’s uh,” Bakki glanced at her, “it’s not the kind of place you would ever find yourself.”
The look she gave him was curious, so he avoided the subject by turning in his seat and yelling orders to the other couple of wagons following them. She listened with interest to the musical language of the Zynaldini people as they spoke.
When Bakki turned back around Satinka was watching him. She asked if he would teach her his language.
“Teach you?” he laughed. “What for?”
“It’s pretty,” she answered. “I want to learn how to speak it.”
Bakki looked doubtful.
“I could ask you about the House of Cards again,” she suggested.
“This is how you say ‘good day’,” Bakki began quickly.
The trip down the main road to Undernal with Bakki and his crew was pleasant. With a weak smattering of the Zynaldini language under her belt after a few days, Bakki was dropping her off at the gates of the Palace of Sunne in Undernal.
Undernal, as far as she could see, was a hilly city situated on the coast. The salt tang of the air and the ocean view from the top of the city gave her pangs for a home she hadn’t seen in two years, but it was marred by the sight of the harbour. That was where they launched the war boats from.
The entry to the Palace in Undernal was by means of a church, and Satinka entered it ready to present herself. The walls were all lined with stained glass windows and frescos of the three eyed god, and she had to repress a shudder as all those eyes stared at her. She was supposed to be seen by a Father Malkin, who led the war effort here. Inside the church was a young blonde priest who watched her enter with some awe.
“You must be Satinka,” he said, rushing over.
“Are you Father Malkin?”
“No, no, Malkin is terribly busy, I’m afraid. I’m Father Guhji. I was instructed to meet you here and show you to your quarters.” He was already leading her from the building.
“Um, I’m supposed to present myself to Father Malkin,” she said, pulling the letter she’d been given from her bag.
Guhji nodded to her. “Āni wrote to Malkin. Malkin spoke to me. I can give him the letter if you want, but I doubt he’d read it. He only cares about the war effort now.”
“But I… I’m here to help with that,” she whispered in a dreaded tone.
“Not under Malkin’s watch you’re not,” Guhji told her honestly. “While he’s in charge you’ll go and live with the other girls up at the university, and you’ll probably study with them as well. Truth be told, Satinka, if you want to help, the best thing you can do is study up on the South.”
With that he led her off to the university.
She followed behind in a numb haze. On the bright side, it didn’t sound like she’d have to do any more recruiting. On the down side, she wasn’t sure how hard it would be to infiltrate the Palace here if she wasn’t involved with the war. She would have to play it carefully. At least as the new kid in town again she could feign ignorance.
Guhji dropped her and her bags off in a spare room at the university accommodation that had been prepared for her. As she watched him go she wondered how little the men and women of the church in Undernal had to do with each other. He was polite, but distant. Probably the kind of man who had a promotion on his mind.
Her room was small and bare. It was a hostel room, the kind that had seen many occupants, but no real love. It was always just waiting for the next person. She didn’t like it, so after kicking her bags under her bed and locking up she went in search of her life here.
The university was a large sprawling complex of buildings across the hills near the Palace. It was strange to think about living here, but she liked to be close to so much knowledge. It was knowledge she was after now. After the fruitless search through the Palace at Sunndan for the last two years she didn’t want to make the same mistake again. She was going to learn everything she could about Undernal, and try to work out the most likely place Memnyir would be hidden here.
Satinka followed the signs to the library and entered the old wood-panelled building. She wandered along the shelves dreamily, and ran her gloved hands over the spines of the books. From around the corner she could hear talking and laughter. She turned around the end of the aisle and stopped dead.
The memory of the alley flashed through her mind with a sharp agony. But it was him. That boy. The same boy. He was sitting and talking with a blonde boy in the corner. She moved to run towards him and stopped again.
It wasn’t him. The more she looked, the more she realised it wasn’t him. This boy looked a lot like him – the same mocha skin and bright black eyes, the same wild dark curls. This boy was strong and muscular though, not thin and starving. He had a sturdier jaw and shorter build. She couldn’t stop staring, even once she realised the boy must just be another northerner. Her friend had said his dad had been from the north.
This boy was more confident than the boy she knew. Her first human friend. The boy in the library wore thin trousers and no shirt, almost like he’d gotten lost on his way to the beach. Just as she was about to sneak away back behind the shelves the blonde boy caught sight of her and pointed her out to the boy she’d been looking at. The boy turned and waved her over. She couldn’t turn and run now without making a fool of herself, so she approached them nervously.
“Don’t worry,” the dark boy chuckled in a northern accent. “We don’t bite.”
“You’re… you’re from the north, aren’t you?” she asked shyly as she reached their table.
“From Stonehall, up in the mountains,” he grinned. “You never seen an Ickian before?”
“Once,” she whispered, looking down at the table.
“Most of your people aren’t willing to travel an entire continent just to end up here,” his blonde friend said dryly.
“Can’t blame them,” the Ickian groaned. “Trip was awful.”
“How long have you been here?” Satinka asked.
“A week,” he answered. “Why? You want to show me around?”
“I’m from Sunndan,” she admitted. “I just got here a couple of hours ago.”
“Sunndan, huh?” he eyed her up.
“Ignore him,” the blonde boy advised. “Everyone else does.”
“That is not true,” the Ickian pouted. “How could you say that? And he’s supposed to be my best friend, would you believe.”
“I’m your only friend,” he replied.
“Well if you’re going to take that attitude, she can be my new best friend.”
“Ignore him,” the blonde boy repeated. He signalled to a seat at the table. “Please, sit.”
Satinka sat cautiously down, folding her gloved hands on the table.
“I’m Elvac,” the blonde boy introduced himself. Up close she could see he had the clearest sky-blue eyes she’d ever known. “My friend is Sabeh.”
“I’m Satinka.”
“That is a very beautiful name,” Sabeh commented slyly.
“Ignore him,” Elvac repeated again.
Satinka smiled at them despite herself. They seemed such a mismatched pair, the dark wild Ickian and the slim pale Undernalian.
“If you’re new around here, I can help show you the ropes,” Elvac offered politely. “I’m showing him around anyway, so you’re more than welcome to come with us.”
“Yes,” Sabeh agreed enthusiastically. “We can be your first two friends of Undernal! You guys can be my first two friends of Undernal.”
“I suppose,” Satinka shrugged.
Elvac smiled earnestly at her, and Sabeh was full of sly over-dramatised excitement. It wasn’t a bad plan. She had to find Memnyir and get out of here as quickly as possible, and who would know Undernal better than someone born and raised here. Sabeh also looked as though he might be appropriately shifty for some situations. She would take advantage of all the help she could get from them. There was just one thing she wouldn’t do.
The longer she stayed with Sabeh the less she saw of the boy from Sunndan, but that slight heart-wrenching pang was still there, and in it she knew she couldn’t tell them who she was. They were innocent bystanders, and she couldn’t get them killed. More than that: they were humans. The more of them she had to deal with the more she felt she didn’t belong. This was not her place. These were not her people. She was in Undernal now, and she couldn’t give any city folk the chance to betray her. She was a church girl. No one but Nauel knew her secret, and it would stay that way.
Besides, it wouldn’t take her long to find Memnyir now that she was in the right place. She would be out of there soon. Or so she believed.
Little did she know where Memnyir truly was, or what she would have to go through to get to her. Satinka didn’t even yet know that it would be eight more years of this life before she heard anyone other than herself utter Memnyir’s name…




8 YEARS LATER…




THE WAR OF THE NORTH

Elvac lay on his back. Blood on his lips. In his mouth. Blood on his shirt and seeping from his body. He lay and watched his old life flash before his eyes. He saw the old library, the books thick with dust and fingerprints. He saw his friends there. Benji a tall, slim, pale boy from the Mildidar Marshes, with white hair that stood up in all directions like a cockatoo. Benji looked up at him across time and blinked his green eyes once. Sitting with him was one of the Hunters of Woodell. Taum was a short young man whose hair, eyes and skin all blended together in shades of brown. With Benji he poured over a book of old knights and sorcerers.
But that was a world away from where Elvac was dying now. He saw Danni, trousers ripped with mud on her cheek, munching on a cookie while playing chess with Francis, whose cascading golden curls shimmered in the faint light. Francis had been named before she was born, and strived to be everything her parents wanted – smart, beautiful, and on her way to becoming a doctor, but still not the boy they had planned for.
He saw Arrio, his long red braid glinting like fire. Arrio had dark skin, blackened by the harsh sun of the Zynaldini Desert. He was arguing quietly in a corner with Sabeh, Elvac’s old friend from Ickiar Mountain, whose black eyes glittered like gems in his tanned face.
Finally Elvac saw Satinka. Deep in his chest his heart flickered weakly. She wandered down the aisle, running her gloved fingertips over the books, giving them hope that one day they would be dusted. She was delicate to look at, and graceful as all noble ladies, but she had about her an incredible presence. Her long dark blue hair was perfectly straight and it framed her flawlessly made-up face. She was a perfect balance of the order of the church, which she got from her father, and the wildness of the jungles of Karm Tor, which she got from her mother – along with the colour of her hair. He wondered what she would say to him now. Maybe I told you so. She had told him not to go. What would she think if she could see him now? What would she do? What would she say? Her dark eyes turned to him, and for a moment they could see each other across time. Her eyes pierced him like she was really there, watching. They saw deep into him. Her pale rose lips parted.
“Get up.”
The world crashed down on him. His body felt heavier than lead. The axe wounds his opponent had left on him stung and burned like poison. Then he stood. It felt like pulling his body from rock. Stunned, exhausted, and wounded, he saw his opponent already running to finish him. The monster screamed for blood. He only had one shot at it, but somehow it wasn’t going to be hard.
The creature ran at Elvac, axe high, screaming war. A wave of panic washed over him as he wondered if he could still lift the axe in his hands. But he did. In one quick motion he lifted the axe. Swung it. It connected with the monster, releasing a torrent of blood and stomach content. The creature fell, almost severed in two. In a crazed frenzy Elvac raised the axe again and hacked at the thing on the ground.
Don’t let it get up, he thought, don’t ever let it get up. He didn’t even realise he was crying in fear and anger by the time the axe slipped from his numb fingers. It dropped point first into the monster’s chest. He tried to grab it again. It wouldn’t come out. It had lodged itself between the creature’s ribs. Elvac let his hands drop from the axe and stumbled back from the reeking corpse. Don’t let it get up, don’t let the dead get up, he thought numbly. He stared at his blood drenched hands. They were shaking a lot he realised, as the ground rushed forward fast.
“By Sunne, he’s still breathing!” a voice said over him.
“Incredible! I thought he was gone for sure,” another man sighed with relief. “I can’t believe we weren’t too late.”
“Good thing we weren’t,” a third voice growled. “He’s too good to waste.”
“Elvac, son, can you hear us?” the first man asked.
Elvac groaned and opened his eyes. Three men in black robes stood around him.
“Oh look, he’s awake!”
The young man’s vacant-eyed gaze swept over them. His pale blue eyes were foggy and dull.
“There’s… quite a few of you,” he said lamely.
“You’ve been hurt,” the third man growled deeply. “But can you still sit up?”
Elvac tried. He began to sit up, but this ended with a quiet ‘Oh’ as his head swam, and he was once again engulfed in darkness.
“By Sunne’s Grace, he’s waking up again!” the first man cried.
“This boy won’t die!” the second exclaimed.
“Don’t talk like that idiot,” the third warned. There was the sound of a sharp slap. “He has fought a worthy fight – many worthy fights. He’s a war hero now, and he should be proud of that.”
Elvac opened his eyes again.
“War hero?” he asked groggily. In his fractured state of mind he didn’t seem to know what the term meant.
“Yes, son. Now stand up.”
He felt the third man scoop him out of the mud and pull his arm around his robed shoulders. With most of his weight on the old priest he managed to stand and begin to walk.
“Come now,” the old man calmed. “Let’s get you cleaned and fixed up.”
“I thought… I thought you were here to… to send me…” Elvac managed weakly.
“Ha, no boy. You’re not dead yet,” the priest said. “The wounds aren’t as bad as they look. You’ll be alright.”
“But that’s what you come for,” he persisted. “For the dead.”
Elvac was weak. No one had helped him for a long time now. You cleaned yourself when you could. You fixed yourself up if you didn’t want to die. Other people sometimes came, but they always went. You fought alone, and moved from group to group as you worked the front. The priests only came for the dead. You had to survive on your own out here, fighting the war of the North.
“You’re done, lad. Finished,” the old priest told him. “You’ve been here a year. You survived that year. You’re a soldier of the North now. A real man of Undernal.”
“Undernal…” he whispered the name with dry lips.
“Yes boy. You have proven yourself here. It’s time for you to take a trip home.”
“I can go home…” he didn’t have the strength to ask, just to imagine the idea.
“Yes,” he was told. “You’re going home.”


The boat trip from the Southern continent took three days to make it back to the North and Undernal. The harbour city was now the military capital of the Great Realm. It had always been the second largest of the Realm’s fine cities, but the last decade had seen a change in those that lived there. Now the city was full of soldiers and veterans, trying to live their lives around the ordinary citizens.
It was home to the University of Honour, where many people studied. The university had grown in size over the years, with a great many people moving to Undernal to study before they became soldiers. It was where Elvac had studied before he left. Soldiers were taken when they turned 21 and sent south to fight for a year. If they survived they earned leave and were allowed to return home. After that the choice was theirs to re-sign again if they wanted to, and continue to fight. Most did just that. There was a sense of honour and prestige among the soldiers of Undernal.
All across the Realm people came to fight. They knew they were doing their god’s work and protecting their homes and loved ones from the monsters of the South. No one actually knew what the monsters looked like. No one remembered. They were given a drug when they signed up that would take away the bad memories. That was part of the deal. The amnesia was the real hero of the war. No soldiers had to suffer memories of battle and the horrors they faced. Many people came and went a dozen times over and always returned without stories, and without fear.
The lack of fear made the armies of Undernal unstoppable, and the Church of Sunne told them that over the last 10 years they had driven the beasts of the South back into their mountains and were close to defeating them for good. They had to rely on that information, because no one remembered. Even now Elvac felt his memories of the last year were lost in a thick haze. He sat in his small wooden cabin with a bucket and cloth, washing his injuries again.
The first day at sea he had washed properly for what felt like the first time that year. He knew it couldn’t have been, but it had been such a long time since he’d had a moment to look after himself. He had scraped the dirt from his skin and rubbed his flesh raw and pink. It was then that he had realised just how many scars there were, but he couldn’t remember how he’d got them. Someone had given him a mirror, but he had only looked in it for a moment before forcing them to take it back.
The second day he had found the looking-glass back in his room. Someone had left it by the door. Part of him was worried that if he looked at himself too long he might remember what had happened to him. But all he could remember was an indistinct hazy mess, except for the fire. He could still remember the fire. Somewhere, sometimes, things had been burning. He knew it was true, because of all the burn scars that twisted across his body. His entire left arm shone with a distorted white scar along the outside where the fire had got him. He washed it softly with the wet cloth, but it was no longer tender. It must have happened a long time ago. He couldn’t remember when.
The last things he remembered clearly were all memories from before he left. Memories of the university and the old library and his friends. Memories of a time before he looked like this. He felt sick with fear. A deep choking fear that curled down in his stomach. But it wasn’t enough to stop the questions from echoing around in his head. One swirled its way around more than the others: what happened to me?
The cloth fell from his trembling fingers, and for a moment he sat on the floor of the cabin with his arms wrapped around his body and his hands clutching his shoulders tightly to keep from trembling. Still the question bounced around his skull, demanding an answer: what in the name of Sunne happened to me? He could feel his fingernails digging into his skin. Slowly he pulled himself back together, taking deep calming breaths. He’d left nail marks on his shoulders. His fingernails had grown too long during his time away. They were ragged and sharp where they had broken. He would have to cut them. Focus on the little things he told himself. Focus on the things you can deal with. Be the shield for the ones you love. Be the rock upon which they can stand. Let that give you purpose. He breathed deeply.
Elvac had spent a large portion of his life studying the philosophy of Nagatoa-Zu. Nagatoa-Zu had been a soldier and scholar of the armies of Ido, in the northern region of Karm Tor, in the early centuries of man. His entire system of belief was founded on the concept that to create a just world everything you do must be for the protection of the ones you love. Elvac understood that. It was why he’d gone to war: to protect the people he loved. He liked to believe that was why every soldier left. He liked to believe that was why his father had left.
It had been ten years since he’d watched his father’s first ship sail off. Now the baton of war had been handed down to him. Now he had to be the shield for his mother and his friends. A man is but flesh. However, should he become the shield of his people, he will find his heart, mind, and soul made of the strongest steel. He will be a rock the gods themselves cannot break. A rock, Elvac, he told himself. Be a rock. Focus on the little things. Gently he plucked the cloth back up off the floor and sloshed it in the bucket. He wrung it out tightly and watched the drops fall like rain into the water. The little things.
Once he was clean he turned his face to the mirror again as he dressed. The initial shock had worn off now. He’d had time to deal with it and get used to the idea. Besides, he kept reminding himself, it could have been much worse. Everything could have been worse. Maybe remembering would be worse. Still, it nagged that couldn’t remember how it had happened.
Three long scars ran across his face. One between his eyes over his nose. Another down his right cheek and the longest one ran down the left side of his face and over his mouth to his chin. He pulled his head through his vest and hid the scars for a moment. The vest was dark ribbed cotton and it felt so soft and clean against his aching body. He zipped up the high neck and the metal felt cool against his chest and throat. For a brief moment he touched the scar on his lips before pulling what was left of his long blonde hair out from the back of his shirt.
He remembered the way he had looked when he had left, and he knew he probably wasn’t so different. But he felt different. He felt so much older, and his mystery scars haunted him. They weren’t right. Scars told stories. His ones… he shook his head to try and clear it. His scars had no stories. He didn’t remember how they’d happened. No one did. His hair had been long when he’d left, and some of it still was, but at some point it had been cut at an angle and now ran in a jagged line from his right shoulder to his left elbow. He thought about cutting it short and tidying it up, but somehow that didn’t feel right either. It was another change. Another scar on his appearance. He didn’t want to change it yet. He didn’t know how it had happened. The change itself didn’t bother him as much as not knowing how it had happened. He couldn’t help but wonder how people lived with it. Years of their lives disappeared. Didn’t they wonder? Didn’t their minds nag at them about what was missing? It was supposed to be a good thing, but it made him incredibly nervous.
Outside his door someone called to him. Out of habit he picked up his sword to leave the room. Up on deck he found the day outside breezy and dry. The wind whipped his hair and breathed across his face. Above them the sky was blue but the clouds rolling ahead were a pale grey. They threatened the shore, but did not appear to have any greater intentions. He looked to the coast and saw the only thing he thought he would ever want to see again.
Undernal sprawled out from the docks and crawled across the landscape in an ocean of pale stone buildings and cobbled streets. It looked like a giant maze stretching out into the distance. The city climbed and tumbled up the hills, like the fingers of a stone hand reaching into the grassy slopes. That maze was filled with scholars and soldiers and merchants and families, and everyone he’d ever missed.
Elvac strained his eyes as the boat cut through the waves, but Undernal was still too distant to make anything out. Somewhere in that city was a young woman with a painted face and straight dark hair. Had she changed? He couldn’t help but wonder. The thought of her made him nervous about his scars again. Could he go back to them all looking like this? His appearance wasn’t something he’d worried about much in his life, but now there was something he could feel self-conscious about. He was marked. Whatever happened now, he was a soldier.
I see my brothers return home. What was once one heart and mind and soul fragments. We separate, as we return to human, but we never forget, in the glances we share, what it was to be other. To be soldier. To be the shield. Elvac pulled his cloak tighter around him at the thought. Was it a good thing? He’d changed. He knew it down in his bones. He could see it in his face. He was different, but without memory he didn’t know what he had turned into. Was he like Nagatoa-Zu? Was he a soldier and shield? Would he fragment and go back to his friends and become human again? He hoped so. But had they all changed too? Would they still be his friends? Together a year had been nothing, but separated? Could they pick up where they’d all left off? And would she still be the same girl he left behind? Only time would tell, he thought with a sigh. The boat wasn’t moving fast enough for his impatience. He needed to know. The apprehension made him feel ill, or perhaps it was the way they cut through the waves. Either way, nothing seemed to have the power to quell the endless circle of questions in his mind.




FALLOUT

The afternoon light soaking in through the window stained everything it touched to a golden syrup tone. Three people sat at the benches by the corner window. Some of the group was always here. It was their corner. It wasn’t a stated fact, but no one else ever dared to sit there. If someone did they moved as soon as they saw anyone from the group come in. It was their corner, and it had been for years. It wasn’t as though the old library was used much anyway. Most people used the libraries of their faculty. This was the old library. The one the group went to when they wanted to be together, not because they needed to do research. No one did research here. The three of them sat around a square stained oak table, buried beneath a spread of books. Benji let his head fall onto the book in front of him with a thump. Danni and Taum looked up at him and saw a spray of white hair sticking out towards them from the book. It looked like a ball of long white grass.
“That’s it. I hate to say it, but we need Sabeh’s help,” Benji’s voice came muffled from where his face hid between the pages.
The other two nodded their agreement. Taum chucked his pencil down and sat back, pushing his mop of brown hair back from his tawny eyes and stretching.
“We’re getting nowhere,” he agreed bitterly. His usually serious face had the slightly glazed look of someone who had just read the same page five times without absorbing anything.
Danni grinned at him and took another bite out of the pear she was eating. The crisp fruit snapped as she bit it and the sound echoed. She chewed quietly and contemplated the pear in her hand. Pears were simple, beautiful and delicious. Also, they didn’t use words like ‘aureole’ or ‘neologize’. Gods and books be damned.
Benji lifted his head from the book he was lying on and glared at the world. “Who cares about church politics anyway?”
“You should,” Danni pointed out. “We have an exam for it tomorrow.”
“But it’s so boring,” he moaned. “It’s so boring and tedious.”
“Amen,” Taum replied.
Danni chucked an eraser at him and it bounced off fiercely, springing across the room.
“Guys stop moaning about it,” she ordered, taking another bite of her pear. “It won’t change anything. Sabeh should be out of class in ten minutes or so. We can get him to help us.”
They nodded. Taum’s eyebrow gave a slight involuntary and disapproving lift at Danni talking with her mouth full. She completely ignored it. He wished he could ignore her annoying habits too.
“Y’know, if Sabeh’s so good at it why doesn’t he just take the paper with us?” Benji continued to moan.
“Because he could probably just teach it,” Taum replied dryly.
It was true. They didn’t know anyone who knew as much about the politics and economics of the Great Realm as their dark eyed friend. He also harboured a somewhat unsavoury interest in the Realm’s churches.
Sunne was the most powerful god of the Great Realm, and the Church of Sunne was one of the most powerful players in the area’s politics. However, many of the Realm’s states worshiped other deities first, and the Dethfryst Mountains where Sabeh was from was one of those places. Up in the mountains they worshiped Ragnar, the storm god, but most states of the Great Realm were supposed to pay tribute to Sunne as well. Sabeh, however, didn’t seem to. No one ever talked about it though. He and the lady Satinka kept their beliefs to themselves – among other things.
“We’ll have to watch for conspiracy theories though,” Taum grinned. “All that rubbish he comes up with might be true, but it sure as Sunne’s snot won’t come up in the test.”
Benji and Danni laughed as someone came over and set the lost eraser back on their table. They turned to thank the stranger, and all of them stopped laughing at once. The three of them were lost for words. No one knew what to say. For a moment they all just sat frozen. Then Benji got up and moved around the table, grabbing his friend in a hug. The two of them clasped each other tightly around the shoulders. Benji held him like he was never going to let go again.
“Holy Sunne, I can’t believe you’re alive!” Benji exclaimed.
Elvac smiled. “It was a shock to me too.” He spoke quietly as relief ran through him. He couldn’t believe how good it was to see them again. It was like being in a daze. They looked exactly the same. Everything was just the way it should be. He’d made it back.
Benji stepped back from his friend and looked him up and down as the others stood to greet the soldier.
“You’ve changed, Elvac,” he said. “Look at you.”
“I know,” Elvac agreed softly, feeling a slight pang of nervous doubt. “I’ve seen it.”
“You’ve gotten taller too,” Taum added, slapping him on the back.
Danni put her pear down and came forward to hug him tightly around the waist. He was taller. He was almost as tall as Benji now, but broader and stronger than his skinny friend. They weren’t judging him. Not that he thought his friends were the kind to judge, but… he couldn’t deny he’d been worried. Danni wasn’t usually the hugging type either. This was a special occasion. She felt warm and real in his arms. He had his friends back. It was almost too good to be true. He felt his hands tighten around her shoulders, as though seeking reassurance, and she squeezed him back chokingly for a second before letting go. Protection and honour. Create and earn love by offering yourself for the ones you treasure.
“You’re late,” she told him. “We didn’t think you’d come back.”
“How late?” he asked.
“A few weeks,” Benji replied sickly. “We hadn’t really talked about it, to be honest. We just kept waiting, and then the time came and went. After the first two weeks… we… well we began to assume you weren’t coming back.”
Elvac nodded bleakly. Benji stood awkwardly, rubbing his arm nervously as though he’d just admitted to the most heinous of crimes. The gangly riverman had always had a nervous and awkward disposition. His big green eyes watched Elvac as though begging forgiveness. Danni touched Elvac’s arm where the long burn scar twisted and shone.
“What happened?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he admitted numbly. “I don’t remember… anything.”
The others all nodded slowly. That was how it happened.
“Nothing?” she pestered, picking up her pear and starting to eat again.
“Nothing,” he repeated. “But I suppose you all have enough news to make up for it. I’ve lost a year. I want to know everything. How is everyone?”
The other three looked between each other. There certainly was a lot to say… but one thing stuck out more than anything. Elvac saw the way they all looked at each other with uneasy dread. They wished he hadn’t asked.
“Hmmm…” Danni began nervously.
The white polished corridor was wide and long and empty, save for two people. The taller was dressed in thick black leather. He was almost seven foot, and his legs and waist were strapped down with belts that hid under a long flowing black coat. His skin was almost as dark as his clothes and his black eyes burned, but his hair was the colour of fire and it hung in a long braid down his back. The girl next to him couldn’t have been more different. She was tiny in comparison, with long shimmering golden curls and clear blue eyes. Her skin was milky and her soft floaty dress was a collage of marbled pastel colours that swirled around her like waves. Her arms were stacked high with books and her delicate frame bent back slightly so she could carry them.
“I still don’t see why you need so many of them, chichina,” Arrio said to her, calling her by the Zynaldini pet-name he used for her.
“Arrio,” Francis replied patiently under the weight. “I need to learn everything I can. I sit my blue stripe paper in two months. I can’t afford to slack off.”
“Two months, Francis. Two months,” he pointed out. “You’re already smarter than everyone else sitting that paper and they aren’t studying like a maniac. You don’t need to worry.”
He hung around her nervously. She had turned down his offer to help carry the books and now he was loitering close to make sure neither she nor the books fell.
“Everyone else sitting that paper is several years older than me,” she continued.
“So? You’re still smarter than them.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “But people want medics that are old and wise, not young and smart. I’m going to have to be a genius to get a job, not just clever.”
“You worry too much.”
“And you know nothing about medicine,” she told him primly.
He nodded and rolled his eyes. It was true. But, he consoled himself, they were both right. Francis had spent her whole life studying for this. She would be absolutely fine when the time came. But it was also true that he knew little about it. Arrio was a musician, though no one knew it to look at him. The people who came out of the Zynaldini Desert were fearsome and hardened warriors, and their reputation caused many regions of the Great Realm to be wary of them. But few knew of their soft and gentle natures, and those who did only knew on a personal level. Arrio’s friends knew he had a soft side.
From around the corner a group of people came towards them, and the next thing Arrio knew all the books were being shoved into his arms. Francis didn’t even ask. She just forced them on him before she flung herself across the corridor and into the arms of a young blonde man. It only took Arrio a few seconds to recognise him.
Elvac squeezed the little girl in his arms as she hung on around his neck.
“We were so worried about you!” she exclaimed.
“I’m sorry I’m so late,” he apologised. “It must have taken them a while to find me.”
“Well I’m just glad they did.”
The other three were loitering behind Elvac, but Benji came forward and took the books off Arrio so he could shake his friend’s hand. Francis stepped back as Arrio came forward.
Elvac smiled as he clasped his friend’s hand. Arrio’s grip was firm and warm. There was something so reassuring about them all. He needed that reassurance right now. They were familiar. Arrio met his eye. The Zynaldini’s black gaze saw his pain, but the look it returned was comforting and supportive. He knew. Arrio always knew. Elvac sighed as the tall man gave him a nod and let his hand go.
“It’s uncanny,” Elvac commented. “None of you have changed. Every time I realise how long I’ve been gone and how much I’ve missed I feel like you should be different somehow.”
“I’m taller!” Francis piped up. This was a big step for her in their group.
Elvac grinned at her. “But still just as pretty as when I left. The dress looks amazing, by the way. It suits you.”
“Thank you,” Francis glowed. “Danni bought it for me.”
Danni grinned and took her hand. “I like buying her things that make her look pretty.”
Francis laughed and kissed her girlfriend as they flirted in the hall. Elvac smiled softly to himself. Some things never changed. His heart fell into his stomach, and his stomach sank a little. Some things did. But he had to keep a strong face. It didn’t matter how he felt. He wasn’t going to start his own homecoming with a tantrum. He wasn’t the type to cry and scream and pout. Even if he had been he didn’t have the energy for that. In truth… he felt too empty to manage that.
He was home with his friends. Safe and secure with people who loved him. And still he felt hollow. He couldn’t explain it. There was a gap that wasn’t being filled. Maybe it couldn’t be filled. There was only one way to find out.
“It’s so good to be home with the group,” he announced with more enthusiasm than he felt. Arrio rested a hand on his shoulder, and Elvac tried to ignore his knowing eyes. “We’re still a little short. Where should I look for Sabeh, if he hasn’t left?”
The group looked at each other a little nervously, but if Elvac didn’t seem to mind why should they?
“He should be by the fountain in the psychology courtyard,” Taum answered.
Elvac remembered the fountain. He was fairly sure he could still find his way there too. His mind was currently a little hazy, but most of his memories of the university were still intact. The others weren’t going to let him go alone. Maybe that was for the best.
Sabeh had turned 21 several months ago, but he hadn’t left to go South. When Elvac thought about it, it wasn’t really a surprise. Sabeh had never supported the war for his own reasons. He’d stayed. That was his choice, and Elvac would never hold it against him. Sabeh was his oldest and closest friend. But there was something else. Something the others had told him. He didn’t know what he’d say when he saw his best friend, but he hoped he’d be able to keep his feelings in check. He didn’t know the whole story yet. Sabeh could probably shed some light on it. For now Elvac had decided to swallow his pain. It is the coward who puts himself before others. It is the weak who cannot stay resilient and understand that true happiness is the final reward for making others happy.
Francis talked the whole way to the psychology courtyard. She filled him in on everything that had happened in their lives during the past year. He smiled and acknowledged her stories, but he wasn’t really listening. None of them seemed to notice.
The square courtyard was cobbled and framed with intricate Undernalian pillars that held up the verandah-styled roofs around the edges. In the centre of the courtyard was a large and elaborate marble fountain. The body was carved to look like a frenzy of wild animals all climbing up, and water poured and spurted from their mouths. On the wide rim of the basin sat someone with wild dark curls and hard black eyes. He was hunched with his hands clasped, staring off into the distance as though there was something on his mind. There usually was. He wore dark red pants and a wide patterned cloth belt. Attached was a blue piece of fabric falling behind him around his left leg, like a cape for his lower body. Sabeh almost always went shirtless and complained endlessly of the southern heat, unlike Arrio who complained bitterly about the cold.
For a moment Elvac just stood there and watched his friend’s serious face. Sabeh. What could he say to him? He wanted to hug him and strangle him at the same time. He wanted to feel betrayed. He wanted to feel a bubbling burning anger and rush over there and punch him in the face. But he didn’t. His mind stayed weakly blank and he just felt a bit sad. There it was again. That strange emptiness. Even looking at the best friend he hadn’t seen in a year he still just felt hollow. What could he possibly say to him now? He didn’t know the answer to that, but he couldn’t just stand there and do nothing or Sabeh would see him.
With a deep breath he squared his shoulders and started forward toward his old friend. The others followed right behind him. After they stepped out from behind the pillars and into the sunlight it didn’t take more than a few seconds for Sabeh to notice the crowd coming towards him. His serious face lit up with surprise and delight when he saw Elvac and he was on his feet running toward them at speed.
At the look on his friend’s face Elvac felt the wrenching in his heart ease. He couldn’t be bitter and mad at Sabeh, not when his friend was so happy to see him. The anger and pain had no real power, and it wasn’t strong enough to withstand his friend’s smile. Sabeh collided with him and caught him in a rough embrace. Elvac clapped his arms around his friend’s shoulders.
“Elvac,” Sabeh laughed in his northern accent. “Holy Ragnar’s beard. I can’t believe you’re back!”
“It’s good to be back,” Elvac replied.
Sabeh let go of him and stood back. They looked each other up and down. Sabeh was a fair bit shorter than Elvac, but he always had been. He was constant, unchanging. He’d always been a rock in Elvac’s life, and right now that was a feeling the soldier wanted back. He felt a strange yearning for that stability, and waited for the sense to come rushing back. It didn’t. The void remained. I see the shells. The soldiers who never reconnect. I pity them. They have forgotten the path. Elvac had forgotten many things, but he didn’t believe his connection to his friends was one of them. He could fix this. He could fix himself. He was a shield, not a shell. He would make things normal by sheer force of will.
“You haven’t changed at all,” Elvac told him.
“No one expected me too,” Sabeh laughed. He clapped Elvac on the shoulder. “It’s so good to see you, my friend. I was starting to get worried. If you’d taken much longer I might’ve had to enlist to go looking for you.”
“You never would’ve,” Elvac commented subtly.
“True,” Sabeh sighed. “If you could only see the corruption that goes on up the top, you’d be less likely to want to line up below them.”
Elvac grinned to himself. He could almost hear the start of a conspiracy theory. That was the kind of thing he felt he must have missed. It was strange. In a way it felt as though he’d only gotten on the boat to leave yesterday, but he knew that a chunk of time was missing. He could feel that it was gone despite his amnesia. He wanted that feeling to go away. He wanted to be normal again.
“You feeling alright?” Sabeh asked him.
“Yeah.” Elvac nodded curtly.
He could trust Sabeh to ask the right questions. His dark eyed friend didn’t ask questions he knew Elvac wouldn’t remember the answers to. He wouldn’t ask about what had happened. He just asked about now – about the recovery process. But Elvac had questions too, and he felt his were more pressing. Also, he kind of just wanted to get it over with. His mother had always taught him that that bandage had to come off, so you might as well rip it.
“So…” he began, more awkwardly than he had intended.
Sabeh raised his eyebrows to his wild curls in enquiry of the impending question.
“So you and Satinka, I hear?” Elvac pulled himself together. Bandage ripped.
Sabeh’s face fell slightly and the others all tried to look inconspicuous in the background. Elvac winced internally. They had nothing to feel guilty about. Did they really not trust how he’d react? There was nothing to be scared of. Steel yourself and be the guiding hand. He had always tried to be a good person. Sabeh might not be returning the kindness Elvac had always shown him, but that wasn’t a reflection on Elvac.
“Yeah,” Sabeh admitted quietly. “Yeah… uh…”
Elvac masked his true feelings with a smile and waved away the forthcoming apology. He didn’t need it, and it would be awkward for everyone. That wasn’t something he wanted right now. He wouldn’t face off with Sabeh at the moment. Not like this.
“Don’t,” he smiled, half laughing. “You two were always so much more alike anyway. Honestly I’m not surprised. I’m glad you were there to look after her when I left.”
It was all true, and he said it like he meant it, burying his stinging heartache. Sabeh didn’t have to know he was hurting. The pain was sharp and cold, but all his senses seemed numbed for now. I can be happy for you, he thought, because I’m too hollow to be in agony.
Sabeh nodded and smiled back, but there was a shadow in his eyes at the mention of his girlfriend. Elvac noticed it, but didn’t want to ask. He wasn’t sure he understood the look. There was something reluctant and cautionary in Sabeh’s black eyes – something that was making Elvac nervous. He was on the brink of asking the Ickian what was wrong when the group all turned to look at the other side of the courtyard. His friends muttered in surprise among themselves. He tried not to listen as he and Sabeh turned to see what they were looking at.
At the other side of the courtyard, past the fountain and under the shadow of the verandah, she stood in her long white dress, buttoned up to the throat. She dressed as the church ladies from the holy capital Sunndan, who kept themselves modest and hid their skin from sight. As was their custom, her face was painted like a doll – a strange kind of picture perfection.
She wasn’t moving towards them. She wasn’t smiling either. Her expression was hurt. Furious and hurt. She looked straight at them, and for a moment he thought she might cry. This wasn’t the girl he remembered. The girl that had told him to get up. The girl that had saved him when he’d fallen bleeding to the ground. He felt pain – sharp burning pain in his chest. It sprang up at the sight of her expression. No, his mind whispered, no please don’t still be mad. You can’t be mad. I’m alive. I’m alive and well. Isn’t that what you were afraid of? Don’t be angry. I came back to you.
“Satinka…” was all his mouth could whisper. He stepped towards her.
Sabeh’s arm flashed out and caught him just above the elbow. His grip was strong, but not unkind, as he held him back with a warning look. Satinka’s hurt eyes pierced him once more, and then she was gone, slipping through a doorway and down a corridor. Elvac looked at his friend with injured and confused eyes. Was this really where they stood now?
“She doesn’t want to see me?”
“I was worried about that,” Sabeh admitted. “She’s…” he trailed off without any explanation, staring after the girl.
“What?” Elvac demanded, suddenly upset. “She’s still mad that I left?”
He vividly remembered now the way she had screamed at him the day before he’d set sail. How she had yelled at him for hours, and told him that he would be dead to her if he got on that boat. But he’d never really believed that she’d meant it. He’d assumed she was only upset because she was worried he’d die, and he always thought she would be so glad to see him alive that she’d forgive him. Apparently not, it seemed.
Sabeh sighed. “It’s really, really complicated.” He did a poor job of explaining. “I’ll see if I can talk her around.”
Sabeh let go of Elvac’s arm and dashed off. Elvac could appreciate that Sabeh wasn’t trying to leave him, but trying to catch his girlfriend. He desperately wanted to know what was going on. As he turned back to face the group huddled behind him he got the impression that they weren’t sure either. He sighed wearily in front of them.
“She gets mad every time we mention you,” Danni said. “Has all year.”
Taum elbowed her in the side and she shut up.
“Do you know what he meant?” Elvac asked quietly. “When he said it was complicated?”
Everyone shrugged and looked between each other.
“Not really,” Benji replied. “They’ve been somewhat secretive all year.”
“After you left she told him something,” Arrio admitted. “I don’t know what it was, but I believe it is what brought them together. He’s hiding her secret.”
Everyone turned to look at him.
“What? You didn’t notice?” he asked disbelievingly.
Francis shrugged. “It’s true. They do always have their own thing going on at the side of the group, but… that’s sort of the way they’ve always been.”
“You kinda used to be a part of it,” Benji reminded him.
Elvac nodded. It was true. While the group had always been close he’d been closest with Sabeh and Satinka. They had been his best friends. He turned to look back across the courtyard and down the empty corridor.
“I don’t get it,” he said quietly to himself.
Danni slapped him on the arm gently – in a reassuring kind of way.
“We have to go get Sabeh,” she told him. “We need his help to study for our exam tomorrow, but we’ll try and help him talk her around. She can’t be that mad.”
Elvac looked away. “The day I left she told me she hoped I’d die over there.”
Danni rubbed his shoulder and smiled, her blue eyes kind. “She won’t have meant it.”
“I wish I could believe you,” Elvac replied.
“Give us a day,” she told him. “Tomorrow we’ll throw you a ‘welcome back’ party, after we’ve finished our exams. We’ll sort her out.”
Benji and Taum nodded their support behind her. The three of them left. Benji glanced back twice, but still followed. They’d always been the kind to slack off through the year. Elvac turned back to Francis and Arrio.
“And you two?” he asked.
“I promised Francis I’d help her study for her antidotes exam,” Arrio admitted.
Francis nodded. “I need to learn how to cure most poisons by tomorrow morning.”
Arrio made a face behind her back that suggested she knew most of them already. “You’re welcome to join us,” he offered.
“I don’t really know anything about antidotes,” Elvac admitted.
“Neither,” Arrio laughed. “Just read it from the textbook and tell her if she’s right.”
Elvac nodded and smiled weakly. “To be honest, I think I should go home.”
“You didn’t go there first?” Francis asked.
Elvac shook his head, and didn’t tell her he wished he had.
“Okay then,” she agreed. She came forward and on her tiptoes kissed his cheek in farewell.
“Give our love to Nana Gemie,” Arrio said. “And we’ll see you tomorrow.”
Elvac nodded and watched them leave without another word. He stood for a moment, in a place that was somehow familiar and alien all at once. Nothing felt the same. This place had been his home away from home; these people his other family. But now he felt like he didn’t belong here anymore. Time hadn’t passed for him, not that he could remember, but it had passed for everything else.
He turned and left the university. He was a soldier now, not a scholar, and maybe he could get used to that. But he knew he didn’t want to. He wanted to go back to the life he remembered. He hated the feeling that a year of his life had vanished with no trace but the scars covering his body. He hated that nagging feeling of things he couldn’t remember. He didn’t want to go through it again, but he didn’t know what else he could do yet either. It wasn’t fair. He’d done the right thing. He’d done the noble and honourable thing. Now it felt like he was being punished for it.
The pain he’d felt when he saw Satinka look at him was the most intense thing he’d experienced since he’d come back. She was a daughter of the Church of Sunne, so how could she be against the war? Sure she had screamed at him and carried on like a schoolgirl, but he’d assumed that was because she was worried about him. People died in wars, and that’s what she’d been upset about. He’d been a tiny bit pleased that she’d cared so much. Now she didn’t care at all? That wasn’t like her. The girl Elvac remembered, the one he’d been friends with for eight years, wasn’t the type to stay mad just because he didn’t do what she told him to. She wasn’t that shallow. So now what?
Elvac grimaced as he walked away. One day he’d signed up for war and boarded a ship. The next he was covered in scars and his life was nothing but a series of questions. How had that happened? All the memories were gone, save for the ones before the war. Those ones burned strong and bright. They were more real than this nightmare he’d walked into. He could almost feel her small gloved hand slip into his, as though called into being by the memory, but the memory was years old now.
In it he stood, still young and innocent, and looked down on the grave. He hadn’t told his mother he’d been coming down here without her, but he was fairly sure she knew. Satinka had followed him down. She’d been pestering him all day about his feelings. She was worried about him. He could see it in her wide blue gaze. Now she stood quietly, holding his hand, just being there for him. She cared, and somehow that always made everything better. She was the only person who seemed to understand.
Sabeh didn’t get it. He’d been sympathetic, he’d tried to help, but the Ickian’s relationship with his own father was a dark subject. He didn’t understand what this had been like. He couldn’t feel sadness at the thought of having his father’s body brought back in a bag. Satinka seemed to know though. He saw his pain mirrored in her eyes and it eased his weary heart. He didn’t have to explain things to her. In her presence he could just be, and when she held his hand like this she gave him purpose.
His father had been killed by the war, trying to protect the ones he loved. Elvac wanted to protect Satinka. He wanted to protect everyone. No one else should have to go through this. Nagatoa-Zu’s ideology had never made more sense than it did that day. Our existence as people relies on our relationships with each other. In love, to give is to take. One race. One people. Love one another. Give up for them and you will receive in return. Make the peace of those you love your mission. Let it guide you. Protect them and in their safety find peace. Protect the ones you love. Well how hard could that be? Nagatoa-Zu’s philosophy said that the answer was always to care about the people you care about. It was the simplest of logic. It was Elvac’s answer. It gave him something to focus on. They gave him something to focus on. She gave him something to focus on. She was the water he had used to wash away his grief. Grief that had vanished now. Now he was empty, and she didn’t want his protection. He couldn’t be that shield. The memory faded.




HOME SWEET HOME

Slowly and bitterly Elvac trudged his way back down into the city, and along the sunlit cobbled alleys toward home. The streets were lit with the hot red light of evening as the sun set slowly against his back.
Home was a tiny stone house in the lower city, where he lived with his mother, Gemie. His father had been a soldier who had gone south five times before it killed him. Gemie had been reluctant to let her son leave for the same war, but had understood his need to go. She had never read Nagatoa-Zu. Elvac had never had much luck preaching the long dead words of a philosopher of Ido to anyone. But she had heard him talk enough that she knew what drove him. She could respect his beliefs.
At least he would be able to surprise her with the news that he didn’t want to go back. He didn’t know how his father had done it so many times. How could he have wanted this? Being a shield was one thing, but Nagatoa-Zu had never lived to see this war. He had probably never imagined a world where this war existed. He had fought for his land with honour and worn his scars with understanding of how and why he had received them. To the man who lays down arms, let no steel bite you. Let no hand be raised at you. Lower your head for your loved ones and in that moment let no cruel touch but the gods’ find you. You have embodied honour. You have done all that is right and within the power of man. You have seen your path.
Now Elvac saw his own path. He would have to find a new way to be a shield. He touched his pockets awkwardly as he walked. Walking upright with nothing but the clothes on his back felt wrong. He carried nothing, and his pockets were strangely empty. His copy of Nagatoa-Zu’s philosophies was long gone. He’d taken it into battle, and he didn’t remember any of that year. Blue fire streaked a sharp painful line through his mind, but it was over almost before it began. He had no time to react before the pain was gone. With those memories he knew his book was almost certainly burnt.
Eventually he reached a small wooden front door hidden in a mass of skinny twisted stone alleys. He didn’t remember the door being so tiny. It was like something out of a child’s fairy tale, and it reminded him of his mother’s stories about doors that were too small to fit through, and tables too tall to reach.  With a deep breath and a heavy heart he knocked.
The door opened quickly and he was met by an older woman with dark blonde eyebrows and pale grey hair. For a moment she looked up questioningly as she wiped her hands on the cloth pinned to the side of her stained old apron. Then she recognised him. Without a word she pulled her son tightly into her arms and held him as though she would never let him go. He hugged her tightly back and sighed a quiet sigh of relief.
This was a new sensation. It countered the pain Satinka had awoken. It was like a warm glow that spread through his chest to his limbs. No matter what happened he would always be glad to see his mother. She was the only thing he had left from a time before Sabeh. The only other person in his life who had been constant and sure. His body was broken, and his heart was torn, and when she held him it was as though he was five years old again. He could smell her lavender perfume and the warm scent of baked bread from the kitchen. Whatever else happened, this would always be home. She would always be home. That knowledge was stronger than any amnesia drug.
She carefully stepped back from him, still keeping his shoulders in her hands. She looked him up and down, tears of relief and heartache in her eyes.
“Oh my darling boy…” she whispered. “What have they done to you?”
Elvac swallowed weakly, but his lungs were dry and there was nothing he could say. She pulled him back into her arms. The void melted. Grief and guilt and relief swallowed him. He hadn’t meant to put her through this. He hadn’t meant for it to turn out this way. He hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. He just wanted to help. He just wanted to do the right thing – to protect his friends and family, and fill the boots of his father. He wanted desperately to say all that, to explain himself. He didn’t want her to cry. But he wasn’t always good at explaining himself, and the words just couldn’t be found. Fortunately for him, they didn’t need to be. Gemie was his mother and she knew him better than anyone.
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” she told him. “And so glad you’re home.”
He swallowed the lump in his throat. “So am I,” he replied, finally meaning every word he said.
His chest was tight as his emotions rushed back. He no longer had to try and fake anything. Not here. He let the relief of being safe at home, with someone he loved, sink in.
She ushered him inside and he lowered his head to fit under the doorframe. The place hadn’t changed at all from what he remembered. Nostalgia hit him with force.
The front door opened into the main room of their house. There was enough room for a bench and some cupboards along the back wall, with a small stove at the end, and a modest scrubbed wooden table that seated four. A side door led to two minuscule bedrooms. This house had always been a tight squeeze, but Elvac liked it that way. It made it feel cosy. His eyes wandered around the room and he let them linger tenderly on memories that suddenly felt so old. Memories. They were starting to feel more and more precious. He was beginning to wonder what he’d really lost, and if there was something that could make it all better. Would he be like this forever? Or could he start to help himself?
The table in the centre of the room called to him. He had spent so much of his life sitting there. He’d been sitting there with Sabeh and Satinka a month before he left. They’d been trying to build a scale model of Sunndan out of matchsticks for one of their papers. Sabeh was adamant that it was the dumbest project he’d ever been given, but Elvac had enjoyed the meticulous work.
Satinka hadn’t been taking the paper with them, but as the only one of them to have seen Sunndan she offered to help. The two of them had been a team against Sabeh’s temper. It was the way she smiled at him and rolled her eyes when their friend got moody. The way her petite gloved hand guided his through the tiny matchstick streets – correcting and strengthening. She was so sure and so certain. There had been times when Elvac had leant on that. Those moments in life when he was confused or upset he could turn to her, and she wouldn’t judge. She would smile and help. He loved making her smile. He loved making her laugh. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, and every time felt like a victory that set his heart racing. He’d just wanted to make her happy – to prove to her that he could protect her. Now that time at the table, her soft gloved touch, the scent of her perfume, all seemed so long ago.
Gemie led him in and sat him down at the all-too-familiar table. She placed her little kettle on the stove to heat up. Elvac remembered days of his early childhood. Evenings when he had come back from fishing trips with his father and rushed into the house roaring and gnashing his teeth, pretending to be a shark. His mother would catch him and laugh and tell him that any shark in her house was going to be supper. His father would pick him up and fly him around the room, like he was a shark swimming in the ocean.
Those days were barely even memories anymore. The house had been quiet for years. Time moved on. It was still just the two of them now, but at least they had that again. At least he had been able to come home. He could tell she was in some kind of shock by the way she wouldn’t look at him and kept her back turned. It was as though she was afraid to truly believe he was back. If his friends had been worried about how late he was she might have already been trying to deal with grief. The thought made him sick. Not her. She was all he had left. He couldn’t bear to hurt her, not when he’d been trying so hard to do exactly the opposite. He decided to try and ease her mind.
“I’m not going back,” he announced.
His words hit silence, and for a moment the house was quiet. He wondered if he’d said the right thing, but he couldn’t take it back now. Outside the window and down the alley a cart rattled past down the street. Bird song floated in with the sunset, and the kettle started to bubble. Gemie turned back to face her son, but Elvac was looking down at the table as he picked at his nails.
“I’ve already decided,” he admitted. “I can’t remember if I decided it before they found me, but the minute they put me on that boat I knew I was never going to go back.”
A slight hiccupping came from near the stove. He looked up and saw Gemie with her hand over her mouth. She was trying not to cry, but it wasn’t working very well. Panic and worry gripped him. He half rose from his seat at the sight of her tears, but she came over to him and wrapped her arms around his head. When he sat his head came to her shoulder, and she held it there as she quietly sniffled. He hugged her back as she cried. From here he didn’t know what to say. It came down to intentions. He’d had the best of intentions, but somehow he’d just seemed to hurt people. He’d have to fix that. If Satinka wouldn’t let him start with her, then there wasn’t anywhere better to start than here. He held onto Gemie tightly. It was nice to be the one doing the reassuring for a change. Eventually she spoke again.
“I was so worried… so, so worried…” she cried. “I just didn’t know… I didn’t…”
“I’m sorry.” The apology didn’t feel like enough. Not to him. But it wasn’t for him.
“I know you are darling,” she smiled. “You don’t have to be. I know you needed to go. I know that. I just… you don’t know what it’s like…”
“I do,” he reminded her. “I remember waiting for dad. I do remember, mother. I remember waiting with you. I hated it, and we’d never talk about it, we’d just wait. I can’t imagine what waiting alone must be like.”
She sighed and let go of him, sinking into the chair beside him.
“I don’t know what I’ll do,” he admitted. “I might try to go back to school, although I’m not sure what I’d study. I could get work outside the army. I’ll find something to do with my life. I will.”
The kettle began to whistle. Gemie smiled softly at him as she stood, and kissed the top of his head as she crossed to the stove.
“I know you will darling,” she approved.
She bustled about at the bench making tea. Elvac knew better than to help her. Even when he was a child she had always told him that making tea was women’s business. Men could never get it right. As far as his parents were concerned he thought she was correct – his father had always brewed awful tea. However, he did remember something Sabeh used to make that was fantastic, if a little strange. Thinking about his old friend made him think of Satinka, and his chest ached a little.
It wasn’t a situation he’d been expecting, and it was difficult. He didn’t want to hurt Sabeh, but he didn’t want to lose Satinka either. Gemie sat a mug down before him with a clunk. The sweet smell drifted up on the steam and he breathed it in. It was things like this he knew he must have missed. She put honey in the tea. He was pretty sure she only put honey in it, but somehow he’d never been able to replicate the same taste that she did. She sat down across from him with her own mug.
“I taught Satinka how to make this after you left,” she told him with a smile. “She and Sabeh have been coming around to help out a lot while you’ve been gone. It’s been nice to keep up with them too.”
For a moment Elvac just stared across the kitchen as her words sunk in. Seriously? What in Sunne’s name had happened to his life?! She peered at him nervously.
“Sweetheart?  Are you okay?”
Slowly and softly he began to laugh. Somehow it didn’t surprise him. After the last few hours he didn’t think anything could. He felt as though he had gone to sleep one night and had his life completely rearranged by morning. He sat at his mother’s table and chuckled to himself with an attitude of ironic indifference to fate and chance. So this was how things worked out.
“Darling?” Gemie inquired.
Elvac smiled at her. “Those two are a couple now.”
She nodded. “I know. They were always so close though. It’s good for them too, I think. And it was nice of them to keep checking in on me. Sabeh always helps me get the groceries back home when I head down to the market.”
He found the way she talked somewhat refreshing, as though she didn’t think anything had changed either. They were still his best friends. Something in his expression gave him away. He could tell from the way her face fell when she looked at him.
“Oh darling. Oh sweetheart, I didn’t realise…” she sighed.
“What?” he asked defensively. “There’s nothing. I’m fine.”
“I didn’t realise you felt that way about her,” Gemie sympathised.
“It’s nothing.”
She gazed at him with large pitiful eyes. Deep inside he felt frustration boil.
“I never said anything, and you’re right: he’s better for her than I am,” he muttered.
“Oh, I never said that. No one’s better than my little boy.”
“He’s better for her,” Elvac repeated. “They always had more in common. I just… I just always quietly loved her. You know, in the background. We both did, it seems.”
“I always thought you could do better,” Gemie admitted, sipping her tea.
“Than the girl you taught your secret recipe to?” He raised an eyebrow.
Gemie smiled. “Don’t get me wrong, love. I like your friends. But those two have always been a little strange – I mean that in the best possible way. They’re a tad odd. You can do better.”
“I don’t want to do better,” he sighed. “I wanted her to notice without me ever having to say anything.”
“That’s child talk, dear,” his mother warned him sweetly.
Elvac laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything stupid. It just hurts now.”
“It will pass,” Gemie promised.
“What if it doesn’t?”
She shrugged. Gemie was far too practical a woman to bother pondering that nonsense. Elvac had always assumed he was the same, but right now he only wished he was. It would be wonderful to simply shrug away all the pain and confusion building up around him. He couldn’t stand feeling this way.
“She wouldn’t see me,” Elvac admitted painfully.
Gemie looked at him questioningly.
“Satinka,” Elvac elaborated. “I went up to the university to try and see everyone, but they were all so busy. And Satinka wouldn’t even see me. She ran off. Wouldn’t speak to me. Somehow…” he gazed off. “Somehow, that makes it worse.”
“That doesn’t sound like her though,” Gemie mused. “How unusual. And after she missed you so much.”
“She missed me?” Elvac looked over hopefully.
“Well, not that she ever said in words,” Gemie admitted. “But I know she did. I could see it in her eyes. And she might be a nice girl, but she wouldn’t have been such a help to me if she didn’t care about you deeply.”
Elvac leant back in his seat and tilted his head back. “I want to believe you.”
“Then do so,” she encouraged.
“I asked Sabeh about it,” Elvac continued. “He said it was ‘complicated’.”
Gemie chuckled. “Yes, he says that a lot, doesn’t he? Especially if you try to press him on all those strange theories he’s got. He’s more than happy to talk about them, but you reach a certain point in them all and he just finishes it with that word.”
Elvac laughed. It was so true. He’d always been like that.
“Let him have your painted little lady Elvac,” Gemie smiled. “You don’t want to lose his friendship trying to fight him for her, and you’ll find someone better suited to you one day. Trust me.” She smiled and sipped at her tea again, gazing at her small fairy-tale bookshelf in the corner. “You could always find some beautiful princess to run off with.”
Elvac laughed at her. “That might be a little steep, mother. As the son of a fisherman-turned-soldier I think I might have to slay a dragon – or something of that nature – before I stand a chance.”
“Well I will let you know if I see one,” she told him. “You can have first slaying rights.”
He laughed at her blank sense of humour and somehow he felt as though it was going to be alright. She always knew how to make everything better; how to make it all funny again. She was right. He should just be happy for his friends. After all, true happiness was finding happiness in others. He grinned to himself as he drank and relaxed; safe from his lost memories and the time gap that separated him from his friends.
Someone knocked at the door.
“Come in,” Gemie called.
The door opened and a beautiful painted face peered in.
“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Satinka murmured shyly.
“Nonsense, love,” Gemie shook her head. “Come in.”
Satinka swept through the doorway in a swirl of long skirts and shut the door quietly behind her. Gemie left the table with a direct look at her son that said: See, I told you everything would work out. Elvac knew his mother had made the right call, but all feeling of ease vanished, and the pain was a million times worse than before. It was easy enough to think about getting over her when she was somewhere else and separated from him by his best friend and a haze of missing memories. It was something else entirely to try not to love her when she was standing in the room. He felt as though her presence had punched him in the ribs, and it left him winded and weak just looking at her. The tight pain was awful. She looked straight at him.
“I’m sorry about before,” she apologised.
He looked down at the table so he wouldn’t have to see her. It didn’t help. It made him want to look up. He heard the door shut behind him and turned. Gemie had left the room. When he looked back Satinka was sliding on to the chair opposite him. He noticed the way she peered at his scars. It made him uncomfortable and self-conscious. Don’t, he thought. Don’t look at me like that. Look at me like you used to. Please, Satinka, let everything go back to the way it was. Let everything be the same as when I left. Don’t be so mad. He felt his own frustration build at the new wall between them. There had never been a wall there before, and this new one felt awkward.
“You look like you’ve been through a lot,” she commented.
He nodded. “I didn’t realise you still hated me so much you needed to run off.”
“Is that what you think?” she asked harshly.
“I – I don’t know,” he replied a little shamefaced. Suddenly he wished he hadn’t said it. He wasn’t himself and the snarky way his temper was erupting was embarrassing. He’d missed her. “Why did you run away?”
“It’s complicated,” she answered softly.
“You sound like Sabeh.”
“It was me, you know,” she said urgently. “Before you get mad at him. Before you start judging. It was my call – my move.”
“What?” Elvac asked.
“I moved on him,” Satinka replied. “Not the other way around. You have no idea what I went through when you left. You don’t have a clue. Sabeh tried to help me, and I took advantage of him. You can’t be mad at him for this.”
Elvac stared at her numbly and blinked. She sat before him with her gloved hands clasped neatly on the table, confessing her knowledge. She had known – the whole time probably – everyone had. He knew from the way his friends had told him about the relationship that everyone had known he carried a torch for the dark haired lady. She had known about it. She was admitting as much. She must have also known how much Sabeh cared about her. And that out of friendship and cowardice the two young men had never made a move. Why was she telling him this? What did she possibly think it would do? How could she imagine it would fix anything? Or did she think this could fix things? Was that what she was getting at?
“But… but I’m back now,” he stammered, searching for ground.
She almost laughed. “You think that makes a difference? Elvac… you don’t understand. I don’t blame you for that. I can’t. But you left when I begged you endlessly not to. That damage is done. And…” She stopped and fidgeted with the tips of her gloves. “And, for reasons I don’t expect you to understand, I find it hard to forgive you for that. That is why I ran off. I’m sorry, but, I’m just not sure I’m ready to forgive you.”
Silence fell for a moment in the room as her words sunk in.
“Are you serious?” he replied in disbelief. “After everything I’ve been through you’re the one who’s slighted? I come back to find you with my best friend, after a year of pain and horrifying memory loss fighting for our city, and you can’t forgive me?”
“Our city?” she repeated. “You don’t get it. You don’t get what they’re doing with that war. They make you forget.”
“Forget what?” he sneered. “You really do sound like Sabeh now. You know I do have memories of it. I have memories of my last hours there. Memories of this mutant creature trying to kill me. Monsters I had to kill to keep this realm safe!”
She stood up sharply as he started to yell at her, but he didn’t care.
“I’m sure your hallucinations are fascinating,” she scorned.
“Hallucination? Screw you!” he yelled. “That thing was trying to kill me! I had to cut it in half and hack it to pieces to kill it. It was doing a pretty good job of beating me to death!” He pulled his shirt off to expose a body dark with brutal looking bruises and a long shallow cut, three days old. “I was spitting blood when I dropped an axe into that thing’s chest! Don’t try and tell me I was dreaming.”
Satinka looked dizzy. She looked like she was going to cry and faint and pummel him. She trembled as she stood her ground.
“Nothing left to say now?” he asked angrily. “Good, maybe now you can get off your pedestal and stop judging me, lady.”
Finally he let it all out. Everything he’d been holding back, all the words and pain rushed forward at her. It felt good to say it. He felt relieved to have put it out there. She might finally understand that this was about more than her, but when she looked him in the eye he thought she was going to kill him.
“I wish you never came back!” she screamed at him and fled the house.
She was out the door before he could react and slammed it harder than he could have managed. The whole building rattled as the door shuddered in its frame. Gemie rushed back into the room, unfolded laundry in her arms. Elvac was left standing in daze. Had that even really occurred? It was like some kind of nightmare had just transpired before his eyes.
“What happened?” Gemie asked urgently, setting the clothes down in a corner. The yelling had clearly startled her, but not as much as her son’s battered body when she caught sight of him. “Darling, what did you do?” she asked, her hands shaking.
He shook his head. “I told her to stop judging me for leaving.” He sighed bitterly. “She acts as though she knows something. Something about this war that no one else does. But if she really does, then why didn’t she just tell me? Why does she keep getting mad at me for something she says I don’t even know about?”
He’d never been so frustrated in his life. He still wanted to yell at her, but the more the seconds ticked away the more he just began to feel sad and empty. How could she be like this after everything he’d been through? It was almost like the girl he knew was gone. She couldn’t be truly gone though. Somewhere, hiding deep inside, she was still there. And he’d just yelled at her. Gemie was silent. She had no answers. She moved towards him.
“You’re hurt,” she said.
He waved her away. “It’s nothing. I’ve had worse.”
“You could have serious internal injuries with bruising like that, possibly even–”
He shook his head. “It’s okay. The priests fixed me up fairly well. I’m much better than I was.”
That information didn’t seem to console her. She sat down next to him again and touched his arm.
“Darling, are you alright? You don’t look well.”
Elvac hunched his shoulders. “I feel like everything is ruined. I hated being away. I hate that I can’t remember anything. But ever since I got back, everything’s been just as bad. Nobody wants me back.”
Gemie gave him a dark look. “Hold on a minute, boy. I think your emotions are confusing you a little. One girl having a snit is not everybody. It’s not as though your friends weren’t glad to see you, I presume. And do I no longer count for anything?”
Shame engulfed him. He couldn’t believe he’d just said that to her. He hung his head and hugged himself, agony apparent on his face. He hadn’t meant to hurt anyone, but he had, and he felt like he was getting as good as he gave. He didn’t know how to make it all stop. He didn’t know how to fix it. Gemie reached across and pulled him back into her arms. Quietly she held him, with his head resting on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry darling. I can appreciate how much you love her, and I realise that consequently this must feel like the end of the world, but I promise you it’s not. Everything will work out, even if it doesn’t feel like it will now.” She stroked his hair back from his face and kissed the top of his head. “You should get some rest. Do you want me to fix you up some supper?”
Elvac shook his head. Nausea burned up inside him, softened only by emotional angst.
“No thanks. I don’t think I could eat right now if I wanted to.”
“Alright,” she conceded. “Try and get some sleep. You never know how things might look in the morning.”
He nodded against her shoulder, but he didn’t want to leave it like this. There were things he needed to say. He was tired and stressed and struggling with words, so he put it simply.
“I love you. I’m glad I’m home.”
She kissed his forehead. “I love you too, sweetheart.”
He stood up and left the room quietly. The doorway led to two little bedrooms through a short hallway with baskets Gemie used to store things. Two small plain doors stood across the skinny hallway from him. The one on the left was his.
He opened the door and smiled, the room was much as he’d left it. In the far corner stood a large closet that housed not only his clothes, but all of his belongings. His mother had told him that if he was going to have that much storage space he would have to make the most of it and keep her house clean. He’d never had the bravery to argue, and agreed she was probably right. It wasn’t as though he had a great deal of things. Most of the space in his room was taken up by a rickety old bed. The frame wasn’t so good anymore, but the straw mattress was thick and soft. Gemie had made it up neat with warm blue blankets for when he came home. Just in case he came home.
He felt sick again. His stomach churned at the thought of what might have happened to this room if he hadn’t come back. He wondered how long she would have waited. Dusting and cleaning his little space for months – maybe years – just hoping he’d come back to it. Something on the bed caught his eye. For a moment he had thought the dark blue fabric was another blanket, but he quickly caught sight of the steel plates attached to it. On either side of a stiff collar were two steel shoulder guards. The one for the left shoulder was a smooth curve of three hinged plates. The one for the right shoulder was a carefully sculpted wolf’s head. They were connected by a long dark blue cape, and they were somewhat familiar. He picked up the war cloak and wandered slowly back into the kitchen, the two old pieces of armour loose in his grasp.
Gemie saw him enter and looked over to him from the bench.
“This was grandpa’s, wasn’t it?” he asked her.
She nodded. “I had it fitted with new straps and a new cloak for you. I remembered how much you’d loved playing with it when you were a boy. Not that you could very well lift it, of course.” She paused and smiled at him. “It was supposed to be ready for your 22nd birthday, but it’s been sitting there for the past few weeks waiting for you. Still, better late than never, darling. I’m sorry I couldn’t get it to you for your birthday.”
He almost shook his head in disbelief. Of all the things she could be worried about. But that was like her. She’d had no idea if he was even coming back, but she’d still organised him a birthday present. She always believed in the best until she was proven wrong. He placed the armoured cape down on the table and hugged his mother again.
“Thank you,” he said. “It means a lot. This past year has been rough, and the last few days even more so. It’s comforting to know I still have you.”
She patted his back. “And you always will, dear.” With his welfare on her mind she ushered him off to bed again.
The light creeping in from outside was a dark red as the sun sank behind the hills. Emotions burnt up in his chest. Elvac had never had many people in his life, but he’d never felt a lack either. Gemie had always been there. Her love and kindness was like a blanket that kept away the outside world. She might have been his mother, but he was still constantly moved by how much she cared.
He hung her gift up in his wardrobe and the red light glinted like blood off the steel before he shut the door. In the back of his mind he felt memories stir and flash at the sight, but there was nothing certain in them. Slowly and stiffly he crawled into bed. The blue sheets were cool against his skin and the mattress deep, but something was gnawing at the back of his mind and he couldn’t relax. He pulled the blankets up to his chin, snuggling down and lying back. But with his eyes closed, the images became stronger.
He opened his eyes and blinked at the ever darkening ceiling as the last of the daylight faded. Panic gripped him. He took a deep breath to try and quell it. Somewhere in the back of his mind was the fire. He could feel it growing. He hated that he couldn’t remember, but as the flames crept up behind his eyes in the dark he began to wonder if it was such a bad thing after all. Darkness finally swallowed the room and he buried himself in blankets, hiding his fear in the soft warmth. But it wasn’t going away, and the closer to sleep he drifted the stronger the memories pulled.
The solid thumping sound was timed with her breath, as though every punch was the force caused by the air leaving her body. Danni tossed her short hair back from her eyes and shook herself loose again. Her body was slick with sweat and the bandages wrapped around her hands were damp and rough. She threw another round of punches at the bag and it bounced around from the weight a little more than it should have. She’d have to tighten it up later. The damn thing was always coming loose. She missed having women to spar with. People like her. People she could understand. Still, she’d chosen to give that up. Twice.
The first time she’d left thirsting for knowledge. She just hadn’t anticipated how boring knowledge could be. Two years ago she’d visited home – gone back to Almenir for a brief period. Leaving again had been one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do, but staying there without Francis would have been impossible. Francis was everything, and Danni would do anything for her. She stayed in Undernal for her, and she made all her priorities around the tiny girl’s safety.
Danni looked after her because she loved her, and because Francis had never had someone who really loved and cared for her before. Francis had been named before she was born, and her parents hadn’t even bothered to change the certificate when it turned out she was a girl. After that she’d been raised by a string of nannies. Danni had made sure that she would be the constant protective presence in her girlfriend’s life, even if she was the only one.
As though summoned by the thought, the door opened and Danni’s girlfriend set herself in its place. Francis leant against the doorframe, angelically backlit by the soft candlelight glow of the next room. Danni looked back over her shoulder at her.
“Arrio’s gone then?”
Francis nodded. “He finally fled the study of things that aren’t his concern.”
“Did he leave baking?” Danni grinned.
“I’m pretty sure he was here to study with me, not feed you,” Francis said pointedly. “But… he might have left something. After all the studying was done.”
“I envy his patience with books.”
“You’re not going to pull an all-nighter for this exam then?”
“Gods no,” Danni shook her head fiercely. “After the afternoon I had with those guys today I think my brain will literally explode if I look at another book.”
“You all set for tomorrow?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Francis nodded. She wandered up behind Danni and gently rested her hands on her girlfriend’s arms, kissing her shoulder. “So what’s wrong?”
“I dunno,” Danni shrugged her off. “I just feel like working off some steam.”
She threw a few rough punches at the bag and it wobbled violently.
“Seeing Elvac bothered you, huh?”
Danni’s fist connected solidly with the bag and the resounding smack it made echoed off the walls.
“I was the one who had to tell him!” she exclaimed, flopping back against the wall. “And he was so… calm. So composed!”
“He’s always been like that,” Francis shrugged. “It’s just the way he is.”
“But how can he do it?” Danni demanded. “If that was me, if I’d come back and found you with someone else, people would be dead by now.”
Francis laughed.
“No I’m serious!” Danni insisted. “I don’t understand how he can just shrug it off and hug Sabeh and be all ‘this is so wonderful for everyone’. It’s like the army messed with his brain. When I told him he just nodded politely and accepted it. I would have hunted down Sabeh and beat him half to death.”
“Sabeh’s his best friend.”
“So? I’d beat up my best friend over you.”
“I am your best friend.”
Danni snorted impatiently. “You know what I mean.”
Francis smiled and joined her against the wall, wrapping her arms around Danni’s neck. She kissed her cheek with a teasing smile.
“You’re violent by nature, darling. Elvac isn’t.”
“If he’s so bloody passive then why’d he sign up for battle?”
“Because he’s also noble and stoic,” Francis added dramatic flair to the words. “You don’t understand him, love. He does the right thing ‒ always. It’s unnatural for most people, but it seems to be in his nature. He signed up for the war because he thinks defending his home is the right thing to do, and he didn’t get upset over Sabeh and Satinka because the morally right thing to do is be happy for them. He reads all that philosophy about inner peace and happiness resulting from putting others first.”
“That is so many kinds of bullshit.”
“One day you’ll be in a position where doing the right thing is hard,” Francis warned.
“Not anytime soon,” Danni joked. She hated awkward moments, and tried desperately to cover them with humour. It was something she didn’t understand, so she was uncomfortable about it. She shook her head wearily at the memory of the afternoon. “You should have seen Benji’s face though…”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” Danni laughed. “The best artist in the world could not have captured that moment.”
Francis chuckled. “I’ll go run us a bath, and you can tell me all about it.”
“I’m not going to waste time thinking about Benji in the bath,” Danni smirked, grabbing Francis around the waist. The tiny medic squealed and pulled herself laughingly from her girlfriend’s grip. Danni chased her from the room.
The night was getting late and the moon was high. All the candles in the main room were lit and Taum stared at one of the flickering flames with a frightening intensity. Textbooks surrounded him in piles on the table and he was starting to feel that perhaps this was what going mad felt like. He was developing a theory that his brain could only hold so much information and it had now reached its limit. The only things left in there were so important he couldn’t forget them, which meant that nothing new could be remembered.
Benji was lying on the couch and hadn’t looked at a book since Sabeh had finished speaking to them. Taum had a very strong suspicion Benji hadn’t listened to a word Sabeh had said. It had been his experience in the past that if someone is glaring at you that intently they probably don’t care what you have to say.
“Do you think we should go check on him?” Benji asked.
“No,” Taum replied, his train of thought broken. “Because it’s the middle of the night, and he’ll be asleep.”
“Maybe he got used to sleeping weird hours when he was away.”
“Then he’ll be trying to sort himself out now.” Taum had an exam tomorrow. He needed to study and sleep at the same time and he couldn’t afford to get involved with discussions about Elvac. Especially not with Benji. It might never end.
“Did you see the way he looked?”
“Yes,” Taum sighed. “He looked like he’d spent a year in a war.”
“I didn’t…” Benji whispered. “I didn’t expect him to have so many scars…”
At the tone in his voice Taum turned. He looked carefully at his friend on the couch. Taum spent a lot of time watching Benji. The tell-tale worried crease appeared in his brow.
“You scared?”
“No.” Benji shook his head and his feathery white hair drifted lazily on the arm of the couch.
“You came here to join the war one day though.”
“So did you.”
“It’s natural for me,” Taum said. “I grew up in Woodell. That whole city is just barracks. All us hunters are bred and raised like soldiers there. When I got sent away, coming to the war zone was the logical choice.”
“It felt like the logical choice to me too,” Benji sighed. “I was so sick of Elgárnd. I had to get out of there. Undernal is the closest real city to Elgárnd, and it was a few years into the war so everyone was still parading the damn thing. It gives you a sense of purpose, right? Just knowing you get to be a part of it one day.”
“You still want to?”
“I think so. Injury isn’t going to put me off. I’m just worried about Elvac. Not about what the war did to him, but what we’re doing to him. Do you think they care that they’re hurting him?”
“Yes,” Taum answered in his peace-making way. “I do think they care.”
“Stop being so understanding,” Benji complained.
Taum smiled. “Well did you want my honest opinion or did you just want to bitch about Sabeh?”
Benji breathed out loudly through his nose in frustration.
“That’s what I thought,” Taum murmured.
“I didn’t even do anything this afternoon,” Benji complained. “I just stood there like a moron.”
“Well you had the safety of the group in that regard, so I don’t think anyone noticed.” Taum turned back to his books.
“Why are you being so flippant about all of this?”
“Because we were all shocked to see him,” Taum answered bluntly. “Pleasantly shocked, yes, but still shocked. That is our future. Most of us, most of our group, we travelled from all over the Realm to get here. The only thing you can do in this city that you can’t do back home is join the war. That’s the only reason I can think of why people travel to Undernal now. It used to be a great city. Part of it still is, but mostly it’s just a giant sign-up station. And people die in wars Benji. I’ve seen men die fighting for their home. Seeing Elvac again… I just don’t like our odds. And the more times he goes, the worse his odds get.”
“Then we just have to make him stay.”
“You’d make him stay, but still go yourself?”
“You know I would. Still… he could end up a General or something. I kinda like the idea of serving under him.”
Taum didn’t take advantage of the set-up for a joke. He felt a stunned, and a little sick. Besides, they had a test in the morning. They didn’t have time to think about this now. Except it was all he could think about now. All he could think about was how Benji would be allowed to leave in a month. He wondered if he’d be able to get Elvac to convince him to stay. If Elvac asked Benji to stay Taum knew he would.




MALKIN

Everything was on fire. The flames burned up, devouring whatever stood in their way. Elvac heard screams echo around him. They bounced off cave walls and the noise ran at him from every direction. Shadowy figures chased him. The dark forms never became clear enough to make out. Some of them looked human. He reached out and groped for anything that could save him – a ledge he could use to pull himself away from the flames. But the fire scorched him every time he tried.
The screaming got louder. The horror in the noise grew. Something moved through the flames towards him. The figure of a man made of shadow. It raised a weapon above its head and Elvac sank to his knees. The monster brought down the weapon, crushing a large stone at Elvac’s side. But it wasn’t a stone. It was the body of an archer, and it bled like a river into the fire as its mangled limbs burnt. The smell of burning hair and flesh choked him. He thought he was going to be sick. Desperately he struggled for air, but every breath only made it harder. He choked on the thick smoke, retched, and sat up gasping for breath in the hot daylight.
He was in his own room, his own bed with the cool blue sheets, and the light of late morning was bursting through his window. He didn’t know how long he’d slept; only that he’d slept badly. He rubbed his tired eyes and squinted out into the sun. It must be late, maybe even midday. He hoped it wasn’t afternoon. If it was he’d wasted too much of a good day lost in heavy terrifying nightmares.
Hugging his knees, he hunched his body and rocked back and forward slightly. The pressure on his mind from his repressed memories felt like a thick treacle coating his brain. His insides squirmed and he shuddered. He felt a little sick. Slowly and wearily he got up and dressed. His body ached, even though the last of his wounds were healing nicely. Something weighed on him, suffocated him. Everything felt hard. All he wanted to do was to go back to sleep, but sleep was no sanctuary now. Not even from the unpleasant reality he knew was probably waiting to confront him later.
She wouldn’t be so angry if she knew what he’d been though. She couldn’t be. Once she’d been his friend. Once they’d been practically inseparable. He’d work out how to get those days back, even if it meant apologising. He loved her, and it wouldn’t cost him anything to say he was sorry if it meant healing the void between them. That she had gone to Sabeh in his absence still hurt, but… well what could he do? He’d always known that her relationship with Sabeh had been different to the relationship he’d had with her, but deep down he’d always thought that he would be better for her than the broody Ickian. Sabeh was competitive, argumentative, sarcastic and insensitive. Elvac wasn’t usually any of those things. They were best friends, but it seemed to be a case of opposites attracting. Every time they had a fight Satinka patched it up and brought them back together, but she usually ran to Elvac’s side first, and he’d always thought that meant something. He wasn’t stupid enough to believe that being the good guy would win him the girl, but he’d never thought it would kick him out of the running either.
His stomach churned at the thought of facing the day. He really thought he might throw up. Slowly he shuffled his way from his room, moving as though he had gained 60 years sleeping. Elvac took weak steps, scuffing the mats on the hard dirt floors. He could hear Gemie in the kitchen, but when he entered the room she wasn’t alone. An older man in a black robe sat at the table with his hands clasped before him. He had thick streaks of grey in his coarse dark beard and hard, shadowy eyes. Elvac recognised the serious faced priest who had picked him up from the mud.
“Your Grace?” he mumbled in surprise.
“Elvac, boy, you look terrible,” the holy man replied. “Do you need me to send for a doctor?”
“No thank you.” Elvac shook his head. “I just slept badly.”
“Nothing serious?” the priest asked. He looked concerned.
Elvac shook his head again as he shuffled over and sank into a chair across the table from their guest. It probably wasn’t. Still, he couldn’t remember what feeling good was like either. He’d been a mess since they found him.
“Your mother was telling me you have been troubled since your return.”
“It’s nothing important,” Elvac lied. “Things just aren’t as I remember them.”
“No,” the serious old man agreed. “But you must have known to expect that?”
Elvac shrugged. “Expecting something and experiencing it are two completely different things.”
The priest nodded, a small smile twitching his beard. “Very true, my boy. Very true.” He seemed to relax at the young man’s rationalisation.
Gemie came over and patted her son’s shoulder. “Father Malkin was just delivering your things,” she told him. She nodded her head to the door where his sword and small rucksack sat in a neat pile.
Elvac had checked through everything on the ship. His book hadn’t been among the possessions they found on him. He’d had almost nothing left. Despite the meagreness of his belongings, Malkin had told him not to take his possessions from the ship, especially his weapons. He had said they would be delivered later. The Church didn’t like people carrying weapons through the town, so they delivered the belongings of soldiers to their homes. Elvac never thought that they did it personally though.
“The sword was your father’s, yes?” Malkin asked.
“I… I think so,” Elvac stammered.
“I apologise. It must be precious to you,” Malkin murmured. “We meant to have everything returned to you by last night. Things seemed to get away from us somehow yesterday.”
Elvac chuckled and rested his face in his hands. “I know exactly what you mean.”
“There is one more thing I wanted to talk to you about,” Malkin continued. “We are currently arranging the midyear homecoming awards ceremony for returned soldiers. It is due to occur in a month. At the ceremony we would like to award you a medal of valour, for your contribution to the war and your service to the Great Realm. While you may not remember what happened, for your own benefit, we were watching closely and would like to recognise your effort and achievements in the South.”
Elvac could almost hear his mother freeze up behind them. He had to pick his words carefully.
“I gratefully accept your appreciation, Father, but I can’t take the medal.”
The priest looked behind Elvac to his mother. The young man didn’t turn to see her expression.
“Son,” he began. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a young woman, would it?”
“It’s my choice, Father,” Elvac answered.
Malkin nodded. “I would hate to see you throw away this opportunity because of a girl, Elvac. Sunne knows you wouldn’t be the first, but you need to think about your future, and what this honour could mean. You don’t want to regret this one day when you find someone who can truly appreciate you, instead of some pacifist.”
Elvac smiled sadly and nodded. “Forgive me, Father, but I don’t want to enlist again. I don’t want your medal, and I think I am finished with your war.”
“Our war,” the priest corrected. “We fight to keep the Great Realm safe. Undernal would be the first to go if the monsters came North.”
“And when that happens I will be the first to stand up and fight,” Elvac conceded. “But for the moment they are hiding in their mountains, and from what I have been told they have no ability to make it across the sea to reach us. I don’t remember anything, Father Malkin, and it is killing me. I appreciate what you do for the sake of the soldiers, but losing a year of my life to this war is hard enough to adapt to. I don’t want to be the kind of man who wakes up ten years older with no memory of how it happened or what I did in that time.” Elvac paused for a moment as his words sunk in. “I don’t want to be my father, Your Grace,” he apologised.
Malkin nodded. “It is a great shame. You were one of the most promising soldiers of this war – the best of your generation so far. Perhaps another time I can try and persuade you otherwise?”
“Perhaps,” Elvac agreed. “But for now I know I don’t want to go back. I hope for my own sake I don’t change my mind later,” he grinned wryly.
“Very well,” Malkin accepted.
There was a knock at the door and they all looked over.
“Were you expecting anyone?” Malkin asked.
Elvac looked to his mother, and Gemie shook her head. She wandered over and opened the door wide enough for a spiky white-haired head to poke itself in.
“Are we interrupting?” Benji asked.
“Not at all,” Elvac replied with a smile. “Come in.”
“Brukna’s holy fangs!” Benji cursed. “Elvac, you look terrible!”
Elvac nodded. “So I’ve heard.”
Benji slid his skinny frame around the door and Taum traipsed in after him. They both looked between the now silent people in the room. The way they looked at Malkin suggested both awe and awkward discomfort. The two young men were both from places that offered worship to Sunne, but neither had been close to one of the god’s high-priests before. They came from cities in quiet regions to the north and east of the two major cities of the Church of Sunne. Quietly and nervously they bowed their heads to the priest.
“Your Grace,” they murmured to him.
“Gentlemen,” he nodded to them. “I was just leaving.” The old chair creaked slightly as the priest stood to go. He inclined his head politely to Gemie. “Ma’am.”
“Father Malkin,” she responded in kind.
Benji and Taum shuffled hurriedly out of the way as Malkin headed for the door. As he opened it he stopped for a moment and turned back.
“Perhaps I shall see you again one day, Master Elvac,” he suggested.
Elvac nodded. “I hope so, Your Grace. However, forgive me if it is not with the intentions you have in mind.”
The old priest smiled. “Another day then, whatever you choose.”
He left without another word and shut the door carefully behind him. Silence followed in the wake of his absence and Benji turned to Taum.
“I told you we were interrupting something,” he accused.
Taum gave him an irritated look that confirmed his friend had said nothing of the sort. To head off more bickering in her house Gemie invited them to sit down, and they didn’t dare squabble in front of her. They sunk into seats opposite Elvac. Their blonde friend looked over at them coolly as they eyed up the place nervously. Elvac doubted they’d been here at all while he’d been away. Taum was looking at him seriously.
“Elvac, you really don’t look good at all,” he judged. “You look sick. Worse than sick – you look like death walking.”
Elvac smiled. He meant the action but it was strained. He was too tired and he felt sweaty and weak. “I’m really not that bad,” he lied. “I’m sure I look worse than I feel. It’s just been a rough night.”
“Rough night my arse,” Benji commented. “You’re coming down with something.”
“I’m fine,” Elvac grated.
Gemie was listening to them with keen interest and at this point intervened to place a cool hand on her son’s forehead to check his temperature.
“Ooo, you’re a bit warm dear, and terribly clammy. Maybe you should’ve let Father Malkin call for a doctor.”
Elvac pushed her off gently but forcefully.
“Maybe everyone should just back off and let me recover on my own,” he suggested sharply.
“We’re only trying to help,” Benji apologised.
“I know,” Elvac conceded. “But maybe I’m just not used to that anymore.”
There was a short pause as the room considered this.
“That seems a little odd, don’t you think?” Taum asked. “You don’t remember anything, you feel like over a year ago was yesterday, and yet you’ve developed habits over this ‘non-existent’ period of your life?”
Elvac sighed and rested his face in his hands. “I get flashes,” he admitted quietly.
The room met his statement with stunned silence. He suddenly regretted saying anything and quickly moved to cover it. He didn’t want them panicking.
“It’s nothing really. Not things I can make out… just… feelings. Emotions I can’t control. Shadows at the edges of my vision. Weird snippets of broken memories in my dreams.”
That was worse. Oh well done, he congratulated himself sarcastically. Describing it wasn’t going to console them, and he knew his companions were freaking out in silence at this information. He looked up when he heard noise by the door. Gemie had tied her headscarf on and was almost ready to leave. At his surprised expression she explained.
“I’m fetching the doctor. I don’t care how you feel about medics – that isn’t normal.”
“No, wait,” he begged. “Please don’t. Give me a little time to readjust. In a couple of days I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m just struggling with everything that has happened. I will be okay. Don’t bother them. Not yet, please.”
She stopped halfway to the door handle.
“Please,” Elvac begged. “I don’t need a doctor. If I’m not better in two days you can get help, or if I get worse. Deal?”
Gemie sighed through her nose. “I get to decide what’s worse.”
“Okay,” Elvac nodded. “I promise I’ll tell you if I don’t start feeling better. It could just be a cold.”
“More like the flu…” Taum suggested, edging back slightly.
Reluctantly, Gemie took her headscarf off and moved back towards the boys at the table.
“It could just be that you’re readapting,” Benji admitted. “Who knows what happened to you in the past year, and you’ve been cooped up inside for the last few days. I don’t know about you, but I sure don’t sail well.”
Elvac nodded. He liked that theory better than the others. “Maybe I just need to get some fresh air.”
“I don’t want you going out alone,” Gemie told him. “If something happens and you’re out I want you somewhere where the medics will be able to find you quickly. I told Ana Lyne that I would go and help her with her son’s birthday celebration. She’ll have too many youngsters to mind herself. You can come with me so I can keep an eye on you too. Lyne won’t mind.”
Elvac did mind, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her that. However, Benji stepped in to save him before he gave any kind of sign that he needed rescuing.
“Actually, Nana Gemie, if you don’t mind, we could take him off your hands for you,” he suggested. “I know you’re probably more than happy to keep him around now that he’s back, but we were hoping we could have him around for a ‘welcome back’ dinner up at our place. If you were planning on heading over to Mrs Lyne’s, we could look after him for a few hours and you could come join us later if you wanted?”
He sat and waited for her reply like a well-behaved school boy. His long white hair sprayed out from the top of his head as he blinked at her with his head cocked sweetly to the side.
“A ‘welcome back’ dinner, you say?” she inquired suspiciously. “Will Satinka be there?”
The boys looked at each other. By some miracle Elvac managed to keep his face neutral when his friends looked at him. They looked at each other again and then faced Gemie, neither having gained any kind of confirmation.
“I don’t know…” Benji said slowly. “We haven’t seen her today, and we didn’t really see her yesterday either…”
“I thought you liked her Nana Gemie?” Taum interrupted.
“Not when she’s throwing tantrums in my house,” Gemie growled.
Again the boys looked at each other, but didn’t dare ask.
“We don’t know if she’s coming,” Benji repeated. “But she might not be. It sounds like her and Sabeh might’ve had a fight.”
“Yeah,” Taum agreed nervously. “He rocked up alone this morning and he was stony faced.”
“About what?” Elvac asked, trying to keep his curiosity under control.
The guys made sceptical and dubious sounds as they shook their heads.
“We ask no questions,” Taum told him.
“They tell us no lies,” Benji finished.
Gemie nodded approvingly. “What do you think, love?” she asked her son. “Do you feel up to it?”
He nodded. “It sounds good. Just the group?”
“Yeah,” Taum replied. “It’s a pretty quiet thing, just us and some food. Arrio’s over at the moment roasting a goat or something.”
Benji laughed. “Yeah, he’ll dive at any excuse to be near a hot stove.”
Elvac chuckled. “You two just came down to fetch me then?”
“To see what your plans were and if you could be fetched,” Taum corrected carefully, eyeing up Gemie.
“Just let me get a cloak,” Elvac grinned.
He stood slowly and was surprised by how much his body ached, but tried not to let it show. They’d worry more if they knew how terrible he felt, and he didn’t want that. He shuffled to his room as fast as he could, and took a moment to lean against the door and breathe once he was out of sight. He was so exhausted. It was unbelievable. How had he managed to get like this? It took a few seconds before he was steady enough to cross his small room.
The first thing he saw when he opened his wardrobe was the armoured cloak his mother had given him, but he didn’t want to look like a soldier today. He took out a plain grey cloak and draped the soft wool around his shoulders. The weight pulled down on him and for a moment even he worried he might need help. He could tell he had less than half his usual strength and he felt terribly ill, but he didn’t want anyone’s help. If he had survived a year south he could survive anything. And he definitely didn’t need a doctor just for a case of queasy chills. Besides, it sounded like Francis would be at Benji’s, and she was just as good as a doctor. She could check him over when he got there. Silently he left his room, barely shutting the door behind him. When he entered the living space his friends were still sitting and Gemie looked like she was about to start something.
“I’ll just sort you out some breakfast before you go,” she said.
Elvac shook his head. The thought of food made him want to be sick.
“No thank you mother,” he declined. “I really don’t think I could eat anything at the moment.”
“But darling,” she protested. “You haven’t eaten anything since you came home. Have you had anything since you got off that ship?”
He hadn’t, but he didn’t want anything. He didn’t think he could eat anything, and he said as much.
Gemie didn’t look pleased, but she obeyed his wishes. She trusted him with his friends and knew they would take care of him for a few hours – enough time that she could later claim she wasn’t smothering him when he came back into her care. She might even be able to fetch a doctor if she pretended to give him enough freedom now, and she liked the idea of putting him in reach of Francis. The girl might be young but she was good, and, unlike most medics, Elvac liked and trusted her. Gemie beckoned him over and kissed his cheek as she straightened his cloak.
“You look after yourself and take it easy, won’t you?” she made him promise. “I’ll see you in a few hours. Get Francis to take your temperature when you get there and see if she has anything with her that might help you feel better.”
He nodded. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure she’ll just tell me to eat and lie down.”
“Sensible girl.”
The young men got up from the table and Elvac followed them out the door.
The trek up to Benji’s place used to only take him half an hour, and Elvac felt like he could have done it yesterday in 20 minutes. Today he was a little worried it would take him at least 40, if not more. But he was eager to reach his friend’s place and sit down. He wanted to see everyone again, and to his shame he was desperate to find out what Sabeh and Satinka had been fighting about. His friends, however, were curious about something else. They watched him walking slowly for a few minutes, making sure he was alright before they began to pry.
“Hey Elvac,” Benji started. “What was that high-priest doing at your house? They don’t usually come down this low from the Palace, do they?”
“Not usually,” Elvac panted as they climbed the hill. “He was just dropping off my things from the ship. Apparently they were meant to turn up last night, but when they didn’t he dropped them off personally.”
“So what did he mean ‘whatever you choose’?” Taum pestered.
Elvac sighed and struggled for breath as they continued. “He wants me to return South when I can. He said they were watching and liked what I did, so they want me to go back. But I really don’t want to.”
“How come?” Benji asked. “If you’ve done it once you can do it again, and if they already like what you’ve done on your first tour then you could be set to become a war hero. I mean…” he looked over at Taum. “If you don’t want to go we fully support you, you know that. But it is what most people do in this city. We’re just waiting until we’re old enough to do our first tour ourselves. That’s why we left home and came to Undernal. If they already like you, make the most of it. Go back, earn yourself some medals, and end up a decorated general or something. Not trying to take advantage of you or anything, but I’d like someone I know bossing me around.”
“Three steps ahead of you,” Elvac gasped. “But you don’t want to do it guys. Believe me, you don’t want to go through what I’ve been through.”
“What have you been through?” Taum asked suspiciously. “I didn’t think you were supposed to remember.”
“I don’t.” Elvac stopped and leant against the wall. He had no energy and thought if he walked any further he really would throw up. He could hear his breath wheezing and felt his friends’ worried gazes on him as he continued. “That’s what kills you. You don’t understand. But somehow I feel like knowing what happened wouldn’t be as bad as this. Maybe I would feel differently if I could remember, but not remembering is killing me. Memories are all we have of who we are, and losing them, even the awful ones, is just too hard.”
They’d heard what he’d said, but the conversation was no longer pressing.
“Elvac, are you alright?” Taum asked him.
He nodded weakly, gasping. “Just let me get my breath.”
In a moment he managed to calm down enough that he could fake feeling better again. Benji helped him off the wall and pulled him up. Elvac was too weak to object to his friend pulling his arm up and draping it around his own skinny frame.
“Almost there,” Benji told him. “We’ll lie you down and get Francis to check you out.”
He looked over his blonde friend to Taum and the two exchanged nervous looks. If Francis said they should fetch a doctor what Elvac said wouldn’t matter. He really didn’t look well.
Coming up the last stretch of the skinny stone pathways Elvac felt slightly sturdier from his time leaning on Benji. He felt ashamed to be leaning on his friend just to make it up a hill.
“You can let me go,” he mumbled. “I’m okay.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Benji replied.
“Or when Francis tells him so,” Taum added.
With the conversation reignited the men’s curiosity sparked again.
“What did you mean ‘three steps ahead of you’?” Taum asked.
Elvac gave him a dazed and questioning look.
“You thought we weren’t listening,” Benji commented. “But we didn’t miss it.”
Elvac cast his mind back and remembered. He hadn’t actually meant to tell any of them about it, but he didn’t have the energy to think up a lie, and he didn’t want to either.
“I… Father Malkin was there to tell me they want to give me a medal of valour at the homecoming ceremony before they send me back,” he admitted. “But I told him I don’t want the medal, and I don’t want to go back. I think he’s hoping I’ll change my mind.”
His friends were speechless in the wake of his admission. If their roles had been reversed he would have been the same. A medal of valour was what everyone fought for. That kind of glory didn’t come cheaply. Once he had been like them. The dream had been to go to the South and fight for the North. Now he’d done it, and he had spent so long with no idea of what living was that he had to get used to it again. He knew that the dream was a nightmare.
The halls of the Palace were their usual shimmering gold when Malkin returned. He entered his office to find someone else there. A blonde priest with a neat little moustache sat in the high-priest’s chair, with his feet on the high-priest’s desk.
“Get out, Guhji,” Malkin ordered.
Guhji swung his feet off the desk. “What were you doing down in the city?”
“I was delivering a soldier his belongings.”
“I didn’t know they had belongings.”
“A few rags mostly,” Malkin shrugged. “And a sword. I told him it was his father’s sword – an heirloom. He’s the noble type. It should make him all grateful and gushy.”
“You gave him a sword?” Guhji asked in disbelief as he got up.
“All polished and everything,” Malkin said coldly as he sat down.
“Was it his father’s?”
“How should I know?” Malkin shrugged. “All the swords we gave to the first wave soldiers look the same.”
“This is that boy you want to give the medal too?”
“It is,” Malkin nodded. “I need him to like us, Guhji. I was right when I watched him on the ship. He’s slipping. He’s one of those ones. No doubt he will have hit full-on withdrawal tonight. His mother seems like a nice woman. She’ll send him straight up to the hospital where we will save his life and he will feel indebted to us. We have to be careful, delicate, but the right pushes in the right places and I think I can have him back on the front line after the ceremony.”
“You’re going to go down and see him tonight then?”
“I’ve already left word with the hospital. They’re to inform me as soon as he arrives. That way I can be standing by his bed when he wakes ready to proclaim his miraculous recovery. And it will be miraculous Guhji – a real blessing from Sunne. Clearly he will have survived by the divine will of one who believes he is destined for great purpose.”
“Very smooth,” Guhji complemented.
“It will have to be,” Malkin sighed. “The stupid boy is lovelorn. It’s going to take every trick I’ve got. He’s got the mentality of a fairy-tale prince. It’s disgusting, and underneath it all he’s a natural born killer. Who’d have believed it, eh?”
“A natural born killer?” Guhji laughed. “Not with those little puppy-dog eyes.”
“Oh dear,” Malkin drawled. “Do you want one? I thought you had your eyes on one of those church girls.”
“I did,” Guhji mused. “But honestly, Sir, sometimes it’s just hard to tell all those girls apart.”
Malkin made a noise of contempt and Guhji smirked. The blonde priest turned to leave, but stopped at the door.
“Oh, speaking of church girls, Sir,” Guhji muttered nervously. “The reason I came to see you, was to deliver that letter.” He indicated an envelope on the table. “It arrived earlier from Sunndan. It’s from Āni. He’s coming to the ceremony this year.”
The colour drained from Malkin’s face and he clasped his hands to hide their trembling.
“Why?” he breathed weakly.
“He says he’s worried morale is dropping amongst the troops. Thinks that a blessing from the Avatar himself will help with recruits,” Guhji muttered.
Malkin clasped his hands tighter and closed his eyes as he breathed in and out slowly to calm his nerves. Boosting morale was why he’d brought Elvac home. He was trying to give the people a hero. Elvac was perfect hero material and people would want to follow in his footsteps. Malkin didn’t need help. He didn’t need… this. Āni. Malkin squeezed his trembling hands together. Guhji watched him for a moment then turned to leave again.
“Guhji,” Malkin called.
The blonde priest stopped.
“He doesn’t know who you are,” Malkin choked slightly. “Don’t get too close. Don’t draw attention to yourself in any way. Don’t do anything to let him notice you. Unless he summons you personally, do not go near him.”
“Yes, Sir,” Guhji nodded.
“That’s all I can do for you, I’m afraid. He won’t stay long, and he will be keeping an eye on me, so I will do what I can to keep him away from the rest of you. Pass my message on to the others.”
“Yes, Sir,” Guhji nodded again. Sympathy welled up in his chest. “Thank you Sir.”
Guhji shut the door behind him and Malkin let his forehead sink wearily onto his hands. Not Āni, he thought, please dear Sunne, not Āni. There was nothing to be done about his own imminent personal torture though, and he already had manipulating a soldier to keep him occupied for tonight.




ADAMANTHEL

Benji and Taum were still lost in shocked silence when they reached the house. Taum opened the door and Benji helped Elvac through. Their place was bigger than his. It wasn’t bigger by much though. It was part of the long-term accommodation that the university provided for students who moved to the city and waited until they were old enough to enlist. They entered the main room which housed a battered straw couch against the close wall. An old table and set of eight chairs, which looked as though they had fallen apart and been nailed back together many times by someone who didn’t know what they were doing, sat in the middle of the room. To the right was a door that led to the bedrooms, and to the left was an empty doorway that led to the kitchen. As long as he had been coming here Elvac had never known that space to have a door. It had been removed a long time ago, but they liked it that way. They’d also cut a large hole in the wall that looked through to the kitchen and boarded up the rough edges with unpainted timber.
Benji half-dropped Elvac onto the couch when they entered. His green eyes were wide with naked concern as he peered through his spray of white hair, and he kept a worried hand on Elvac’s shoulder. As the guys came in, Danni and Francis looked over from where they were getting cosy near the gap to the kitchen. Francis’s brow creased at the sight of them. She slipped from her girlfriend’s arms and came over. Danni took the opportunity to sneak into the kitchen.
Through the hole in the wall Elvac saw her creep up curiously behind Arrio who was poking something in the stove. The heat coming from the fire when the stove was opened made him break out in a sick sweat, and the rich delicious smell made him feel dangerously sick. Danni looked like she was searching for early crispy bits. Francis moved in front of him and blocked his view as she took note of his condition.
“What happened?” the blonde medic asked as she came over.
“Nothing,” Benji replied. “He was like this when we found him.”
“Elvac sweetie,” Francis said with concern. “Look at me.”
The way the young girl tried to mother him made him want to laugh, but he was struggling for breath. He didn’t want them to see how weak he was, and he did want to know where Sabeh was. He asked for him.
“He’s in the other room,” Danni told him as she came back. Her hands were empty, but she was trying to chew subtly. “Satinka came up about five minutes ago – I think to apologise. They took their conversation away from our prying ears.”
She laughed, but carefully covered her mouth. Taum gave her a dirty look and shook his head. She smirked at him. Those two always had to be separated when the group got together, otherwise they started kicking each other under the table. Elvac had always thought they were a strange pair – so different, yet so similar. They had the same straight brown hair and golden skin. They were the same height and strongly built, even though Taum seemed short for a man and Danni tall for a woman. But he was a compulsively neat and gentle character, while she was the kind to start riots and kick over the furniture just to see him fume. Yet, in a way, that was what made them so much fun to be around. Taum was so serious, and Danni made bunny-rabbit ears behind him. Elvac smiled as he watched his friends, and sat back while Francis touched and prodded and pinched at him.
“What have you had to eat recently?” she asked critically.
“Not sure,” Elvac mumbled. “We had food on the ship. It wasn’t good, but I don’t think it was that bad. Mostly dried stuff.”
“I mean after that,” Francis told him patiently.
“Haven’t,” he replied. “Just had some tea last night. Haven’t eaten today.”
“No wonder you don’t feel well,” she criticised. “It must have been, what, 20 hours since you last ate?”
“Don’t want to,” Elvac mumbled. “Feel sick.”
“Have you been sick?” she asked, checking his eyes.
“Nope, trying to avoid that,” he answered.
They both looked up at the sound of a door. Arrio stood in the doorway of the kitchen wiping his hands on a cloth. On the other side of the room Sabeh was quietly shutting the door behind him. The little man’s expression was stony in his bronze face, but his black eyes lit up slightly when they saw Elvac. His dark eyebrows knitted as he took in his friend’s condition.
“Elvac,” he said. “You look like death.”
“It’ll pass,” Elvac sighed.
“He does look awful, doesn’t he?” Francis agreed. She sighed and pushed her long blonde curls back from her face. “Usually I’d think it was something he’d eaten, but if all he’s eaten are the military rations on the boat he’d have to be poisoned to get sick off those.”
Poisoned? Elvac laughed at the idea. It turned into a weak cough that he tried to cover quickly. It was absurd, even considering how he felt.
“Well at least you still have your sense of humour,” Francis smiled. “That’s something.”
Elvac nodded to her. He knew it was foolish that he didn’t care more about what was wrong with him, but he’d been sick before and right now, with his mind lost in a dizzy haze, his heart was taking over. It might have been stupid, but it was also yelling at him louder than anything else. He looked up at Sabeh.
“I heard you two were fighting. What was that about?”
“You,” Sabeh replied without even trying to dodge the question. He ran his fingers wearily through his black mess of curls. “She made a mistake with you, but she’s too scared to admit it because of all the damage it’s done. She knows she shouldn’t have let you leave.”
“It was my choice, not hers.”
“That’s not quite as true as she’d like to believe,” he replied.
Arrio had been watching the proceedings from the doorway with serious dark eyes. His evaluation of Elvac’s condition done, he turned with a flick of his long orange braid and disappeared into the kitchen again for a moment. When he returned he was carrying a glass bottle full of clear liquid and a short round glass.
“Here,” he poured an inch in the bottom of the glass and offered it to Elvac. “Get some of this down.”
“What is it?” Taum asked suspiciously.
“A bloody good idea,” Sabeh answered.
Elvac held the glass like it was going to explode. Usually when Arrio and Sabeh both thought something was a good idea people got injured. They were two of the most well-intentioned people he’d ever known, but they came from regions that had some strange customs. Very cautiously he sniffed the contents of the glass. His eyes watered as fire burned through his nose.
“Sunne’s red eye!” he cursed. “What is that?”
“Miyaki juice,” Arrio and Sabeh answered in unison.
“And what in Sunne’s name is that?” Francis asked sternly.
“Trust us,” Arrio replied. “It will cure anything.”
“Legend has it,” Sabeh added mysteriously, “that anyone who can drink a whole bottle of Miyaki juice in one sitting will never ever get sick again.”
From the other side of the room the door shut again, and Satinka looked over the room with a delicate painted smile. Her stance was shy and uncertain, but her expression was sarcastic.
“Because anyone who drinks a whole bottle in one sitting will die,” she added. “Fairly safe way of ensuring you won’t be sick again.”
“It’s not that bad,” Sabeh defended, beckoning her over.
She crossed the room nervously without meeting Elvac’s eye. Awkwardly she linked her gloved fingers over Sabeh’s shoulder, as though she thought she was in trouble and needed something to cling to. Being this close to them made Elvac feel worse. His heart pounded and he could feel his pulse in his fingertips. His head spun. Never before had he felt so confused and conflicted. There was only one thing for it. He downed the drink and for a moment he thought his life was going to flash before his eyes. Then he half-choked half-coughed as the drink burned his mouth and throat and everything it could touch on the way down. He stood quickly and Arrio took the glass as Francis tried to steady him on his feet. Elvac clutched at his throat and gasped.
“What in the name of Sunne is in that?!”
“It’s made from the juices of the mitu cactus and the yaki chilli,” Satinka told him. “Originally only people from Zynaldini drank it because only they could harvest the plants that grew in the desert. But of course their hard-skinned neighbours in the mountains weren’t to be outdone, and thus the drinking competitions of Miyaki juice were born.”
“Cactus and chilli juice?” Francis said in disbelief.
“And you drink it?” Taum added in horror.
“Three-sixty mil record,” Sabeh stated proudly.
“Five-twenty,” Arrio competed.
“Respect,” Sabeh recognised, slapping him on the arm.
“I’m a lot bigger than you,” Arrio admitted.
“Still, that’s a fair effort,” Sabeh acknowledged.
“Okay, I gotta try this,” Danni grinned, holding out her hand.
“Danni!” Francis chided.
Arrio poured a shot into the glass and passed it to her. She held it up to the room.
“Cheers.”
Taum gave her a withering look and Francis rolled her eyes. Danni downed her drink. Her blue eyes widened dramatically and she clutched her throat as she began to cough.
“Ahkma help me,” she gasped weakly.
Taum smirked. Francis gave Arrio a look.
“Fermented cactus and chilli juice?”
He nodded, slightly shame-faced at the way she looked at him. Francis moved over to pat Danni on the back as she coughed.
“There, there, sweetie. It’s only poison,” she teased.
Danni tried to laugh, but a slightly hacking sound came out instead. Elvac wanted to laugh at them too. He could feel the sensation bubble up, but it couldn’t get past the burnt trail the Miyaki juice had left down to his stomach. It felt like an internal graze. The whole world spun again. Elvac swayed a little with a groan and Sabeh moved forward to steady him. Sabeh was smaller than he was, but the Ickian was tough as stone. He held him up and Elvac knew he couldn’t fool his friend anymore. Sabeh was taking a lot of his weight, and knew Elvac couldn’t hold himself up.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Sabeh asked.
“Yeah,” Elvac sighed. “Yeah I’m…” he stopped when he caught sight of Satinka watching him with a worried expression.
“Elvac what’s wrong?” she asked in a frighteningly serious tone. “Are you okay?”
“Nope,” he said sharply as the somewhat poisonous drink sloshed in his stomach. “I’m going to be sick.”
Francis grabbed an empty bowl off the table as soon as he spoke and held it out just in time. Everyone stood back as he threw up into the bowl, but Sabeh kept him on his feet and Francis didn’t flinch.
“Get it out sweetie,” she told him.
“That is disgusting,” Danni wheezed. “I can’t believe you want a job dealing with that kind of mess.”
“And you call yourself an Almenian,” Francis criticised her girlfriend’s weakness.
Danni was usually as hard as they come, originating from Almenir in the Dilarkyrn Forest. Her home was a city of amazon women, and when it came to a fight she was the first in. She just wasn’t used to people being sick.
“Are you done?” Francis asked.
Elvac breathed roughly and heavily for a moment, but he couldn’t find the energy to form words. He was so tired. Everything was spinning. This was the worst he’d ever felt. Satinka came toward him and Francis moved to the side so she could reach him. Elvac looked over at her as she took his hand. She was so beautiful, but she looked so scared. Her white gloved fingers lifted his hand and his blurred vision saw her looking at his nails. She showed his hand to Sabeh, and the colour drained from the Ickian’s face. What were they so worried about? He tried to ask, but he wasn’t sure he even managed to open his mouth. The edges of Elvac’s vision were dark by the time Satinka looked up to meet his eye, but he could still tell her eyes were wide with fear. It was a shame. She had such pretty dark-blue eyes. He liked when she looked at him. His head drooped forward as his neck lost the strength to hold it up.
“Elvac look at me,” Satinka ordered.
He felt her other hand reach out and touch his face. She was trying to point his gaze at her, but his vision was blurry and dark.
“Elvac, Elvac!” she ordered.
She was worried. He could hear it in her voice. He wanted to explain; to put her mind at ease. Comfort keeps us human. He almost tried to say something again, but as he shook his head weakly his vision went black and he fell forward, hauling himself out of Sabeh’s grip and crashing to the floor. Satinka was still holding his hand as he hit the ground. She knelt by his side as he collapsed. Sabeh was looking down on the two of them with a horrified expression that matched Satinka’s.
“Elvac!” Benji yelled. The skinny young man moved forward but Danni stuck an arm out. Francis was the medic here and there was no point crowding her while she worked. It wasn’t like he could help.
“I’ll go fetch a hospital cart,” Taum offered instantly.
“No!” Satinka ordered.
Sabeh was faster than her. He leapt across the room and crashed into the door. Quickly he turned and made a stand, blocking the way out and stopping anyone from leaving.
“What are you doing?” Francis cried. “He’s sick!”
“No,” Satinka corrected harshly. “He’s dying.”
Everyone looked at her. Sabeh already seemed to know what she was thinking.
“What do you mean he’s dying?” Arrio asked.
Francis had put down the bowl on the table and was kneeling by Elvac, checking him over. She checked his nails, then his gums and his eyes. Finally she cast a look of horrified realisation between Satinka and Sabeh.
“He has been poisoned,” Francis murmured in shock. “But it must’ve been recent and he said he hadn’t had anything.”
“Poisoned?!” Benji cried. He shoved Danni away and fell to his knees beside Elvac.
“This is adamanthel,” Francis whispered.
“What?” Arrio asked. Most of the room hadn’t heard her.
“He’s suffering the symptoms of an adamanthel junkie,” she announced sickly. “People who overdose on adamanthel get these symptoms before they die.” She looked up at Satinka. “But it’s not true. It can’t be. Not Elvac. He would never. Someone must’ve poisoned him!”
“They did,” Sabeh confirmed. “They gave him daily doses of adamanthel for over a year.”
“Withdrawal?” Francis looked between them. “Critical adamanthel withdrawal presents the same as an overdose. It can still be lethal.”
“No.” Benji tried to pull Elvac away from the girls. “No, not Elvac. He’s not a junkie! Shut up! The army wouldn’t do that to him. Why would they?!”
“No…” Francis whispered. Her eyes glazed over with a sickened denial. “No, no, no, no. They wouldn’t! They couldn’t do that. It’s too big. It’s too huge. They couldn’t do it even if they wanted to. They’d need an entire government in on it. Every priest, every doctor, every official. They couldn’t do that!” She sounded like she was on the edge of a panic attack. “It’s just not possible.”
“Anything is possible, Francis,” Sabeh warned. “I told you this government was messed up. Now come to grips with it quickly, because we’re going to need you.”
“Everyone knows you’re just crazy,” she snapped at him.
“Sure,” he shrugged. “But I didn’t just diagnose him, you did. So hurry up and fix him! We don’t have time for you to be suffering a crisis of faith.”
“Don’t you dare speak to her like that,” Danni snarled.
“All of you shut up!” Benji screamed at them, clutching Elvac. “Fix him, Francis.”
“I can’t.” She shook her head. “He needs a hospital.”
“I’ll get a hospital cart,” Arrio offered.
“No you won’t.” Sabeh still barred the door. “You take him to the hospital and we lose him.”
“Move Sabeh!” Benji ordered. “If I have to beat you out of the way and carry him there I will.”
“Calm down Benji,” Francis sighed. “We can’t actually take him to a hospital.”
Everyone stopped and stared at her. She looked exhausted; the kind of bone-weary exhaustion that stress and grief brought out in people. She sat back and rubbed her face with her hands as she thought.
“Adamanthel is often considered the Realm’s most dangerous drug.” She began to speak as though reciting from a textbook. “Its side effects include, but are not limited to: hallucinations, delusions, berserk and irrational violent behaviour, and memory loss. In most cases the drug affects and damages a person’s short term memory. It renders them incapable of remembering what occurred during any period that they were under the influence.”
“So?” Benji demanded, as a wave of shock rippled through the room.
“So who do you know in this city with severe memory loss?” Francis asked in a sick tone.
“Every single soldier and war veteran…” Arrio whispered slowly.
“But… but I thought they designed a special drug for that,” Danni objected. “Didn’t they? Francis? Quiqui?” Danni slipped back into Almenian pet-names. “They said they had developed something safe that the soldiers could use.”
“They developed something,” Sabeh agreed. “They took a drug that at the best of times causes quite nasty effects and made it even more dangerous.”
“That’s impossible,” Benji disagreed. “People would know. People would have realised. You can’t hide something like that.”
“You can if the people who speak die,” Sabeh told him. “And if everyone else is in on it.”
“It would have to be huge though…” Francis breathed. “We’re talking a nation-wide conspiracy that would stretch over Sunne’s entire church ‒ every city, every government under his rule. Every doctor in Undernal and every medic in the army would have to be a part of the project to drug soldiers!”
“And you think I’m crazy,” Sabeh commented.
“You’re all bloody crazy!” Benji yelled. “That’s insane! What you’re all talking about is insane. Stop with your wild theories and save him!”
“I can’t,” Francis cried. “I don’t have the right medicine.”
“You can’t just leave him to die!” Benji yelled.
Satinka checked Elvac’s pulse in his wrist.
“We have to get him across town,” she told Sabeh.
“How?” he asked. “They’ll stop us if they see us. If anyone catches us carrying a body across town we’re all doomed. And even if we put him on the back of a cart, in his state it will be hard to convince people he’s just sleeping. Face it Satinka, it looks like we poisoned him, and I’m no criminal mastermind.”
“There has to be a way,” she argued. “It’s the only chance he’s got. We can cover him up in the back of a cart.”
“We would have to hire the cart,” he pointed out. “It’s not like any of us have the space to store one, and the minute someone finds out we’re trying to load an unconscious body onto the back of their cart and drive it towards the river, we are going to have the law pull us up.”
“Why across town?” Francis asked.
“I know someone who can help,” Satinka admitted. “Hopefully. It’s his only chance though. Elvac is suffering the kind of serious withdrawal that comes from heavy and severe addiction – the kind of withdrawal that will result in him regaining some of his memory if he survives, and they can’t let that happen.”
“He won’t get his memory back if they keep drugging him though,” Francis pointed out.
“If they do that he’s as good as dead anyway,” Satinka murmured. “Once he’s hooked again he’ll belong to them.”
“Where do we take him?” Taum asked.
“There’s a place down by the river,” Satinka said quietly. “Fifth Street – in the east district.”
“That’s practically the slums,” Taum said.
“Is that where Ugnur is?” Sabeh asked.
Satinka nodded.
“Sabeh’s right though,” Francis sighed. “We can’t get him down there without being noticed. And if we get noticed carrying him in the opposite direction of the hospital people will want to know why.”
“And if they take him they’ll kill him,” Danni muttered.
Satinka looked over at Benji. “I need you to go and get Gemie.”
“No,” Benji refused. “I’m not leaving him.”
“You’re the only person who knows where she is,” Satinka snapped. “And I can’t have you getting all emotional in the middle of the street if things start to go wrong.”
“You little b‒”
Taum grabbed Benji by the shoulders, startling him mid-sentence.
“Come on Benji,” he said. “Back off. You know the girls are right. Let them sort things.”
“I’m not leaving him,” Benji repeated.
“You have to,” Taum whispered. “Someone has to get Gemie. It’s urgent. Elvac would want you to do it.”
Benji backed down, though not particularly willingly.
“Well what are the rest of you going to do?” he demanded.
Shoulders slumped in the room as everyone looked around shaking their heads. No one knew what to do, and the pressure of needing to do something fast was making it harder and harder to think. Arrio took the cap back off his bottle of Miyaki juice and took a swig.
“Arrio!” Francis cried at him, drinking at a time like this.
He shrugged, but his black eyes were narrowed and everyone could see his orange eyebrows almost knotting in his dark face.
“I think I’ve got a plan…” he mused. Francis stopped caring what he drank.




WITHDRAWAL

It was evening by the time they got the trunk loaded onto the cart. Arrio wasn’t entirely sure the owner had believed his story. The two knew each other from what everyone else could only assume were previous shady dealings. The trunk was full of old blankets, that much had been proven, but despite a detailed story about spring-cleaning the cart owner still wasn’t sure why they wanted to move them at night. So just to be safe Arrio had paid the man in silver. No one asked why their fiery-haired friend knew the owner was susceptible to bribery.
Once the cart was loaded, Benji left to find Gemie, and Satinka took Francis ahead on foot. Arrio drove, while Sabeh climbed up beside him and Taum and Danni clambered into the back. Danni carried a bowl with some of the roasted vegetables.
“Are you sure we should let her run off?” Taum asked Sabeh, watching the Ickian’s girlfriend disappear down a side street. “She is the one that knows where we’re going after all.”
“It’ll be fine,” Sabeh told him. “If we make it to the street they’ll be waiting for us.”
Arrio set off as Sabeh instructed and the cart rattled off along the cobbles.
“Y’know,” Danni mused, munching on a piece of potato. “It’s a massive conspiracy when you think about it. The amount of people you would have to have in on it… how could you trust them all not to talk?”
“You start killing the ones that do,” Sabeh told her.
“Even so…” Danni shook her head. She ate a piece of carrot. Taum gave her a dirty look. She raised an eyebrow to look at him.
“Potato?” she offered.
“How can you be eating at a time like this?” he demanded.
“I’m hungry,” she shrugged. “Do you think starving myself will help fix Elvac?”
Taum fell silent. It felt inappropriate watching her stuff her face, but it wasn’t like there was anything else she should be doing to help. She watched him struggle with it.
“Look, we need our strength and our wits about us so there’s no use trying to function on an empty stomach,” she argued. “Now, potato?”
Choosing logic over feelings Taum reached out and gently plucked out a piece of potato. He nibbled it daintily, trying not to dirty his fingers. Danni shook her head and shoved another piece of potato in her mouth as she thought.
“Sabeh, how does this work? How can it even be possible?” she asked around the mouthful.
Sabeh turned around and leant on the back of his seat to face her.
“What you have to understand is that this could only be achieved from Undernal. Sunndan has the power, possibly even Woodell too,” he added with a sharp look at Taum. “But they’re both landlocked. Only Undernal is close enough to the South and has the power to back it. The Church of Sunne has more political power than any other player in the Great Realm,” he continued to explain. “I think I’ve told you all this before.”
“We weren’t listening,” Danni admitted. “We just wanted test answers.”
Sabeh rolled his eyes. “The two largest and most powerful cities in the Great Realm are Sunndan and Undernal, which are the hearts of Sunne’s Church. He controls them both. That alone makes him dangerous. However, if you look at the other major cities that Sunne doesn’t own – Elgárnd, Almenir, Mikdyal, Stonehall and Icecastle, with the exception of Almenir, all of those places are supposed to pay respects to Sunne as well as their own gods, right?”
Danni nodded as she ate. She was from Almenir and they were the only place in the Great Realm Sunne had not tried to build a church.
“All of those other places, including Woodell which was taken by Sunne,” Sabeh continued with another look at Taum, “were originally tribes of very different peoples. Well, they still are,” he shrugged. “But it was under the orders of Sunne himself that the ‘Great Realm’ was forged. Sunne demanded peace between the tribes of the North, and because he had more people than everyone else the other gods relented. It wasn’t like getting our ancestors to stop killing each other was a bad thing.”
“So Sunne then forced people to start worshipping him too?” Danni asked.
“Slightly more complicated than that, but yes,” Sabeh agreed. “Don’t get me wrong; what he did was amazing. It was about 900 years ago now, but he basically ended all war in the North. He became known as the god of peace for his efforts in pretty much creating a continent without war. Everyone had to answer to him. So nobody started a fight he would disapprove of, and he disapproved of fighting.”
“But…” Danni thought about it, holding a piece of carrot up speculatively. “But then why has he started this war in the South? If he doesn’t like fighting, and he didn’t want people to go to war, why would he start drugging his own people and sending them over the ocean to fight?”
Sabeh tapped his nose at her and smiled. “Why don’t more people who know this ask the question you just did?”
“Because we don’t question our gods,” Taum replied.
“In a nutshell, pretty much,” Sabeh nodded. “We don’t question our gods. They’re gods; it’s not our place. Sunne brought us peace, and most of the North worships him for that. So when he tells us that there is a great threat in the South and we need to defeat it no one questions it. We all just line up. As far as most people bother to think we have no reason to question Sunne. That’s a belief unfortunately held strongest by his priests, who have the most power over the people.”
“And if people are coming back with no memories, or at best hazy fragments of delusions of monsters, then no one would ever doubt enough to question trusting Sunne,” Arrio added.
“As on to it as always, my friend,” Sabeh agreed.
Arrio didn’t smile. His face was grim as they came up to the street Satinka had directed them to.
“What is in the south, Sabeh?” he asked quietly.
They all looked at him. In the faded light Arrio’s dark skin looked almost red against his bright hair, and his black eyes gleamed.
“This isn’t about what Sunne is doing. It is about what he’s hiding,” the red-haired Zynaldini said. “We know what he is doing: he is drugging our soldiers to the brink of insanity and sending them south to fight something. But he is hiding whatever is down there, isn’t he? He doesn’t want anyone to know. He doesn’t want the soldiers to see what they’re doing, and he doesn’t want them to remember what they have done. By the sounds of things he is going to great lengths to keep it all a secret. So what is he hiding, Sabeh?”
The Ickian looked away down the street. A woman in a white dress with a painted face signalled to him.
“Pull up there,” he pointed, dodging his friend’s question.
Arrio did as he was told. There would be plenty of time to pester his friend when Elvac was safe. There was a small stable built into the side of the building and Arrio parked in it. Sabeh jumped off as soon as they stopped and met Satinka at the doorway. She whispered something to him and kissed his cheek before she looked over at the others.
“How is he?” she asked quietly.
“We don’t know,” Danni replied. “We haven’t checked him.”
“Get him inside,” Satinka ordered softly.
Danni put down her now empty bowl and helped Taum push the trunk back towards the edge of the cart. Arrio and Sabeh hauled it off and, with effort, managed to lift and carry it together out of the stable and to the door of the building. The others followed and Francis was there to let them in. She had a dark look about her – the expression of one angry and betrayed.
“How’s my little doctor?” Danni asked, coming up to her.
“Feeling a lot like she doesn’t want to be a doctor anymore,” Francis replied.
She led them inside and Sabeh and Arrio put the trunk down on the floor. The building was quite large, and seemed to have had walls removed to help it join onto other buildings. Dirty torn rags of curtains separated the rooms. Pathetic piles of blankets made nests and beds for the weak and pitiable people that tried to hide in the mazes of rooms hidden behind the torn sheets. Most of the people were trying to hide from the newcomers in the deeper parts of the building. But some of the more heavily injured stayed asleep or curled up under their dirty sheets. From what they could see, every person there was scarred or badly injured.
“They’re all soldiers,” Francis whispered. “All missing, or presumed dead. All recovered from adamanthel withdrawal. Ugnur runs a good clinic with what he can steal, but none of these people can get proper hospital care. The church has the military and the medical sector in its pocket. If it catches any of these people they will be killed.”
Everyone stared around at the nightmare before them. That was a lot of people to keep hidden. A lot of people suffering. Satinka had clearly seen it all before. She opened the trunk, pulled the blankets out, and tossed them on the floor. Elvac still lay curled up at the bottom, unconscious, but not dead yet.
“Is this the one?” someone asked, crossing the room.
The man approaching them was massively scarred. Half his body seemed to be covered in burn scars. He kept himself hidden with layers of clothes, and a hood pulled up, but that didn’t hide his wrinkled burnt hand and the melted skin covering half his face and neck. One of his eyes was missing, and from the rest of the scarring it appeared to have been burnt out.
“This is him, Ugnur,” Satinka confirmed. “Please. You have to save him.”
“Put him on the table, girl,” Ugnur instructed. “But I make no promises.”
To everyone’s surprise Satinka lifted Elvac from the box. It looked ridiculous – the little woman picking up the large man, but aside from the size difficulties she didn’t seem to have a problem holding him up. Neither Ugnur nor Sabeh showed much surprise in her sudden feat of strength. The two of them spread a thick blanket and a rough pillow out on the long table and Satinka laid Elvac’s body down. Ugnur checked him over and clicked his tongue.
“I’m sorry girl, he doesn’t look good,” he commented.
“Fix him anyway,” Satinka ordered.
“Will he want to be fixed?” Ugnur asked.
“Yes,” she replied automatically.
Ugnur raised his one eyebrow.
“I will make him want to be saved.”
The scarred man called out, and a one armed woman entered the room carrying a box. She brought it over and carefully opened it out, setting it on the table by Elvac’s still body. Ugnur took out a syringe and a bottle of clear liquid. He slowly filled the needle.
“Why’s this one so urgent?” Ugnur asked.
“Because he’s my friend.”
“Tough luck. You shouldn’t have let him leave.”
“You sound like someone else I know.”
“I never said tough luck,” Sabeh commented.
Ugnur tapped the full syringe and squirted it a fraction. He found a vein in Elvac’s arm and injected the liquid in. Francis watched it happen closely.
“How do you get those? I thought only the hospitals in Undernal and Sunndan were allowed them,” she asked about the syringes.
“True,” he replied. “They are expensive to manufacture, and impossible to steal new. But they often get thrown out long before they need to be. And no one cares who steals out of the garbage. As long as I clean them to hospital standards I can keep using them. Not the best method, I’m sure. But better than watching good people die.”
“The sensible ones die anyway,” his one armed companion murmured. No one missed the comment, and everyone looked at her. She caught them looking. “You have no idea what we’ve been through,” she told their judging gazes. “You have no idea what we’ve done and the horror we have to try and live with. Most of the people here don’t last long. We have nothing to live for, and the memories kill us.”
“Memories are only the past,” Arrio told her. “It can’t be that bad if it’s over.”
“You’re an idiot,” the woman told him. “It’s never over. When we sleep we remember. The memories pour in and we cannot stop them.”
From somewhere deep in the building screaming began: terrified and insane screaming. It was quickly muffled, but sobbing started somewhere else. The woman looked back at Arrio.
“The drugs make us see monsters, but our brains remember the truth,” she hissed. “Children hacked to pieces by your own blade. Mothers slain over the bodies of their babies, and you can’t make it stop because the truth is you did all that. And now you have to watch it again and again and again until your mind melts in the horror of your own atrocities.”
Everyone stared as the shock of what they were being told began to dawn in their eyes.
“What?” Arrio asked.
“Mandel,” Ugnur addressed the woman. “Shut up.”
“They tell you it’s armies of monsters so that people will rush to the front,” Mandel hissed. “But it’s not. It’s people. Just ordinary people that they trick you into massacring.”
“No,” Francis cried softly.
“Mandel!” Ugnur ordered silence. “Go get me a damp cloth and some water.”
“Make that two,” Sabeh requested.
The ex-soldier trudged off, fury and pain quaking from her. Ugnur looked up at Sabeh, his eye narrowed.
“You look awfully familiar, boy,” he commented.
“Yeah, I saw your name on some old files too,” Sabeh spat.
Satinka quickly moved between them, but Ugnur recognised him.
“Boy…” he whispered.
“Shut up,” Sabeh told him. “If I didn’t have such a good idea of the agony you have lived with I would kill you right now.”
“Sabeh!” Satinka hissed at him.
“No,” Ugnur replied. “No, I probably deserved that. That was one of the worst things I ever did on adamanthel.”
“What?” Danni asked.
“I killed his brother,” Ugnur answered blankly. “Adamanthel makes us see people as monsters. His brother was Ickian, so like the people of the South I saw only a monster, and so did three others. We attacked and killed one of our own, and the church hid it.” He looked over at Sabeh. “He was your brother, wasn’t he? You look so very like him. You look like his ghost.”
“What’s it like living with his murder on your hands every day?” Sabeh asked coldly.
Ugnur looked at him seriously. “It’s not living.”
Mandel trudged back into the room. Her one arm held a large bowl close to her body. The bowl was full of water, and two cloths floated in it. She sat it down next to Ugnur’s med-kit. The one-eyed medic wrung out one of the cloths and folded it over Elvac’s forehead. He took a small cup from his box and scooped up some water from the bowl. Carefully he took two purple tablets from the box and dropped them into the cup stirring them around and dissolving them.
“Two?” Francis asked nervously.
Ugnur nodded. “If it doesn’t save him, nothing will.”
They could tell from her expression he was right.
“Help me with him,” he instructed.
Francis came over and helped him lift Elvac into an almost sitting position. The scarred soldier held him up and tilted his head back. Carefully, Francis took the cup and spooned the liquid into her friend’s mouth; trying to make sure he drank it all and didn’t choke. Sabeh approached his girlfriend.
“Could you get that cloth?” he asked softly.
She pulled her gloves off, but most of her hands still hid up her long sleeves. Pocketing the gloves, she moved over to the bowl and wrung out the second cloth. She took it back over to him and held it out.
“What did you want it for?” she asked.
He smiled at her, but the look was sad, and he didn’t reach for the cloth.
“No…” she whispered, her hand dropping slightly.
“Yes,” he replied. “And there is no debating this. If he survives you are going to tell him the truth.”
“I can’t,” she murmured.
“You can, and you will,” he told her, and his tone gave no option to argue. “You admitted you trusted humans before me, a long time ago. He is dying right now because you didn’t trust him. So when he wakes up you will tell him everything you should have said before he got on that boat.”
“Don’t you dare point the finger at me,” she snarled. “You didn’t say anything either.”
“The difference there, Tink, is that I couldn’t have stopped him,” he said. “Elvac knew I had crazy theories about the war. I never kept that secret from anyone. But all I knew was that the drug they gave the soldiers caused a group of our men to kill my brother in a crazed rage. Everything else I now know because you told me after he left. If you’d told him what you told me then he never would have left. He never would have gone if he knew.”
“Déjà vu, Sabeh,” she snapped. “I feel like we just had this fight last night.”
“We did,” he replied. “And the week before that. And the week before that. We’ve had this fight hundreds of times! You should’ve just trusted him!”
A noise came from the table. Elvac started to breathe roughly, gasping and groaning.
“What’s happening?” Taum asked.
“He’s waking up,” Ugnur replied. “This is probably a good sign if he gets all the way, but he might start screaming soon. It could take a while.”
“I haven’t quite finished this.” Francis held up the cup.
“See if you can get it all down him,” Ugnur encouraged. “But don’t worry if you can’t. It’s all up to him now.”
“He’s quite weak,” Francis judged.
Ugnur shrugged at her. That was always half the problem.
Francis was still watching Elvac nervously. She reached into her pocket and fumbled around for something. A few things rattled and scrunched and she pulled out a little packet with round blue pills.
“Is that oplev?” Ugnur asked.
“It will make him stronger,” Francis insisted, adding one to the cup and swishing it around.
“It will make him think he’s as big as an ox,” Ugnur grumbled.
“Not if he’s this weak already,” she disagreed. “He needs the extra energy, and it will keep him stable if this is going to take hours. He hasn’t eaten all day. He needs something.”
“Hmph.” Ugnur didn’t disagree. He clearly thought it was overkill, but it wasn’t going to do any harm. He never gave it to his men because he didn’t want them to wake up and run screaming out the door. There were enough people here to handle Elvac though, and they knew more about the dying soldier than he did. He just knew what it was like. “You want to be careful with that stuff. Medicine might save his body, but his mind is in just as much danger. He’s got to make himself pull through in the end.  If he can live with what he’s done he’ll wake up. If he can’t, he won’t.”
Everyone grimaced at the thought. Benji still hadn’t made it back with Gemie, and none of them wanted to imagine what it would be like if they got here too late. Sabeh’s words still hung in the air and Satinka began to cry. Her tears smeared the paint on her face and she wiped furiously at them with the back of her hand, making it worse. Sabeh put his arms around her and pulled her in.
“He’ll wake up,” he told her. “He will wake up. So wipe that garbage off your face, stop pretending you ever had anything to do with the Church, and get ready to tell him who you really are.”
She nodded and wiped her eyes with the cloth. He let her go and she stepped back, mopping the paint and tears from her face.
“Not a priest’s daughter then?” Danni asked carefully.
Satinka laughed through the cloth and her tears. “Quite the opposite. Not that anyone noticed. I lived in Sunndan for two years, inventing this identity before I came to Undernal. Everyone I met in this city thought I was the daughter of a priest. I even had a transfer letter from Āni himself. No one ever bothered to suspect me.”
“So you’re hiding from the church?” Arrio asked.
“On pain of death,” she told him. “I’m even worse than a soldier.”
“What are you?” Francis asked.
Satinka finished cleaning her face and looked up at them. Her dark hair framed pearly clear skin, and a navy blue spiralling pattern the colour of her eyes covered her right cheek.
“I’m a Syrene,” she told them.
“A what?” Danni asked.
Behind them all Mandel whimpered. She curled up in a ball at the sight of Satinka and began to cry on the floor, moaning and rocking.
“I’m what Sunne is sending his soldiers to the South to kill,” she told them. “It is my people he wants slain. Sunne’s current goal is the termination of the Syrene: my people.”
“And you never told us?” Arrio accused. “Satinka, most of us living in Undernal have talked about enlisting! How could you not tell us?”
“Why would she?” Ugnur asked. “She didn’t even bother to tell the guy who did enlist and almost died.”
“You are always so comforting,” she told him bitterly.
“No,” he replied. “I’m always brutally honest. You should’ve told him.”
“No,” she disagreed. “The fate of an entire race hangs on my secret, not just one life. Besides, the first human I ever told died because of me, and I swore I’d never drag more humans into this.”
“And yet, here we are,” Sabeh muttered.
There was a knock at the door and Ugnur laid Elvac back on the table. The blonde man murmured something and made a frightened sound. Ugnur opened the door and stood back. Benji led a teary-eyed and worried looking Gemie into the room. She cried again when she saw her son and went straight to him, but as she touched him he began to yell.
He lay on the table and cried out. Suddenly he began to wave his arms as though trying to shield his face and beat things away. Ugnur came up and took Gemie by the shoulders, pulling her back out of reach.
“You want to stay back for now Ma’am,” he told her.
“What’s wrong with him?” she cried.
“Actually, this is good,” Ugnur said. “When they start yelling it means they’re facing up to what they’ve done. The more they yell the more likely it is that they will wake up.”
“What?!” Benji demanded. “What’s he done?”
Everyone looked around at each other.
“It turns out that’s actually quite a long story,” Danni admitted nervously. She stood back from everyone, hugging herself tightly. The whole situation was starting to feel too huge and uncomfortable.
Gemie caught sight of Satinka.
“Darling, what is that on your face?” she asked.
“That’s an even longer story,” Arrio added.
Satinka sighed and began to unbutton her dress.
“Uh,” Danni started. “Not that I object, but isn’t that inappropriate?”
They were used to her tone so they ignored her. Satinka pulled the dress off, shrugging her shoulders out of the white fabric and letting it fall on the ground. Beneath the dress she wore a small green tunic, belted at the waist. It covered everything it needed to, but left a lot of skin exposed. Across her chest and down her arms and legs the dark blue spirals swirled like ink on her skin.
“How did you get those?” Gemie asked.
“I was born with them,” she replied. “All of my people are.”
“Church girls get tattoos?” Benji asked in confusion.
“She’s not a church girl,” Taum explained. “She’s from the South.”
“I am one of the Syrene,” she repeated.
“What does that mean?” Benji asked.
“It means Sunne is trying to kill me.”
Elvac stopped shouting. He began to mumble again. He sounded frightened and he tossed and turned on the table. He shook his head and gave one sharp yell before he started mumbling again.
“There’s no chance he can hear all of what we’re saying, is there?” Arrio asked.
“Actually there’s a very good chance he can hear us,” Ugnur replied.
“Oh goody,” Danni said dryly. “That would make me start screaming too.”
“Why is Sunne trying to kill you?” Benji demanded of Satinka.
“He is trying to kill my people. It started ten years ago when he tried to kill me, and kidnapped Memnyir. Now he holds her prisoner in order to hurt my people,” she explained as though it made sense.
“Memnyir…” Elvac murmured blankly.
“Damn,” Sabeh muttered. “Sounds like he can hear us.”
Suddenly, and without waking, Elvac spoke clearly and coldly. “Memnyir is weak, and the girl may already have found a way South.”
For a moment they all just stood and stared at him as he went quiet. Then in a flash Satinka was practically on the table, pulling his shoulders up into her arms, her eyes searching his sleeping face.
“Elvac!” she cried. “Where is she? Where is Memnyir? Tell me what you know!”
His head rolled back on her elbow.
“Elvac!” she yelled.
“Stop yelling at me,” he begged, seemingly without waking. “Satinka you’re always yelling at me. Please stop.”
“Elvac.” She pushed a lock of his hair from his face. “Are you awake?”
“Yes,” he mumbled.
The table was instantly crowded.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
“I’m going to be sick again,” he warned.
Ugnur quickly pulled out a paper bag from the bottom of his box on the table and held it out, opening the top. Satinka helped Elvac onto his elbow and directed him to the bag. He still hadn’t opened his eyes. He sat up and puked into the bag.
“That is still gross,” Danni supplied.
“Not helping, darling,” Francis told her, patting Elvac on the back.
Elvac reached out, his eyes squeezed shut as though in pain, and took the bag from Ugnur, scrunching the top slightly and holding it over his mouth.
“You okay?” Ugnur asked him.
“Nope,” Elvac replied. “Keeping the bag.”
“Fair enough,” the one-eyed medic conceded. “But it looks like you’ll be okay now. That was quick. You can’t have had it too bad.”
“Do you know how many people you have to kill to earn a medal of valour?” Elvac asked.
“No one here knows that,” Ugnur replied.
“Well I earned one,” Elvac told him. “And I think I was ready for this, because the minute I was told that I knew it wasn’t something good.”
“What do you mean, darling?” Gemie asked him.
Elvac sighed. “We kill people. That’s what this war is about. We take the villages and kill the people in them. Most people flee to the mountains, so we chase them. And in the mountains everything burns.”
“You don’t have to remind us,” Ugnur growled.
“But there were priests there once,” he continued.
“Yes,” Ugnur muttered. “The priests turn up when it is safe, when we take the area, to send the dead.”
“No,” Elvac disagreed. He thought for a moment. His head hurt like never before and shadows danced at the edge of his vision as he stared at the ceiling. They filled him with dread. He tried to focus. “No this time was different. I knew I’d heard Malkin’s voice before, but I just wasn’t aware of it. He pulled me out of the mud and brought me home. Then when he came by something didn’t feel right. But of course I couldn’t remember what. They have no problem talking in front of you because they know you won’t remember, but you do. When I was asleep I heard a voice say ‘the drugs make us see monsters, but our brains remember the truth’ and we do. We do remember, even if we don’t remember we do.”
“That was Mandel.” Ugnur gestured to the woman still curled up on the floor. “You lost me with that last bit. Don’t s’pose you were once a scholar?”
“A good one too,” Sabeh recalled. “Studied hard.”
“The memories are hidden from us, but clearly they’re not lost,” Elvac continued, trying to make sense of his own thoughts. He was sure it had never been this hard to articulate his theories before. There was a flash of fire in front of his eyes. Blue fire. His heart froze for a painful second and his stomach flipped. “Sorry, I’m going to throw up again.”
He did, and the story stopped for a moment as he finished being sick. His whole body ached and the way his stomach heaved brought attention to that pain. It felt like half his taste buds were dead, and he wished the other half were as well. Having gone without food for so long he was sure there was only acid left, but they must have given him something with a metallic aftertaste. He saw the colour. If they hadn’t given him medicine then something was very wrong.
“Why is it purple?” he asked.
“Because I fed you ethyraklin while you were asleep to counter the adamanthel,” Francis replied.
“Big words…” Elvac muttered. At least that meant it wasn’t his own liquefied kidneys though. Purple medicine that tasted like copper. What would they think up next?
“You don’t have to understand,” Francis told him. “But if you’re throwing it up I might have to make you drink some more later.”
“This is great,” Satinka interrupted. “But Memnyir, Elvac. Tell me about Memnyir. I have to know!”
“It was just something the priests said,” he told her half-heartedly, shaking his head to try and get his vision back to normal. “I don’t know what it means. They were down with us looking for something. They said they were looking for the other half of Memnyir.” He shook his head and shuddered slightly, holding the bag close to his mouth again.
He felt so cold and shaky. A thin nasty sweat coated his skin. This was worse than the flu. Please Sunne, he thought, why couldn’t I have just had the flu? He took a deep breath through his nose and tried to focus on Satinka. She was close to him. She needed him. He had to hold his conversation with her, but he couldn’t retain the information in his mind. Clarity is the art of simplicity. Focus on the little things to bring yourself back out of yourself and into this world. Lean on those around you. Let the ones who care guide you. She was right there. They were all right there – everyone he loved, and they wanted to help. Focus on them. Move back into this world and this conversation. Satinka was asking him about something. A term he didn’t know.
“If you hadn’t said the word first I doubt I would even have remembered,” he admitted.
Sabeh looked over at his girlfriend. “They think you made it home.”
“They never would have thought of searching their own ranks,” she agreed. “Sunne can see what his priests see. They think that’s a wall of defence no one can breach. But I can’t leave without her. I have to find her. Elvac, please think. You have to tell me where she is.”
“I don’t know,” he told her. “I have no idea.”
“Elvac! You’re my last hope,” she begged. “You’re the only person I’ve heard say her name in eight years, please! Please, she has to be somewhere. I’ve searched everywhere I can think of.”
Her last hope? The words sounded surreal. But he could be her protection – her answer. This was how he could show he cared. She sounded like she really needed him. This was it. He could help her. He could make things right between them. He just had to think. Those who expect recompense for their kindness and aid will be sorely disappointed. To act in righteousness and with good intentions is its own reward. It will pay you in time. That wasn’t helpful, Nagatoa-Zu. He needed help, not a life lesson. There must have been something he’d learnt that would help him say what she wanted to hear.
He blinked very slowly. His vision was still blurry. Things bounced around inside his head. Nightmares. He’d tried to shut up the philosopher inside himself. Now all that was left were the terrors and visions. Involuntary shudders coursed through him. Not in front of them, he begged his body, not with everyone watching. He needed a moment. Slowly he slid off the edge of the table and steadied himself on it.
“I need some air,” he mumbled and shuffled towards the door.
Satinka moved to help him. She caught his elbow and steadied him by the door. He could feel the warmth of her small body near his. He could feel her hands on his skin. Her bare hands. He turned and looked her up and down. She froze when he looked at her. He didn’t know what expression his face betrayed, but emotions escaped him. It was like a vacuum had just sucked his soul through a doorway. He was numb. That skin. Those markings. He was surprised he didn’t fall back into a coma.
“Well,” he said quietly. “That explains everything.”
She stood, rooted to the spot. He didn’t care. He knew he would later, but right now there was nothing left inside him. He felt dead, even as he stood there. That was certainly one way to find out. He hadn’t been told why – he’d just seen. She was one of them. This whole time she’d never said anything.
It hit him with the force of the gods. She hadn’t trusted him. She had known what he was walking into and he hadn’t. She hadn’t protected him from it because she didn’t trust him. He was going to regain more memories. They would keep coming until living was torture, and she could have spared him that. He wanted to be angry. He wanted so badly to be angry that it started to hurt. Pain blossomed through him, seeping through the cracks because he couldn’t erupt. Tears burned. They put pressure on his chest and his brain as they burst up, but his eyes stayed dry. He couldn’t cry yet. It wasn’t in him to weep. He wanted to be angry, but… he just felt a muted sadness. He loved her so much. He’d do anything for her, and she hadn’t even been able to be honest with him. What had happened to them? They had been close. That hadn’t been a lie. At least, not all of it. How could she do that to him? How could she have abandoned him like that?
“Why?” he asked simply.
“Because you’re all Northerners,” she replied quietly.
“And him?” he asked, looking to Sabeh. “You told him out of desperation?”
“Something like that,” she agreed. “I’m sorry Elvac. I’m sorry now. But I never meant to tell any of you the truth. You’re all Northerners. What reason could I have to risk you all and trust you with the fate of my entire race?”
Understanding isn’t required. Acceptance is the answer to everything. What reason? Elvac looked back over the room. All his friends, everyone he loved in the world, stood there staring at him with scared eyes. What reason indeed? He turned to look back at Satinka. She was scared too, but she was scared of a lot of things. She was defending herself. He saw the guilt in those beautiful dark-blue eyes. She knew she’d done wrong by him. The girl he knew was still in there somewhere. He knew he could find her again as he felt his heart thaw slightly. He’d already forgiven her, but he wasn’t prepared to let her know that yet. What reason did she have to trust them? How could she ask that? They both knew the answer, but he still had to say it.
“How about because we’re your friends and we love you?”
He didn’t wait for her to respond. She was shocked by the certainty of his reply and he wanted her to have to dwell on it. It wasn’t possible to always do the right thing, even when you really tried.
He stepped outside into the cool night air and breathed deeply. It was like menthol to the stuffy heat of his illness. The door shut easily behind him and he wandered a few steps down the street, steadying himself on the rail of the stable. The horse harnessed to the cart whinnied at him. He gave it a nod and hoped he wasn’t going crazy.
A sharp pain flared through his mind and images of fire flashed before his eyes. He remembered his last moments in the south. The thing that ran at him; the thing he struck down and drove his axe into. It was a man. A man that looked a lot like Satinka. Same large blue eyes, similar straight blue hair, and similar blue markings on his skin. He lay at Elvac’s feet and bled, the life fading from his eyes. Elvac felt the breath catch in his throat as panic engulfed him. He blinked and suddenly the real world came back into focus. Two people were coming towards him. Gemie and Sabeh had come to join him outside. Elvac tried to smile at them and leant back against the building as the nightmares vanished. Gemie’s face was tear streaked, but she had managed to compose herself.
“Are you really alright, darling?” she asked as they reached him.
“Yes mother, I’m alright.”
“That man in there said people don’t usually recover like you did,” she told him. “He’s worried about you. He said it takes longer, and there’s more pain.”
Elvac nodded. That was a cheery thought, but he wasn’t surprised by it. That hallucination of his last kill, the shadows at the edge of his vision, they were more than warning signs.
“I think there is more on the way,” he agreed, thinking as carefully as his damaged mind would allow. “But the truth is I was always aware. I think that’s why I couldn’t stand not remembering. Other people don’t remember but that’s okay with them. For me it wasn’t. I knew that what I wasn’t remembering was crucial. I knew something wasn’t right. Now I can remember. It might come slowly, and sometimes I might not want it to, but I know what’s wrong now.”
“So what are you going to do?” Sabeh asked. “You don’t seem as insane as some of those other guys. You could pretend nothing happened and go back home.”
“No,” Elvac disagreed. “No I don’t think I can.”
“Of course you can,” Gemie argued. “I’ll be there to look after you.”
Elvac smiled. “That’s not what I meant, mother.”
He stared out into the street. There was no way he could just leave things like this. The way he’d left Satinka in there hadn’t been kind. She might have needed to be reminded what she put him through, but in fairness he had no idea what she might have been through. She clearly had a lot more going on than any of them had realised before. She’d been living in the north for ten years. That meant she’d been away from her own people for ten years, and the way Sabeh had talked in there made it sound like she was trapped up here.
Be the shield for the ones you love. Be the rock upon which they can stand. Let that give you purpose. He had to help her. She needed him, even if she didn’t know it yet. Thinking about Satinka cleared his mind. She gave him purpose. He wished he could think of more than that, and long gone days before his crush pulled teasingly at his memory, but love was a jerk like that. It moved like fire and consumed all else. Nagatoa-Zu should have spent less time contemplating his tribe and more time philosophising about girls. It would have been helpful in the long run.
Elvac told his brain it was stupid. It didn’t listen. He had to do something. He pulled himself off the wall and wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. With a slightly clearer head he walked back to the front door. The other two followed him inside and everyone looked up as they entered. Elvac’s eyes found their host.
“What can I do with the bag?” he asked nervously.
“I’ll sort it,” Ugnur offered, taking it off him and rolling up the top.
“Thank you,” he said gratefully. Elvac sighed wearily and pushed his long hair back from his tired eyes. Things had changed. This wasn’t going to be easy. There was a wall between them now – one he needed to tear down. He wasn’t sure how to start, but maybe he didn’t have to be the one to make the first move. Satinka came up to him with a small cup. It was full of purple liquid.
“Francis wants you to drink it,” she told him quietly. “It might get the taste out of your mouth too.”
“Thanks,” he said, taking the cup.
He sipped it. It tasted awful – like watery, salty, copper. Satinka turned and looked as though she was going to walk away, but he still had something left to say to her. This was his moment. He couldn’t go back to his previous life. He’d meant that much. Not because he wasn’t physically capable of it, but because he knew better.
He’d seen the other side now. He’d seen what was being done and he couldn’t give up on her yet. That wasn’t what being a shield was about. Turning away and taking the easy road went against everything he believed in. All he’d ever wanted to do was help people, but there wasn’t a manual on that, and his learning on the subject was simply the best he could manage. When someone reached out he was the hand that reached back. That was his path. He needed to show her that Northerners weren’t all bad. He had to help her if he could, but more than that: if he could do anything to stop this war he knew he had to try.
To kill without mercy is man’s greatest sin. That he believed. Sunne’s war was man’s greatest sin. Nagatoa-Zu would be ashamed – devastated. Elvac knew he was. That was why he had to stop it. No one else was going to, and none of the soldiers going South knew what they were getting themselves into. If this Memnyir could save Satinka’s people he owed her that. But he owed it to his own people to try and save them. What he wanted to do and what he needed to do were aligning.
When he thought about everything Satinka must have been through he couldn’t really blame her for not trusting him, but that didn’t make it right. She touched his elbow and he felt that old burning in his stomach that started up whenever she was near him.
“I owe you a story,” she whispered.
He didn’t know what to say, and ‘damn right’ just didn’t feel appropriate. She did owe him a story though, and he didn’t imagine it was going to be all that short. She grabbed her cloak from the ground and led him back to the door. He took another sip of the awful drink. Satinka cast a quick, guilty look back at the room. She owed everyone explanations, but it wasn’t like any of this was easy, so one thing at a time. Elvac followed her back outside.




SATINKA’S STORY

Elvac and Satinka stood in the stable, looking out over the street. She hadn’t said a word yet. She just leant on the railing and stared out. Satinka had pulled up the hood of her cloak and he could barely see her face. He stood back, trying to keep his distance. How had things become so awkward between them? They used to be so close, and now they were struggling to be comfortable in each other’s presence. He couldn’t rush her, so all he could do was wait. Patience is a gift. It certainly was. He used it like a bandage over his emotions. It kept him calm when he needed it. He tried to look for the blue spiral pattern on her cheek, but it was hidden deep under her hood.
“I’ve lived half my life in the North,” Satinka whispered. “It’s strange to think that now. But I’ve been here for ten years, and I was ten years old when Sunne betrayed me and left me for dead.”
Elvac moved beside her instantly, coming in closer so he could hear. She continued to lean, staring out into the street. Elvac saw her eyes, and knew there was a good chance that what she was seeing wasn’t this world.
“You can’t possibly understand if you have never stood in the presence of a god,” she sighed. “I’m sorry that sounds condescending, but it’s true. I didn’t understand until I was standing before Sunne – until he killed everyone I was with and unleashed his full power on me. He invited us here – laid a trap…” She trailed off. “Syrene are not like humans, Elvac. We’re made of two parts, two entities, but one life. We refer to ourselves as being made up of Mantra and Tuotam. I am Memnyir’s Mantra, she is my Tuotam. We are one and the same. A Mantra and Tuotam should never be separated like this. What Sunne did to us is an abomination.”
Elvac could feel flashes in his mind. Memories of shadows. He almost felt like he knew what she was talking about. It was getting awfully crowded in his head though. He tried to stay focused. Fire flashed before his eyes – blue and bright. He flinched instinctively. Satinka turned sharply. Elvac tried to hide it, but she saw the grimace. Her eyes softened at his pain.
Elvac turned away. He stared at the cobbles of the street resolutely. He could feel himself breathing deeply as he tried to swallow his panic. Her hand touched his arm. There was a superhuman strength in the small fingers that rested gently on his skin. He could feel the warmth of her hand, her skin, without her gloves, for the first time. There was nothing romantic about it. He felt like he was dying, and she was a lie. He could feel his memories creeping back… and they were worse than coming home.
“I– I killed people. Your people–” he choked. “Satinka… I– I’m sorry– I’m so so sorry–”
Her hand tightened on his arm so hard it hurt. The pain snapped him back. He looked up. She was staring at him. Staring straight at him like she was seeing him for the first time. Silent tears poured down her face. He watched them streak her pale, patterned face and drip from her chin. But there was no anger in her eyes anymore. There was no resentment or fury. There was just grief. An overwhelming and devastating grief that consumed her being. Grief for him, for her, for all Syrene and humans.
“I’m sorry too,” she whispered.
Elvac didn’t think. He grabbed her in his arms and pulled her in. She buried her face in his shoulder. She was as tiny and light as he always remembered, but this was different somehow. All those years before, years he thought they had been close, and they had never been this close. She had always held back. Always maintained the careful distance of the lie. Now she clung to him and sobbed heartbreakingly into his shoulder. It was an honesty he didn’t know he hadn’t experienced until now.
“I’ve been so alone,” she wept. “You have no idea…”
“You’d be surprised…” he murmured. Even here, holding her, the dizziness was becoming overwhelming. It was hard to stay in reality. “I… I think I’m remembering. Satinka… I don’t want to.”
“Neither,” she sniffed. “Elvac, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but… but I thought I’d never tell anyone. Ever. Not again.”
She pulled away from him. Without her to steady him, Elvac leant back against the railing. He breathed deeply and focused on her. She was wiping her face with her sleeves. He’d never seen her this openly emotional before, and the thought surprised him. She’d never cried in front of him. He had always believed her to be so composed. Judge not your fellow people, until you have witnessed every moment that has brought them to this second. Elvac hadn’t lived through or seen what Satinka had suffered. She had no idea what he had suffered – but she knew it was her worst nightmare. He knew her suffering was his.
“We were tricked by Sunne,” Satinka muttered as she wiped her tears. “My father died when I was a child, and I became Kakai in his place. There is no direct translation in your language. Humans have often called me ‘Queen’ or ‘Empress’, but those aren’t right. It’s more… it’s not just a title. You can’t earn it. It’s like a queen bee. We are, Memnyir and I, we are the heart of our people. We are connected to them all through a bond. That is what Sunne is using Memnyir for. He is holding her captive to drain my whole race of their power. We are weak and suffering even as he sends his armies south to slaughter us.”
Elvac blinked. She was royalty? It didn’t really surprise him. He knew he felt a flicker of shock, but he was processing harder things than that. He’d already discovered she wasn’t even human. Worst of all he was learning that Sunne was committing genocide, and Elvac had helped with that.
“My father was sick,” Satinka continued. “Syrene don’t usually succumb to illness. It’s rare. I always thought he was going to get better… right up until the end. When he didn’t we were crowned, and Sunne invited us to the North under the pretence of friendship. He attacked us, killed everyone I had travelled with, took Memnyir, and left me for dead.”
“How?!” Elvac interrupted, fury and horror boiling his veins at the tale. “How could he do that?!”
“He is very powerful,” she replied simply. The haunted look in her eyes told him that thought had weighed on her for a long time.
“I mean why?” Elvac demanded. “Sunne… Sunne is a peaceful god. He… he has always cared for us. How could he do something like this? How could he turn his own people into toys and send them into a war with no purpose? Or worse – an evil purpose.”
Satinka shook her head. “I cannot answer these questions. All I know is what I have discovered in my ten years living here, and that is painfully little.”
“How did you become a Daughter of Sunne?”
“At great cost…” Satinka murmured sadly. “After Sunne’s betrayal I made my way back to Sunndan. There I was fortunate to befriend some caring humans. Humanity know nothing of my kind. I imagine Sunne would have a hard time convincing people to enlist if anyone knew what they were really being asked to kill. They helped me.”
Her hand flew to her face again, and Elvac watched her press her sleeves against her tears. He didn’t want to ask. It looked like she wouldn’t be able to say. He couldn’t help but wonder what had become of those humans.
“A blacksmith everyone called Lemons was the one who organised it. He found Nauel – the priest who poses as my father…” Satinka trailed off, and once again turned her eyes to Elvac. “Elvac… can… can you see what I risk by even speaking of this? The other lives I endanger? Can you blame me for not telling anyone?”
Judge not. He shook his head. It didn’t seem to console her. She still looked torn, but it didn’t stop her.
“I lived with Nauel for two years. An old lover of his, a lady from Karm Tor called Leelao, kindly joined our plot. She brought me to him and claimed I was his child that she had been raising alone, and that it was his turn now. He took me in, and together we searched Sunndan for two years trying to find Memnyir. After that time we realised she was no longer held captive there. The next logical place was Undernal, so here I came. Unfortunately, it has been eight years, and I have found nothing. Not even a whisper of her name. Not until you said it…”
“Satinka…” Elvac whispered. He couldn’t keep the heartbreak from his voice. He wanted to help, but even in the way he said her name he could hear his own helplessness. He had known about Nauel and Leelao. He had thought they really were her parents. A thought struck him. “Satinka? Is that even your name?”
She smiled at him. It was a beautiful sight.
“It is,” she answered gently. “But only some of my people would even recognise it, and no humans would have. To most of the world I am simply Kakai – the name and title I was bestowed by the death of my father. Satinka was what I was called during his lifetime, and by humans once I went into hiding.”
Elvac was silent. His hand clutched the railing so hard his knuckles went white. The whole world spun. It was too much. He had heard it all, believed it all, but it was still too much. So many lies had built up, and he was trapped in the middle of all of them. He was also very sick. He knew he must be. It felt like he was fading in and out of reality. Sometimes the world was clear, and he could feel with an acute awareness the pain and nausea that wracked his body. Sometimes he felt like he was asleep. Like the whole world had been submerged in treacle and he was pushing all his senses through it just to work out what was happening.
“Elvac? Elvac, are you alright?” Satinka was touching him again.
He wished he could answer, but the treacle sensation made his jaw tight and his tongue heavy. He simply nodded. She sighed and rested against him in a sorrowful half hug.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” she whispered. “And I’m so sorry about everything that’s happened. I never intended to tell you my story. A year ago I never thought I’d tell any human what had happened to me.” She sighed again. “I do trust you Elvac, I just… I just don’t know what I’m doing. I wish I’d told you a year ago what I just told you now, but I didn’t know I was ever going to say it. I… I’ve been so scared… The last eight years in Undernal… I can’t get home. I can’t find her. I can’t do anything. I’ve long run out of leads and I’m completely helpless. I can’t do anything useful. It’s like Memnyir vanished off the face of the earth, and no one can help me. It…” she swallowed back more tears. “It was something to hear you say her name though…”
Elvac felt numb. He wasn’t sure he could move or speak, but he knew it was his turn. Satinka let go of him. She moved away and turned back towards the door. He couldn’t let her go. Not yet.
“I don’t know where Memnyir is,” he blurted.
She turned back, kindness in her eyes as she nodded miserably at him.
“Don’t worry. I believe you.”
She turned her back on him again, defeat and grief weighing on her body and making her shoulders slump as she headed inside. He’d always wondered what she looked like under all the make-up and finery. She’d been his beautiful painted doll, but he’d always known somewhere underneath was the woman he loved. Now she was just a ghost in a dark cloak, drifting through Undernal. He hated to see her so upset. It broke his heart. There was one play left. He quickly reached out to her, because she hadn’t heard his story yet. This needed to work both ways.
“No wait,” he said urgently, catching her arm as she turned away. “Wait. Because I think I know someone who might…”




THE BREAK IN

Satinka had never met Malkin before. She had tried on multiple occasions, but the high-priest had always wanted nothing to do with her. As a result, most of her connection to the priesthood here was through Guhji. Once she had established that Memnyir wasn’t in Undernal she had run out of ideas for where to look next. Nauel had admitted that he had no idea where the Tuotam Kakai might be either. He had also told her to stay in Undernal. Her life there was easier and ironically she was kept further from the war while living in the military city. She also got the impression that Nauel didn’t want her living in the same city as Āni. She wasn’t about to object to that, but it did mean she continued to live away from her foster father in the church. At least here she was with Sabeh. And now, finally, after ten long years of searching, someone might finally be able to tell her where Memnyir was.
Night had fallen properly by the time they made it to the Palace of Sunne. The building sat at the top of Undernal, in the back hills by the coast. It had taken them a while to fight out who was going to do what, and what they were allowed to do, after Elvac had made his announcement.
Elvac was now at the gates of the Palace with Sabeh and Satinka at his side. It had cost him some sharp words to his mother ‒ who came close to giving him a good smack despite being almost half his size. Satinka, of course, had to come to find out any information she could, and Sabeh wasn’t going to leave her side. Everyone else opted to stay behind, and Danni promised to say nice things at their funerals.
Satinka hadn’t tried to dress herself up like usual. This was an information hunt. If they didn’t find anything here and she blew her cover she would endanger herself and her life in the North, as well as everyone who was connected to her. Instead she had kept the black cloak on over her dress and pulled the hood up to hide her face. She had already warned the men not to address her by name whilst inside. Elvac was struggling to believe that she had managed to hide under the church’s nose this whole time, but he had to remind himself how well he’d been duped too.
It all made sense now. He thought she’d been angry when he left because she was worried for his safety. In his mind she was a daughter of Sunne, so she couldn’t be against the war. It turned out he couldn’t have been more wrong. Still, he felt that his betrayal was only outweighed by hers. If she had just told him the truth he never would have left to murder innocent Syrene people. Their blood was on his hands now, and he had to live with that. He hoped she knew it was on hers as well, but he didn’t want to hurt her by saying it. He’d never wanted to hurt her. However, if he’d never left he might not have heard of Memnyir, so perhaps he could atone for them both.
They reached the gate. Elvac felt himself sway slightly as he looked up the intricate steelwork to the spiked tips of the bars. Every few moments he would get flashes of pain and fire through his brain. It kept his heart racing in fear. He couldn’t focus. It was like a great weight dragged at his body, tugging and pulling at his soul. His mind was being attacked. It was attacking itself. But he didn’t want them to see. He didn’t want to worry them, or have them pity him. He tried to keep steady on his feet, focusing on the pain in his mind for a fraction of clarity. Man is made of confusion, but in his darkest hours the ones he love will give him reason. Cling to them, and in their eyes find peace.
Satinka and Sabeh weren’t helping him. Not anymore. They confused and frustrated him now. He thought back to the others. How had they been before they left? He tried to remember the way they looked when he had last seen them. Benji had looked so scared. His wide, green eyes peered out through his white hair like an owl. Arrio had been calm, almost cold in his composure. It was like nothing could surprise him anymore. Danni flexed with nerves. The muscles in her arms tightening and relaxing in waves as she got jumpy. Francis and Taum just looked like they wanted to keep busy. They weren’t good at waiting and being scared. Elvac had turned everyone’s world upside down. He felt bad for them – that he could use them to bring himself back to reality after throwing them into this kind of chaos. The steel of the gate glinted at him. The world swam back into focus.
“So now what?” he asked.
“Now we go in,” Satinka answered.
“What? Just wander in?”
“Yes,” Sabeh replied. “The first part of the building is a church. Everyone is allowed in. Most people don’t bother because it’s a climb to get up here, but they hold mass at the start of every week.”
Elvac stared at him. “You’ve never gone to church in your life. How do you know that?”
“I attend every week,” Satinka murmured. “It’s part of my duties as a Daughter of Sunne.”
Hearing her say that after learning the truth just sounded bizarre. She sat in mass every week with the people who were leading the slaughter of her kind? He felt like he was going to be sick again, and wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with his withdrawal. Tentatively he put a hand on her shoulder, trying to seem reassuring. She didn’t shrug it off. Gently she laid her own fingers over his and his heart skipped a beat, but her eyes told him she didn’t need his sympathy. Both their hands fell back.
“So… I guess you know your way around in here?” he asked.
“Not well,” she admitted. “People don’t stay here unless they are fully fledged priests or priestesses. I was shown around by Father Guhji once when I was looking for Memnyir. I told him I was interested in the architecture of the place, and he was more than happy to show me around. That was mostly tours of the dungeons though.”
“They have dungeons?!”
“They have everything except Memnyir here,” she muttered bitterly. “But we don’t need to worry about my lack of knowledge regarding the layout of the Palace. We brought Sabeh.”
“Yeah,” Sabeh grinned, shoving the gate open. “She didn’t bring me along just because I’m a pretty face.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Elvac asked as he slipped through the gate after his friend.
“He’s done this before,” Satinka whispered in Elvac’s ear as she snuck through the gate after him. “How do you think he knew what happened to his brother?”
Elvac turned to glance sharply at her, but she just gave him a pointed look and touched his shoulder to keep him moving. Sabeh had broken in here to steal information before? Somehow that didn’t that surprise him. No wonder Satinka was drawn to the little dark Ickian. Elvac had always thought Sabeh was the most interesting person he knew. That’s why they were best friends. Satinka probably felt the same. Although Elvac was fairly sure it was a new development.
They crossed the plain cobbled courtyard. The only decoration here was the pattern of coloured stones in the ground that formed the symbol of Sunne, three circles inside a triangle. Elvac swayed when he looked at it, but kept himself moving. The double doors of the Palace had the same pattern carved into them, and they swung open quietly, cutting the symbol in half. The three of them slipped into the church and stood for a moment looking around. Candles that were never left to go out glimmered around the edges of the room. A young priest was near the far side of the hall, changing some of the low burning candles with freshly lit ones. He turned when he saw them enter and nodded his head at them. Elvac nodded back to him. He wondered if the young holy man knew about the power his elders held. Was he still to find out one day? Or did he just not care? How could he not care? How could they not care? People were dying. Their own people as well as the Syrene. How could Sunne do this?!
A dizzy wave crashed over Elvac, but Sabeh caught him by the elbow and dragged him forward. They crossed the room without further attracting the young priest’s attention. Stained glass windows glittered in the darkness and murals of eyes covered the walls. Everywhere you looked it was as though the walls were watching you. Elvac’s skin prickled. For the first time in his life he couldn’t stand his god. Sunne’s presence was no long watching over him with a guiding hand the way he had believed it was his whole life. Now it just felt like the god was spying on him. The eyes were everywhere, and they followed him. Stand your ground against those who watch and judge. They know not the truth you have lived, and fall themselves prey to their own faults. Sunne told them not to kill. Except when he told them they should kill for him. He was three eyeballs. He saw everything. He understood nothing.
“The three eyed god,” Satinka whispered. “You people clearly didn’t pick him for his appearance.”
Elvac shushed her carefully, but no one else heard.
“What do you mean ‘you people’?” Sabeh demanded in hushed tones.
Elvac shushed him too, but he could tell Sabeh was only teasing her. Still, he didn’t want anyone to catch him here with these two.
Sabeh led them on across the hall and down through a side door. They knew they had the young priest’s attention now, but he wouldn’t be too curious yet; not until he had good reason to be. It wasn’t unusual for people to travel down that hall – it was just odd to see them doing so late at night. But it had happened before. Somewhere in the world someone always needed help, and Sunne would always help them. Elvac shook his head at the thought. People really thought Sunne helped. They had no idea. Everywhere humanity was being fooled. Sunne was making his people look like idiots. And always people were dying. The god was a monster.
The corridor they entered was warm. Every surface was perfectly polished and glowed with golden candlelight. The reflective planes bounced the glow until it filled the long space with honey coloured light. The hallway curved around and out of sight, but every so often the inner walls were interspersed with wide staircases that led further into the building. Every staircase looked the same, and the corridor never seemed to change. The further they followed it the more convinced Elvac became that this place was designed to confuse and disorient intruders. Something didn’t feel right.
“There aren’t any guards,” he commented suspiciously.
“So you noticed?” Sabeh grinned.
Elvac watched another staircase slide by as they kept walking. “I guess they don’t need them. The place is like a maze. Where are we?”
“We’re only coming up to the sixth staircase,” Satinka told him. Her sharp gaze eyed up everything they passed like a hawk. She wasn’t missing a thing. “Over the years they’ve been cutting back the guard numbers. Malkin wants more able-bodied men in the South, and he doesn’t think he’s in any danger. Of course, you’re right as well. The place is like a maze. Every hallway and staircase is the same. It’s designed to disorient trespassers.”
Sabeh stopped at the next staircase. “This is the one we want.”
They all looked up the steep staircase lined with candles. Its warm golden light was welcoming and the soft look of the pale shiny stone beckoned. Sabeh started up the stairs, treading carefully. His bare feet made no sound on the polished surface. For a moment Elvac just watched him go. His insides churned and he was frozen with apprehension. A hand touched his shoulder. He turned and Satinka’s large dark eyes blinked a soft reassuring look. She didn’t say anything as she passed him to move up the steep staircase, but he knew she trusted Sabeh, even if the two of them didn’t actually know where he was leading them. He trusted Sabeh too, but somehow that didn’t make him feel better about what they were doing.
Satinka bunched her cloak around her ankles and followed her boyfriend silently up the stairs, keeping her hood up and her head down. There was something about her, Elvac noticed. Years of practice had let her slip into the guise of a priest’s daughter. There was something modest about her: something innocent. He also noticed that it slipped from her stature when she wasn’t trying to hide.  His chest ached and his head swam as he looked at her. He hoped it was just poison. Quietly he rushed after them. He didn’t know what was waiting for them at the top of the stairs, but he knew he was her best hope. That didn’t stop his fear for her. He felt like he’d go mad with worry soon. If Satinka was telling the truth, and Elvac’s distorted memories were slowly allowing him to form his own opinions on that, then she would be killed on sight if anyone recognised her.
Sabeh was another issue entirely. Elvac had no idea what his friend had done before, but he had serious suspicions that it couldn’t have been anything good. If anyone found them, their best chance was for Elvac to claim he was looking for Malkin. It wasn’t even a lie. In the back of his mind he could remember the old priest talking. He was sure that’s what he remembered. Nearing the top of the stairs he could see another empty hallway, similar to the one below them. Nothing there but a few closed doors and soft candlelight. He tried to focus on Malkin in his mind, on exactly what he’d heard him say, but his mind was so hazy.
They reached the top of the stairs and Elvac blinked. Something came at him from the side. He didn’t even have time to cry out. He just raised his arms to shield his face as the fire rushed at him. It hit him with a hot burning fury, but he felt nothing. He blinked. There wasn’t anything there, just a few small candle flames bobbing up and down. They flickered peacefully at him. From out of the corner of his eye the fire rushed him again, burning up out of nowhere and devouring him. Again he felt nothing, but the tiny flames at the corners of his vision were enough to trigger the memories, and they were coming for him.
He cowered with his arms over his face as the fire raged, but every time the flames didn’t touch him he felt more confident. Slowly he lowered his arms… and that was when he really saw it. His hands were covered in blood. It dripped from his fingers onto the ground and ran down his arms in streams. He could feel it on his skin; warm, sticky, and wet. It smelt like death; that hot bitter scent of torn flesh. Satinka lay dead at his feet. Her blue hair sprayed out, her wide dark eyes stared lifelessly toward the sky, unblinking. She lay bleeding across the ground, her tiny tattooed form twisted. All noise stuck in his throat. He couldn’t even scream for help. He felt himself start to go into shock. Not her. She had to still be okay. Anyone but her.
A hand grabbed his chin and forced it up. His gaze met sharp dark blue eyes. He blinked. Satinka rested her tiny hands on his cheeks and looked at him seriously. He stood in the golden hallway with her, the candlelight flickering at the edges of his vision. She held his face up, keeping his gaze directed at her. He felt her brush his hair from the edge of his face and the tip of her finger touched the scar on his bottom lip. He panted slightly in fear as he started breathing again, not even realising he had been holding his breath. His hands were clean and he reached out and cautiously touched the young woman’s side. She was solid and very clearly not dead.
“You’re having flashbacks,” she whispered.
He shook his head vehemently.
She nodded in disagreement. “Yes Elvac, you are.”
He turned his head around to look about him and saw Sabeh standing by them, watching him with serious and worried eyes.
“It’s not real,” Sabeh told him. “It will keep happening so just remember, my friend, it isn’t real.”
Elvac could feel himself gasping for breath as though he was on the border of a panic attack. His breathing was shallow and rapid and he couldn’t seem to calm himself. This made him panic more. He reached up again, at first trying to cover his face, then in fear he clawed as though to tear it off. Before he reached his own skin he found a hand in the way: her hand. He curled his fingers around it gently and squeezed his eyes shut. In the darkness he found himself calming down. Holding her hand against his face he couldn’t see the flames anymore. Outside his oasis of shadow he could almost feel her sickening look of pity.
“We should have left him behind,” he heard her whisper.
“No,” Sabeh disagreed. “If he’s going to have a nervous breakdown I want him to be somewhere I can look after him, even if it is here.”
“If he’s going to have a nervous breakdown I want it to be somewhere Francis can look after him,” Satinka argued.
“I don’t care how good she is,” Sabeh retorted. “He’s my friend and I want to know I can look after him if he needs it.”
“You think you can do a better job than she can?” Satinka scoffed.
“I can damn well try,” Sabeh replied.
Elvac took a deep breath. The fear was ebbing, and the only thing worse than it was listening to them pity him. Whatever happened, he never wanted them to think of him as a burden. He would just have to pull it together.
Elvac opened his eyes weakly and let the soft golden candlelight in. For a moment nothing seemed to happen. Then something snapped itself sharply in front of his vision. He punched it. The reaction was instant, unthinking, and his fist hit something sharply with force. He stood up straight, pulling his fist back and looking around. Satinka stood back from him with her hand over her mouth in shock and her eyes wide with horror. To his left there was a sharp click. He looked over. The click appeared to have come from Sabeh’s jaw, which his friend was rubbing tenderly, with a slightly bitter expression. The dark-eyed Ickian made a slightly pained sound and moved his jaw roughly again, making another clicking sound. He rubbed it gently.
“Better?” he asked dryly.
“Surprisingly,” Elvac nodded.
“Figures,” Sabeh supplied bitterly. “How long have you been holding that in?”
“What did you expect you moron?” Satinka interrupted. “You don’t click your fingers in front of a man suffering horrifying hallucinations.”
“Ever since I got back,” Elvac replied to his friend, the two of them ignoring the girl.
“Figures,” Sabeh repeated. “It was a good one though.”
“Thanks. Thought I should make it count,” Elvac agreed.
“Liar,” his friend replied. “You didn’t think at all. That was purely reaction.”
Elvac shrugged. “My subconscious knew.”
“Touché,” Sabeh relented.
Satinka glared at them.
“What?” Sabeh asked defensively.
“You two are such children,” she scorned. “How can you behave like this, here? Now? Don’t you care? We’re lost in a Palace of Sunne with a traumatised soldier who could snap at any point and you’re bantering!”
The two of them looked at each other. Elvac felt somewhat shamefaced. He didn’t like that she was worried about him being a liability and hated the note of disappointment in her voice. Sabeh, on the other hand, didn’t seem to care.
“We’re not lost,” he defended. “Malkin’s office is down this hall, to the left, first right and the third door down. I know what I’m doing, duril,” he used an Ickian affection. “Trust me.”
“How do you know where his office is?” Elvac asked.
“I spent a whole year with the floor plans to this building,” Sabeh answered quietly, motioning for them to keep following him. “And I didn’t remember that guy’s name after you said it just because I’m good with clues – I recognised it. High-Priest Father Malkin was the man who was covering up the murder of my brother. He was directly responsible for the cover up and the false information that was supplied about the adamanthel. His office was where I found the notes that told me all this. Malkin almost single-handedly runs the war campaign from Undernal.”
“He’s in charge of all of this?” Elvac asked as they turned left.
“Pretty much,” Sabeh confirmed, directing them right again. “He’s the only person in Undernal who takes his orders directly from Sunne and Āni. Everyone else here gets their orders from him. It’s not very common for Sunne to talk with his priests outside of Sunndan, but Malkin is in charge of the military here – and Sunne cares deeply about his war.”
They stopped in front of a panelled oak door – the third one down.
“Then what was he doing at my house?” Elvac whispered, half to himself.
“Why don’t we go in and ask?” Sabeh suggested.
Elvac knocked quietly on the door. There was no answer. Cautiously he reached for the bright golden handle and turned it, pushing the door in a fraction and peering inside. There was no one there. They entered and Satinka shut the door silently behind them. The room was smaller than Elvac had expected, and less grand. It was a simple office, lit like the hallways with evenly spaced candles along the bare walls. The far wall was mostly just a bookcase with heavy, leather-bound tomes stacked on every shelf, and another wooden panelled door that Sabeh knew led into other rooms beyond this one. In front of the back wall was a simple rectangular desk. The middle of the desk was home to several stacks of paper that were carefully balanced on each other in an unsteady floppy tower. Strange items perched themselves on the edges of the desk all around the files. There was an ornate hourglass whose sand had long since run to the bottom; a sharp spike on a heavy pedestal that had several more pieces of paper stuck on it; a small blue glass bowl filled with bone dice of odd shapes and numbers; an inauspicious looking metal contraption that seemed to have hundreds of parts; and the skulls of two different small animals. Sabeh slowly approached the desk.
“I don’t know if he’ll have any information on this written down,” he whispered.
“Where would we look if he did?” Elvac asked.
Sabeh reached towards the stacks of paper on the desk. There was a slight grinding creak. The door handle on the far side of the room was turning. Sabeh snatched his hand back and almost leapt behind his friend. His bare feet hit the floor silently. Satinka stood back in her cloak, practically disappearing into the background. The door began to open, intruding into the room. A robed man followed it. He entered, his arms full of paper, and shut the door quietly behind him. Next he shuffled over to his desk and sat the paper in his arms on top of the stacks already there. He took the top piece and folded it into four, before stabbing it onto the spike and pushing all the paper on the metal down to make way for more. The old priest looked up from under his bushy brows at the people in his office and his long beard twitched. Satinka managed to hide in the background. Malkin seemingly had enough on his plate to worry about just with the men.
“Now, you two are an odd couple,” he began. “I don’t recall inviting you in.”
“You didn’t,” Sabeh confirmed.
“I’m sorry, Father,” Elvac gestured at the door. “We knocked, but…”
“Elvac,” the old priest stood up properly and moved around his desk to face them. “Ordinarily I would be more than pleased to see you, but I have to ask: what are you doing here with him?”
“I’m his best friend,” Sabeh contributed somewhat smugly.
“Ah,” Malkin responded. “The same one who stole the girl he loved while he was away? Some friend. Yes, I spent most of the morning with his mother. I know all about it.”
Sabeh scratched his cheek uncomfortably. “Awkward…” he muttered.
“I’m sure,” Malkin conceded. “Look, Sabeh. I’m a busy man who’s been given very bad news today. It’s been years now and after our last meeting I’m fairly sure this isn’t a social visit. State your business quickly. What do you want?”
“It’s not his business we’re here on,” Satinka whispered gently from the other side of the room.
“I apologise,” Malkin chuckled, turning to her. “You must be the girl.”
“I am,” she replied softly.
“Forgive me. I never actually caught your name, miss…?”
“You know me, Father,” she told him firmly. “I’m here to take back what you stole.” She reached up, careful to keep her face concealed in the shadow of her hood, and pulled the small blue crystal she wore around her neck out for him to see, exposing part of the tattoo on her hand in the process.
Realisation dawned in the old priest’s eyes. For a moment everyone froze, and then the men all moved at once. Malkin moved as though to lunge, but Elvac was faster. The soldier caught the priest by his robe and lifted him back. Elvac reached out and grabbed the spike off the desk by its base. He thrust it at Malkin who flinched, freezing with his hands raised. There was a solid thud as the metal point hit home, piercing the old man’s hood and pinning him to the wall. Sabeh had leapt clean over the desk to block Malkin’s path to Satinka. He cracked his knuckles threateningly.
“I wouldn’t move if I were you,” he warned.
Malkin tried anyway. He grunted with the effort, but he was stuck fast, barely able to pull himself a few inches off the wall.
“I don’t believe this,” the priest muttered to himself. “I must be dreaming. This can’t actually be happening.”
“It’s okay. We’re only here for the answer to one question,” Elvac told him. “It’s not that hard to believe.”
Malkin raised an eyebrow at him. “By coincidence and chance the three of you ended up caught in some bizarre relationship that led you all to this moment? Actually, Elvac, that is hard to believe.”
“I’ve seen stranger things,” Elvac growled.
His head hurt, and images he could only half make out flashed in front of his eyes. In partially suppressed rage he grabbed Malkin tightly by the front of the robe and lifted him slightly where he was trapped.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me?” he asked.
“If you’d let me help you earlier instead of sneaking off to them you’d still be fine,” Malkin retorted.
“You mean I’d still be drugged,” Elvac sneered. “I’d still be in a position to do your bidding.”
“What makes you think you’re not?” Malkin whispered. He leant out from the wall slightly, so that only the young man holding him could hear. “Kill her for Sunne and the three eyed god will make you one of the most powerful men in the whole of the Great Realm.”
Elvac thumped him roughly against the wall. The old priest closed his eyes, wincing. He was too old to be treated like this. Satinka and Sabeh had both moved forward slightly. Neither of them had heard what the priest said, but they’d seen Elvac’s reaction – the look on his face and the violent treatment of the old man said it all. They couldn’t let him get killed by accident.
“It doesn’t matter what you say or do here Elvac,” Malkin spat through his beard. “Sunne sees everything. You cannot hide from him. You cannot try to escape him. Long after this encounter he will come for you, no matter what occurs here.”
Elvac ignored him. “Tell us where Memnyir is. I know that you know.”
Malkin laughed at him. “Make me, soldier. Your girl escaped our trap once before when we thought we had her, but that was back when we thought we needed her too. Āni will find you, and he will kill you all. Attacking me only makes your situation worse.”
Elvac looked back at his friends. They had a serious look about them. Both of them had what it would take to try and get the priest to talk. He didn’t want to put Satinka into that position though. He didn’t want to find out what his friends might be capable of. Pain flashed through his mind, and he let go of the old man who slumped back against the wall. Images roamed through his brain like it was a playground, bouncing off the edges and crashing across his thoughts. Everywhere he looked people had fallen dead to the ground. Their blue patterned bodies sprawled across the earth. He turned his back on them in horror. The dream-like state of his mind hid him from sanity-crushing reality. Slowly the hazy feeling of the dream began to fade, and he turned back around. They were standing up. Everywhere he turned the corpses were beginning to stand. All of them were looking straight at him. Behind them the fire began to burn. He could see it in his peripheral vision, creeping up on him. Slowly the corpses began to come towards him, shuffling ever closer as the flames crept in. He could hear laughter, bitter cruel laughter drifting towards him. The reanimated dead were laughing at him as they came to tear him apart for what he had done. The laughter grew louder. He blinked. Malkin was laughing at him. Standing right in front of him, pinned to the wall, he laughed. Elvac could see his own hands shaking furiously in fear before his face.
“You see them don’t you?” Malkin laughed. “You kill them and then they just get back up and try and kill you ‒ you know they’re monsters. You’re a wreck, boy. Just a pathetic wreck. You’re scared of your own mind now. Let me help you. Kill the girl and we can help rescue you from your nightmares. It’s the only way to save yourself from Āni.”
Elvac reached out. Shaking like a child he reached desperately for help. Malkin took his hand to help him. Elvac broke all his fingers. The priest didn’t even scream, but he lost all colour in his face instantly.
“Tell us where Memnyir is,” Elvac repeated. He wasn’t shaking and his voice was stern. He wouldn’t let the old man play with him. He wasn’t going to be the church’s puppet. Not after what they had done to him. Not after what they had made him do.
“You can’t make us,” Malkin told him softly in pain. “We are all sworn to Sunne. We cannot betray him.”
“What’s this ‘we’ business?” Sabeh interrupted.
“He means the other high-priests,” Satinka clarified. “Don’t you? They all know where she is, don’t they?”
Malkin said nothing to her. Elvac twisted his broken fingers and Malkin’s dark eyes rolled up in his head in pain. He looked like he was about to faint.
“I’ll take his silence as a ‘yes’,” Satinka announced.
“All of them?” Sabeh checked. “All of them know? We can just leave him here and go and find another one who’s more cooperative?”
“None of us will talk!” Malkin spat. “We will all die before we betray Sunne.”
“Is that a promise?” Elvac asked him.
Malkin struggled for breath through his pain, but he steadied himself. “Only a high-priest will know. Even if you can get to one, they will never speak.”
“Got to you easy enough,” Sabeh pointed out.
Malkin shook his head weakly. “That will never happen again, Ickian. I will make sure you never come anywhere near another one of us ever again. Even as we speak the guards are making their way back from the harbour. If I can see you, Sunne has seen you.” He tore his ruined hand back from Elvac and rested the twisted limb carefully in his other hand. “We know now. We know how and where to find her. I may not succeed tonight, but we will kill the Syrene witch, and her people will fall. I can promise you that, Elvac. She has shown her hand now and she will die.”
Satinka seemed unfazed by his comment. She didn’t seem to think she was in too much danger. The men with her only glared at the old priest, but he clearly had faith in his words.
“Any of your other high-priests can answer our question? You plan to keep us from your underlings and ensure she is killed?” Elvac asked.
“I don’t plan, soldier,” Malkin spat. “I will. There is no doubt.”
Elvac nodded quietly. “Then we’re done here.”
“But he hasn’t told us where Memnyir is!” Satinka cried.
Elvac shrugged. “There are about a hundred other people who can though.”
“No one will talk, Elvac,” Malkin told him. “I trained them to be like me. I swore, first and foremost, that I will die before I betray my god.”
“Can you promise me that?” Elvac repeated.
“I can,” Malkin defied.
Elvac looked back at the others. He could tell Satinka wanted to force the information out of Malkin, but if guards were on their way then they were running out of time. Sabeh looked uncertain. He clearly didn’t want to stay, but he wasn’t going to overrule Satinka to make them leave. Elvac knew how to get around that. Without looking back he reached out and pulled the base of the spike, drawing the sharp metal point out of the wall. Malkin fell back against the wall with nothing holding him up anymore. The old priest sighed with relief as he leant back, nursing his distorted hand.
He didn’t realise they weren’t letting him go. Elvac turned just enough to see what he was doing, but no more. He thrust the spike out again, with more force than the last time. Malkin hadn’t accounted for this in his plans. He hadn’t planned on Elvac being someone new: someone who remembered all the terrible things he’d already done. The metal point went straight through the old man’s tired eye, and once again stuck fast into the wall. Elvac heard Sabeh clasp his hand over Satinka’s mouth as she almost cried out. The priest’s body hung from the wall by the strong spike that had pierced his head. The thick base of the metal rod hid his burst eyeball, but blood slowly dripped down the old man’s face and congealed in his coarse beard. A weak guttering breath escaped his mouth like a sigh. Elvac turned back to his friends. Sabeh had Satinka in his arms. He clasped her tightly and clamped a hand over her mouth. She pulled it away and exposed a horrified expression.
“Elvac!” she whispered in dismay.
“He said he’d die before he talked,” Elvac defended. “We weren’t going to get anything out of him, and I wasn’t going to leave him to warn anyone else.”
“You don’t think that is a warning?” Sabeh asked of the corpse pinned to the wall.
Elvac shrugged. “Different kind of warning. I’d rather discourage them from coming after us than leave Malkin around to tell them how to find us.”
“Well now what?” Satinka asked desperately. “I have to find Memnyir, and I can’t risk her while you get your revenge on a bunch of old men!”
“I know where to go,” Sabeh announced.
“Next room?” Elvac asked.
Sabeh shook his head. “No way. We are getting out of here as fast as possible. Malkin was right about one thing, and the three eyed god really does see everything. Sunne will know what happened here. We have to get out.”
“Did you hear that?” Satinka asked in a dead voice. “Did you hear what he breathed?”
They both looked at her.
“He said ‘Āni’,” she choked in horror. “Āni is coming.”
Sabeh set his jaw. “We’ll deal with that when we have to. Right now we need to run.”
“I need a new priest,” Satinka reminded him.
“Don’t worry, duril,” Sabeh calmed her. “I’ll get you one. But we have to get out of here first.”
“Where do we go?” Elvac asked.
“Back to Ugnur’s,” Sabeh suggested. “Sunne clearly doesn’t know about that place yet, so it will give us time to plan.”
“Plan what?” Satinka asked him.
“Our next move,” he replied. “I think I know where to find you a high-priest, if you’re not too picky. But what will you do when you get one?”
“Find out where Memnyir is and get her back,” Satinka replied instantly.
Sabeh nodded. “Solid plan, but do you think it will really be that easy? They’ve gone to a great deal of effort to hide her. Do you think you can just take her back when the whole Great Realm is looking for you?”
“I didn’t ask for your help,” she grated.
“Actually, you did,” he reminded her. “Your exact words when you confessed your identity were ‘please will you help me find her’.”
Satinka glared.
Elvac sighed as he watched them. “We’re in this together for now. And we need information before we can plan what to do with it.”
“Agreed,” Satinka nodded. “To Ugnur’s then?”
“To Ugnur’s,” the men agreed.




THE HOUSE OF CARDS

The corridors had still been empty and the chapel finally deserted when they left. Satinka was careful to make sure they weren’t followed. They didn’t know if the other priests in the building knew what had happened yet, or if Sunne was in the process of telling them, so they fled as fast as they could. Several times through the streets they had to stop and hide as they heard troops of city guards marshalling themselves under orders from the church. Sunne had seen what Malkin had seen, so if he was informing his priests, especially the ones working with soldiers, then they would have a fairly accurate description of the people they were looking for.
Elvac followed Sabeh and Satinka into a doorway, huddling out of the flickering torchlight and waiting as soldiers hurried by on their way to the Palace. He trembled slightly, closing his eyes to hide from the tricks his mind was playing on him. Sabeh was the one who pulled him in and held him steady. He could feel himself shaking against his friend and gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to lean on Sabeh. He kind of wanted another excuse to punch him in the face, but it wasn’t the right time or place.
By luck, and use of their careful stops, they made it back to Ugnur’s without incident. They knew they wouldn’t have long before they were being actively hunted. They’d killed a high-priest, and they were in possession of someone the church had already been hunting for years. The armies that Sunne controlled would find that the maze of the Palace hadn’t hindered their escape, and then would be after them any minute, so they had to move fast. The young Syrene woman didn’t knock when they returned, and she opened the door of the slum building to find a sword in her face. She pushed it away in disgust.
“Get away, Ugnur,” she told him.
“You’re lucky I didn’t skewer you,” he replied darkly. “You know I don’t take kindly to unannounced visitors.”
“I’d like to see you try,” she sneered, shutting the door after the men.
From the doorway Elvac groaned. He held his head in his hands as pain flared through his mind again. Sabeh reached out and took him by the shoulders. He patted Elvac on the back as he hunched over in pain.
“He was like this while we were gone,” Sabeh told the others.
“What’s wrong with him?” Gemie asked, rushing over.
“He needs to rest,” Ugnur explained.
Satinka nodded. “His memories are coming back in force apparently. I can imagine the physical pain is less than the emotional stress.”
Gemie looked up from her son to glare at the girl. “How can you be so cold?”
“He was killing my people,” she reminded her.
“Because other people made him, and because you let him,” Gemie accused.
“Whoa,” Sabeh defended. “Everyone calm down. Gemie, please, you wouldn’t let Elvac talk to her like that.”
“My son is a good boy,” she replied. “I’ll say what he’s not allowed to.”
“Your son is a murdering dolt,” Satinka replied. “He is so lost in everything that has happened to him he’s practically a simpleton. The shock of the last year, combined with the pain of withdrawal, and the side effects of his addiction are damaging his ability to think and react.”
“It’s not that bad,” Elvac mumbled from his hands.
“We’re talking about you, not to you, Elvac,” Satinka told him.
“You’re just mad because I killed your priest,” he grumbled, moving away from the others and sitting down on the floor against the wall. He kept his head cradled in his hands. The pain was so intense he could barely breathe. His thoughts were liquefying and dripping through his brain.
“Yes Elvac,” she drawled. “Big surprise there. I should have been the one to kill him, after we got the information we needed.”
“There wasn’t time for that,” Sabeh defended his friend. “You know there wasn’t. It’s not him you’re mad at.”
“I’m sorry. You what?” Taum interrupted in disbelief.
“Elvac killed the priest,” Sabeh explained somewhat reluctantly. “He drove a spike through his head.”
“In my defence,” Elvac began, desperately trying to cling to his friends’ conversation. “He did say he would never talk.”
“I have a feeling we could have been more persuasive,” Satinka disagreed.
“Not before someone stopped us,” Sabeh argued. “Sunne can see what his priests do. Even if we’d taken Malkin somewhere else and tortured him Sunne would have been able to give his other priests directions based on what Malkin could see.”
“I’m sorry,” Ugnur interrupted. “Clarification – you just killed Father Malkin, the High-Priest of all of Undernal and the man who controls the armies of the North?”
Sabeh pointed at Elvac instantly. “He did it.”
Elvac chuckled. He didn’t have to look up to know what his friend was doing. It had been Sabeh’s reaction to other people’s mistakes for as long as he could remember and it reminded him of old times. Better times.
“You have the courage of a trout, my friend,” he said.
“No, I just don’t take the fall for other people’s mistakes,” Sabeh replied. “Blame it on my siblings. It’s not easy being the youngest.”
“Interrupting again,” Ugnur announced. “If that is true then you all have to go. I am not having the armies of Sunne break down my door looking for you.”
“No one saw us come here,” Sabeh told him.
“I don’t care,” Ugnur replied. “If Sunne is hunting you then you are all dead men, and I’m not having you take this place and these people with you.”
“We’ll get out of your way as soon as we can, Ugnur,” Satinka promised. She didn’t look good. There was a haunted shade of guilt in her eyes. Sabeh moved close. He put a comforting arm around her and stood so that he blocked her face and their conversation from the rest of the room.
“Are you alright?” he whispered.
She nodded weakly. “I should have done more. The church knows you and Elvac were involved now. I shouldn’t have let Malkin see you.”
“What were we supposed to do?” Sabeh smiled at her. “Jump on him with a sheet when he entered and tie it around his head?”
“I could have blinded him,” she muttered. “I should have blinded him. As soon as he opened that door I should have burnt his eyes out. I could have done it, but… I… I just…” She shook her head and buried it in his shoulder.
Sabeh pulled her close and hugged her reassuringly. “Hey, it’s okay. It is. Showing mercy is not a weakness. It makes you the good guy. I know you don’t like to think that you’re as soft and squishy as us on the inside but you are, and that is a good thing. It’s a very good thing.”
“How can you say that? You’re an historian. You know that historically speaking the people that showed mercy were usually betrayed and killed.”
“That has nothing to do with mercy. That’s just human nature for you.”
“Still… I should’ve…”
“Satinka, look at me.” He pulled away from her, cupping her cheek in his hand to direct her eyes to his. “Mercy is never a bad thing. It is a right call in every situation. Just imagine the world we’d live in if everyone followed that rule. If you’re ever faced with the choice: choose mercy. Believe me, duril, if you’re going to regret a decision, you always want to regret that you made the right call rather than the wrong one.”
“I regret the call I made now.”
“Well better that you regret not blinding someone rather than blinding them.”
“But everyone we know is in danger now,” she protested. “Sunne will set his priests to work on finding out everything they can about you and Elvac. They have records on both of you. If they start asking questions it will put all our friends and families in danger.”
“Then it’s a good thing all our friends are with us. The church still needs to find all that out. They don’t know it yet. We have time to get everyone to safety.”
“Everyone will have to leave Undernal,” she whispered. “And I still need to find Memnyir. We should have had a plan. Instead we just ran straight in there and wrecked everything for everyone.”
“I will help you find Memnyir,” he promised. “I swear I will find her for you.”
On the ground Elvac whimpered and twitched slightly. No one knew. No one could understand. His friends simply couldn’t conceive of what he was going through. The pain. The fear. Fragments of Nagatoa-Zu’s philosophies swam through his head, but he couldn’t even recall a complete sentence. For the first time in his life none of it seemed relevant. His belief system was crumbling. There wasn’t enough of him left now.
Satinka and Sabeh both looked to him, but he was completely unaware of them. Satinka’s bitter anger returned to cover her guilt. She sighed as she looked down on the crumpled Elvac.
“Is there anything you can give him?” she asked Ugnur.
“Not really,” the one eyed man replied. “I can throw water on him, but that’s about all that will help now, and it’s not a lasting solution.”
“Why would throwing water on him help?” Francis asked.
“To put out the fire,” Ugnur explained.
“He’s not on fire,” Francis argued.
“He doesn’t know that,” Ugnur replied.
The whole room began to look between Elvac and his makeshift medic as they realised what was really happening to their friend.
He couldn’t focus. He tried. Francis’s voice. Francis’s voice! He needed her words to concentrate on. Be the shield… Be the – Reality slipped away. Their conversation was meaningless. He was burning. His mind let him know the pain.
“Why isn’t he screaming?” Benji asked numbly, sending a chill around the room.
“Because he can’t remember how,” Ugnur told him. “It takes a long time to remember how to scream. He is aware of this reality around him, but he can feel the other one trying to get him, and that is all we truly remember. The fire – the haunting flames that chase you through the night and devour you if you fall.”
“But… what can we do?” Gemie asked desperately.
“Nothing,” Ugnur answered. “There isn’t anything we can do. Eventually he will learn to scream, and then you will have to try and keep him quiet when this happens. Slowly he will get used to his memories of the past year, and things will calm down, but that will take years. Satinka is right. He is a broken man now. We are not prepared for this kind of thing to happen to us.”
“There must be a way to help him,” Gemie demanded.
“I wish there was ma’am,” he told her. “I truly wish there was. But I haven’t found one yet.”
Satinka folded her arms as she watched them all debate what to do with the soldier.
“We need to leave him with you Ugnur,” she told him. “He can’t go home and he needs somewhere safe and secure to stay. I can’t afford to keep watching him.”
“Not a chance,” Ugnur replied. “I hide many people, girl, but not the murderer of a high-priest.”
“You have to,” she said. “People are going to be in danger, and I need a new priest. Malkin claimed all the high-priests know where Memnyir has been hidden, so I need to get a new one. Hopefully one that is more talkative than the last one. Elvac won’t be a burden on you. He wouldn’t know how.”
“You want to kidnap and torture a priest?” he checked.
“Not want to,” she replied, “Have to. Don’t worry about Elvac. The church will be so busy trying to catch and kill me they’ll forget about him. You’re the best care he can get.”
Do not fear to lean on others as they lean on you, for the middle-ground on which you meet will be the bridge you form – not a weakness, but the united strength of you both holding each other up. Just like that he was back. He could hear them talking again. It wasn’t permanent. He just had to keep telling himself it wasn’t permanent. The pain came in waves. He could hear her giving up on him. But he wasn’t giving up on himself just yet.
“Can I have a say in this?” Elvac asked.
“No,” Satinka answered. “Aren’t you on fire?”
Elvac shook his head. It didn’t hurt so much to move now. He looked up at her. There wasn’t much clarity. His eyes were hazy and unfocused. The flames, though not gone, were dying away again.
“I’m not dead, so it can’t be real.”
“He’s not staying here,” Ugnur repeated.
“He has to,” she fought. “I can’t watch him anymore. What I’m doing is too dangerous to take him into and none of the rest of the people here can keep him safe.”
“Can I have a say in this?” Sabeh asked.
“No,” she overruled again.
“Tough luck,” he interrupted. “There is no way you are kidnapping anyone.”
She turned on him. “You won’t stop me.”
“Actually, I will.”
She looked furious. “You don’t control me Sabeh. Stop trying to be so difficult. You know I have to do this!”
“No Satinka, you don’t,” he argued. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I know a high-priest. You don’t have to kidnap anyone. I can just talk to this guy.”
The whole room fell silent. Even the moans from the other rooms seemed to stop for a moment. Elvac tried to find the energy to move. He wanted to be helpful again. He needed to pull it together to take care of the others, but his limbs were like rock. There was a sloshing sound from the other side of the room.
“Arrio!” Francis hissed.
Arrio sat his bottle down again.
“I’ve got this theory, chichina,” he defended his drinking to her. “This kind of stuff usually happens when I drink too much of this, so if I drink enough then life might go back to normal.”
“Good luck with that,” Sabeh said. “I usually get about a third of one of those bottles down and I start seeing pink unicorns and pass out.”
“Sabeh,” Satinka demanded his attention again. She grabbed his chin to keep him focused on her. “You know a high-priest? And you’re only mentioning this now?”
“Well,” he hesitated. “Know is such a strong word… and high-priest can be such a vague term…”
“It’s always been pretty clear to me,” Danni added from the side.
Satinka glared at him. “What is that supposed to mean? Can you get this man to help me or not?”
“Probably,” he answered. “Maybe…” he corrected. Sabeh pulled a face. “Y’know, it’s kinda complicated.”
Satinka looked like she might hit him. “Don’t use that word with me,” she warned.
“But, it really is very, very complicated,” he defended weakly. “You… you want to hit me right now, don’t you?”
“The restraint is killing me,” she grated.
“You are a very repressed person,” he agreed.
She raised a fist in frustration but held back, clenching and unclenching her hand.
“If I couldn’t kill you with a single punch I would pummel you right now,” she hissed.
“Shall I just go talk to this guy?” he asked.
“We will go talk to him, if you think he can help,” she relented.
“Malkin said all the high-priests knew where Memnyir was being kept,” Sabeh reminded her. “If he was telling the truth then this guy will know where she is. If he was lying then we need to be careful which priest we go after next because they won’t all know, and this guy might be able to help us narrow our search.”
“He sounds useful,” Satinka agreed. “Why haven’t I heard of him before? And don’t tell me it’s complicated.”
“It’s difficult to explain…” he tried.
“You can punch him now,” Danni offered. “No one would mind.”
“I don’t want to kill him,” Satinka admitted reluctantly.
“She likes me,” Sabeh told the room smugly.
“No one can work out why though,” Elvac mused from his place on the floor. Witty. Not his best work. Still, it was something. Taking a dig at Sabeh felt good. His brain was pulling itself back together. Up, he ordered his body. Nothing happened.
“What are you doing in this conversation?” Sabeh asked. “Aren’t you busy?”
“Nope, I’m regaining sanity.”
“Good for you. Stay out of my relationship.”
“Or what?” Elvac challenged. Arguing with Sabeh gave him energy. He needed the adrenaline. Everything else had given up functioning. He wasn’t the kind to stay down though.
“Or I will come down there and fight you,” Sabeh threatened.
“No,” Satinka ordered. “You two are not fighting each other.”
“It would get a lot of stuff sorted out though,” Danni approved.
“There’s nothing to sort!” Satinka cried.
“Will you all shut up!” Ugnur yelled.
Gemie sighed. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am,” he murmured. He glared at the room. “Are you all always this annoying?”
“Yes,” Arrio answered. “Yes they are.”
“No one was talking to you,” Francis told him.
He shrugged nonchalantly and rolled his bottle around in his large dark hands. No one else dared bicker in the face of Ugnur’s anger. He continued to address the group that had intruded into his home.
“You all have to go. I’m sorry, but you can’t stay here. The soldier has to go with you too, I’m afraid. Now, I don’t know what kind of mess you lot have gotten yourselves into. I don’t know how big this is going to turn out to be. But I can’t risk the lives of all these people just for one priest-murdering wreck.”
Elvac looked up. “I can still hear you.”
“Then you know I’m right,” Ugnur told him. “You know Satinka is right about you.”
“I can control it,” Elvac disagreed. He could beat the pain. No one could tell him otherwise.
“Is that what you call control?” Ugnur questioned.
“I got back here, didn’t I?” Elvac pointed out. Defiance rose in him. Now if only he could move his body. “Besides, I have to learn to control it if I’m going to survive.”
“We’ll help you with that,” Sabeh promised him. “Anything you need.”
“I don’t have the time,” Satinka apologised.
“Fine, I’ll help you with that,” Sabeh corrected pointedly. “Besides, if you think you can make it back across town, it would be good to have someone else come with me to meet this guy.”
“I’ll come with you,” Satinka said.
Sabeh made a dubious sound. “He’d fit in better. You don’t have to come.”
“You’re not leaving me behind!” she yelled.
Elvac silently prayed for silence. Dear Sunne their yelling was annoying. Satinka needed to calm down. Elvac was sure the confusion he felt around her was a nervous unbalance inside herself. At least part of it probably was. Sabeh just needed to stop annoying… everyone. They’d been best friends but he was so… frustrating. It was like he wanted to bait people. Elvac struggled to his feet. He focused his energy. Stand. Breathe. You can do this. Just not with everyone you care about having a screaming match.
“When you two are done with your domestic I’ll be waiting outside,” he muttered. Unfortunately he needed a second to gain the energy to walk to the door. No one seemed to notice he was forced to just stay standing.
“I’d stay and watch this,” Danni advised. “It’s gonna be good.”
Sabeh looked down on his tiny angry girlfriend.
“It will be easier if Elvac and I go,” Sabeh argued. “Trust me. I will ask every question you can think of. Maykner won’t try and hide things from me.”
“Maykner…” Ugnur mused. “I know that name.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Sabeh agreed. “It was in the file I found on you too.”
“You won’t have to ask questions, because you’re not going without me,” Satinka stood her ground.
“I’m not taking you,” Sabeh stated.
“I’ll just follow you then,” she retorted. “Try and stop me.”
“I really wish you’d just trust me,” he said bitterly.
“How can I trust you when you’re pushing me out of my own investigation?!” she cried.
“I’m not pushing you out! It’s just one place. I don’t want you–” he stopped suddenly in exasperation.
“What?!” she demanded, getting in his face. “You’ll go to all this effort to help me and you don’t even want me?” she looked genuinely hurt.
“I just don’t want you to… I don’t want you to go there with me,” he finished lamely. There was the distinct note of him trying not to say the word ‘complicated’ again. Silence fell as she glared at him with offence in her eyes and retorts dying on her lips.
“Oh…” Ugnur murmured, intruding on the stillness. “I just remembered where I’d heard Maykner’s name before…”
“You have impeccable timing…” Sabeh commented dryly.
“He’s right, girl,” Ugnur added. “You should take your friends home. He can fill you in later.”
Satinka looked wide-eyed between them. She knew she was missing something. From the other side of the room laughter was starting up. The rest of the group were beginning to chuckle between themselves with sly and cheeky expressions.
“Why Sabeh…” Francis giggled. “What have you been getting up to?”
Sabeh gave the universe a dark look and grimaced.
“If I’m remembering correctly,” Ugnur began. “Maykner is the man who runs the House of Cards.”
The laughter died down instantly, but didn’t quite stop.
“Oh, Sunne’s name,” Francis cursed. “Sabeh, what have you been up to?”
“It’s complicated,” he replied instantly.
“For her sake I hope it’s not,” Arrio said pointedly, looking at Satinka.
“It’s not what it sounds like,” Sabeh elaborated.
“Repeat previous statement,” Arrio said.
Gemie interrupted them. “What is this place?” she asked.
“It’s a place down by the docks, isn’t it?” Satinka answered.
“Yeah,” Danni confirmed. “But it’s the worst kind of place.”
“It’s not that bad,” Arrio shrugged.
Everyone turned on him.
“Okay, so I’ve never actually been…” he admitted. “But it can’t be as bad as people say it is.”
“It’s worse,” Sabeh confessed. “Worse than you could imagine.”
“And you know it how?” Satinka scrutinised him.
“I know it because I know Maykner,” Sabeh stated. “I had to find that place once, for something. I was sent there.”
Everyone stared at him, desperately hoping he would elaborate on his statement. Satinka sighed and rubbed a weary hand across her brow.
“Let me guess,” she sighed. “It’s complicated.”
He nodded. “It’s also private.”
“Do I want to know?” she asked softly.
“It probably wouldn’t matter to you,” he admitted honestly.
“If I know what you wanted to hide now can I come?”
“I thought I didn’t get a say in that,” he reminded slyly.
“Sabeh, let me come too. I can take it. Whatever ‘it’ is.”
“Keep your hood up, stay close, and do everything I tell you when I tell you,” he ordered.
She nodded meekly.
“That goes for you too,” Sabeh told Elvac.
He nodded, strength making its way through his limbs. He could feel it reaching his toes. The fire had burnt out, and only aching memories remained of the sharp pain. He was steady again. Hopefully it would last. Sabeh wanted him to be part of the plans. Well, that was just fine. More than fine. It was what he wanted. It was an opportunity. He needed to try and make things feel like old times. He needed something to cling to. Once he got better he could work on building up the new him, but for now he needed to recover and imagine a life without his pain. He couldn’t dwell on the pain. He needed jokes and banter. A teenager’s sense of humour. He kept his eye on Sabeh.
“Will you hold my hand?” he teased.
“Nope, but I’ll let her,” Sabeh grinned.
“Deal,” Elvac signed off instantly.
Arrio sidled up to Satinka.
“This is going to go really well for you,” he whispered sarcastically behind his hand.
“Don’t worry,” she whispered back. “They flirt with each other like this all the time.”
“And don’t you know it,” Sabeh agreed.
Satinka chuckled to herself. “I’ve sort of missed it,” she admitted.
“Well you guys can go to that club without us,” Francis volunteered. “I don’t think we need to be a part of this.”
“No,” Satinka agreed. “It wasn’t fair of me to drag you into it. But there is something you all need to know. Undernal probably isn’t safe for you anymore. Malkin saw Sabeh and Elvac. He knows them, which means that Sunne knows them now too. He will be searching for them and anyone connected with them, so you want to move out of his reach fast.”
“But… but where are we supposed to go?” Taum asked.
“Home,” Sabeh answered.
“Undernal is my home,” Francis said. “I’ve never been anywhere else. Where in Sunne’s name am I supposed to go?”
“Almenir,” Danni answered instantly.
Francis looked at her. Danni’s blue eyes were set with determination. Now wasn’t the time to admit it, but it was what she’d always wanted.
“Come to Almenir with me,” Danni said. “It’s the safest place in the Great Realm to get away from Sunne. I can protect you there.”
“What about me?” Taum asked. “Woodell is Sunne’s third largest city. You really expect me to go home?”
“You can come with me,” Benji offered quietly. “We could take Elvac and Gemie with us ‒ I presume they will have to leave too. Elgárnd isn’t far, and we haven’t had a priest of Sunne living there for years. My family have plenty of room. I’m sure you’d all be welcome.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Gemie sniffed.
“Gemie‒” Satinka began kindly.
“No!” Gemie cut her off. “Undernal is my home and I’ve lived here my whole life. I’m not up and leaving it just because you’ve made a mess of my world.”
Silence followed in the wake of her outburst. There was a great deal of nervous shuffling. Sabeh was the one who turned to her.
“Satinka didn’t make a mess of anything,” he said coolly. “Elvac and I did. And you might not like the way things have been playing out Gemie, but at least your son has a better chance of surviving with us than he does with the army.” He paused and scanned the room. “Everyone else, start getting yourselves sorted and plan your trips. Meeting Maykner might take a few hours, but I want to see you all afterwards to make sure you’re alright. I want to know where you’re going to go and how you’re going to get there. That way I can make sure you all get out of the city safely. I accept that your predicament is partly my fault.”
“Oh, like you care,” Benji muttered.
Sabeh ignored him, but Taum shuffled awkwardly.
“We can meet back at our place,” the huntsman offered. “We still have dinner there and I guess we might as well all get fed before we go anywhere.”
“Excellent, thank you,” Sabeh nodded. “We’ll see you all there soon.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Elvac said. He pulled himself off the wall, standing without support. His body burned and throbbed. It would wear off. He was a shield.
“You still with us?” Sabeh asked him.
Elvac nodded. If Sabeh had some dirty secret that was going to blow up in his face in front of Satinka then he wanted a front row seat. Satinka quickly pulled her dress back on under her cloak. She couldn’t leave it behind, and her cloak would mostly cover it. She pulled her hood up to cover her face and Elvac followed suit. Sabeh still refused to wear proper clothes.
Walking with a show of more strength then he really possessed Elvac opened the door for them. Sabeh and Satinka slipped out into the night. Elvac glanced back. He gave Gemie a worn smile and she shook her head wearily. The others looked back at him, mixtures of fear and resolve in their eyes. He understood those looks, but he had faith in his friends. They were stronger than they knew. They could get through this. He gave them a nod and followed the others out, shutting the door behind him. An empty silence rose up in his wake.
“So, can we go home now?” Taum asked the room.
“I wish you would,” Ugnur replied.
Guhji was the one who found Malkin’s body first. Sunne’s voice had rung in his head like thunder, ordering him to the high-priest’s office. Guhji had never heard Sunne speak to him directly before, and he’d leapt to do his god’s bidding despite feeling as though his brain vibrated with noise. Unfortunately, he had been on the other side of the Palace two floors down and had arrived only in time to find Malkin’s body hanging from the wall. Other people had shown up seconds after him. Malkin’s murderers were nowhere in sight.
He learned later as he sat in the high-priest’s chair, watching as Malkin’s body was carefully removed from the wall, covered, and taken away, that the other priests had not immediately run to their master’s aid. Sunne had not only spoken to him, but most other priests had gone into shock when they heard their god’s voice. They had sat there stunned that Sunne would even speak to them. One old priest had actually died from a heart attack upon hearing Sunne’s voice in his head. Guhji shook his head: bloody damn morons the whole lot of them. It was no wonder Sunne never spoke to them. They weren’t worth it.
The problem the blonde priest was finding now was that people kept looking at him. People kept looking at him like he should give them something to do. He had liked being Malkin’s second. Guhji had spent his whole life searching for promotion, until he reached the level of Malkin’s second. He had been happy there. It was enough power to rule over everyone else, but without the stress of being in the top job. No one had been officially appointed to replace Malkin, but Guhji had a nervous feeling that he knew how things were going to turn out. He had to fix this. The problems were starting to pile up already, and they had a central theme. The first was that if Sunne knew Malkin had died, then Āni knew. Āni would come here wanting answers, and there was no way of stopping that. The best he could hope for was to catch Malkin’s killer so that he had something to give to Āni when the Avatar got here. That meant catching Malkin’s killer in a matter of hours, and hopefully with him they would find Kakai, the Syrene Empress. After that things might calm down.
Cataloguing it made it seem simpler. It helped him form order out of the chaos, and he needed that right now because Āni was the theme. Āni slowly crushing Guhji into oblivion out of frustration was the theme. If he could get everything to play out that way then maybe Āni might leave him alone and let him learn how to run things down here like Malkin did. That was too far in the future to start hoping for now though. The odds weren’t good that Guhji could capture everything Āni would want by the time the Avatar got here, which meant he was going to have to come up with a pile of bodies big enough to separate himself from the Avatar. The blonde priest was desperate. He’d never met Āni, but he’d heard the stories. He’d seen the way Malkin and other priests who had met the Avatar feared him. If he had to, he would put everyone in the city between himself and Āni. Malkin might have been the kind of man who protected his priests while he sent soldier after soldier off to die, but Guhji was only going to protect himself. Everyone else could literally go hang for all he was concerned. He just needed a way to make sure Āni was occupied with other things when he arrived here.
He needed a better way than killing everyone in the city and using their dismembered corpses to build a giant wall to keep the Avatar at bay ‒ although that plan was still a last resort option in his mind. Guhji clenched and unclenched his fists as he thought. He couldn’t die, not now. There was still so much to live for. Āni wouldn’t just kill him either. Āni would crush him if he was angry. If he wasn’t angry who knew what would happen. Guhji had heard that if Āni liked you it could be worse than if he didn’t. Apparently either way his meetings were… lingering. He needed to be someone Āni wouldn’t pay attention to. He needed to know who had killed Malkin. That person would take his place as Āni’s plaything: for better or worse. New information poured into his brain in a voice like song. It echoed in the back of his mind. It was perfect. The information came with orders. Guhji got up and moved to follow them.




MONSTERS

The docks were the loudest place in the city at night. While the rest of Undernal slept ships still came in, and warehouses were almost constantly being emptied and refilled. The House of Cards never slept. It got its name from people commenting that it would fall down from all the noise. It constantly throbbed with weird thumping sounds that didn’t seem to be natural. No one ever entered it, or if they did they didn’t seem to admit it or mention it. Yet rumours abounded that it was always full of people, and it certainly sounded like it was.
Two torches burned brightly at the entrance and the red door was always open. It opened onto a flight of velvet carpeted stairs, the soft fabric showed little sign of wear. Feet clearly didn’t scuff it too often. The stairs were badly lit and no one seemed to know what was down there, but rumours constantly surfaced. There were other areas in the city people referred to as ‘clubs’, buildings of a disreputable nature, but none of them were like this. They were quieter, discreet places and they were few. They were the kinds of places that had people not wishing to discuss the profit they clearly made. The House of Cards had people not want to talk at all. No one really knew what happened in that basement, and no one seemed to want to. As they neared it, and the spitting torches appeared out of the gloom, Sabeh slowed.
“What’s wrong?” Satinka asked him softly.
“I really wish I hadn’t brought you two,” he whispered, staring at the building.
Elvac came up behind Satinka, treading delicately. He had to focus his mind to keep his breathing steady. The flashes weren’t stopping, but they were lessening. Looking out at the torches didn’t help. He would have to get over that. Fire was everywhere. He couldn’t just try and ignore it for the rest of his life.
“What’s down there?” he asked to distract himself.
“A lot of things you shouldn’t see,” Sabeh replied.
“Really? That bad?”
Sabeh gave the place a grim look. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to go back and wait for me?”
“No,” Satinka shook her head. “Get over it with. I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think. You’re just worried about our opinions of you.”
His eyes never once left the building. Elvac saw a darkness in his friend’s eyes he’d never noticed before. It was almost terrifying. Sabeh looked like he wanted to hurt someone.
“That’s not all I’m worried about,” he muttered. Finally he turned back to them. “Alright, keep your hood up, your head down, and stay close. That goes for you too, Elvac. Try and keep her safe. I’ll try and keep them back. Don’t look around if you can help it.”
He didn’t wait for replies and didn’t give them a chance to respond. He reached behind him for Satinka’s hand and pulled her close as he went for the door. Two men stood menacingly outside, but neither of them seemed to care about the group aiming to enter. Sabeh walked with certainty, like he knew the place. Elvac saw recognition in the eyes of the guards when they looked at Sabeh, but they gave no other sign. They didn’t even nod to him. The dark orange torchlight gleamed off his bare shoulders and his black eyes glared out through a mess of midnight curls. Something about this place seemed to make him mad at the world. His bare feet slipped easily across the stairs, and the steps of Satinka and Elvac behind him were drowned out by the noise. It was deafening. This awful thudding, thumping beat seemed to come from everywhere. The sound pressed in on all sides and swallowed them as they disappeared into the darkness below. Elvac’s headache began to drum on the inside of his skull in time to the noise. It made it worse. Reality kept fading in and out. What if this caused another attack?
Be the shield for the ones you love. Be the rock upon which they can stand. Let that give you purpose. Let that give you purpose. Focus, man! Keep it together. This better be worth it. He wanted to know what was going on, wanted to be part of all this, but every time his head spun and his body shook he wished he had time to rest. Maybe blacking out wouldn’t be so bad after all… but he couldn’t think like that. That was foolish. Keep it together. Be steel. Be stone. Be unbreakable. Focus. He kept his hand on the wall to steady himself as they descended.
Eventually light started to appear. Dim phosphorus light glowed from strange areas and seemed to outline a gigantic room under the building. It was like being in a cave. No. No it wasn’t. It was like being in a basement. Shut up, brain. It’s not a cave. There’s no fire down here. Think calming thoughts. Let that give you purpose. As the light began to come into view the noise reached its peak and their feet hit the uncovered stone floor. All around them the space was crammed with people. There were so many people in the room they seemed to squeeze around each other, shifting, constantly touching. Most of them seemed to be trying to move to the noise, falling against each other and rubbing together with the sounds. Others were sprawled together in small flowing piles at the edge of the room, their eyes vacant and their bodies limp. It was unlike anything Elvac had seen or heard before. Somehow it was worse than what he’d expected.
“What is this place?” Satinka asked, but no one could hear her over the sounds of the basement.
Sabeh leant his face close to hers. “Stay close to me!” he yelled, but against the torrent of noise it might have been a whisper in a crowded room.
He began to push his way through, and the other two stayed close behind. They moved in his wake, and didn’t dare to lose him in the mess. Elvac kept a close eye on the tiny cloaked girl in front of him, and hoped she was keeping a close eye on their guide. He could barely see Sabeh just in front of her, lit in faint hints of green and purple that glowed from the walls. At least it wasn’t blue light. Things seemed to flash around him. He couldn’t keep it together. He had to keep it together. He felt his breathing grow ragged with the effort of fighting his own mind.
They walked past a pillar, and Elvac thought for a moment the glowing substance looked like a kind of mould. His eyes were adjusting to the darkness and he could see Sabeh not far in front of him. Something moved across his friend’s shoulders and they all stopped. Sabeh lashed out and caught the thing moving against his skin. He held it tightly in his fist. For a second Elvac couldn’t make out what it was. Then he realised what it was attached to, and grabbed Satinka by the shoulders, pulling her back against him for safety – but he wasn’t sure whose. Horror coursed through him. His stomach churned. Sabeh was holding a tongue. It was large and round, and at least a metre long. The owner seemed to be choking as Sabeh pulled roughly on the organ, its large bug eyes bulging in its head. It was almost humanoid, but not exactly. Sabeh let go roughly and the creature fell back into the crowd, struggling to flee. Sabeh turned his angry black gaze back to them, but Elvac knew it wasn’t them he was mad at.
Just as quickly, Sabeh had turned away again and was back on the move. Satinka hadn’t fought against Elvac’s protective action; on the contrary she seemed to be shrinking back against him in fear. He tried to repress the shudders that itched under his skin. He didn’t want her to know the state he was in. He didn’t want to scare her even more. Hurriedly they followed on, desperate not to lose Sabeh and themselves in this place. Elvac kept a close eye on his friend, but didn’t take his grip off the girl in front of him. He wasn’t going to let any of those things touch her. Sabeh led them deeper into the room, and Elvac couldn’t see where they were going anymore. He tried to get a look around, having the benefit of being taller than most.
Across the room something moved in a patch of light. Instantly he began to fear he was hallucinating again. A naked girl hung near a patch of green moss, blood dripping from her lips. A meat hook in her back held her up from the floor as she dangled from the ceiling. She blinked at him. In that action he knew she was alive, and for a moment he thought he could scream again. But the sound that began in his chest died in his throat. The thing that had moved turned again. It had been chewing on the girl’s arm and its face was covered in blood. Again it seemed humanoid, but its eyes had been removed and sewn shut and its mouth was full of so many fangs its lips had split and burst, scarring its face. Elvac blinked. None of it went away. This was worse than his nightmares. He couldn’t face it. For a moment the pain and fear of his withdrawal vanished. Even the part of his brain that was killing him was too shocked to work. He wanted to tell Sabeh to get them out, but his friend probably couldn’t hear him, and he didn’t want to draw unwelcome attention. Something near them flashed and searing blue fire shot through his mind. He took one hand from Satinka and pressed it to his head, but they couldn’t stop. He didn’t have a second to get over it. He had to push through.
The further in they went the more Satinka seemed to shrink back against him. She wasn’t ashamed to show her fear in this place. Elvac was too horrified to show fear. Part of him couldn’t believe this was real. Most of him was in agony. The rest of him focused on Satinka. He kept guiding hands on her shoulders and forced her to keep pace with Sabeh, as much for his own sake as for hers. He didn’t know what she was seeing down there, but she was closer to the leering faces of the creatures than he was. He wished Sabeh had talked her out of coming.
A sharp crack of light blinded his vision. He panicked, but it wasn’t fire. He looked down and it changed direction. It was a doorway. The outline of a doorway glowed brightly in front of them. Sabeh pushed them towards it and shoved the door open, ushering them in and closing it roughly behind him.
The light of the room was standard, but blinding after the experience in the basement. The room they were in now was small and neat, and the sound of the room next door was somehow greatly muffled. A circle of armchairs sat around a little coffee table. Three of them were occupied by men smoking cigars. One of them was an old man in a golden robe with a small red hat. Another was a Zynaldini man in a black cloak. The man in the middle had a dark goatee and wore a fantastic purple three-piece suit, complete with pocket watch. Elvac hadn’t known a lot of people in his life who could afford their own watches, or owned suits. Noblemen from Sunndan wore suits. Beside him came a terrified sound of someone not quite crying. Satinka threw herself at Sabeh, her tiny hands clutching at his chest as he enveloped her in his arms. Elvac hoped he didn’t look as ashen-faced as the small woman, but he knew how she felt.
“They were… they were all…” she gasped, probably incapable of crying and on the verge of a panic attack. Sabeh shushed her soothingly and stroked her hood gently, holding her close.
“Mutants,” the man in purple finished for her. “What do you want, Sabeh?” he redirected his attention. “Is this the girl you always tell me about?”
“It is,” his friend replied politely. “It’s an emergency Maykner. I wouldn’t come to you if it wasn’t.”
“I’ve noticed,” the man responded. “It’s a shame though. I’ve missed your company.”
“What do you mean ‘mutants’?” Elvac interrupted roughly.
“Experiments,” Maykner clarified, tapping his cigar over his ashtray. “Gone wrong, of course. But still just people. The sad results of human experiments.”
“They were all…” Elvac began, realising Satinka’s horror.
“Once human,” Maykner confirmed. “Before the church got to them. Sunne doesn’t like people to know he experiments on humans. But really, who doesn’t have some dirty little secrets?”
“Dirty little secrets?” Elvac yelled as reality caught up to him. “Is that what you call them?” Pain flared through his body. He couldn’t take this.
“Elvac, calm down,” Sabeh warned him.
He tried. Elvac took a shuddering breath and tried to ease his nerves, but they probably couldn’t take anymore tonight. He was fraying at the edges. His body was self-destructing and his mind was more than halfway gone. He was falling apart. Still, he didn’t want to let it show. Be a rock. It was so much harder than it sounded.
“Maykner isn’t being awful,” Sabeh continued. “I know it sounds harsh, but it’s just the cynicism talking.”
“I can give you the grand tour later,” Maykner offered blandly. “But I think you’ve seen everything worth seeing already. Did you like the Circuspheres?”
“The what?” Elvac asked, trying to stay focused.
“He won’t have seen them,” Sabeh mentioned. “They’re the large pulsing and glowing orbs in the corners of the room. It’s where all the noise comes from.”
“They’re diaries, of a sort,” Maykner explained. “They were invented by the Zynaldini actually. Small ones though – orbs that can sit in the palm of your hand. You can record sound into them and play it back, like a vocal diary.”
“They’re incredible,” Satinka whispered, like she knew about them.
Maykner nodded. “They’re amazing devices. The ones we have here are even bigger – would come up to your waist standing by them. We recorded this music into them, and now we just constantly play it back on a loop, mostly to drown out any screaming.”
“You call that music?” Elvac doubted.
Maykner shrugged. “It has rhythm. Besides, aside from drowning out screams, the thumping pattern of the music, combined with the thymiw – that coloured glowing plant – and the drugs we dope them with, help keep them in a suspended dream-like state. It keeps them calm.”
“You call what’s happening out there ‘calm’?”
“They’re all torture victims, soldier,” the owner replied. “All completely insane and most of them are just animals. All we do here is save the small amount of life they have left and try and keep them happy and peaceful for as long as we can. They don’t want the same things we do out of life. They don’t understand; they just exist. Their minds are mostly mush. We just keep them unaware of what happened to them as best we can. Stop them thinking, so they can’t remember anything.”
“You make them brain-dead?” Elvac stated.
Maykner tapped his cigar. “They’re already brain-dead. We keep them high and basically in trances so they can’t remember what happened to them, or the lives that they had before. Imagine being a monster, soldier, and remembering your life now. Everything you can never go back to, and everything that must have happened to make you what you are now.”
Elvac bit down a reply. They didn’t know what was taking place inside him. The man’s words were relevant. But Elvac knew he shouldn’t compare the experiment Sunne had made of him to the poor souls trapped in the basement. At least he had a chance, even if it felt like a fading one. He remembered what he’d seen in that room and steeled himself against the retching in his stomach. Dear Sunne it was agony. Sharp pains shot through his limbs. He could barely function. It had been so horrific.
“But you feed them humans…” he whispered sickly.
“What?” Maykner demanded.
“That girl… that girl hanging from the ceiling, being… being eaten…” he choked on his own story and clenched his fist against the nausea.
The Zynaldini looked over at Maykner. “He means Jess.”
“Oh,” Maykner relaxed again. “Jess can’t die,” he explained. “She tries to kill herself on a regular basis, but never manages to succeed. Her body has lost all sensation. She can’t feel anything. The guy you saw her with was probably Jim.”
“Jim?” Elvac asked numbly.
Maykner mimed fangs with his hand. “Jimali. He needs human blood to survive, which is why he’s usually with Jess. I don’t think he’ll last much longer though. His body is failing and he’s been collapsing more than usual.”
“It might be good for him to pass on though,” the man in gold suggested. “He’s in a lot of pain when he’s not heavily drugged.”
Maykner nodded forlornly and scratched his jaw. “It’s true. Some of them can survive for years; others only last weeks. I guess it depends what was done to them.”
“And you, what, care for them?” Satinka asked.
Maykner nodded. “As best I can.”
“And you two?” she asked the others.
The old man in gold smiled. “I used to be a doctor.”
“I do delivery and repairs,” the Zynaldini answered.
With a start Satinka recognised him. “Bakki?!”
“Do I know you, Miss?”
“Not anymore,” she shook her head. “And now you all work here? Why?”
“Because a long time ago Sunne taught us that all life is sacred,” Maykner told her. “He told us everyone was equal and deserved a fair chance. He told us violence wasn’t the answer and that we should treat our brothers with the same kindness we expected. We are the ones who chose to do as he said, not as he did.”
Satinka blinked at him. “That was all in the oath that you took when you became a high-priest, wasn’t it? Those are parts of the law you swore to uphold until death.”
“They are,” Maykner admitted. “All high-priests swear to the old way of Sunne, even if they don’t mean it anymore.”
“It must be hard to fake your death to the point that even Sunne believes you’re gone,” she whispered.
“Almost impossible,” Maykner agreed. “And it wasn’t faking ‒ I actually had to die to sever the connection. Only for a moment though: that’s the trick. When I saw what Sunne was starting to do to these people I couldn’t be a part of it. The thing about being a god is that you will always have servants to clean up after you. I swore my life to Sunne, and to his way, almost fifteen years ago. I still hold to that. I am serving the god I joined, not the god he is now. I believe he was right, and now I continue the work that he started in me when I joined him, even if that meant leaving his side ten years ago.”
“You look different now,” Satinka told him quietly. “Without your robe. You used to have long hair and a full beard, but they’re short now. You look so much like a businessman it’s hard to remember you as a priest.”
Maykner leant forward on his knees. “Do I know you, child?” he scrutinised.
Satinka let go of Sabeh to face the ex-priest. She lowered her hood and looked up at him slowly, shyly. Maykner saw her face and got to his feet instantly, his companions followed suit.
“Your Highness,” he bowed to her.
“You’re the little church girl!” Bakki recognised.
“Please, don’t,” she begged as the men all bowed to her. “I am not important.”
“You are the child Satinka?” Maykner checked. “The speaker and mantra of your queen Memnyir?”
Satinka nodded meekly.
“Then, Your Highness,” he bowed again. “You are very important. Please, I will show you upstairs.”
Maykner led them to a door at the back of the room and invited them through. The other men stayed behind in the room, but waited until they had left to be seated again.
Behind the door a set of old wooden stairs led back up into the building set over the underground club. Maykner led them up to the first floor, but didn’t stop. They climbed up to the third floor, until the noise was a faint haze and Elvac could see the moon reflected in the dark ocean out the window. Everything was so surreal now he was starting to feel that his life was a dream and his dreams were his life. Looking out the window he wondered if he was going to wake up and find that he’d never left the war. That’s why the pain and the fire didn’t stop. This was the nightmare. There was no end to the suffering. Let not your thoughts be your enemies. Do not give them that space, for they will surely be the first things to turn against you. The old philosopher wasn’t wrong. Needless to say Elvac never thought he was. Although he felt that perhaps there were a few things that had turned against him before his thoughts.
The stairs stopped on the third floor and their host led them down a tight old corridor. The door at the end was small, and its paint was faded and peeling, but the room they were led into beyond that was spacious and clean. There were soft rugs on the floor, and several thick armchairs with neat little side tables. Large framed windows looked out onto the harbour and the night peered in through them. Maykner moved around the room, lighting the lamps on the walls with a tiny clicking noise. He puffed on his cigar as he lit the room, and finally turned to his guests.
“Please, sit,” he invited them. “Downstairs is purely for appearances when we need to bargain for funding. Those of us who live here try to live modestly. We were expecting some acquaintances of Bakki, the Zynaldini man downstairs. This place is run on money from those who know our cause. I, myself, can never show my face in public again, for reasons I’m sure you understand.”
“We understand,” Satinka agreed, sitting herself gently in a seat between the two young men with her. “How do you keep people from this place? You must be terrified of discovery.”
“Discovery does dwell on my mind,” Maykner agreed wryly, sitting opposite her. “But I’ve run this place for nine years. I like to hope I’m safe until things change. During the day, when the docks are busy, we keep it closed up and guarded. During the night we open the doors to let in as much air as possible to cool the place down. Only people the guards outside recognise are allowed to enter.”
“So how come we got in?” Elvac asked, rubbing his aching head.
“You were with him,” Maykner answered, pointing his cigar at Sabeh. “That’s the same reason I spoke to you, and invited you up here. If Sabeh brought you here I presume you are friends, and I hope – from seeing Her Highness – that you are.”
Satinka crossed her legs and carefully arranged her skirts. When she spoke she wasn’t talking to their host.
“How is it you can come and go in a place like this?” she asked Sabeh.
“He came to me for help once,” Maykner answered. “We shared a common goal, but I haven’t seen him in months. Not since…” he trailed off and glanced Sabeh’s way, tapping his cigar over a small ashtray on his side table.
Sabeh rubbed his jaw but didn’t say anything. He just stared grimly out the window.
“You knew someone, didn’t you?” Satinka asked sadly.
“Grimm,” Sabeh admitted shortly.
“That guy you lived with?” Elvac asked. His hazy memory recalled someone vaguely. “Small, thin, wore glasses? Didn’t he move out?”
“Not exactly,” Sabeh muttered. “He had no family. No one seemed to know him except me. That’s the kind of people they like – the ones they can make disappear without creating interest. They took him in the street one day, told him to come up to the church, and he never came home. I found him, although it was hard to know it was him.”
“He was a similar case to Jim,” Maykner added quietly. “Very similar.”
Elvac remembered Jim.
“Maykner helped me get him out,” Sabeh continued. “Then we brought him here. I used to come to visit him every week, help out where I could. But… but he didn’t even last a year.”
“You stopped coming since he died,” Maykner finished.
“Five months ago,” Satinka sighed. She reached out a hand to touch her boyfriend’s cheek. “You were in such a terrible mood five months ago. Why didn’t you just tell me? I could’ve helped?”
Sabeh shook his head and took her hand in his. “No. You have enough to worry about yourself. Besides, I didn’t want you to do something stupid. I kept Maykner’s secret like you kept Ugnur’s.”
“Not that Ugnur’s secret is kept as well as we’d like,” Maykner said. “But he does the impossible with nothing, and I think that makes him extraordinary. Men that great are hard to keep secret.”
“He does similar work to you,” Satinka pointed out.
“Your Majesty,” he addressed her. “Ugnur has nothing. Not even something to hide behind. He tries to keep himself secret, but he has no disguise. If someone went looking for him, his house is like a naked man standing in the street. He is lucky that he can keep people from talking, because silence is all he has. I’m very lucky. I’ve found people all over the realm who will help fund this place to hide the people they used to love. People think this place is a disreputable hell-hole that the worst kinds of people visit. This ‘club’ is for the dregs of society. We hide behind that and people leave us alone, as long as nothing changes.”
“Things might start changing, Maykner,” Sabeh warned.
“My least favourite words…” he smiled at the young man.
“Just as a heads up, less than two hours ago Malkin was murdered,” Sabeh told him.
For a moment Maykner just sat there, letting it sink in.
“How do you know that?” he asked.
“Because I killed him,” Elvac admitted. Telling the truth about that felt right. He shouldn’t try and hide or dodge from what he’d done.
Maykner nodded nervously. “Did anyone see you come here?”
“I don’t know,” Sabeh confessed.
“Oh Sunne,” Maykner prayed, holding his mouth. “You’ve brought a lot of trouble on me, Sabeh.”
“Maybe not,” Sabeh hoped. “But we came here for your help. We need you now. You clearly know Satinka already.”
“Know her?” Maykner sighed. “I was there when they ripped her from Memnyir ten years ago. All this – it all started in that moment. I didn’t know what they were going to do. Only a few of them knew our god’s plan. The war, the experiments, this place: it’s no coincidence they all started ten years ago. They started when Satinka and Memnyir were ripped apart. It is all connected.”
“That’s why we’re here,” Satinka told him. “I need to find Memnyir. Please help me. Tell me where she is. I thought she was being kept at Sunndan. That’s where I thought I was abandoned, but I searched that city to its very rocks before I came here and I couldn’t find her.”
“You were abandoned there. Your northern geography is very good,” Maykner agreed. “If I recall correctly, before they understood your people properly, they left you on the border of the Sleepy Valley to die. Sunndan was where the two of you were separated. It was where she was taken. But it is not where they are holding her now. Sunndan is not strong enough to contain all the power inside Memnyir.  It would collapse trying to hold her in. They took her to the only place in the North that can hold her.”
“Where?” she asked. “What place is more powerful than Sunndan?”
“The Five Stars of the North…” Sabeh whispered, sitting forward.
“The Five Star Islands,” Maykner agreed. “That is where Memnyir is being kept.”
“Where is that?” Satinka asked. “I’ve never heard of it. Where is it?”
“It’s where Sunne lives,” Elvac mumbled. “But it’s a myth. It’s not a real place. The Five Stars of the North are the Heavens. It is an ethereal domain only gods can reach. Mortals can’t get to it.”
“Actually, it is a real place,” Sabeh disagreed. “Although most maps don’t mark it. It’s one of those holy places that has grown into a legend – something more than it is. Rumour and assumption do great things for gods. They wouldn’t be half of what they are without it.”
“After Sunne was given all the extra territory on top of Emer he needed somewhere he could go to be on his own,” Maykner explained. “A safe haven, if you will. Instead of trying to build it in one of his regions, which would have defeated the purpose, and having no interest in intruding on the other gods, Sunne left the lands of the Great Realm. He didn’t go far away – technically he was still in the ocean space of the Realm. At the top of the world, just beyond the Giants’ Pass, Sunne created five sparkling islands out of glass. They were special islands that only he could live on. Supposedly no humans could ever go there. The idea was that even if you could get all the way through the Giants’ Pass, the bridge that connects the islands to the land is lethally slippery glass that is guarded by great mythical beasts. Besides, at the other end would be an angry god, so who’d bother trying? Anyway, as Sabeh says, the islands fell into myth among the people, even though they are a real place.”
“And Sunne is there with Memnyir?” Satinka asked.
“He holds Memnyir prisoner himself,” Maykner confessed. “While she is trapped and weakened she cannot battle a god, and he can hold her down. If you want to get her back, you will have to go through him. You will have to challenge Sunne to get her back.”
Satinka sat back in her chair. She rested her hands on the cushioned arms and leant her head on the soft back, staring into nothing. Everyone in the room watched her. Elvac didn’t know what to say. Battle Sunne?! He was a god. They didn’t stand a chance, but somehow giving up wasn’t an option either. Nothing is impossible. Once you learn this truth you can be mighty. Elvac had a feeling Nagatoa-Zu had never been told to challenge a god. There were some philosophies that seemed wise in principle, but in practice proved deadly. He had no advice to give. Satinka sighed quietly. Elvac looked over to her, his eyes creased with concern. She didn’t look at anyone.
“Well, he better get ready for me then,” she whispered coldly.
Outside the cobbled streets were dark, and the torches lit along the paths sputtered in the salty breeze that ran off the harbour. The rest of the group traipsed their way up the hills to Benji’s place. Benji took the lead. He walked like he had purpose, but mostly it was just anger and frustration. A solemn Taum kept pace at his side. Danni walked behind them with a protective arm around Francis’s shoulders. The little medic had pulled her cloak tightly around herself to shield her against the night. Arrio brought up the rear. His long red braid flowing out behind him. They’d walked most of the way in silence. It had been a lot to take in. After a long contemplation Taum spoke.
“You know, it’s sort of hard to believe now,” he mused. “After you have a moment to think about it, everything that’s happened tonight just seems so unreal.”
“Yeah,” Benji agreed with a sigh. “I feel bad for Elvac though.”
“Everyone already felt bad for him yesterday,” Francis pointed out. “Before all this happened. Poor thing. And the worst bit is that after all this he’s still going to love her!”
“What’s going to happen to him?” Danni asked. “I know I can’t do much, but do you think we can help keep him safe?”
“We’ll bloody well try,” Benji confirmed. “It wasn’t his fault whatever happened up at the Palace. I’m not entirely convinced it was him who did it.”
“It was him,” Arrio muttered.
“Whose side are you on?” Benji demanded.
“They’re all our friends, Benji,” Arrio reminded him. “And Elvac wouldn’t have admitted to it like that if he hadn’t done it. I know it may seem harsh that the others didn’t trust us at first, but they’ve told us now and think – really think – about what they’ve had to bear. Satinka must have been living in terror for ten years. Trapped in the North, away from everything and everyone she knew, being hunted by all the powers here. Imagine waking up every day knowing this could be the day you’re caught and killed because you can’t get home.”
Benji nodded reluctantly. “What about Sabeh though? That whole thing with his brother? And the House of Cards?”
Arrio smiled to himself. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that wasn’t everything. Things seem to connect around him, and Satinka had to find a reason to trust him in the first place. I wouldn’t be surprised to find he had more secrets up his sleeve.”
“What sleeve?” Francis judged. “I don’t think he’s ever put a shirt on as long as I’ve known him.”
Arrio laughed. “That’s just because he’s an Ickian.”
“I don’t see their women using that excuse,” she pouted.
“Stop sulking,” he chuckled.
“Why do you think Gemie stayed behind?” Taum changed the subject.
“Well, she said she wanted to talk to Ugnur,” Danni replied.
“No doubt about helping Elvac,” Benji sighed. “I think she wants to stay here, but it might not be safe. I can understand her point, but Elgárnd isn’t far away. I know they’d be safe there. It would just be better for everyone if they came too.”
Taum caught his arm as they rounded the next corner.
“What is it?” Benji hissed. “What have you thought of?”
Taum just pointed. His finger was aimed at their front door. It was open just a crack and creaked slightly in the breeze. Everyone looked at it suspiciously. Slowly they edged nearer as a group. Benji crept up in front and, with everyone behind him, gave the door an almighty shove. It flew open and banged shuddering off the wall. Benji and the group froze in the doorway in shock. They felt people come up behind them, but didn’t dare turn around. A priest sat at the table, leaning forward on his elbows in his long black robe. His blonde hair was cut short, and his little moustache was neat. He stroked it as he looked at them, surrounded by half a dozen guards in armour.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” he smiled.
“Yeah, well, we can see that,” Arrio replied scornfully.
His friends all turned to look at him in horror. The priest smiled at them as he sat back.
“The Zynaldini have always been good at telling the truth, and at pointing out how things stand. Tell me, young man, why am I here?”
“Because you’re looking for people that aren’t with us, and you think that they’re connected to us in some way,” Arrio answered.
“Very good,” the priest approved. “Very good. So where are the people I’m looking for? Remember, your freedom hangs in the balance.”
“I have no idea,” Arrio lied convincingly.
“That isn’t the answer I was looking for,” Guhji warned.
“It’s the only one you’re going to get,” Francis spat. “They’re not with us. We don’t know where they went.”
The blonde man stood and wandered slowly around the table. He leant back against it and stroked his moustache again. Danni grabbed Francis’s arm, but the little medic boldly stood her ground. This was her home, her city, and she hadn’t done anything wrong. She wasn’t backing down.
“Perhaps you want to start thinking hard about where they might’ve gone, then,” he suggested.
“Or you could just accept that this is a dead end trail,” Francis retorted.
Guhji sighed dramatically. “Take them in,” he ordered.
One of the guards behind them moved to grab Francis. Arrio moved faster and threw his fist at the only non-armoured spot he could find: the guard’s jaw. The armoured man fell quickly, taken by surprise. Arrio ripped the spear from his hands. He swung it point down and drove it into the man’s knee, sliding it between the plates in his armour. The guard cried out in pain. Arrio was already pulling the weapon back and swinging it before him. At almost seven foot, the addition of the spear gave him an impressive reach, and he pushed the other guards back with it. Finishing his arc in a hard line he held the spear straight like a barrier between the standing guards and his friends. He knew how to use a spear.
There was a small rushing noise that ended with a thunk. Arrio made a tiny sound of pain. His hand flew to his neck. He pulled a dart from his skin and looked over at the priest who lowered the pipe in his hands.
“Bloody Zynaldini warriors,” Guhji sighed, wandering closer. “You don’t know how much I hate your people. Such trouble-makers.”
Arrio blinked rapidly. The spear fell from his hand. He still clutched at his neck.
“You’re surrounded though, you fool,” Guhji continued. “And fighting is only going to make it more likely that I kill your friends. I only need one of them to talk after all. They don’t all need to survive.”
Arrio could barely hear him. His vision was going black rapidly. He fell to his knees, unable to stand. The priest was almost on top of them now that he was down.
“If you tell me what I want to know I could probably spare them. How does that sound?”
“Ignore him Arrio,” Francis advised. “He’s only hit you with yarii. You’ll be fine in a few hours.”
“Aren’t you little-miss-talkative tonight?” the priest turned on her.
Francis stood looking up at the priest. The man wasn’t tall, but she was so very little, probably the least threatening thing in the room. In a flash she’d raised her fist and smacked the priest in the side of the arm.
“Quiqui!” Danni cried at her in dismay.
Francis took her hand back and Danni grabbed her, but the priest wasn’t watching the girl who’d attacked him. A syringe still hung from his arm. He pulled it out and stared down at her.
“Two can play at that game, bitch,” she told him sweetly.
“What did you just inject me with?” he growled. “Do you think it will help your case to have two dead priests on your hands?”
“No,” Francis replied. “I think that would be bad for us. That’s why I injected you with something that has a cure. Let us go and I will tell you how to save yourself.”
The priest glared at her.
“Trust me,” she encouraged. “I’m top of my class.”
“Arrest them,” the priest ordered. “And don’t kill them. I’ll enjoy getting answers out of them later, and I think I’ll kill that one personally.”
The guards moved in on them again. Danni pushed Francis safely behind her, out of harm’s way. Then she rushed one of the guards, hitting them full on and bringing them to the ground.
“Knock ‘em down!” she yelled. “See if they can get back up in all that steel!”
Behind her she heard the boys rushing the guards in their house. There were a lot more of the steel clad men, but the kids just needed an opening. Danni leapt to her feet, only to have a steel gauntlet smack her across the face. She fell hard to the ground, and saw Benji and Taum being wrestled down on the floor. Francis had moved away and was trying to keep Arrio up, but he was on the verge of slumping over. Someone grabbed Danni’s wrists from behind.
“If you have to kill one of them on the way back to get them to behave, make it messy,” the priest ordered. “Don’t let such a good chance to teach them a lesson go to waste.”




STEEL AND STONE

Elvac sat motionless in his chair as silence reigned. The cool dim light of the room was calming, but he wasn’t in a position to be calm. No one was. Was killing a god even possible? And even if it was, how had they really reached a point where this was the right thing to do? Everything he’d ever believed in told him that destroying Sunne was wrong. Yet, at the same time, every memory of the last year that crashed around in his brain, and the guiding words he listened to about right and wrong, told him this was the only path left open to them now. The philosophies he read were always loyal and respectful to the gods, but they also taught that one could not stand idly by in the face of injustice. Any injustice.
Everyone was still and silent as they contemplated it. Elvac tried not to shift and twitch with the remnants of pain that wracked him. It was so hard to keep going, to stay focused, but he had to. What happened in this room would help determine his future.
Maykner was down to the last inches of his cigar, but he looked like he needed them. He sat deep in thought and puffed away. They all looked drawn and tense. Satinka’s plan wasn’t the best one, but they didn’t have anything to fight her with. Elvac couldn’t think of a better idea. The ex-priest looked at the girl through a cloud of smoke.
“How have you been hiding for so many years?” Maykner asked her.
“I’ve been posing as the daughter of a priest,” she answered. “A man like you, Nauel, acts as my father. I don’t think it’s occurred to the church to check their own.”
“Nauel,” Maykner chuckled. “I always liked him.”
“He never told me about the Five Star Islands,” Satinka breathed. “Do you think‒”
“Nauel is a good man,” Maykner cut her off. “If he didn’t tell you it’s likely he had his reasons, but I can’t imagine he was trying to betray you in any way. Why would he be your foster father all these years if he didn’t want to help you? It is more likely Nauel is one of the priests who believe that the islands are a myth. He isn’t very high up the ranks of the priesthood after all. The other option is that he knew, but didn’t want you to get killed. The odds are very much against you on this one, Your Majesty.”
Satinka nodded slowly. Maykner watched her with serious eyes.
“Don’t be mad at him, child. You don’t know yet, and he was only doing what he believed to be right. Remember, his life hangs in the balance of your lie too. The church thinks it is impenetrable. They don’t believe they can be infiltrated or betrayed. To their credit, they do have a god on their side.”
“A three-eyed god who manages to be blind,” Sabeh muttered.
“Not blind Sabeh, just mad,” Maykner corrected. “We don’t know how he lost his mind – only that something changed. We all felt it. I remember the day well. My relationship with my god ended not long after that. I began to fear that Sunne had grown dangerous simply because he would no longer hear reason. Child, the Five Star Islands are as far north as you can get. If you need to travel that far then the best advice I can give you is to keep your disguise ‒ if you don’t think they’ve caught you out yet. Say you’re going home to see your father.”
“I will,” Satinka murmured. “I haven’t used my disguise tonight anywhere that I might’ve drawn attention to myself. It should still work if they don’t realise how I’ve been hiding. They might want to talk to me after they work out who Elvac and Sabeh are, but I can get away before that and Nauel will help me.”
“It will be slow going,” Maykner warned. “But it should be safe. Besides, any way you travel will be slow, and a carriage will be faster than walking.”
Satinka nodded. “We should let the others know,” she sighed. “Perhaps not where we’re going for their own safety, but we could tell them we’re going after Sunne. You could tell them, Elvac.”
Elvac looked at her with a stony expression. He knew what that tone implied. He didn’t want to give her any attitude, but he wasn’t going to let her be condescending and dismissive either.
“You’re not going without me,” he replied. He matched the stubborn look she gave him. He wasn’t going to bite if she didn’t. He didn’t have the energy to start a fight, but he would hold his own until his mind collapsed. That he was sure of. There was no way on Sunne’s green earth that he was going to let her go without him, and she should know that. It frustrated him that she didn’t. It was like she didn’t know him anymore. Like she didn’t care to know him. He would make that change. Yes he’d done wrong, but he hadn’t known and it wasn’t in character. He needed to remind everyone – to prove – that he wasn’t just a soldier of Sunne. He might be damaged and broken, but he was still Elvac. He’d show them all. He was still a good person. He could be redeemed.
“You’re not,” he repeated in a final tone.
Satinka stayed silent, but she held his gaze.
“We’ll check up on the others anyway,” Sabeh said to break the tension. “We’ll need to pack and get ready. You’re right. We can spare them the details but they should at least know.”
“Be safe,” Maykner blessed. “I wonder, Your Majesty. May I have a word before you go?”
She nodded and stood. Maykner led her over to the corner of the room as her companions made their way to the door. Elvac and Sabeh both looked over curiously as Maykner spoke in a hushed voice to her. Whatever he was saying, her face betrayed no emotion. She nodded to him once he’d finished and thanked him, then he walked her back to the others.
“Come,” he said. “I will show you to the back door.”
“I thought you said the back door didn’t work,” Sabeh said.
“For security reasons I usually don’t let it,” Maykner agreed. “But I think it might be safer for you to leave that way.”
The back door was on the first floor, so they didn’t have to travel into the basement again. Maykner had to undo almost a dozen locks and bolts before he could open it, but when he did they were met by the cool night air.
“I hope you save your people, child,” he told her. “But don’t enter into fights you can’t win.”
She nodded. “I’ll try not to.”
“Be safe,” he repeated.
With one last nod to the ex-priest she led the men out into the night and disappeared into the shadows of the harbour buildings.
Maykner shut the door quietly and relocked it methodically. He hoped silently that no one would find him now. If this place was found it would be the end of a lot of things – his life for one. But he knew the only way to truly make all this stop was for Satinka to free Memnyir and defeat Sunne, however impossible it seemed.
Sabeh was the one who had to lead them back to Benji’s. He knew the best way back into town from the docks, and Elvac was too broken to take charge. The soldier tried not to stop for breath or twitch when the pain flashed through him like an electric shock. Sabeh kept a brisk pace that Elvac struggled to match, but mercy came with the minutes they spent hidden and squeezed in doorways and alleys every time they heard the clink of armour. The city would still be on high alert for them. Patrols of guards scouted the streets, and Elvac cramped into the tight spaces with his friends, catching his breath, as steel-clad people passed by.
Every street torch caused a flash. Every hill or set of stairs left him quietly panting. His body was giving up on him, but frustration kept him going. Frustration at himself for the condition he was in. Frustration at his circumstances, and frustration at her. Satinka was being so difficult when all he wanted to do was help, and Sabeh was the one acting like he cared and wanted Elvac around. It was all wrong. Sabeh was the one he wanted to punch in the face, but that felt so inappropriate when his friend was trying to be so kind and supportive. It made it worse. All his feelings were boiling up in his chest like he was about to explode.
Sabeh kept pulling him back out of sight and making sure he wasn’t about to collapse. Satinka was just nattering at him every time it was safe to talk, knowing full well he didn’t have the energy to argue back. She just badgered him in that annoying, soft tone that made it sound like she cared about him. As though she was thinking about what would be best for him instead of her. He knew she meant well. She just didn’t understand that trying to hide him and keep him out of harm’s way would only make things worse. He needed to put things right – to help her. He needed to help her shield the others, and protect both human and Syrene people from the war. But everything she said as they travelled made him want to scream at her. She didn’t get it.
They hid in a doorway for a full minute after a troop of guards moved out. He rested back against the wall, closed his eyes and breathed deeply, as he tried to focus his mind and ignore the pain. He was all too aware of Satinka huddled up against his arm, but it was Sabeh’s hand on his chest that held him upright and kept him steady. Damn them. Damn them both for the mess of emotions they’d made him. Then they were moving again. And she was talking again.
“Maybe you should go with Benji,” she suggested like it was a compelling argument. “Get Gemie out of here. Elvac what we’re doing is dangerous. You’ll be safer with people who can look after you.”
“I don’t need looking after,” he replied resolutely, drawing on the energy he had regained hiding. “I can take care of myself. Besides, I’m probably almost as wanted as you right now. You could use my fighting skill, and I shouldn’t endanger innocent people by staying with them.”
“What if you have another breakdown?” she argued. “It’s more than likely. Stay with Francis and then she can protect and look after you. Don’t say you don’t need it. There’s no one she can’t be useful to.”
It was true. Satinka didn’t know that he was barely holding off a breakdown at the moment. He didn’t have the energy for this fight, but she hadn’t noticed yet. She must have thought he was just being stoic. He couldn’t deny that staying close to their little medic would do him a world of good, but he wanted to go with them. He needed to go with them. The thought of doing nothing while she tried to stop this war alone was killing him. He’d… he’d killed people. Just thinking it, admitting it, confronting it… He stumbled. There wasn’t much left of him, but he would die trying to put things right if he had to. More than that… he loved her. Maybe she’d never feel the same way, maybe he didn’t deserve her to, but it didn’t affect the worth of the emotion.
He wanted to protect her. It was what he needed. Even half dead, protecting her and saving everyone still left was enough to keep him going. It was the drive behind each step as he struggled on. If only she would let him help. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her. Why couldn’t she see that? If she asked, he would find a way to move the heavens and the earth for her. All she had to do was let him help her battle Sunne. She didn’t even have to ask – he was offering, but he didn’t want to fight her on this. They had to be united about it. Desperately, he tried to think up a comeback to her last argument. Yes he was broken and maybe a slight hindrance, but he was more than that too. No one, no matter how dull, could be whittled down to just two adjectives. Be not misled by those around you and their opinions. They have not worn your skin. Only you can know your true path, and what is right for your boots to tread. She couldn’t keep him down, but he didn’t have the strength to go it alone. He just worried that she didn’t either.
They came around the last corner and Elvac found what weak thoughts he had suddenly crushed. Benji’s door swung feebly off one hinge in the breeze. They all froze in the shadows by the wall, looking at the damage in the street. In horror, as his blood ran cold, Elvac found his response.
“Who exactly was going to protect me?” he whispered.
They all stared transfixed. There was blood on the cobbles outside, but not enough to have threatened anyone’s life. The door looked like it had put up a fight against something. From their current angle Elvac couldn’t see inside, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He was worried he was going to be sick again. The buffer zone most people built up to help them deal with shock and panic had been stripped from him. Another street torch caused a flash of pain and fire in his mind. He put a hand to his head and knelt slowly on the cobbles, unable to stand anymore.
“The others,” Satinka gasped and went for the door.
Sabeh tried to stop her. He caught her around the waist and lifted her up, but she tore herself roughly from his arms. The force she hauled herself away with almost pulled her boyfriend over. He stumbled but couldn’t catch her again in time.
“Satinka!” he hissed furiously, but she was already disappearing through the broken doorway.
Elvac trembled on his hands and knees, fighting back for control over his own body. Sabeh rested a hand on his shoulder. He was trying to be reassuring, but Elvac just felt resentment at the action. What if someone was in there? What if it was a trap? Get up. Just like it had been on the battlefield Elvac felt himself draw up from the ground – steady and sure, if only for a moment. He had to go after her. Be the shield. He moved to step forward. Sabeh’s hand had already fallen from his cloak. Then she was there again, clouding his mind like a smokescreen. She wandered back out into the street, light-footed and empty-handed, with an anxious expression beneath her hood.
“It’s empty,” she whispered meekly. “And trashed. They’ve taken them. They’ve taken them to buy us. They want the priest-killer.”
That wasn’t all they wanted, but Elvac was all too aware that his murder of Malkin had put his friends in serious danger. He just felt lost. Despite the constant company of the two people he’d always called his best friends he was cold and alone with no idea what to do. For too long now he’d been out of his depth, and this was the last stone: he was drowning. His body had given up on him, and the only people left in the world who hadn’t forsaken him had just been kidnapped because of him. He and Sabeh watched grim-faced as Satinka stood in the street, the wind rippling her cloak. She looked small and weak, standing alone surrounded by walls of stone.
“How bad is it?” Sabeh asked.
Satinka didn’t answer. She just nodded her head weakly at the broken door and stared at the ground. Sabeh moved forward. He passed her and entered the house. Elvac walked up to the woman standing forlornly in the middle of the street. It wasn’t fair. Everything that had happened to them wasn’t fair. There was no justice in any of it. She hadn’t asked for this attack on her and her people. He hadn’t imagined he’d ever murder in cold-blood and die a villain. They were being broken by Sunne – the god Elvac had been raised to trust. Three-eyes had ruined their lives.
Well, it wasn’t over yet. Maybe the god of light didn’t know what he’d just started. Elvac touched Satinka’s arm gently and she looked up at him. He signalled to the doorway and she held onto his elbow as he led her back inside. The place was a mess. There was more blood on the floor where someone had been beaten, and some of the furniture was broken. It looked as though the fight hadn’t made it beyond this room. Someone must have been waiting for them.
“They’re gone,” Sabeh announced. “Whoever took them didn’t leave anyone to wait for us. They expect us to turn ourselves in for them.”
“But…” Satinka whispered numbly. “But I have to get to…” she trailed off. “How did they know? You said we had time. How did they know to come here?”
Elvac focused on the warmth of her hand on his arm as a dizzy wave washed over him. He had a horrible suspicion he knew and it made his stomach twist up cruelly inside him. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.
“Benji and Taum,” he muttered sickly. “They came to get me from my place while Malkin was there. He saw them earlier. That’s how they knew to come after them. This… this is my fault.”
“It’s no one’s fault,” Sabeh argued. “At least, not ours. This is Sunne’s doing. This is Sunne and his people.”
“What do we do?” Satinka whispered desperately. “We can’t just leave them. I can’t leave more humans to die but… but I can’t…”
Her distress cleared his mind. Like hearing the wail of a child Elvac focused on the sound of her pain and knew he had to fix it. Man is made of confusion, but in his darkest hours the ones he love will give him reason. Cling to them, and in their eyes find peace. He took her by the shoulders, sat her gently on the couch, and motioned to Sabeh. His black-eyed friend shook his curls back and followed Elvac outside. The look on the Ickian’s face was curious, and Elvac made sure they kept their voices low. He didn’t want Satinka to hear this. This was atonement. He led Sabeh into the street and leant weakly against a wall as he spoke.
“When you go back in tell her I know someone who can help us, and I’m going to find them,” Elvac whispered.
“Who?” Sabeh asked quietly.
“Just tell her that,” Elvac ordered.
Sabeh’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Elvac, what are you doing?”
“I’m going to trade myself in for the others,” he admitted. “The priests will make that trade.”
“No,” Sabeh shook his head.
“They will,” Elvac argued.
“Maybe,” Sabeh agreed. “But you’re not going to do it.”
“I am, and I have a very good argument as to why. We don’t have another way of saving them and we’re not going to leave them. This is the best chance we have to get them out.”
“Not at your expense. And what am I supposed to tell her?!”
“That I’ve got things sorted here – it will be true after all. You two go on – you have a long journey. Also, she’s right. If you get stuck with me and I prove to be a liability then there isn’t a lot you can do. It’s better if the two of you go alone. It will be faster.”
“Elvac, they’ll kill you. I can’t just leave you here. I won’t.”
“They’ll torture me first,” Elvac corrected. “They only took the others to get me, and they only want me to get her. I can make them believe I’ll never talk. Then they’ll try and make me, before they kill me over Malkin.”
“Even more of a reason not to leave you,” Sabeh argued.
“No, that’s the exact reason you have to leave me,” Elvac ordered. “After a while they will expect me to break, and I will feed them false information. Don’t argue. You need the head start. You can’t afford for them to catch you. She chose you. Now you have to keep her safe. I can give you this – take it.”
Sabeh looked whiter than Elvac had ever seen him. His stony-faced friend wrapped his arms around his bare torso to keep from trembling, but that was because he didn’t understand. Elvac knew that he had done wrong. He had killed Malkin, and worse than that: he had murdered scores of innocent Syrene families. He had to answer for those crimes. He hadn’t known, but that didn’t make it better. Justice had to be served. Helping save Satinka was as good as he could get to atonement for his crimes against her people. Sabeh should understand that. He should jump at the opportunity.
“Sabeh, I’m dying anyway. I can feel it in my bones. My body is giving up. You know I’d never really betray her, so this is your best chance to get away quietly and safely,” Elvac insisted. “If you really love her, you’ll do it.”
Sabeh shook his head furiously but no words would come out. He looked unwell. Elvac couldn’t let him disagree. He couldn’t give him time to screw it up.
“The fastest path is the imperial highway. Straight past Sunndan where her foster father is and up the middle of the realm to the Five Stars of the North,” Elvac continued. “If they get onto you, you’ll never make it. We can’t afford for them to have a trap waiting in Sunndan when you get there.” He sighed and rested a hand on Sabeh’s shoulder. “It’s me or her, Sabeh, and I know which one we need to save.”
Sabeh kept shaking his head. For a moment Elvac was worried his friend was going to have a nervous breakdown, but he knew Sabeh could handle it. It had to be done. Elvac pulled himself off the wall and pushed Sabeh back into the doorway. He took his hand back and with nothing left to hold himself up he backed away. Satinka looked up at her boyfriend as he reappeared in the room.
“What’s going on?” she asked him.
“Elvac,” Sabeh choked on the name. He cleared his throat and started again. “Elvac says he knows someone who can help get them out. He said we should start heading off and he’ll handle things here.”
Sabeh turned quickly to look behind him. The doorway was empty and his blonde friend was gone. He swallowed weakly and turned back, rubbing his nose.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he lied. “Yeah. It’s just been a long night, and I don’t like it when other people start coming up with the plans. I’m used to running things, I guess. I just…” he looked back over his shoulder again. “I just don’t know what’s going to happen to them… to him.”
Satinka stood and came over to him. She touched his shoulder gently.
“He said we should go?” she asked uncertainly.
“Yeah,” Sabeh nodded curtly. “Yeah, he said we’d need the head-start on the church. We need to leave tonight to be safe.”
She nodded. “We can pack lightly.”
Sabeh nodded, but he was still staring out the empty doorway and down the blood-stained street. Out in the darkness a torch flickered and smoked. The orange light glinted off the steel and stone of Undernal, and Sabeh went cold as he felt his skin crawl. Satinka held onto him and the warmth of her skin where she touched him was the only part of him that wasn’t frozen. It was for her. Everything they did was for her. Still, part of him was dying at the thought of the pact he’d just made. He sacrificed nothing in this deal. When he thought of everything Elvac had just said he felt like he was selling his soul to Sunne. But it wasn’t over. There was a long way to go, and war had taught his friend that sacrifices needed to be made for the greater cause. With his friend’s life in the balance now, more than it had ever been, he needed to believe he was on the right side: her side.
Elvac traced his way up the path Sabeh had shown them earlier that night. He’d waited to hear his friend pass on his lie, and then he’d run. He wasn’t sure he’d had it in him, but he didn’t want to stay to say goodbye, or watch them judge the lie in his eyes. So he’d run for as long as he could. It had only been half a street before he was back to staggering. He just wanted to make things right, and this seemed like the best way. He could atone for what he had done to her people, help her get away, and save his friends who were only in trouble because of him. He believed in the words of Nagatoa-Zu who, in turn, believed that devoting yourself to the protection of the ones you love was the answer to all things. Well, hopefully, this final act would help protect all of them. Perhaps he finally was the shield he had hoped to be.
Besides, he felt like a dead man anyway. He held it together for them – for her, because he needed to, but his mind was shattering. His body was weak, and his mind even weaker. He could stand to be rid of them if he had to. He wanted the nightmares to stop. It wasn’t exactly as though he’d come home to a lot of things to live for, and the few that were left might be dying in the Palace if he didn’t get to them soon. It wasn’t the best choice, but it felt like the right thing to do, and he didn’t know how to do anything else.
As he hauled himself along the final path to the Palace Gate the torches flickering at the edges of his vision triggered his memories again. A full-on breakdown. He could feel the flames creeping up on him. Not just flashes – a flash-back. He wanted them to stop, but he couldn’t control it. The only thing he could do was fight it long enough to get inside and make his deal.
Almost all his energy had been sapped by the time he reached the gate. The stress on his body from the withdrawal and the battle going on in his head were destroying him. At least he didn’t have anyone left to prove anything to. Guards lined the steel fence, and they looked at him with cold dead eyes. He pushed himself through the gap in the gate and stumbled across the courtyard. None of the guards moved. They seemed content to let him through. It was as though they had been expecting him. As he passed over the pattern of the three stone eyes he felt like Sunne was looking up at him from the ground, waiting to devour him for his treachery.
Finally he reached the front doors of the church, and fell through them. He hit the stone floor on his hands and knees and gasped weakly for air as his mind collapsed. The point of a steel blade rested itself under his chin. As it rose he was forced to rise with it, getting to his feet unsteadily but as carefully as he could. At the front of the chapel stood a ring of priests in black robes. They all looked down on him from their pedestal. Malkin’s body lay on a stone slab between them.
“Did you do this?” one of them demanded, his cold voice echoing.
“I did,” Elvac admitted.
“And why have you returned?”
“Because my friends weren’t part of this. They don’t know anything,” he replied. “I’m turning myself in, on the condition that you free them.”
The priests all nodded approvingly.
“Bind him,” another called out.
Elvac felt someone behind him grab his wrists roughly and tie them together tightly. They forced him brutally to his knees. The joints cracked on the hard stone floor. He grimaced as he was held painfully down.
“Where is the Syrene witch?” the first priest called down to him.
“I don’t know,” Elvac replied.
Someone smacked him hard across the face with a steel gauntlet. He felt blood on his cheek, but it helped clear his head. The flames at the edges of his vision crept down.
“Could you do that again?” he asked.
They hit him across the other side of his face as though he was taunting them. He had to admit it certainly sounded that way. As he blinked at the room his mind was clearer and the fire was gone.
“Thank you, I feel so much better,” he told his captors.
“Where is she?” the priest repeated.
“I don’t know,” Elvac answered again, much clearer this time.
The whole room was glaring down on him. He could feel the eyes of the god watching him through his human slaves, like little black ants that scurried around for him.
“Take him,” the priest ordered.
Elvac was hauled painfully to his feet and dragged from the room. He neared the priests as his captor pulled him to the side door and pushed him through. Elvac found himself for the second time in a few hours back in the priests’ golden corridor. He could see the first set of stairs right in front of him. But they weren’t polished and golden, and they weren’t going up. The staircase leading down was made of cold grey stone with steel handrails.
“Didn’t this used to go up?” he asked despite himself.
“Did it?” his captor asked curiously, and pushed him down.




LEARNING TO SCREAM

Deep in the stone cells under the Palace Arrio groaned. He blinked groggily and waited for the world to come into focus as he adjusted to the dimness.
“Looks like somebody’s waking up.” He heard Danni’s voice near him.
He could feel his wrists, ankles and knees had all been bound together, and the bindings on his wrists tied to the wall. Parts of his body ached as though he had been beaten or thrown around. Beaten was more likely given his size, but someone had been forced to carry him here. The room was small and square with a skinny staircase up the far wall. Steel rings glinted around the walls. He could see his friends bound to them by their wrists, but they were slightly less tied-up than he was. He didn’t really have to guess why.
“I feel like…” he mumbled, confused. “My mouth tastes funny,” he changed his thought.
“Yeah,” Francis nodded to his left. “That’s the yarii they hit you with.”
He shifted slightly to look over her way. Francis looked mostly alright. She was the type to come quietly when she knew she was outmatched. She sat with her knees tucked up under her skirt near Danni. Danni had a black bruise forming down the side of her face and another one he could see through the rips in her shirt across her ribs. At least the rips in her clothes weren’t worse than normal. She’d never owned anything without holes in it. The guys looked much the same tied up at the back wall. Benji and Taum were the new home of a few bruises, but nothing serious.
“I thought they were going to kill us,” Arrio mumbled, getting himself together.
“So did I,” Danni muttered darkly.
Francis shrugged. “I’m not ruling it out just yet.”
“Yeah, presumably they’re going to come back for us,” Taum sighed. “And if they don’t then we’ll definitely die.”
For a moment they all just sat in silence, contemplating the idea. Then a sharp creaking came from the door at the top of the stairs and a beam of light blinded them all. A silhouette appeared in the light, and then the harsh glow went out again. Footsteps sounded on the skinny stone stairway, and slowly the bottom of a black robe began to appear down the stairs. A man reached the bottom. He had short blonde hair and a neat blonde moustache. They all recognised him.
“I see you found your own cure,” Francis commented.
“I see you found an appropriate place to spend the rest of your life,” Guhji smiled.
“You can’t threaten us like this,” Danni growled. “We haven’t done anything.”
“Oh but you have,” Guhji replied. “She tried to kill me. Darga poison, very clever. You really must be the top of your class.”
“Oh, I am,” Francis smiled back at him. “You attacked us first. What I did, I did in self-defence to protect myself and my friends, after you drugged Arrio.”
The priest smiled at her and wandered up slowly, his hands behind his back. He leant down so that his face was close to hers and whispered.
“But that’s not my story.”
“It’s what happened!” Danni yelled. “There were witnesses!”
“Who work for me,” Guhji reminded her, straightening up. “The stories of a bunch of traitors hold no weight against me. I can say what I like. All my soldiers remember is you lot trying to attack them.”
“We’re not traitors,” Taum argued. “We didn’t do anything before you lot trashed our place and we don’t know where the people you’re looking for are. We’re just students.”
“Just students?” the priest echoed. “If only I could believe that, hunter. Is it true that all of your kind from Woodell are taught to shoot an apple in half from 100 yards? That must be something to see… can you do it?”
Taum stayed frostily silent.
“You’re not ‘just students’, hunter of Woodell. With the exception of your little poisoner here, you are all from fighting tribes of this Great Realm. Heathen fighting tribes, I might add.”
“We worship Sunne in Woodell,” Taum reminded him.
“And everyone else?” The blonde priest opened up the discussion to the floor.
“Not a fan,” Arrio admitted bluntly to everyone’s horror. “Never really was, but now I think my dislike of your boss is personal.”
“Bold words, Zynaldini,” Ghuji nodded. “But do you think your desert god Zyki will save you for them?”
“I think he’s probably busy,” Arrio replied impishly.
“I think he is too,” the priest agreed.
The blonde man wandered back towards his captives, but he wasn’t going for Arrio. He pulled a knife from his belt and stopped at Francis. She was weak and small and didn’t resist much as he cut her from the wall.
“What are you doing?” Danni yelled.
Francis cried out a little as Guhji dragged her to the middle of the room by her bound wrists.
“Let her go!” Danni screamed at him.
The priest sat his blade against the little blonde girl’s chest and she stopped struggling for fear of cutting herself. Danni fell desperately silent, but her blue eyes were wide with terror.
“Let her go or I will kill you,” she warned quietly.
“How?” Guhji asked bluntly. “You don’t scare me, Almenian. You’ve been tamed.”
“Come over here and I’ll show you just how tame I am,” she threatened.
There was a sharp snapping noise that cracked through the room like a whip, followed by another sound exactly the same. Everyone turned to Arrio. He had snapped apart the rope around his knees and ankles.
“Don’t move, chichina,” Arrio ordered. He eyed up Guhji. “I would do my wrists as well, but I can probably kill you with my feet,” he warned pointedly. “Most people have the sense to chain up a Zynaldini.”
“I believe you warrior,” Guhji nodded calmly. “But I can kill her before you can kill me.”
“You’re still dead at the end of that scenario,” Arrio pointed out.
“So is she,” the priest reminded him.
Silence fell as everyone waited to see what would happen.
“Even if I kill you, Sunne will see it,” Arrio acknowledged finally. “He will warn the rest of the priests here what has happened before we can get out.”
The priest smiled cruelly and nodded once.
“What do you want from us?” Francis asked through clenched teeth. “Is there any way to buy our freedom, or are we going to die in here without options?”
“You can buy your freedom, child,” he replied. “You can buy it easily. It will only cost you a tiny bit of information. If you do not lie, and we get what we want, then you can go.”
“We’re not selling out Elvac,” Benji growled darkly.
“I’d never ask you to, riverman,” Guhji said honestly.
“I thought that’s what you wanted,” Francis snarled. “Your priest-killer.”
“All we want from you is the location of the Syrene witch,” Guhji told them. “Her hiding place will buy you your freedom.”
“Selling her out will buy us freedom?” Arrio asked.
“Yes,” he was told. “It’s that easy.”
“It’s a trick question,” Benji growled. “She’s with Elvac. He can get both of them at once.”
“Oh, I assure you riverman, those are not our intentions,” the priest disagreed.
From somewhere outside the room a sound seeped through the walls: the sound of muffled distant screaming. Something about the sound was horrifyingly eerily familiar.
“But…” Francis gasped. “But they said he’d forgotten how to scream.”
“It’s a very easy thing to teach someone to remember,” Guhji told them maliciously.
“Elvac…” Taum whispered.
The iron ring on the wall rattled as Benji struggled against his ropes. He couldn’t stand properly with his hands pulled down, but he tried to haul himself free. The rope began to graze and burn his skin as he fought against it.
“Let him go!” he bellowed. “Stop it! Don’t you think he’s been through enough?”
“One would think,” the priest mused. “And yet, clearly not. He murdered the man who ran this city. A man who trusted him and wanted to befriend him. Malkin liked Elvac right up until the end, you know.”
Benji sunk back down onto his knees, his hands still bound to the wall. Impossible though it seemed, he managed to look whiter than normal and his fluffy hair drooped around his face. He was so pale he almost glowed in the dark, and his expression was agonised and grief-stricken. The priest noticed.
“However,” their captor mused. “It is possible he was only doing that under the control of the Syrene witch. I guess we’ll never know until we find her. It would be difficult to prove, but he might be innocent of his crime after all. If we found out she was responsible you would all be allowed to go free, because, of course, you would all have been swayed by her. Your actions wouldn’t be your fault.”
He watched the room carefully, scrutinising their dirty injured faces in the dark. They knew what he meant. They knew what he was asking of them. Through the wall Elvac’s screaming came distantly again. Benji looked like he wanted to speak, but they couldn’t be sure. None of them could be sure they wouldn’t just be killed once the church had what they wanted.
“Of course,” the priest added, pushing the knife firmly against Francis’s skin. “You’ll want to think really, really hard about where your witch might be.”
Elvac lay chained to a stone slab. He was surrounded. Bodies of the people he had killed were rising up all around him. Their dark blue eyes stared blankly as they reached for him. Their hands clawed at his flesh, and behind them the fire rose – burning white hot. It didn’t hurt them. They had brought it. They had brought it to get him. The fire was hungry and it wanted his body for fuel. He gasped rapidly and shallowly in terror. His heart was racing. His sanity was dissolving at the horror before him. He couldn’t scream. It was stuck in his throat and the sound was blocking his air. He couldn’t breathe for fear.
Someone poured water over his face. At first it was like life on his skin, then it kept going. Not being able to breathe in terror changed to not being able to breathe. The water kept coming and his lungs were bursting. Finally it stopped and he gasped for air. His chest heaved with the effort and the wounds still healing across his skin burned as he stretched them. He blinked rapidly as he steadied his breathing again. He was chained to a stone slab in a dark room. He looked down, barely able to hear anything but the sound of his own laboured breathing. His clothes had been taken, and a priest stood at his side looking down on the wounds on his chest.
“Nasty injuries,” the priest commented. Slowly he drew a syringe from Elvac’s arm. “Funny thing, adamanthel,” he continued. “You give it to someone who’s been through what you have, and it just makes everything worse. You think withdrawal is bad. Wait until we have you hooked again. It will feel like you never left your war.”
Elvac couldn’t talk. His breathing was still taking up all his energy and the scream was still stuck in his throat, blocking all other sounds. There were footsteps. Someone else was in the room. Another priest.
“Guhji says we need to make him scream,” the second priest announced. “He wants the others to hear him scream.”
The first priest laughed. “Then tell the blonde little shit to come down here and do it himself. Hasn’t he seen what we’ve done?”
Elvac couldn’t see what they’d done. He knew he was in pain, but the drug was numbing his senses to the real world. The horrors of his mind controlled everything now. He moved his hands. They were sticky. He couldn’t see his body, but he knew he must be bleeding. The stone slab he lay on was warm and wet. If it was warm he’d been here a while. The wetness didn’t feel like the water they’d poured over his face to wake him up. He must have bled a lot at some point, but he couldn’t remember. The two priests were looking down on their handiwork. They could see what they’d done.
“They told us to give him adamanthel because that would be more horrifying than anything we can do to him,” the first priest sighed. “But all that’s done is erase the memories of us torturing him. He doesn’t remember being in pain. It’s pointless. The man has forgotten how to scream. It’s just something that the war has already tortured out of him. We don’t have anything to reverse that process.”
“What about this?” the other man asked, pulling something from his pocket.
The first priest chuckled. “Now you’re talking.”
“Guhji said we can only use it if all else fails,” the second one warned.
The first one shrugged. “All else has failed. Give it here.”
The second man passed the jar over and the first priest took it. He leant over Elvac and brought the jar close to his face.
“Do you know what this is?” he asked.
Elvac’s heart stopped. He stopped breathing and his thoughts went blank in horror. His mind began to collapse in mortal terror. Bluish flames swirled like liquid in the jar, constantly burning.
“They call it holy Syrene fire,” the priest continued. He looked down Elvac’s body and the soldier knew the man was looking at his scarred arm. “We think you may have encountered it before. We don’t have a lot. Just enough for you though.”
The priest stood straight up again and looked across Elvac to his companion.
“Open that wound in his chest,” he ordered.
“We’re not going to start with one of the holes we made?”
“No, I want to start with the damage he brought home with him.”
The second man reached down and placed his hands on Elvac’s chest. The soldier gasped sharply in pain and tears stung his eyes as the priest pulled his wound back open. He felt warm blood run across his chest.
“Careful,” the priest warned. “We don’t want to kill him.”
The first priest ignored him and unscrewed the lid of the jar. The room instantly became warmer as the fire breathed out into it. Carefully, and with an impressively steady hand, the first priest poured a little of the hot blue fire into the wound on Elvac’s chest. For a moment there was nothing. Then there was only agony. From his toes to his eyes there was only pain. It leaked from every pore and destroyed every muscle as it devoured his body. The flames travelled through his blood; entered every vein. His body arched and thrashed in pain. The fire was in all of him at once. It burnt through his throat. He screamed. He’d never screamed like this before, not even when the fire burnt his arm. He howled in agony, wishing he could die. More fire was poured into his blood. The pain doubled. His body couldn’t take it. Everything went black.
That should have been it. That moment was what Elvac had subconsciously been waiting for since his return. But there were people and gods that weren’t done with him yet, and, as he always knew he would, he woke to her voice.
“Will he be alright?” Satinka whispered.
“I think so,” Sabeh answered. “He looks okay, right?”
“He’s badly scarred.”
“Well there’s nothing we can do about that. Besides, he was pretty badly scarred when he got back, wasn’t he?”
Elvac took a deep fluttering breath as his lungs worked again. The air rattled in his throat as his life came back.
“He’s waking up,” Satinka announced. “Elvac?”
He regained sensation in his body. He could feel her tiny hands resting on his chest, warm with life.
“Fetch a robe,” Sabeh ordered.
Elvac felt Satinka’s hands leave his body and he heard her scamper off. Strong arms wrapped around his torso and pulled him up into a sitting position as his eyes flickered open.
“Sabeh…” his own voice sounded strange to him.
“Hey,” Sabeh’s voice sounded strange too. It was unusually weak.
“You… you came back…”
“Of course I did. I should never have let you leave.” Sabeh’s usually hard black eyes were sickened and grief-stricken as he looked at his friend. “Are you alright?”
“I think… I was dead…” Elvac breathed.
“Very nearly,” Sabeh nodded weakly. “If we’d been…” he trailed off numbly.
Elvac could see how much damage must have been done to him reflected back in his friend’s eyes. Sabeh had never looked this way before in all the years he’d known him. There was a horror there that he’d never seen before. Footsteps sounded behind them and they turned to see Satinka running back with a black priest’s robe bundled in her arms. Her eyes were like giant saucers in her face as she stared at him, as though she was seeing something that shouldn’t be.
Elvac pulled himself from Sabeh’s arms and quickly took the robe from her. He had a feeling that this moment would come back to haunt him when he was thinking straight again, but right now everything was hazy. He held the robe to his body, but didn’t put it on yet. He was sticky with blood, and looking behind himself now he saw for the first time just how much blood had spilt over the stone slab he’d been held on. He could almost see the imprint he’d left on it. The shackles that had held him were dripping with it. He didn’t even remember being unchained.
“How am I alive?”
“Magic,” Satinka whispered.
“She saved you,” Sabeh said quickly. “It was a close thing, but she managed to heal you just in time.”
Neither of them were looking at him as they spoke, they were looking at each other. Elvac took the moment to pull the robe on over his head. It clung to his body where the blood covered him. Sabeh placed a hand on his shoulder, but he was still looking at Satinka.
“I’ll go find the others,” he offered. “You finish up here.”
He patted Elvac’s arm once and then dashed off, running up the stairs and out the door. Satinka stayed where she was, head bowed mutely. There was blood on her hands. Sabeh had had blood on him too. Elvac wondered what he’d looked like when they’d found him. He flexed his hands and checked his joints. He could move everything. Aside from the fog in his brain he felt alright.
“Thank you,” he mumbled. “For saving my life.”
“Don’t thank me,” she shook her head. “You should never have been here. This never should have happened.”
“What… what did you do to me?” he asked.
“I healed you, idiot.”
“Well yes, but… Satinka…” He looked at her carefully, for some sign of what was really going on. “You were supposed to get away,” he whispered.
“And I will,” she told him. “But I won’t just leave you all to die here either. I don’t understand you humans. It must be your short lifespans. They mess with your brains. You’re all so willing to die. I can’t… I can’t keep letting that happen.”
Elvac watched her nervously. Something in her voice suggested there was a long story behind her reaction to human deaths. He’d seen it in her eyes before – that fear of watching people die.
“I told the priests you were trying to get home,” he told her softly. “I tried to lead them away.”
She chuckled sickly and shook her head. “Oh Elvac, they didn’t want you to talk. They didn’t need you to and they knew it. That’s why they were trying to make you scream. That’s all they wanted: just bait. They knew I’d come for you.”
“But the whole point was to keep you from them,” he persisted, sliding off the slab and approaching her. He took her bloody hands in his and looked at the sharp contrast of red on her skin. “Why did you come back?”
“Why do you think?” she asked like he was stupid, but her eyes regarded him softly.
He moved to kiss her. Her hand clamped itself over his mouth with force.
“Don’t even think about it,” she told him flatly.
“I’m sorry,” he apologised quickly, wiping the smeared blood off his face with a sleeve.
“And you should be,” she growled.
“Okay, sorry, right… um… it just… kinda felt like there was a moment… and‒”
She slapped him. It didn’t seem hard but it felt half decent. He gave a yelp of pain and held his face.
“Don’t,” she ordered. “Just don’t anything. How could you? Sabeh is the one you should be grateful to, you know! He’s the one you should be thanking because he saved your life!”
Elvac blinked at her, and she caught herself carefully.
“I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t told me the truth,” she admitted. “If he hadn’t said anything I would have gone. I trusted you, because I forget sometimes that humans seem to have a death wish.”
Elvac looked down in shame. He’d felt like he was doing the right thing, but the way she spoke to him made him feel foolish. He wanted to believe she’d saved him because deep down she loved him. He just needed to get everything back to the way it was before he’d left. How had trying to be a shield turned him into a liability? There are days when intentions become irrelevant. Elvac felt that this was one of those days. What he intended didn’t matter. Everything was backfiring.
“We should go,” Satinka sighed. “Sabeh will meet us at the door and we can get everyone else out.”
Elvac nodded and followed her up the stairs. She was light on her feet, but nervous and she pulled at her hood as they went up. She couldn’t afford to let anyone here see her face. Sunne couldn’t be allowed to know what she looked like. At the top of the stairs was a priest, and he was definitely dead. He looked like he’d had his head smashed against the wall with a giant hammer. Elvac couldn’t begin to guess what the man had looked like before then. He couldn’t even tell if it was one of his torturers. The man was stripped down to his undergarments and Elvac assumed he was wearing the dead man’s robe. They came out into the corridor and Elvac looked around. There wasn’t any obvious door for them and the golden hall stretched out in exactly the same arc either side.
“Which way?” he asked her. “I thought I was in the room by the door, but I can’t see it.”
“This way,” she directed him. “Trust me. I know where I’m going.”
He did trust her, and he let her guide him. He felt slightly upset at her tone, but he did owe her his life. The candlelight illuminated the bottom half of her face under her hood and Elvac watched the way her pale skin almost glowed. His chest ached. Apparently not everything could be magically healed.
“The priests called you a witch,” he told her quietly.
“Did they?” she asked with mock interest. “How nice of them.”
“What you did back there,” he referenced her healing him. “How did–?”
“Elvac, when we get out of here – and only when we get out of here – will I answer the questions I feel like answering,” she told him calmly.
“Well at least you’re honest,” he grumbled.
She laughed. “I try to be, even when I’m leaving things out.”
“Like who you are, where you come from, and everything you’ve ever done.”
“Alright,” she cautioned. “We get the picture.”
“Where are the others?” he asked her.
“Sabeh should be getting them,” she replied. “You know, it’s his fault we came back for you. I know you think he’s done you wrong somehow, but if it weren’t for him you would be dead. He loves you, in a friendly sort of way. You might want to keep that in mind.”
“Why?” Elvac asked her.
“Because I’ve seen the way you look at him,” she said. “Like he’s wronged you somehow when actually he’s probably the best thing that’s ever happened to you. The two of you used to be so close. How did you lose that? He would do anything for you. Not a lot of people have someone like that in their lives. I only trusted your message earlier because it came from him. I was going to leave you all to die – although I didn’t know it. And do you know what he said to me?”
Elvac said nothing. In the wake of her tone he was somewhat shamefaced. He hated the way she could make him feel guilty about anything, but he hoped she noticed the irony in what she said.
“He said ‘I love you, but I can’t go with you’,” she finished. “He wouldn’t leave you. He couldn’t leave you. Next time you want to have a go at him about me remember that. He would have come here and died trying to save your life.”
“And you?” Elvac asked quietly.
“Once I knew, we had to come back. I wasn’t going to leave you all to die.”
“What about Memnyir?” he asked. “You said you had to get there.”
Satinka nodded sadly. “She’s waited for me for ten years now, and she has to wait the months it will take me to travel up the continent. She can wait the few hours it will take for me to save your life.”
“That’s very logical of you,” Elvac thanked her.
“Sabeh said it,” she told him darkly.
Elvac rubbed his mouth and tried desperately to hide his smile at her admission. Ever since Memnyir had been mentioned Satinka had been thinking with her heart rather than her head, and the logical response did sound like something her boyfriend would say. As much as he hated to admit it, she was right. It wasn’t Sabeh that had been bothering him; it was their relationship. He wanted to sabotage it. He wanted to make Sabeh look like the lesser man. Actually thinking about it in that way made him feel like a monster. He would have to cut his friend some slack, once they were out of this nightmarish prison.




ESCAPE

Guhji still held the knife to Francis. The noises coming into the room had changed. Elvac wasn’t screaming anymore. Other people were though. There were crashing sounds, and the noise of steel ringing on stone. He was fairly sure that like him they were more focused on those sounds than his threats.
“It sounds like she arrived all on her own,” Danni growled. “So you can let us go.”
“It only sounds like that if she brought the cavalry,” Guhji disagreed, hiding the desperation in his voice. “You don’t want to be rescued though. It will only make things worse. None of you understand. I’m doing this for the good of us all.”
“I somehow doubt that,” Francis grated, trying not to move with the blade against her skin.
Guhji pulled her up by her hair. “Do you know who comes after you if you get away from here?”
“The armies of the church?” Taum guessed.
“Āni,” Guhji answered. There was something about his voice when he said it. Something about the name itself seeped fear and dread. It was cold and malicious. There was a horror of something truly evil in the priest’s voice. “Āni will come for you.”
“The Avatar?” Arrio asked.
“You have no idea what power is until you meet him,” Guhji told them. He grimaced as he heard the quivering fear in his own voice. “Āni will not kill you. Death bores him. Give up now, hand her over, and spare yourselves.”
Everyone looked at each other. They didn’t know what to make of the threat. But… the priest’s fear was very real. He was afraid of Āni, even if they weren’t. There was something dreadful about that fear. It seeped into your veins; made you shiver, even if you didn’t know exactly why. Benji opened his mouth to speak. The door at the top of the stairs burst open with an almighty crash. Arrio moved. He snapped the cord around his wrists, hiding the sound in the booming of the door. Like dark lightning he streaked across the room. Guhji saw him coming at the last second, pulling his blade across Francis as Arrio hit him. The Zynaldini collided with the priest, smashing his fist into the side of the blonde man’s head and dropping him cold. Francis fell back into Arrio’s waiting arms, her hand against her throat as blood dripped down her chest.
“FRAN!” Danni screamed, trying to pull free. The Almenian woman ripped one of her hands from the rope, tearing away skin. She ripped at the bonds, pulling herself loose.
“Francis?” Arrio touched her face with a shaking hand.
She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “It’s nothing – just a scratch. Don’t worry.”
“You’re bleeding,” he insisted.
Danni rushed to them and collapsed on her knees beside Francis. On the other side of the room Sabeh had reached Benji and Taum and was untying them.
“Francis, quiqui, you’re hurt.”
“It’s nothing a few stitches won’t fix,” Francis insisted. “Stop freaking out.”
Danni pulled her hand back and looked. The knife had caught on her collarbone and cut straight across it. It wasn’t deep, but it was messy and close to her throat.
“It probably looks worse than it is,” she told Danni and Arrio’s terrified eyes.
“You shouldn’t move, chichina,” Arrio told her nervously.
“Are you serious?” she retorted, her hand covering up the cut once more. “Which one of us is the medic?”
Danni and Arrio exchanged a glance.
“Just carry me, Arrio. I’ll sort myself out when I have my med kit.”
He did as he was told, scooping her up into his arms. She nestled in against him as Danni stood anxiously by. Sabeh looked over to them as he finished untying Benji.
“Is she alright?”
“I’m fine,” Francis grated.
Sabeh took the hint.
“Where’s Elvac?” Benji demanded.
“With Satinka. They should be waiting for us by the door. Danni, what are you doing?!”
Danni ignored Sabeh. She was moving towards Guhji, but Taum got between them.
“Danni,” the huntsman warned. “We don’t have time.”
“It won’t take long.”
“No, it won’t happen,” Taum disagreed. “Look after Francis and walk away.”
“Get out of my way, Taum,” she ordered. “I’m going to kill him.”
“You’re going to kill him while he’s unarmed and out cold? Over my dead body!”
“MOVE!” she bellowed. “You think I’ve never killed a man before?”
“No, I don’t think you have. I think you’re like every other Almenian that’s been getting into fights with Woodell boys since they were old enough to make a fist. I think you’ve been fighting all your life, but I don’t think you’ve ever killed anyone. And I’m not about to let you start with cold-blooded murder in a dungeon.”
Danni moved to hit him, but he caught her arm and pinned her up against the wall.
“Ugh! You make this a fight hunter and I will floor you!”
“I have no doubt,” Taum agreed. “But you don’t have time to fight me. You don’t have time to kill this man. We have to get Francis out of here.”
“How can you defend him after everything he’s done?” she growled. “He deserves to die. You really want to leave him here to wake up and come after us again? You must know that if you save him it will come back to haunt you.”
“Well it can get in line with everything else that’s happened tonight,” Taum told her.
She pulled herself free of his grip, but he stood his ground in front of the unconscious priest. Sabeh nodded his head at her and, outnumbered, she turned and led Francis and Arrio from the basement. Benji hurried after them.
“It would have been different if she’d killed him saving Francis,” Taum muttered, rubbing his wrist where he’d been bound. “Or if Arrio had killed him instead of knocking him out. But… just killing him while he’s lying on the floor like that…”
“It’s okay.” Sabeh placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “I agree with you. You did good. As soon as Francis is healed she’ll forget all about it.”
“I know, that’s why I didn’t want to give her something to remember.”
Sabeh patted his shoulder and nodded his head at the stairs. The two of them left Guhji lying on the floor without a glance back.
Elvac and Satinka were waiting by the door. They had passed a lot of crumpled bodies on the way to the exit, but Elvac hadn’t stopped to check how many of them had been dead. It almost looked as though a storm had torn through the hallways, except all the candles were still going. Even in the candelabra they passed that had fallen to the ground the flames kept going. It tugged at his mind. Satinka had noticed, and tried to keep him focused on her. It wasn’t hard.
Voices sounded, and a group of people rounded the corner and came into sight. Elvac hadn’t realised just how relieved he was to see his friends safe and well. Sabeh led the others who all seemed mostly okay. Francis was holding her bleeding neck, but there wasn’t a lot of blood. It didn’t look life threatening. The rest of them only had a few bruises here and there and he thought he could die of relief.
“Are you alright?” he asked Francis.
“I’m fine. Just get me out of here.”
Benji ran up and hugged him. Elvac was startled by how much his skinny friend was trembling.
“Benji, are you okay?”
“Are you?” Benji asked. “We… we heard…”
“It’s okay,” Elvac patted him on the back. “I’m completely fine. Probably in better shape than you lot. Satinka patched me up with magic.”
“With magic?” Danni asked.
“Don’t even think about it,” Francis warned. “Science will fix me just as well.”
Elvac looked around the group once his friend let him go.
“Where’s my mother?” he asked suddenly.
“With Ugnur, I think,” Danni replied. “She stayed with him when we left. She wasn’t with us.”
Elvac let the knowledge sink in, then tipped his head back and sighed as his shoulders slumped. That might have been the best news he’d ever heard.
“Thank the gods for small mercies, right?” Sabeh asked wryly.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “Actually, I don’t think I could have put it better myself. Although, maybe not all the gods…”
“True,” Sabeh nodded. “I think I might be leaving your god out of my prayers for a while.”
“Like you ever said a prayer to him in your life,” Arrio drawled, pushing the door open with his foot while he held Francis like a child in his arms.
“True, fair enough,” Sabeh agreed as they followed him through.
The floor of the chapel was littered with bloody priests. Some of them must have been dead, others possibly just unconscious.
“What happened here?” Elvac asked.
“Sorry,” Sabeh apologised. “I was worried about you, really worried, and feeling slightly wound up and vengeful. It was an emotional battle.”
Satinka cracked her knuckles behind them. “I just like hitting priests,” she said sweetly.
They stepped carefully over the bodies on their way to the door. Once there Danni carefully pushed it open. She froze. Guards lined the gates in a row, standing at attention. Everyone peered past her and saw them standing there, facing out towards the city. That was the first thing they noticed that was strange. Then they finally realised it. Elvac felt his blood chill as he figured out why the guards hadn’t turned at the commotion. They were already dead, still standing. Small holes were visible in the base of their skulls under the edge of their helmets. Slowly their blood dripped onto the cobbles, running down their necks and arms and dripping slowly from their fingers. It didn’t seem possible. None of them had moved from position, not even turned. They had all died instantly as though something had shoved itself into their brains all at once. Something they didn’t even see coming. Somehow it was more terrifying than anything else that had happened. Elvac stood transfixed as the blood slowly dripped. He opened his mouth to speak, without truly knowing what he would say. As he looked back to Satinka, Sabeh caught his eye. His friend’s black gaze was warning, and he put a silent finger to his lips. Elvac took the hint and followed Sabeh’s gaze silently out the door. At the door Satinka stopped a moment and her boys turned back to see what was keeping her.
“Just a moment,” she said from the doorway. She turned back into the room and touched her fingers to her lips. The candles went out. “I’m coming for you, Sunne,” she whispered, then shut the door with an echoing bang.
Sabeh and Satinka led everyone back to her place near the top of the city, and explained to the others everything Maykner had told them and what they had to do. Sabeh told them they may have as little as a few hours before people found them here. No one in the church knew Satinka was involved yet. They would have to start asking questions around the university to know that she was part of their group. That bought them a little bit of time. That and the fact that most of the clergy in Undernal were currently dead or unconscious. Nothing was done until Francis was stitched up. The wound was in an awkward place so she couldn’t do her own stitches. Arrio had volunteered, but his hands were trembling so much that Satinka had to take over. Francis wanted Danni to hold her hand, and didn’t mind Satinka following her orders as long as she didn’t try and cheat. Satinka just smiled at the notion. Benji and Taum found an unusual amount of their things suddenly at their friends’ place. Sabeh said he’d packed it, because their place wasn’t safe anymore.
“The truth is,” he announced once they were all sitting in the main room and Satinka had brought out bowls of warm water and cloths for them all to wash the blood off, “there is no way you can stay here anymore. You need to pack tonight and get out. Go home, go hide, go somewhere, anywhere. It isn’t safe. We knew it wouldn’t be, but now we know that they mean to kill you or worse if they find you again. We’ve told you what we’re doing now which unfortunately puts you in more danger, but they will come after you anyway. You have to find somewhere to hide – find someone you trust.”
Everyone greeted his statement with silence. Benji chewed his nails nervously while Taum scuffed the carpet. Danni had her arms around Francis who toyed with the frayed edge of one of the rips in her girlfriend’s pants. They all knew this already. They had faced up to the idea of leaving earlier, and after their run in with the dungeons the prospect of getting out of Undernal was a great deal less daunting. Part of Danni wanted to go home anyway, and taking Francis there was something she’d always wanted to do. Taum was looking forward to seeing Elgárnd for the first time, even if it wasn’t home. Not everyone had home in mind though. Arrio scratched his cheek roughly.
“You know the weirdest part of all this,” the red haired Zynaldini announced. “Is how you tell us you’re going to kill Sunne, and then think we’re not going to come with you.”
Danni, Francis, Taum and Sabeh chuckled at his bland tone and blatant enthusiasm.
“We can’t guarantee anyone’s safety with us,” Satinka told him. “The road will only get more dangerous, and I mean to face Sunne at the end.”
“Can anyone guarantee our safety if we try and hide?” Francis asked. “This place is my home. I was born in Undernal. We’ll be safer on the move than anywhere else, and most of us would have to travel with you part of the way just to get out of the city.”
Arrio nodded to that. The fastest way to the Five Stars of the North involved crossing the Dethfryst mountain range where Sabeh came from, which was right by the Zynaldini desert. He would practically be on the doorstep of their destination anyway. And he seemed pretty keen to be part of their mission.
“A larger group will be harder to hide,” Elvac pointed out softly, washing some of the blood from his arms and face. “The more of us that travel together, the more we stand out. People notice large groups, not couples. And… not to be the one to go there, but we do stand out as a group. It’s not as though we can pretend we’re all from the same place.”
Arrio shrugged. It didn’t seem to bother him. He wasn’t going to stay out of the adventure, and there was a good chance no one would make him.
“There are only two roads out of Undernal anyway,” Sabeh pointed out. “Benji and Taum can take the road to Colo, but for the rest of us it makes sense to leave together, at least until the girls want to break off for Almenir.”
“We’re coming with you too,” Benji announced.
Everyone looked at him in shock. The last thing they expected to hear was Benji willingly offering to follow Sabeh.
“If we leave the city together then at least we know that everyone gets out safe,” Benji muttered. “Then once we reach Kei Da the group can scatter. The girls can go through the forest from there, and the people coming to Elgárnd can come back down. That way we split the trail all at once and the church have to choose who to follow.”
His use of the term ‘people’ wasn’t lost on anyone. He wasn’t limiting the number of people going back to Elgárnd just yet. It made his offer a great deal less suspicious. Sabeh nodded. If that’s what people wanted, it made sense to him. Elvac knew his friend would like the idea of making sure they were all safe. Sabeh was a sucker for responsibility. The Ickian turned to his girlfriend.
“The priests still don’t know you pretend to be one of their daughters,” he said to Satinka. “They never found out you’ve been hiding as one of them. Maykner said that would be your best chance to get up to Memnyir without being caught. With Nauel to look after us in Sunndan I can’t help but agree. In which case, the larger the group, the more convincing we might be. Daughters of Sunne would never travel without a few bodyguards, maybe some servants. It shouldn’t be too hard to pull off.”
“You want me to pretend that you’re all my servants and bodyguards?” she dismissed.
“If we can stick Danni in a dress and make-up the girls can accompany you,” he planned. “Three church girls visiting home in a group will draw less attention than one girl travelling alone. The rest of us I can make bodyguards or attendants. Also, I know a cheap place to get carriages from. We’d look the part, and all your papers are still in order. You’ve gotten by on them for years.”
“It’s a good plan,” Arrio approved before she could say anything. “It won’t take us long to pack for that. We can leave here at first light.”
Sabeh nodded. “That gives me almost a couple of hours to sort everything out. We can meet back here once everyone has what they need, but pack lightly guys – this isn’t a pleasure trip. Don’t forget we’re not church royalty.”
“I don’t think we’re in any danger of forgetting that,” Arrio grinned, getting up. “After their hospitality I think it will be hard to forget how much they hate us.”
“And that whole ‘they’ll be trying to kill us every step of the way’ thing will probably help to remind us,” Benji agreed.
“Okay,” Francis said, also standing. “We’ll be back here in an hour. Everyone move quickly and carefully though. The last thing we need is another ambush.”
“Wait,” Danni ordered the room coolly. “This is really the plan? We’re going to pretend to be them and hope they don’t check us too closely?”
“You have a better plan?” Sabeh asked her.
“One where I don’t have to wear a dress?” she suggested.
“Suck it up darling,” Francis told her. “It’s not forever, and it might keep us alive.”
“I can’t wait to see this,” Arrio chuckled.
“I will beat you,” Danni threatened darkly.
“You’ll still be in a dress,” he taunted.
“Leave it, Arrio,” Francis sighed, and he quietened instantly.
Elvac stood to go with them and Satinka stopped him a moment.
“Are you sure your place will be safe?” she asked.
“No,” he replied. “But I’ll be careful. I need to make sure my mother’s alright anyway, and let her know that I’m going again.”
Satinka sighed. “She won’t be happy about it. She must hate me.”
“I doubt it,” Elvac comforted her. “I think she just hates what’s happening.”
“Don’t we all…” the small woman sighed.
He touched her shoulder and left. There was nothing else he felt he could say to her. It wasn’t as though he could argue there was someone who did like what was happening. Satinka watched him disappear into the night. Arrio was taking Francis and Danni to their place and she knew the three of them would keep each other safe. Benji and Taum had gone into the next room to sort through their things. So the person approaching would have to be Sabeh. She smiled as he put his arms around her.
“Everything will be alright,” he promised, kissing her shoulder.
“You don’t know that,” she sighed. “I’ve told you not to make promises you can’t keep. It’s such a terrible habit humans have.”
“Sorry,” he smiled. “I was just trying to be reassuring.”
“Try again Sabeh. We’re going up against a god, after all. I’ve never known power like it before. I still remember…”
“If it’s gods you’re worried about, don’t be. They’re not everything they’re cracked up to be.”
“I met him once – Sunne. He was stronger than anything in the world, even Āni…” She shuddered at the memory.
Sabeh just chuckled. “I wouldn’t reminisce too much. You’re not alone this time. You’re not a child anymore, and you’ll have a better idea of what you’re up against. Gods aren’t immortal, ineffable creatures – they just think they are. Trust me, Tink. I know.”
She gave him that look. It was the look she always gave him when he called her Tink. He wasn’t even sure if she knew she did it, which was why he hadn’t asked about it. Yet every time he called her Tink, without fault, she gave him ‘the look’. He didn’t understand it, but the way the look shone in her eyes made him feel like he didn’t want to.
“Elvac thanked me for healing him,” she sighed. “It should have been you. You did it. Why won’t you tell anyone?”
“I don’t want to,” he muttered. “You said you didn’t mind taking the fall for it.”
“It’s not exactly a fall, Sabeh. I’m getting thanked and praised for the magic you’re capable of.”
His nose wrinkled briefly at the word. She noticed how when it concerned him he treated magic like a dirty word.
“I just don’t want them to see me differently,” he sighed. “I don’t want…”
“You don’t want them to treat you like they treat me?”
“Don’t say it like that!”
“But it’s true, isn’t it?” she asked. There was a pause as she waited. “I don’t mind, really I don’t. Just be honest.”
“I don’t want them to treat me as anything more than what they know. I don’t want them to know who I am.”
“You’re so trusting,” she teased.
“It’s not that. Just let it go… please.”
She tiptoed up in his arms and kissed his nose. “For you, I will. But Elvac should be thanking you, not me.”
“Don’t make a big deal out of it,” Sabeh ordered.
She nodded. Humans were so awkward about magic, but it wasn’t her place to try and fix that. After all, they never got it naturally. No human was ever born with their power; they learnt it or they were given it. Maybe it was right for them to be uncomfortable about it.
Elvac ran barefoot through the town. In the early hours there was no one to see him streaking through the city in a bloody priest’s robe, although if someone did he was a dead man, so he tried to be careful. The smoky torches that lit the streets cast eerie shadows down the long dark staircases as he rushed home. He felt them flickering at the edge of his vision, but pushed them from his mind. Whatever Satinka had done to him down in the dungeons it had given him more strength. He felt better now than he had since his return home. He saw his little house squeezed up in the alley and stopped. The door was shut and there were no lights on. Everything was quiet. Cautiously he sneaked up to the window. The light from the street offered a faint glow. The room looked empty. The door was still locked. He removed a loose stone from under the window and took out the spare key, carefully putting the stone back and making sure no one saw him enter.
The house was empty. His mother wasn’t back yet. He hoped she really was still with Ugnur, although he couldn’t imagine why. He removed the bloody robe and rolled it up, ready to burn. There wasn’t time to heat water, so he washed the rest of the blood from his body with cold water and a small rag. It was like ice on his skin, but it helped clear his senses. He couldn’t believe he was really a part of all this. Since he’d been home he’d made enemies of the church he had served, survived the withdrawal of a drug addiction he didn’t know he’d had, found monstrous human experiments living in a basement, been tortured to death and magically healed. Also the woman he loved was a totally different species. It was so insane it could only be real.
He wondered what it was like for her to be surrounded by creatures that weren’t quite the same as she was. He wondered if he could ever know the feeling. One day, if she’d let him, he might go and live with her in the mountains she came from; to see what it was like to be one of a kind. He wasn’t going to win her over by fighting Sabeh though. She seemed to think he owed his friend some great debt, as though Sabeh was the best thing in the world. That’s what she’d said to him, ‘he’s probably the best thing that’s ever happened to you. He would do anything for you. Not a lot of people have someone like that in their lives’. Did she really not see the irony? It wasn’t her fault though; maybe she really didn’t understand people. Maybe she honestly didn’t see that Sabeh was just being so nice because he felt guilty. He sighed and rinsed the bloody cloth.
Once he was clean he dressed back in his own clothes. The blue vest he came home in was still clean and everything in his wardrobe had been cared for like last possessions. He was lucky they hadn’t turned out to be. He opened the door of the wardrobe and saw the glint of metal plates. Carefully he took the armoured cloak out of his wardrobe and studied it. There wasn’t a better time to use it. He buckled it on around his shoulders and the weight across them was sturdy and comforting. The sword and rucksack Malkin had left here was still by the door and Elvac collected them with caution. He knew when the high-priest had left they’d been on good terms, but he was slightly superstitious about the fact that he had killed the man only hours later.
Elvac emptied the rucksack on the table, but it only contained a few rags and some preserved food. Only the things he had been carrying around to survive. He took it to his room and packed it full with clothes, trying to choose the most appropriate and protective things he could. It wasn’t much, but he knew he wouldn’t need much. Sabeh was responsible for supplies. The rest of them just had to pack their own things. He checked the sword. Malkin had told him it was his father’s sword. The sword his father had been given to join the first wave. How in Sunne’s name did Malkin know? From his patchwork quilt of memories, Elvac remembered discarding and snatching weapons at random during battle ‒ whatever was the closest and the best. Still, if it had been his father’s, if Malkin really had been showing him an act of kindness, then he should keep it close. He’d never had a sword of his own before; not one like this that had been given to him. And maybe, just maybe, his father had been given this sword once too. It was old but sturdy and he was sure it would come in handy. Probably not what Malkin had had in mind when he’d given it to him.
He clipped the sword on the side of his belt. Then he picked up the small rucksack and gave the house one last glance over. This was his home, but he knew the odds were good he would never come back. He rested a hand on the old doorframe, then left quietly – locking it up tightly behind him. Elvac trekked his way across town, but he didn’t head back up the hill straight away. Instead he aimed for Fifth Street, in the east district. He was surprised how easily he could find the place again, given that he’d been unconscious the first time he’d come here and drug-addled the others. But he’d grown up in this city. He knew it like the back of his hand. He knocked on the door – there wasn’t an answer. Carefully he opened the door a crack and peered in. The tip of a sword met him.
“Put it down Ugnur,” he warned. “I’m just looking for my mother.”
“Elvac?”
He heard Gemie’s voice inside and almost died with relief. Elvac pushed the door open and Ugnur lowered his sword, but cautiously and his one eye looked suspicious.
“Why are you alone?” he asked. “Where is the girl? Where have you all been?”
Elvac blinked. Of course they knew nothing of everything they’d all been through. He expected him to have met up with the others after the visit to the House of Cards. They didn’t know anything that had happened after that.
“It’s a really long story,” Elvac sighed. “But this city is about to be extremely dangerous, even more than before.” He looked to his mother. “You have to find somewhere safe to hide, home won’t be. People are going to be looking for you after tonight.”
Gemie nodded slowly. She sat on the edge of the table with her hands clasped before her, her old eyes tired.
“You’ve only been back two days. How did you cause so much trouble?” she asked solemnly.
“I was tricked, duped, drugged and attacked,” he sighed. “There weren’t a lot of chances for me to react well to that.”
“No, I suppose not,” she agreed. “I also suppose I don’t want to know what has happened. As long as you are still safe… You look better darling,” she sighed. “Where are you going?”
“For the safety of you and everyone here it’s best you don’t know,” he told her.
“Good answer,” Ugnur grunted.
“Do you have somewhere to stay?” Elvac asked his mother. “I need to know you’ll be safe when I go.”
“I do,” she nodded. “Don’t I?” she asked Ugnur.
He nodded curtly. “Your mother has asked if she can stay here and help me.”
Gemie nodded. “These people need my help if they have any chance of recovering. And I want to work with Ugnur on a cure for this withdrawal process. He can help manage it, but there must be a way to beat it. If there is I want to find it.” She looked up at her son. “I want to help you,” she told him.
Elvac nodded. “I’m doing alright for now.”
“Yes dear,” Gemie smiled. “This is for when you get back.”
Elvac didn’t say anything. There was no way he was going to tell her he might not come back, but he wasn’t sure he could successfully lie to her either, so he just nodded quietly. She slid off the edge of the table and came over to him. Her little hands reached up and straightened the front of his cloak. She sighed forlornly.
“You look so much like your grandfather with that on,” she told him. “At least you’ll get some use out of it.”
Elvac smiled. “You’re not going to try and stop me at all then? Not even a little guilt trip?”
Gemie smiled sadly. “I would,” she admitted. “If I thought it would make any kind of difference.”
He sighed and hugged her. “I love you,” he told her, fully knowing it could be the last time he saw her.
“I love you too dear,” she replied thickly. “Come home safe.”
“I’ll try,” he promised.
She kissed his cheek and he bid her farewell. He had a horrible lump in his throat that worsened the longer he stayed, but he knew it would fade after he left. Ugnur shook his hand on his way out. The one eyed soldier didn’t say anything, but Elvac could see in his expression he knew the danger Elvac was about to throw himself into.
Light touched the edge of the sky as he stepped back out into the cold air. The stars were fading and he needed to be back soon. His steps were heavy with heartache, but he knew he was doing the right thing. He walked slowly to the edge of the street and looked back. The building wasn’t much to look at. The horse and cart they’d first come here in had been moved, or stolen. This wasn’t the neighbourhood he wanted for his mother, but he knew Ugnur would keep her safe, at least until something better came along. He hoped one day that something better would be him, but he couldn’t be sure.
He turned away and took off into the last hour of night, racing up the hill to reach Sabeh’s place. He had a sneaking suspicion they wouldn’t leave without him though. As he neared he saw Taum in his hunter’s uniform. He wore a brown leather smock and a long sand coloured cloak with the hood up. He had his longbow and quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder, and was talking with Sabeh. The Ickian had washed the blood from his body, but otherwise was no different. Elvac had got the distinct impression over the years that Sabeh didn’t change anything about himself for anyone. Sabeh was hitching a carriage to two dappled mares. Three other horses were tied up outside.
Someone walked up beside Elvac. He turned to see Benji at his side. His friend’s face was bruised, and it stood out harshly against the white of his skin. His feathery hair waved like grass in the breeze. It had been years since Elvac had seen him dressed like this. He wore tall oiled boots that came up to mid-thigh. They were common wear among the marsh folk who walked the swamps. His tunic was pale green and he wore dried reed bands all along his arms. He looked like he was going home.
“Five horses and a carriage,” Benji shook his head. “That kind of stuff is expensive.”
Elvac nodded. It certainly was. Someone came around the side of the carriage, and for a moment they didn’t recognise her. Danni wore the dress of a church girl and her bruised face was clean of dirt and hidden under the doll styled paint. She’d even brushed her hair. Although she was carrying her long white gloves and they could see the grazes on her hands. The only other giveaway was that she didn’t walk like a lady. She saw them staring at her and tossed her short brown hair back.
“What do you think?” she asked coyly.
“You look nice,” Elvac smiled.
“Yeah, never thought that would happen,” Benji laughed.
“Don’t hate me because I’m pretty Benji,” she teased. “Hate me because men aren’t.”
“Don’t start you two,” Elvac warned, putting himself between them.
Francis strolled up in her matching white doll outfit, her loose curls pulled over her shoulder. She had carefully bandaged her wound and buttoned the dress over it.
“What’s going on here?” she asked.
“These two haven’t had enough fighting for one night,” Elvac glowered.
Francis sighed and linked her arm in Danni’s. “Come on sweetie, just get in the carriage. I’ll let you two have a little scrap later.”
Around the corner Elvac heard a door shut. A key grated in the lock and clicked. Finally Satinka came around the corner in her usual white with her painted face: just the way he’d always remembered her. She carried a small white purse in her gloved hands. Arrio followed close behind in his customary black leather. He carried a long spear with him and he looked like he wanted to use it. Elvac smiled – what he really looked like was a Zynaldini bodyguard. Sabeh came around the side of the carriage once it was safely attached.
“Ladies,” he grinned, opening the door.
They laughed at him and climbed in. Danni couldn’t resist punching him on the arm for his teasing expression. He didn’t even flinch. He shut the door carefully behind them and climbed up onto the front, taking the reins. He looked back at them.
“Anyone up here with me, or is someone walking?” he asked.
Elvac wandered up to join him while the others untied and mounted the remaining horses. Sabeh looked around to make sure they were all ready, then he clicked his tongue and slapped the reins down. The horses started off slowly as the sun began to rise over the city.
“How did you manage to get all of this at such short notice?” Elvac asked.
“I know a man,” Sabeh replied.
“After tonight I’m starting to assume you know every man.”
Sabeh grinned. “I know enough.”
“One day you’ll have to tell me how you know these people.”
“One day.”
“Even at a bargain a carriage like this would’ve been expensive.”
“Only fifteen gold all up,” Sabeh shrugged.
Elvac stared at him. That was more money than he’d ever seen at once in his lifetime. People like him didn’t talk about things in terms of gold; they bought things in copper.
“Where did you get money like that?” he asked. “Given that we’re trying to escape the city please tell me you didn’t steal it?”
Sabeh laughed. “Oh no, my friend, worse. Much, much worse.”
“Worse?” Elvac asked weakly.
“Don’t worry,” Sabeh consoled him. “It’s one of those things I’ll tell you one day.”
He leant back and wouldn’t say any more on the matter.
There were city gates close to the house, less than five minutes away, which led to the back hills. Sabeh led them up and stopped by the guards at the gate. For a moment Elvac thought that would be it, but Sabeh got down and took some papers from Satinka inside the carriage and showed them to the guards. Not only did the steel clad men move for them, they did so respectfully. Sabeh gave his girlfriend back the papers like he was her dutiful servant and climbed back up beside his friend, giving him a wry smile as they passed through the gate.
“You’re good at bowing and scraping,” Elvac murmured.
“Years of practice,” Sabeh grinned.
They rode through the gate and out onto the sloping dirt road that travelled down the hills into the farmland beyond Undernal. The sun was rising up beside them and the first warm rays touched down properly as they began their journey north. They were out of the city, and after everything else that had happened that was enough for now.




THE ROAD TO SUNNDAN

It wasn’t long before the sun had risen into a perfect blue sky and light puffs of white cloud drifted lazily across the heavens. The carriage rolled along slowly and Sabeh kept them at an unsuspicious pace. He would probably have to answer to Satinka for it later, but they all knew their best chance was not to draw attention to themselves.  By midmorning they’d left the city behind them and made a significant and surprising distance for their speed. The others had formed a guard behind them and rode in formation at the back of the carriage. Sabeh sighed as they travelled and handed the reins over to Elvac.
“Here, can you take us for a bit?” he asked.
“Sure,” Elvac replied, taking over. “Do you think the girls can hear us in there?”
“If they have any sense at all they’ll be getting some sleep,” Sabeh answered, leaning back and closing his eyes.
“And you?” Elvac asked him.
“What does it look like? I didn’t ask you to drive for nothing,” he responded.
“Clever. I notice you organised it so you could just relax the whole way,” Elvac commented.
Sabeh shrugged. “I’m happy to swap around, but you might like to remember the rest of us didn’t get any sleep last night, Mister-I-keep-passing-out.”
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Elvac told him.
“It’s a few moments of being unconscious, which I wouldn’t say no to,” Sabeh replied.
“You would if you had to get them the same way I did,” Elvac muttered.
“True,” Sabeh grinned at the sky.
Elvac let his friend rest for a moment before urging the horses to a faster walk. He knew if he made them trot Sabeh would stop pretending to be asleep and whack him, but Elvac felt the pace his friend had set was too slow. He yearned to be far away from the only place he’d ever called home. There were too many bad memories.
“Sabeh,” he began suddenly. “Why did you come back for me?”
Sabeh kept his eyes closed but answered. “A better question would be ‘why did I let you go at all?’ and I keep asking myself that one. I think the shock of your let-me-die-for-you speech was too much at the end of everything else. Still, I should have pulled it together sooner.”
“No. I didn’t expect you to pull it together at all,” Elvac told him.
“That’s because you’re an idiot,” Sabeh replied nonchalantly. “You’re my best friend. You really think I would do that?”
Elvac thought about it. “No. No I don’t think you would, even if you tried.”
“Exactly,” Sabeh approved.
“I think you tried though,” Elvac suggested.
Sabeh opened his eyes and sat up, but Elvac stared ahead as he drove on.
“I think you tried to leave me behind, but you couldn’t, even if you wanted to,” Elvac guessed.
“I didn’t want to. How can you say that?” Sabeh asked in outrage.
Elvac shrugged. Half his mind was screaming at him to stop – telling him not to take it too far. But the half that had its strength back wasn’t listening. He might not be in agony right now, but that just meant that currently he had different problems.
“I’m just guessing. I asked you to leave me, so I think you tried to, but you couldn’t. You have to swoop in and save people. It’s an annoying hero complex. I guess you get it from what happened to your brother.”
Too far. It is the coward who puts himself before others. It is the weak who cannot stay resilient and understand that true happiness is the final reward for making others happy. Well, he wasn’t listening to that voice right now. He wanted this fight. Listening to the advice of a long-dead philosopher hadn’t got him anything he wanted in life. Trying to be the good guy had lost him the girl and almost gotten him killed. Sabeh was going to the bear the brunt of that resentment, even if Elvac knew it was wrong. He kept his eyes on the road and steadfastly ignored him while his words tried to cut him. Sabeh looked like he was going to hit his friend when a horse pulled up beside them, and Arrio looked down at them.
“What are our plans from here?” he interrupted. “The guys don’t look good riding, and I’m betting that lack of sleep and food isn’t making that easier.”
“How long can everyone hold out?” Sabeh asked.
“As long as I want them to,” Arrio replied. “I can keep them riding for days if we need it. If it’s essential I can make them wish they were back in Undernal.”
Sabeh laughed. “You’re not a slave-driver, man. Calm down. There’s some food in the carriage – get the girls to pass some out to keep them going. If we can I’d like to get to mid-afternoon without stopping. By then we should have made it.”
“Made it where?” Elvac asked.
“The first inn out of Undernal,” Sabeh replied. “We’ll be staying in relatively good places when we can to keep up our disguise. It might make the going a bit slower, but we’ll look more authentic.”
There was a loud thump from inside the carriage as something whacked the wall behind where they were seated. Sabeh elbowed the wall loudly in response.
“Yes, the girls can hear us,” he told Elvac dryly.
Elvac smiled to himself but said nothing as Arrio fell behind them again. He could feel Sabeh’s cold silence at his side and sighed. It is the coward… Yes it is. He closed his eyes briefly in shame. When had his emotions become so hard to control? What had this Sunne-be-damned-drug done to him? He needed to start checking himself. It was terrifying to think that perhaps his own mind couldn’t be trusted. The hallucinations had been easy enough to pick out, but this… this wasn’t a physical ailment that could be cured. This was unwanted, uncontrollable chemical imbalances.
“I’m sorry,” he apologised. “About what I said before. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just…”
“Bitter?” Sabeh supplied darkly.
Elvac shrugged. “I guess. Maybe a little. That’s as good a word as any.”
“Well how about you hold off on my family and just let me know when it’s my fault,” Sabeh suggested threateningly.
Elvac fell silent. He conceded that he had perhaps earned that comment.
Sabeh sighed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped.”
“We were both in the wrong,” Elvac agreed. “You’re tired. I’m disorientated. We might have to sort out another method of communication until we get used to our new situation.”
“And you’re pissed at me anyway,” Sabeh muttered.
“Why would you say that?” Elvac asked in annoyance. “Now it just sounds like you’re trying to start a fight.”
“I know, sorry. I’m just…”
“Bitter?” Elvac guessed.
Sabeh smiled. “It’s as good a word as any.”
“Yep,” Elvac agreed. “Now shut up and go back to sleep, before I have to teach you how people actually end up unconscious like I do.”
Sabeh grinned and nodded at the warning, before resting his head back and closing his eyes again. Elvac inwardly kicked himself for baiting his friend as they rode on. Sabeh was a good guy, who had always been a friend to him. Elvac really was just bitter. He remembered the moment after he had woken in the dungeon with a sickening feeling that made him want to stop and look for his stomach three miles back. It wasn’t his friend’s fault, and he shouldn’t have tried to pretend it was. He just wanted to feel like he was worth something again. Betrayal is the deepest wound. It is the most painful. It never truly heals. That certainly felt true. Elvac just had to remember to try and be the better man. It was hard to be back.
They rode on in silence for hours. Elvac could hear the three bringing up the rear talk occasionally, and every now and then a loud and argumentative sound could be heard, but he was almost glad it was behind him. He was enjoying the peace of being on his own. With Sabeh asleep, and everyone else leaving him alone, he had no one to prove anything to. It was a pleasant change.
The salt tang of ocean in the air had gone, and most of the landscape had changed to rolling hills and farmland. He looked on in a daze of sleep deprivation and bored wonder. This was exactly what he’d been told the areas around Undernal were like, but as far as he could remember it was the first time he had left the city he had grown up in. He knew he’d gone south to the war, but he couldn’t remember much of that, and in the horrifying parts he could remember he wasn’t looking at the scenery.
He wished Francis was out here with him. She was the only one who would know how this felt. All the rest of their friends were from different cities and had travelled from all over the Great Realm – Satinka had travelled even further. Only he and the little blonde medic had never seen the outside of their city, and for all he knew they might never see the inside of it again. Whatever might happen after they got Satinka to the Five Star Islands, there was a good chance they wouldn’t be welcome back in the military capital. Sabeh stirred at his side.
“What did I miss?” he mumbled.
Elvac laughed. “Not much.”
“Good.” His friend stretched and looked around. “How long was I asleep?”
“Ages,” Elvac replied. “Long enough for Arrio to start whipping people.”
Sabeh grinned. “Two silver says I would never be able to sleep through that.”
“I don’t bet money,” Elvac reminded him.
“Not yet, my friend,” Sabeh sighed. “Not yet.”
Elvac laughed. “I’d need to have money before I could bet it.”
“Don’t worry. You can’t travel as far as we’re going and not accumulate money,” Sabeh told him.
Elvac gave him an uncertain look. “Doesn’t travelling usually involve spending money, rather than earning it?”
“Well yeah,” Sabeh agreed. “But I didn’t say we would earn it. I said it would accumulate.”
“Okay, I’d like to see that happen,” Elvac chuckled.
“Actually you’re a good boy. You really don’t,” Sabeh advised.
The Ickian straightened in his seat as Elvac gave him a well-deserved glare of distrust.
“We’re coming up to the inn,” he announced. “It should be just around those hills there. Maybe half an hour away.”
“Is it too early to stop?” Elvac asked. “Shouldn’t we carry on?”
“Nope,” Sabeh disagreed. “The others will need the rest, and the next inn takes too long to get to. We’d end up travelling at night. No, a church lady like ours would stop here and rest for the night, and some of the afternoon…”
There was another loud thump from inside the carriage, as though something was trying to break out of it.
“I love you, duril,” he called back.
There was another loud thump.
“She’s going to murder you,” Elvac warned.
“Hey, don’t sound so pleased,” Sabeh objected.
Elvac stayed sensibly silent as they continued on. Sabeh tried to crane himself in the seat to get a better view of what might be around the hills, but Elvac was pretty sure his little friend couldn’t stretch enough to see more than he could. He was right though. After about twenty minutes they came around the side of the hill and started down the road to a neat little inn situated in the valley. It was a smallish building that someone had painted white, and taken great care to clean frequently. Beside Elvac a voice spoke.
“Oh thank Brukna. I thought I was going to go to sleep on this damn horse.”
Elvac started as he noticed Benji riding beside him.
“Wha‒? How long have you been there?!” he cried.
“Not long,” Benji sighed, his willowy frame drooping in his saddle. “But holy gods I’m tired. Do you think they have hot food?”
“And hot baths,” Sabeh confirmed.
“And the world is a beautiful place again,” Benji smiled.
“You really do live a pampered life, don’t you?” Sabeh commented.
“Try living in a swamp for most of your life,” Benji grumbled. “You start to appreciate luxuries, and not being arrested and beaten.”
“Not being arrested and beaten does sound like a luxury,” Sabeh said.
“Because you live such a hard life,” Benji drawled sarcastically. “Give me a break.”
Sabeh nodded and smiled to himself, like something was funny, but ironically so.
“And another thing,” Benji added as Sabeh looked over at him. “Shut up.”
Elvac laughed at them as they pulled up by the inn. Sabeh told them to wait as he jumped off quickly and went inside. A moment later he returned and looked up at them.
“Elvac, help me escort the ladies upstairs,” he ordered. “Benji, you guys sort out the horses and bring the bags in. Try to act like you know what you’re doing.”
“Screw you,” Benji replied to his comment.
“Can’t the girls walk up the stairs without help?” Elvac asked teasingly.
“They can,” Sabeh agreed. “But that’s just not how this is done. We need to keep them safe and look after them. Women can’t do that by themselves,” he explained.
The carriage door opened and Satinka stood on the step looking down on him.
“Hi duril,” he smiled up at her.
Satinka looked back into the carriage. “Danni if you get bored at all during this trip feel free to beat him.”
“Awesome,” Danni approved.
The three women swept from the carriage without a glance in their companions’ direction and began inside without waiting for them.
“This is going to go great,” Elvac muttered.
“Don’t worry man,” Sabeh said loudly within the girls’ earshot. “Women love to talk. The silent treatment doesn’t last long.”
“I’m more worried about the you-getting-stabbed treatment,” Elvac replied, getting down and following Sabeh inside.
The first floor of the building was a large low-beamed room filled with long tables and benches. The wooden floor had been scrubbed and the fireplace cleaned out during the warm weather. A middle aged innkeeper stood at the back of the hall behind a tall wooden counter and bowed, scraped and fawned over Satinka as she showed him her papers and requested accommodation.
“Don’t say anything,” Sabeh warned quietly. “Just look staunch and serious.”
Elvac didn’t say anything. He could do that. He folded his arms and scowled until Satinka was done. The innkeeper handed her a ring of keys and pointed to a set of sturdy stairs leading up the side wall. The girl thanked him and nodded her head to the boys.
“This nice man has given us the entire top floor, gentlemen,” she told them sweetly. “Sabeh, go let the others know, and help them if they haven’t finished out there. Elvac, come with us.”
She turned and swept off up the stairs followed by a prim looking Francis and a smug Danni. Elvac chuckled.
“Brother, you are in the dog house,” he grinned.
Sabeh gave him an exasperated look. “What did I say about not talking?”
Elvac shrugged and moved to follow the girls up the stairs while his friend slunk back outside. The soldier hadn’t been witness to his friends’ relationship very long, but he was starting to think these disagreements and bated arguments weren’t uncommon. He personally never fought with Satinka. Except for the one argument about his trip South they had always been close and friendly. She deserved someone she didn’t have to fight with. But he didn’t say anything, not yet. She’d work it out.
They only had to climb two flights of stairs to reach the top floor and at the top Satinka unlocked the door and led them into a large and spacious lounge room. The furnishings were limited but this was clearly the suite they reserved for important guests. A few long couches were spaced around a little fireplace with a small sheepskin rug on the hearth before it. A table to place food brought up to the room sat along the back wall, and several small candelabras were spaced out around the area. Two small windows on the back wall with the drapes pulled aside were letting in enough soft sunlight to keep the room pleasantly warm.
“Exactly what do those documents you have say about you?” Elvac asked Satinka.
She smiled over her shoulder at him but said nothing as she moved off to inspect other rooms. He didn’t push the subject. He never did. If she didn’t want to talk he always backed down. The girls spread out to check the other rooms with greater efficiency, but Elvac just stood looking around in bewilderment. How his life had ended up like this was still beyond him, despite having been there for all of it. There were heavy footsteps on the stairs and the others traipsed their way into the room.
“That was quick,” Satinka commented from a doorway.
“Yes,” Sabeh replied. “Gods forbid that we all actually knew what we were doing.”
“Hopefully only one god is trying to forbid that,” Danni sighed. “And doing a rubbish job of it.”
“Careful,” Taum growled. “He can probably hear you.”
“I doubt that,” Sabeh said, dropping the bags he was carrying and flopping down onto the couch in a heap. “He might be able to see us in unusual places, but hearing isn’t his strong point.”
Francis wandered out of a room with a dazed smile. “There are four rooms. Fight quietly boys,” she addressed the troop by the door.
Arrio dropped most of the bags he was carrying, only keeping hold of his leather rucksack. He looked down at Elvac.
“Coming?” he asked.
“Sure,” Elvac shrugged and followed him into one of the rooms, dragging his bag from the doorway of the lounge to the doorway of his room. It was a small room with a lace curtained window and twin beds. A patterned rug lay in the middle of the floor. It was nice.
“That was easy,” Taum commented with a wink at Francis, who smiled.
Benji just stood around looking confused. “What?” he asked of no one.
“Don’t worry,” Taum comforted him, patting his shoulder. “One day you’ll understand. Besides, you must be used to living with me by now.”
He guided his flatmate to the room opposite Arrio and Elvac’s, determined to forever keep him oblivious to their friends’ insinuations.
Satinka waited for the others to start sorting out their rooms before she slunk to the couch and curled up beside her boyfriend.
“So what now?” she asked quietly.
“Now we wait here until morning,” he replied. “We can start out early again and make it to the next inn by tomorrow night. This is the main highway between Undernal and Sunndan. They designed it to be comfortable to travel.”
“Sabeh, I can’t just sit here and wait,” she complained. “I have to move faster than this. At your pace it will take all year.”
“Hopefully not, but that depends on the weather,” he admitted. “You don’t have to like it Satinka, you just have to do it. This is my country. I know how it works better than you do.”
“On that basis I should be taking advice from anyone in this group except you!” she exclaimed. “At least they don’t end up in trouble with their people everywhere they go.”
“Actually,” he corrected. “We’re all in trouble now, with everyone. And I know more about the Great Realm than anyone else here. Stop trying to fight with me. You know I’m right. When it comes to the politics and behaviours of this damn continent there is nothing I haven’t learnt.”
Satinka sulked against him in his arms, but her expression was dulled by her makeup. He kissed the top of her head.
“I’m sorry,” he sighed. “But I don’t have a better option yet. This is the safest and fastest road, but only when we stick with the disguise. What we’re trying to do is suicide, but the best chance we have is to just sneak by everyone if we can.”
She sighed bitterly. “This sucks.”
“Agreed,” Sabeh acknowledged. “But it sucks less than the last ten years of getting nowhere, right?”
Satinka wriggled slightly so she could turn and look up at him. “Do you ever get tired of being right?”
“I can’t,” Sabeh sighed wistfully. “It’s an occupational hazard of being me.”
With a smile that tried to look irritated Satinka reached behind her and grabbed a cushion from the couch, bringing it around in a swinging arc and smacking her boyfriend with it.
“Pillow fight,” Arrio approved, wandering back out of his room. “Can anyone join in?”
“Not if they have a longer reach than me,” Sabeh grinned at him, holding the pillow tight against his body as Satinka tried to pull it back off him.
“So no one except babies and some little children?” the lanky Zynaldini teased, sitting across from him.
“I am not that short!” Sabeh protested, laughing as Satinka hauled at the corner of the pillow. He looked back at his determined girlfriend. “I have the muscles of a god. If you tug at that cushion properly you will rip it,” he warned.
“I’m stronger than you,” she reminded him.
“I have no doubt,” he agreed. “You’re probably stronger than any human, but you’ve spent years pretending not to be. And I have the pillow.”
She gave up and smacked the back of her hand against the cushion. He still winced.
“She beats me,” he pouted at Arrio.
The Zynaldini shrugged. “Someone has to.”
As Sabeh opened his mouth in mock objection to argue, Elvac walked back into the room. He looked around but didn’t seem to take anything in.
“I might go downstairs and see if I can organise some refreshments,” he volunteered quietly. “We can do that, right?”
“Sure,” Sabeh nodded. “That actually sounds like a good idea.”
“You’re not the only person that has them.” Elvac grinned at him and turned to the door.
As he moved for the stairs, Benji came out and caught him.
“I’ll come with you,” he offered and they began down the stairs together.
Taum caught sight of them. “It only takes one person,” he called.
They didn’t appear to hear him. He rolled his eyes and tossed his brown hair back in scornful dismissal. From the other side of the room Francis piped up from her place in Danni’s lap.
“Do you think Benji will ever‒”
“Nope,” Taum cut her off. “Not if he had a million years.”
“That’ll be the day,” Arrio chuckled.
“Am I allowed to say it’s sorta sweet?” Danni asked plaintively.
“No,” most of the room told her in unison.
Taum shrugged. “Call it what you like. Just don’t mention it in front of Benji. The truth about himself might kill him.”
Down the stairs Elvac and Benji had asked the nice innkeeper what they might be able to take up to the apartment upstairs. It didn’t take them long before lying became hard. The poor man was so desperate to make a good impression on Satinka and the ladies he was willing to try and do just about anything. The church was deeply important to him. It felt wrong tricking him, but any attempt at modesty made things worse. Finally, Benji suggested they check on the horses and led Elvac outside while the innkeeper went to talk to the kitchen hands.
Benji wandered outside to the stables. The horses stood quietly eating from their large buckets of grain and snorting occasionally. They’d been thoroughly scrubbed and brushed down. So far they were getting better care than the people travelling with them. Benji stood around the side, stroking the neck of a brown mare. His cockatoo white hair stood out in all directions. Something about his silence was suspicious.
“What’s wrong?” Elvac asked, leaning against the wall.
“Nothing,” Benji replied nonchalantly.
Elvac raised an eyebrow. Benji wasn’t looking at him, but he could feel the look anyway. The riverman looked up and his green eyes squinted at Elvac with uncertainty.
“Do you ever feel like that guy should be put in his place?” he asked bitterly.
“That nice innkeeper?” Elvac replied in shock.
“No,” Benji retorted harshly. “Sabeh. He throws orders around and runs all our lives and acts like he’s so important and special and knows everything.”
“So far I’ve yet to prove he doesn’t know everything,” Elvac admitted reluctantly.
“He doesn’t know everything,” Benji stated with certainty. “And he isn’t special. He shouldn’t get to lord it over you like he does.”
“He doesn’t lord anything over me,” Elvac objected.
“He lords himself over everyone!” Benji disagreed. “You’ve seen how he acts. ‘I’m so smart, I know people, I’m better than all of you poor little folk down there’. He’s a real jerk about it.”
Elvac laughed. “You do a pretty rubbish impression of him.”
“That’s not my point,” Benji grumbled.
Elvac could understand his point, but he wasn’t going to side with it. He’d had a go at Sabeh already today, and it had been uncalled for then. He wasn’t going to make it worse. Gemie was the one who had told him not to lose Sabeh’s friendship over Satinka, and while he wasn’t totally sure he wouldn’t yet, he knew it wouldn’t help his case to be the one that started something. It wasn’t noble or right. He lived to protect the people he cared about, so attacking them – even verbally – went against everything he believed in. He just had to keep reminding himself about that.
“And what about Satinka?” Benji pestered. “Has he even apologised for that?”
“Sorta,” Elvac mumbled. He didn’t want to talk to Benji about that. “But she said it was her decision. She made the call.”
“Yeah,” Benji replied dryly. “I’m sure he didn’t get a say in any of it. It’s not like it concerned him getting exactly what he wanted and still managing to make himself look like the good guy.”
“Benji,” Elvac moaned, wishing his friend would stop talking. “She chose. It was her decision. What do you want me to do about it?”
“Fight for her,” Benji replied instantly. “You’re a soldier. You’re better than he is. You could take him. You’re a better guy than him in every way. Make her see that. It won’t be hard.”
Elvac laughed at him. “You must be joking. Please tell me you’re joking.”
“Not even a little.”
“She wants him, not me.” For a moment saying it almost made him believe it.
“Sure,” Benji drawled. “You’ve been back a few days ‒ she’s definitely had enough time to consider that decision.”
“Let it go man,” Elvac warned. “Did it ever occur to you how much it would hurt him if that happened?”
“Do you think it ever occurred to him how much this was going to hurt you?” Benji asked.
Elvac stopped and thought a moment. He allowed himself a small discreet smile. “Yes,” he answered. “Yes, I think he probably spent several nights awake feeling horribly guilty about it.”
“And her?” Benji asked.
Elvac looked off into the hills, back towards Undernal. He remembered how she’d screamed at him before he left, and then how she had been the voice that saved him when he’d fallen injured and exhausted into the mud of her homeland. The pain in his chest came roaring back. He wished Benji had just kept his mouth shut.
“She’s probably had far too much on her mind to worry about me,” Elvac replied. “I wouldn’t expect her to either.”
“So… hold on.” Benji peered around the uncaring horse to get a good look at his friend. “Are you over her? Is this you moving on?”
Elvac laughed a little weakly. He wished. The longer this conversation went on, the more the back of his mind screamed a new realisation at him. The more he listened to that, the more of him died inside. He didn’t want it to be true, but that wasn’t going to stop it.
“No, it’s not,” he confessed. “I love her, more than anything. I always will. But I think that’s why I have to let it go.”
He kept staring back towards the city, like he expected to see something. There wasn’t anything except grass and sky, and a few sheep. A loud and antagonised groan sounded from the other side of the brown mare.
“Then do something!” Benji groaned. “Stop pining like a pathetic wimpy girl and do something!”
“Like what? Beat up my best friend to try and prove that I’m better than him?” Elvac asked sarcastically.
“Yes,” Benji agreed. “Exactly.”
“What?” Elvac paused, trying to work out if Benji was serious. He seemed to be.
“Why not?” Benji continued. “Someone ought to.”
Elvac shook his head. “You’re such a git Benji…”
“What?” Now it was his friend’s turn to be surprised.
“Leave me alone,” Elvac ordered. “Sabeh is actually a good guy. I’m not going to fight him. He’s a better guy than someone who tells me to beat him up at any rate. Besides, since when have I been the kind of person who picks on the little guy?”
“Okay, he might be somewhat vertically challenged, but he doesn’t act like the ‘little guy’. He acts like the king of the Dethfryst mountains!” Benji argued.
“How can you say that about him?” Elvac accused. “What is your problem? And the Dethfryst mountains are co-ruled by the two Ickian mountain kingdoms anyway, not one king.”
“Are you serious? You’re going to get political with me?” Benji questioned scathingly. “You dropped out of school. And, for the record, Stonehall has owned Icecastle for the last 300 years. Stonehall practically rules all of Dethfryst with an iron fist. Your ‘best friend’ told me that ‒ and he would know, being such an ‘awesome intelligent guy’ and all.”
“Go away Benji,” Elvac groaned. “You are starting to make me want to get into a fight ‒ just not with him.”
“Whatever,” Benji sulked, storming off. “I was just trying to help.”
The tall skinny boy ran off with his thin bony shoulders hunched. His white hair was fluffed up angrily and his slender face glowered at the world. He pushed his way roughly back into the inn and made for the stairs like an arrow. Someone else was strolling down them.
“Wow, Benji. What’s up?” Sabeh asked, catching sight of his expression.
“Move,” Benji ordered, shoving passed him and dashing away.
Sabeh whistled sharply as he made it to the bottom of the stairs. “Sounds like a domestic,” he commented to no one in particular.
He looked around the room once but it was clearly still empty so he wandered outside. Elvac stood alone, resting against the wall of the stable with an expression like a dark thundercloud. He leant back with his arms folded and his eyebrows knotted.
“What did you say to Benji?” Sabeh asked as he approached him.
“What did I say to Benji?” Elvac echoed incredulously.
“What did he say to you?” Sabeh asked with more uncertainty, reaching Elvac’s side.
“Nothing,” Elvac snapped. “Leave me alone. I’m in a shit mood. You don’t want to be around it.”
“I’ve seen worse,” Sabeh replied. “What triggered it?”
“Stuff Benji said,” Elvac muttered. “Is it true that Stonehall has owned Icecastle for 300 years?”
“Pretty much,” Sabeh nodded. “It’s slightly more complicated than ‒ wait! You were fighting over that?!”
“No,” Elvac grumbled. “We were fighting over you. Well, fighting over fighting you.”
“You lost me,” Sabeh admitted. “But should I be flattered?”
“No,” Elvac grinned wryly. “He was trying to convince me to punch you in the face.”
“How’s that going?” Sabeh asked.
Elvac turned to look at him. “Do you feel like you’re getting punched?”
“Now that you mention it… no.”
“Then he didn’t do a very good job, did he?”
“So what was it over? Is it about Satinka?”
“Why?”
“Because if it is I’m going to get him in a death grip and pull all his fluffy white hairs out one by one,” Sabeh replied. “Including the eyebrows.”
“Leave him alone. He was just trying to be nice.”
“By telling you to get your arse kicked fighting me?” Sabeh quizzed.
“No, by telling me to kick your arse,” Elvac replied coolly.
“Yeah, that will never happen.”
“I could easily take you.”
“No,” Sabeh laughed. “You couldn’t.”
“I have the reach, short-stuff,” Elvac pointed out.
“I have the power,” Sabeh replied. “I dare you to try and hold me back. If Benji ever starts giving you ideas again, I will smash you both like ceramic plates.”
“I would like to see you try,” Elvac threatened, pulling himself off the wall. “You think you’re so good at everything, that all of life will just work itself out for you. Well I have news for you: you’re not good at everything.”
“Prove that one, war hero,” Sabeh taunted. “This isn’t even about me. You’re just jealous. Deal with your own issues for a change.”
“Deal with my own issues?” Elvac repeated. “What do you think I’ve been doing since I got back? I’ve been through horrors beyond imagining and I come back to find you hitched up to Satinka without any hint of guilt!”
“Why should I feel guilty?” Sabeh yelled. “You were the one who took off! Besides, you never made a move when you were here. You can’t complain because you wish you could make one now. I wasn’t going to wait forever. Anyway, we both know you’re just complaining because I have her. If I’d done nothing you’d still just be sitting on your arse doing nothing and wishing she would notice and make the first move because you’re too cowardly.”
“Come here and say that to my face!” Elvac ordered, towering over Sabeh.
“I just did!” Sabeh retorted.
“No wonder you have so many issues with your family you keep secret,” Elvac sneered. “They were probably the first people you drove away.”
Sabeh lunged at him and caught him around the waist, bringing them both crashing to the ground. “Don’t you ever bring up my family you stupid ignorant prick!” Sabeh yelled, hitting him in the face.
Elvac threw a punch to try and get Sabeh off him. He shoved him with as much force as he could muster and pushed him back far enough that he could regain his footing.
“Oh like I care!” he yelled. “Why should I? You didn’t. You knew I loved her and you stole her anyway!”
“I didn’t steal anything!” Sabeh bellowed, scrambling to his feet. “You just lost it. Face it. It wasn’t up to us and you lost.”
“Give it time,” Elvac threatened. “She just crawled to you because she was desperate and lonely.”
Sabeh went for him again, and he meant it this time. The two of them hit the ground in a cloud of dry dust and a flurry of angry limbs.




RECURRING NIGHTMARES

Inside the inn the others sat around the couches in weary relaxation. Some cold water and spiced biscuits had been brought up to the room and placed on the table before them. Danni was already five biscuits down. She was trying to act restrained. From his seat closest to the door Arrio opened his eyes.
“Did you hear that?” he asked suddenly.
“Hear what?” Francis asked.
“I thought I heard something,” he replied. “I thought I heard it the first time about five minutes ago. It sounded like it was coming from out the front.”
“You don’t think we’ve been tracked down, do you?” she asked anxiously.
“No…” Arrio replied softly. “No, it sounds like… footsteps.”
“Footsteps?”
“Yes,” he answered. “On the stairs. Actually, it sounds like‒”
The door opened and Satinka folded her arms in quiet rage. She could not have looked more unimpressed if she’d tried. The two men stood in the doorway, filthy with dirt and dust. Sabeh was holding the back of his hand to his bloody spilt lip and a dark purple bruise was forming on his cheekbone. Elvac could feel one of his eyes blackening up and his jaw hurt like hell. He had a long rough-looking scrape down one arm and his ribs hurt. Everyone was staring at them. At the back of the room Benji sat with his mouth hanging open at the sight of them.
“There better have been bandits,” Satinka whispered in cold fury.
“There were,” Sabeh muttered behind his hand. “Heaps of them.”
“So many,” Elvac joined in, wincing with the pain of speech. “Like… fifty.”
“More like a hundred,” Sabeh corrected.
Satinka stood up, her arms still crossed and her expression still severe. Their lie hadn’t made anything easier. She looked straight at her boyfriend.
“I didn’t realise you were so jealous, dear,” she hinted.
“Wha‒ I’m not,” he defended.
“Really?” she asked. “So it wasn’t personal. You just wanted to hurt someone and Elvac was a fight you couldn’t lose? That’s so big of you.”
Sabeh stared at her, his mouth slightly agape as he tried to stop it bleeding.
“You, of course, I didn’t expect anything else from,” she told Elvac harshly. “I always knew you were idiotic enough to do something stupid. I just thought he would know better. Oh well, I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that your foolishness is contagious.”
She turned from them sharply and strode away to her room, snapping the door shut behind her.
“She certainly knows how to hit you two right,” Arrio commented slyly.
“Don’t act like you know us,” Sabeh growled darkly.
Arrio shrugged as he stood.  “I know her, and she knows you. She plays off your desire to always do the right thing and behave responsibly, and Elvac’s desperation to be seen as reliable and sensible. Hits you where it hurts.”
Sabeh glared at him. Elvac just avoided everyone’s gaze. It was true. Satinka did hit him where it hurt, even when she didn’t mean to. Which meant that when she did it hurt that much more. There was something about her that made every word she threw at him fall harder than Sabeh’s punches. There were so many things he used to love about her that she was using against him now that he was back. It just wasn’t fair. The pain in his jaw flared up. He groaned a bit and shuffled further into the room.
“There isn’t really anywhere that doesn’t hurt,” he complained.
“Yep,” Arrio agreed, moving to his side and steadying him. “It’s rough. You get beaten up and she attacks your feelings. Harsh.”
Sabeh looked over the room to a stunned Benji.
“Feeling good about yourself?” he asked bluntly.
“I didn’t do anything!” Benji protested.
Elvac glared at him as Arrio helped him sit down gently on a stool by the table.
“This is your fault,” Elvac told him.
“It’s totally your fault,” Sabeh backed up. “You told him to do it.”
“I‒!” Benji protested loudly before stopping. “I thought he wasn’t going to…”
Danni gave Elvac an appalled look. “You took advice from Benji?”
“No… maybe…” Elvac grimaced.
Arrio shook his head.
“You idiot,” he sighed, patting his shoulder. “You should’ve said before you did anything stupid. I could have told you the guy is a Mykuli champion.”
“What’s that?” Benji asked slightly guiltily.
“What Ickian people do to keep warm,” Sabeh smirked.
“Beat each other to a bloody pulp,” Arrio elaborated. “Most Ickians are bare-handed fighting warriors. Even I wouldn’t want to go up against them in a fair Mykuli fight.”
“Oh, come on,” Sabeh drawled. “You must have been in a Mykuli fight before.”
“Once,” Arrio admitted. “When I was twelve. Never doing that again.”
Sabeh laughed, wiping more blood from his face.
“You loved it,” he joked, treading across the room.
“Only fight I ever lost,” Arrio muttered.
Sabeh knocked on his bedroom door. “Duril it’s me. Don’t worry. It wasn’t what it looks like.”
The door opened. Two towels landed forcefully at his feet and the door slammed shut again. Sabeh regarded the towels.
“Oh come on!” he called through the door.
“You two are pretty dirty,” Francis pointed out. “And you’re getting dirt on the floor.”
“And in your wounds,” Taum added.
“Eh,” Sabeh shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”
“Go wash,” Francis advised. “Then come back and try and talk to her when you’re not so obviously fighting each other for the right to sleep with her.”
Both Sabeh and Elvac blinked in shock at the bluntness of her statement.
“That is not what is going on,” Sabeh defended. “I did not hit him because of the things he said about her.”
Elvac raised an eyebrow at him.
“I did not hit him only because of the things he said about her,” Sabeh corrected adamantly.
“Sure,” Taum nodded sarcastically.
“No,” Elvac sighed. “His comment is fair. I spared no expense on abusing his life.”
“I spared no expense on abusing his face,” Sabeh blew on his knuckles.
“Okay,” Elvac growled. “We’re taking this back outside.”
Francis looked over at Danni in awe. “They never learn, do they?”
“Nope,” Danni informed her girlfriend. “Men are stupid.”
Sabeh picked up the towels and led the way back out the door. Elvac struggled to his feet and followed him, but he didn’t really want to fight anymore. The others watched them go until the footsteps faded on the stairs. Francis picked up two spiced biscuits off the table. She passed one to Danni and it vanished. The other she nibbled quietly.
“Do you think we should go ensure they don’t make it worse?” she asked.
“No, but I’m happy to go watch,” Taum commented.
Arrio shook his head. “Leave them to it. If they don’t get it out of their system now they’ll still be fighting when we get to the top of the world.”
Danni chuckled whimsically. “They’ll still be fighting when we get to the top of the world anyway. They can say what they like, but those boys aren’t going to give her up until one of them is dead.”
Downstairs the fight didn’t continue. In front of the others there were bragging rights. Between the two of them there were just slightly painful apologies. They’d chosen for the fight to be over ten minutes ago so they could go upstairs. What was said up there didn’t necessarily require them to continue the battle after it was over. They had wandered around the side of the inn into a small area out the back where the building met with the base of the hills. It was discreet and secluded, hidden away from the road, with a large well built up against the hill. They beat the dust off their clothes and pulled water up to rinse the dirt off their skin. The water was chilled from the shade deep down the pillar of darkness inside the well. Elvac complained bitterly. Sabeh just laughed at him.
“Elvac, this is practically warm,” he laughed.
“It’s freezing!” Elvac protested. “Sometimes I think you must actually have to be rolling in snow to be cold.”
Sabeh laughed. “I wish. What I wouldn’t give for a good snowstorm sometimes. I miss snow.”
“How can you miss snow?” Elvac grumbled, drying himself off.
Sabeh shrugged and pulled down his towel from the edge of the well where it lay baking in the late afternoon sun.
“You ever seen snow?” he asked.
“No,” Elvac replied. “It doesn’t snow this far south.”
“Then you couldn’t understand,” Sabeh sighed. “For me just seeing snow is like being home.”
“I thought you hated being home,” Elvac said.
Sabeh shrugged again as he dried himself off and dressed.
“Not everything about it,” he replied. “It’s got pros and cons, like everything.”
“You never really talk about where you’re from,” Elvac commented.
“No,” Sabeh agreed wryly. “I don’t. There isn’t much to talk about. I grew up in a stone city built so far up a mountain it was like living in the clouds. It’s always cloudy and dark and it almost never stops snowing. There are constantly disputes and battles going on with the city five miles away, because they like to debate that we own them. It was settled 300 years ago when we kicked their arses, but they’re still struggling to accept that.”
Elvac chuckled painfully as he did up his belt. “You own them?”
Sabeh shrugged and rubbed his hair with the towel. “It’s complicated.”
“I bet it is,” Elvac muttered darkly.
“Seriously,” Sabeh laughed. “It really is.”
“Oh I don’t doubt that,” Elvac replied earnestly. “I’m sure that anything concerning you, no matter how distant, is complicated.”
“If you only knew…” Sabeh chuckled.
Elvac could tell his little dark haired friend was laughing to himself, but he joined in anyway. After everything that had happened he found it hard to believe he could still laugh at his friend’s secretive nature. He didn’t really want to think about what else Sabeh could possibly be hiding, given how significant the last secrets had been. But they were on the run now and he hoped that meant whatever was left to hide wasn’t running fast enough to catch them. Failing that, he hoped it was just personal. And if it was and the little Ickian hadn’t told Satinka about it, then all the better. The two of them traipsed back inside and saw the girl in the white dress wandering back up the stairs and out of sight.
“Hey, wait,” Sabeh called out and chased after her.
Elvac tried to follow, but with his tender ribs he didn’t move as quickly. He trailed up the stairs after them and wished they hadn’t chosen the rooms on the top floor. While it was the most sensible option, they did appear to be the only people staying here tonight, which made the precautions somewhat less necessary. As he neared the top he heard Satinka tell the room she’d organised for an early supper tonight. Then, as he came to the doorway, he heard the heartfelt tone in which Sabeh apologised to her for earlier. His heart froze up and stopped as he pushed the door open to see them standing so close.
“Don’t apologise to me,” Satinka ordered. “Apologise to him.”
Elvac stood in the doorway as she pointed at him.
“I did!” Sabeh protested.
“He did,” Elvac verified thickly.
“Good. Now are you going to fix him?” she asked curtly.
“It’s really not that bad,” Elvac winced, coming into the room and shutting the door.
“Elvac don’t defend him,” Satinka ordered before a curious crowd of onlookers. “I just fixed you, remember? I don’t want Sabeh thinking he can come along and break you again 12 hours after I put you back together.”
“It really isn’t that bad,” Elvac repeated honestly. “I’m alright.”
“Wait a minute,” Sabeh interrupted. “You’re playing that card now? Seriously?”
Satinka ignored him and retreated back into her room. Her part in the conversation was done as far as she was concerned. Silence fell for a moment in the wake of her absence.
“What exactly did she mean by ‘fixed you’?” Benji asked.
Elvac wasn’t paying attention to his feather-haired friend. He was staring at Sabeh, who was staring back at him. Elvac couldn’t begin to describe the expression on his friend’s face. It was almost somewhere between physical pain and grief.
“Are you alright?” he asked him, concerned.
“Yeah… just…” Sabeh muttered in a sickened tone. “Are you okay?”
“Of course,” Elvac replied. “Of course I am. I’m fine. You might have hit me around a bit but it’s nothing more than some bumps and bruises. At least I’m not bleeding like you were.”
Sabeh continued to look at him, his strange expression unchanging, then he turned and walked away, following Satinka into the room. He didn’t even knock. Silence fell again as everyone stared.
“What is going on?” Benji asked the room in annoyance.
Satinka sat curled on the edge of the bed with her knees up and a damp cloth removing her makeup. It smeared away from her face as she cried. Sabeh stood with his back against the door for a moment before coming forward and taking a place beside her. He pulled her up into his arms, dragging her onto his lap where he cradled her against him as she cried. Gently he rocked her against him as she wiped her face.
“We’re going to be okay,” he whispered, kissing her blue-black hair.
She sniffed and wept into her painted cloth.
“I’m sorry,” he apologised. “I know it was bad. I just… I didn’t think about it. He doesn’t really know and I… I just… I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she grumbled.
“He said some stuff. Actually, I said some stuff. It got a bit out of hand,” he tried to explain. “It wasn’t really serious though.”
“It was complicated?” she teased him bitterly.
He held her close and stroked her hair soothingly as she calmed down and her tears ebbed.
“I saw what you saw too, remember,” he whispered. “I was the one who fixed him. I know how badly he was hurt. I know what… what they did to him. And I know how awful it was to see. I know the way I felt when I saw him and thought he was dead. I thought my heart was going to stop. I care about him as much as you do, and I thought I was the one who’d let him die.”
She shook her head against him and dried her eyes again. “It wasn’t your fault. It was them, all them. I just… I’ve never seen anything like it… It’s worse than anything I’ve heard about done to my people. His own people did that to him. It was horrific, and so quick. If we’d been even minutes later… Sabeh they didn’t even care if he talked. They just wanted to hurt him. It’s like Āni was there. It’s like they’re all that evil.”
“I know,” he rocked her soothingly. “I’ve seen dying torture victims before. I know it’s always that awful. He seems to be okay now though.”
“He doesn’t remember,” she whispered. “He thinks I healed him, but he doesn’t really know what they did to him in the first place.”
“Let’s keep it that way,” Sabeh advised.
She nodded against his chest, curled up tightly in his arms.
“And let me know these things,” he added. “Don’t keep stuff from me. If this stuff is bothering you don’t hold it in. Tell me. It’s just destructive to try and deal with it on your own. If you’re suffering, tell me. Tell me if he is too. I care about him a lot. I know he hates to think that, but he’s going to have to live with it.”
“He loves you too, Sabeh,” she told him quietly. “You guys are going to need each other if we’re going to make it to the top of the world. Remember that.”
“Could you tell him that too?” Sabeh asked.
“I can,” she agreed. “I know you two want to fight it out, but it will only end with me intervening. If I have to do that, I may end up leaving you both behind and going on alone. I need to know I can trust you when I have to, which means the last thing I need is to be cleaning up the messes you leave. The first person to get us caught out by trying to outdo the other I will personally kill.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Sabeh promised. “And I won’t start anything else.”
“You better not, Sabeh, or I will be finishing it.”
He kissed the top of her head again as she rested against him.
“I love you Satinka,” he told her.
She raised her face to kiss him back. “I love you too,” she sighed.
There was a sharp and clean knock at the door.
“What do you want Francis?” Sabeh called out, guessing the knocker from the sound.
“If you guys aren’t busy there’s food out here,” Francis called back. “If you are busy, Sabeh see if you can wrap it up quickly. It won’t keep warm forever.”
Sabeh gave the door a wry look. “She gets that blunt attitude from Danni, doesn’t she?”
“I think so,” Satinka agreed. “But Danni doesn’t insinuate like that – she gets straight to the point.”
“Can we mess with her?” Sabeh asked wickedly.
“No,” Satinka shook her head against his chest. “I’m hungry. Carry me.”
“What?”
“I’m tired and sad and hungry. Carry me.”
“Five meters?” he asked incredulously, standing up anyway with her still tightly wrapped in his arms. “You really are a spoilt little rich lady now.”
“Your choice of disguise, not mine,” she pointed out as he carried her from the room.
The innkeeper had brought up a rich, thick lamb stew and fresh bread, but had departed again before Francis had even called through the door. They all knew it was best to keep Satinka as well hidden as they could, even when she was made up. The food was hot and flavourful. It reminded Elvac of his mother’s cooking, and somehow it made the idea of the journey before them less difficult. If they were going to be looked after like this then perhaps travelling to the top of the world wasn’t so bad.
The sun settled into the deep orange light of evening as they ate, and the clouds to the west turned dark. After dinner Benji and Taum offered to clean up and take the dishes back down to the kitchen and no one objected. The two of them began the work amiably, but it wasn’t long before the room was laughing at the way they abused each other over the ability to stack plates.
“Benji you have to move the cutlery first! How many times do I have to tell you?” Taum wailed.
Benji made a face. “There’s more than one way to do things.”
“Not if you want to do it right. Why do people find it so hard just to keep things tidy? Danni give me that!”
“I’m not done with it!” Danni laughed as she tried to lick the plate.
“That’s disgusting. Give it here.” Taum tugged it from her grip and placed it on his neat stack of plates under the collection of cutlery. Benji’s tower wobbled as some of the cutlery between the plates slipped. Taum gave the tower a death stare and Benji cautiously began to reorganise it.
“Please don’t drop anything,” Satinka laughed. “You’re supposed to look competent.”
Before he could even register his own actions Elvac found himself staring across the room at her. His gaze had wandered from his friends’ antics to her naked face and the blue spiral pattern on her cheek. She looked so different without her make-up; more human, ironically. He hadn’t even realised he’d stopped looking at the plate jugglers until she looked up and caught his eye. He dropped his gaze to the floor, and his laughter died to a weary smile as he fidgeted. The smile he’d worn laughing didn’t disappear, but he couldn’t look up again. He couldn’t meet her eye. Francis saved him by standing and stretching.
“I think it might be time for me to inspect the baths,” she announced.
“Baths?” Elvac echoed in surprise.
“Yes,” she laughed at him. “The baths on the roof. You must know about them. How else did you get clean earlier?”
Elvac just blinked at her. Then he turned his gaze to Sabeh.
“What?” Sabeh demanded. “Don’t look at me like that!”
“Anyone else really curious right now?” Taum asked from the doorway where he and Benji were loitering on the edge of the conversation.
“Not those of us who know,” Arrio replied indifferently from behind a thick book.
“Is there anything you don’t know?” Benji grumbled at him.
“Yes,” Arrio admitted in the same tone. “But even on those matters I have my suspicions.”
“It must be wonderful to know everything…” Francis drawled at him.
“It is,” Arrio and Sabeh replied in cheeky unison.
The room groaned at their annoying egotistical sensibilities. The worst part was the idea that it might actually be fair of them to be so bold. Someone had to get one-up on them one day. Danni reached out and took Francis’s hand.
“Baths love?” she asked.
“Yes,” Francis announced, helping pull her girlfriend from the couch.
Danni wrapped her arms around her. “Can I soap you up?”
“Yes Taum,” Benji declared from by the door. “I am really curious right now.”
“Yeah…” Taum added slowly. Then promptly turned and walked away with his stack of dishes.
“Hey,” Benji called out. “Hey wait!”
From behind his book Arrio chuckled.
“What?” Elvac asked him suspiciously.
“Funny book,” the Zynaldini lied without looking up.
The girls turned to the woman on the couch. “Coming Satinka?” they asked.
She nodded thoughtfully. “I think I might,” she agreed, uncurling from the couch and standing up. “You boys are welcome to join us if you want.”
“I thought bathing was segregated down here?” Sabeh commented.
“It is,” Francis replied sweetly. “But the men’s area is right beside the women’s one. We’ll be so close we can throw stones at you.”
“I’m interested as long as you don’t throw stones at me,” Arrio commented.
“We won’t throw stones at you Arrio,” Francis smiled. “Just the people we don’t like.”
“Everyone but you,” Danni grinned.
“Thank you, but no thank you, chichina,” he replied. “I’ve seen how women throw when they can’t see what they’re aiming for.”
“Excuse me?” Danni demanded.
“He knows how well women can throw Danni,” Satinka smiled wryly. “He’s commenting on anyone’s ability to throw when they can’t see what they’re aiming for. When you lob something over a wall and pray, then gender doesn’t even come into it.”
Arrio looked up from the book for a split second to wink at the blue haired girl. It was so swift an action the others were unlikely to notice, but she smiled. He turned the page. Francis and Danni continued to glare at him, but they made no further comments as they left the room. Satinka began to follow them and Arrio glanced up once as they were passing through the doorway. Satinka looked back and winked at him. He smiled and went back to his book. The girls vanished from sight but something was still eluding Elvac.
“What did you mean bathing is segregated down here?” he asked Sabeh.
Both the men in the room looked over at him but neither of them spoke.
“Isn’t bathing segregated up north?” he asked.
“Nope,” the other two replied.
“Sorry we’re not quite as prudish as the lower regions of the Great Realm,” Sabeh grinned. “But let’s face it, he comes from the middle of a desert and I come from a place where you have to thaw the water before you can even start heating it. Sorry if we can’t afford to be as picky and wasteful with our water as you more refined folk.”
“If you think about it, Woodell and Almenir don’t segregate either,” Arrio added. “They just happen to be cities populated with only one gender.”
“That is still segregation,” Sabeh argued. “They just took it too far and divided a whole bloody forest.”
Elvac could see the beginnings of a fearsome debate on culture heating up. He decided to look for the rumoured baths that the girls had mentioned. Being alone and warm somewhere sounded more peaceful than he could possibly hope for. It was.
The inn had been built up against the hill and the roof stretched out back into the hills where deep thermal rock pools had formed and been fenced off from each other. Over the fence he could hear the girls muted whispers, and he’d not been in the hot water for five minutes before he was joined by the others. Arrio had brought his book. Up close Elvac finally noticed the title ‒ The Secrets to Farming Goats. Any prospect of asking the red-haired Zynaldini why he had bothered to pack books vanished. The man would read anything, no matter where he found it.
“You’re not planning on bringing that with you when you go?” he asked.
“No,” Arrio replied. “I’m just borrowing it while we’re here.”
“And how does one farm goats?” Sabeh grinned from the other side of the pool.
“Depends on many variables,” Arrio replied straight-faced. “Goat farming is a complicated business.”
“Stop making fun of him for caring,” Taum cautioned.
“Oh I’m not making fun of him,” Sabeh disagreed.
“People don’t make fun of me,” Arrio agreed. “My fist is large enough and strong enough to crush a man’s skull. People tend to leave me alone.”
“Agreed,” Sabeh confirmed.
“You’re not that scary,” Benji laughed.
“You’ve never been on my bad side,” Arrio replied.
“I bet I could take you down,” Benji challenged.
“Don’t!” Elvac groaned angrily from where he rested. “Please, for the gods’ sake at least, can you all go ten minutes without bloody fighting!”
Silence fell at his outburst. Beautiful silence. No one even told him that the comment was hypocritical coming from him. He felt himself relax again as they all began to think of something to retort with, then screaming and yelling began from the other side of the fence. A small piece of cord flew over the wall and dropped into the pool between them with a slight splash. Sabeh reached out and scooped it up out of the water. It was a tiny woven coloured bracelet.
“What’s that?” Benji asked peering at it.
“It’s an Undernalian love bracelet,” Elvac replied curiously.
Arrio was watching the world over the top of his book. “It belongs to Francis,” he informed them.
Francis had tied her hair up with string into a mass of blonde curls atop her head that swirled wildly around her face to keep it all from getting wet. She clambered, naked and dripping over the wall and scrambled down the other side towards the pool. She shivered slightly in the cool air as she dripped, standing unselfconsciously at the edge of the pool.
“Can I have that back?” she asked.
Sabeh handed the bracelet back. “If we have to stop fighting you lot do too,” he told her cheekily. “We’ve been ordered to silence. Here, Elvac: give her your ‘stop fighting’ speech. It’s short but effective.”
Elvac couldn’t speak as he, Benji and Taum curled up self-consciously under the steamy water and gawked. Francis didn’t notice as she laughed at Sabeh.
“You guys need that a lot more than we do,” she replied. “Nobody’s getting injured on our side.”
“Hey!” he defended. “Does anyone here look like they have new wounds?”
“Newer than a few hours ago,” Arrio interjected, eyeing up the bruised cheekbone and dark cut in Sabeh’s lip.
“I’m sure you’re keeping them in line,” Francis flattered their red-haired friend.
“With the threat of new wounds,” he smiled. “If you don’t see any then we’re clearly maintaining civility.”
“Well I don’t…” she admitted, although slightly suspiciously. She finally noted the way the other three had become incredibly nervous, and she laughed at them. “It’s anatomy, boys,” she said scathingly, posing for them. “Read a book.”
“It’s not decent,” Benji muttered.
She laughed at him. “You think this is weird? Forget clothes, I know what you’d look like without skin. You really don’t think it’s bizarre that humans are intimidated by their own nudity? What exactly are you scared I’ll see? Because trust me, it won’t be something new.” She gazed around the group and came to stare at Elvac. “Although you do have a lot of scars now.”
“Uh…” Elvac managed very quietly, wishing she’d stop staring at him and that he would stop staring at her.
“But no new ones, save for a few bruises,” she finished warily. “All things considered that’s a little odd, don’t you think? What happened under the church? We heard you screaming.”
Elvac felt his blood run cold in the hot water.
“Leave it,” Sabeh warned her.
“As long as he’s healthy now we don’t need to ask why,” Arrio added.
Sabeh nodded a small incline of thanks the Zynaldini’s way. Francis shrugged, slipped her damp bracelet back on her wrist and wandered off. She clambered back over the fence and vanished from sight. Everyone relaxed again. Arrio chucked to himself.
“You lot are so squeamish,” he laughed going back to his book.
“I think the word you’re looking for is repressed,” Sabeh smirked.
Elvac and Benji glared at them. Taum just blinked.
“That was the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen,” the woodsman commented.
Arrio shook his head. “Your people have a lot to answer for,” he judged.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Taum asked.
“It means that cities that divide their genders should die out,” Sabeh said, bringing Almenir into the conversation.
“You have your culture, we have ours,” Taum replied.
“Yes, but yours goes against the nature of humanity,” Sabeh remarked.
“You can say what you like about us,” Benji retorted. “But while you might consider our societies conservative and us shy, we think of your northern regions as barbaric.”
Elvac groaned wearily, but he didn’t disagree. Sabeh and Arrio just looked amused.
“Did you hear that?” Sabeh grinned. “We’re barbaric.”
“Yes,” Arrio agreed. “I think it’s the experience and intelligence our cities encourage ‒ the idea that we should be familiar and comfortable with ourselves and our surroundings. Such things really aren’t permitted in other areas.”
“No,” Sabeh concurred. “How can their rulers and gods keep them in line if they give them rights?”
Elvac and Benji glared, the other two smirked, and Taum just ignored them.
“So what did happen to you?” Benji asked Elvac, trying to ignore the others.
“Let it go Benji,” Sabeh warned.
“Shut up,” Benji snapped. “I wasn’t asking you.”
“No, you’re not that smart,” Sabeh agreed. “You’re asking someone who doesn’t want to talk about it.”
“How would you know he doesn’t want to talk about it?” Benji glowered. “You never let him speak for himself!”
“Because I know him better than you,” Sabeh replied. “He’s my best friend.”
“But you’re not his,” Benji argued. “Let’s face it: you’re not much of a friend.”
“He’s still my best friend,” Elvac interrupted quietly, leaning back with closed eyes. “There’s no reason that should have changed.”
Silence fell again and everyone watched him. Even Arrio peered narrowly over the book.
“As for what happened to me…” he continued in the same soft tone. “I died. And Sabeh is right. I don’t want to talk about it. Ever. To anyone.”
There was a pause.
“Last I checked, death was pretty final,” Arrio commented.
“I was only mostly dead,” Elvac corrected. “And it turns out that against the odds ‒ and forces of nature ‒ that isn’t necessarily final.”
Arrio nodded. “So the conversation we’re missing right now probably occurred after Francis left us and went back to the other pool? The conversation that started when she asked Satinka exactly what she did to you? I gather the priests don’t call her ‘witch’ for nothing?”
“No,” Elvac agreed. “They don’t.”
Elvac continued to lie back against the stone pool with his eyes closed, sunk deep in the hot water. Everyone else stared at Sabeh, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to talk. After only a few moments Arrio returned to his book. All conversation died. Everyone wanted to know, but no one wanted to ask. Sabeh would never speak. Elvac might one day, but it wasn’t going to be anytime soon. A long time passed in the water and he ignored further conversation and action from any of his companions. He felt himself slipping into a dreamlike state. As time went on, the others slowly left him alone in the pool and drifted off inside. He waited. He was warm here, and safe. He never wanted to leave. Outside there were people, and the problems that came with them. If he never left it wouldn’t be an issue, but if he got out then it would be unavoidable wherever he went.
Someone touched his head and he started, splashing slightly as he turned to look. It was dark now, the sunlight only a sharp orange crack on the horizon and the moon rising white just above the hills. Satinka stood behind him, squeezing water out of her hair with a towel. Her white dress was unbuttoned and beneath it she wore the little green tunic that exposed the patterns on her legs and chest.
“We were worried you were going to drown yourself out here,” she smiled.
“Not today,” he admitted, raising one heavily wrinkled hand. “But I have achieved a fine imitation of dried fruit.”
She laughed and turned her back as he climbed from the water and dried off. Any remains of sunlight had long since left his towel and it was cold against his skin. He dried his hair quickly and roughly before wrapping the fabric around his waist.
“The rest of us were heading to bed. I thought I shouldn’t leave you out here alone, just in case,” Satinka told him.
“Probably best,” he agreed gratefully. “I s’pose it’s been a long day.”
“It’s been a long few days,” she confirmed as they began to walk back. “For all of us.”
“But you don’t regret it?” he asked as they crossed the roof.
“I have nothing to regret,” she replied. “You’re asking the wrong person. I left nothing behind. I’m better than I’ve been in a long time.”
He said nothing as he took her hand to help her down the stairs back into the building. When they reached the main room of their lodgings no one else was around. Everyone had retired for the night.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she told him. “I want to try and leave early if Sabeh will let us.”
“Just ask nicely,” Elvac advised with a wry smile. “It seems to work. The arguments only start if you let him get to you.”
“I know,” she smiled and wandered across the room to the door at the far end, and the room she shared with his best friend.
He watched her until she was gone and tried to sneak quietly into his room. The act was mostly in vain. As he pushed the door open gently he found a candle still alight, and Arrio sitting up with his book on goats.
“Still alive?” he smiled.
“Yes,” Elvac grinned. “And feeling so much better.”
“The peace and quiet is incredible, isn’t it?” Arrio agreed. “You don’t realise you miss it until you suddenly recognise no matter how hard you try, you can’t get it.”
Elvac nodded and changed quietly, roughly towelling his hair again until the ends were just damp.
“Why are you reading that thing?” he asked suddenly.
“For the same reason you stayed outside for hours: solitude,” Arrio replied. “It doesn’t have to be a good book really, or even a particularly interesting one ‒ although those things are always preferable. No, a book just has to be something you can immerse yourself in so you can be alone with it anywhere.”
Elvac nodded approvingly as he climbed into bed. Arrio noted the action and said nothing more. He placed the book down and blew out the candle. Darkness fell and the moonlight barely shone through the curtains. Elvac lay down and pulled the blankets up. The bed wasn’t as soft as the one he had at home, but his body told him it was better than the hard cold dirt he’d been accustomed to for some time. The pillow was soft enough and deep enough that resting his head felt easy. It wasn’t long before he was asleep.
But deep in his dreams blue fire still chased him, and zombies rose up crying for blood around him. He knew he still wasn’t cured. Nothing she could ever do could save him from this. This was his punishment. He stood on the side of a rocky mountain and watched a village burn meters below him. Not far away lay the body of a small girl with blue patterned skin. As he watched the hole in her belly began to heal and she started to cry with the pain of being wounded rather than dead. He couldn’t take his eyes away from the horror of the little girl’s pain. She sat up slowly and looked up at him, her teary blue eyes full of pain and anguish.
“Why do you do this?!” she cried at him.
Tremors of shock and grief coursed through his body and he fell into her eyes, drowning in them like a dark blue ocean. In the void a hand touched his shoulder and he woke to the dim light of a candle in a room he didn’t recognise.
Arrio squatted beside his bed, his long red braid pulled over his shoulder, hanging to the floor. One of his dark hands rested tightly on Elvac’s shoulder, the other held a candle above them. Elvac recognised the room at the inn.
“Are you alright?” Arrio asked softly.
“Yes,” Elvac replied shakily. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
Arrio shrugged. “Dreams are the work of the gods. To be plagued by nightmares, as you are, is to bear a curse until you can shake it.”
“You always struck me as too practical to believe such things,” Elvac commented.
“You can never be too practical to believe the truth,” Arrio answered. “If you reach that stage, it’s no longer practicality. But, honestly Elvac, my advice: we’re aiming to kill old three eyes anyway. Maybe then you’ll get some sleep.”
“I don’t think this is Sunne,” Elvac disagreed. “I think I’m being punished.”
Arrio sighed. “Sunne wants to kill you, the Syrene want to torment you… Zyki will always be very understanding if you need it.”
“Stop trying to convert me,” Elvac ordered.
“Stop crying in your sleep,” Arrio bargained.
“Deal,” Elvac agreed, lying back down.
Arrio smiled and stood up, crossing back to his side of the room. He reached his bed and blew out the candle. Darkness fell again.
Guhji hadn’t been found until late the next day. The church was in complete disarray and no one could get a clear ‒ or believable ‒ description of what actually happened. All they knew was that they had lost about half their number and the people responsible were gone. Guhji sat in a chair in the area they had set up as a medical bay, while doctors who had come up from the hospital worked on the still-living members of the church.
He sat with his throbbing head in his hands, staring at the floor. He’d been lucky. Their best squad of soldiers in Undernal had been left outside to guard the Palace. All dead. No one could even work out how it had happened. Even now they were calling more medical teams up from the hospital, mostly to get rid of the dead littering the halls. It was insane. How could she have that much power? How could one little girl have done this? She’d done well though. No one was looking for her now. Everyone was still trying to clean up the mess she’d left, work out who was still alive, and where they should go from there.
A priest walked up and stopped before Guhji, his hands clasped nervously before him.
“What do you want?”
“Report Sir,” he mumbled. “The reports we’re getting in from everyone sorting things upstairs say Āni still hasn’t arrived, and people are beginning to suspect he’s just not coming, Sir.”
Guhji let out a sigh of relief that travelled through his whole body. “Praise Sunne. It’s about time we got some good news.”
“Sir?”
“Trust me.”
“Anyway, Sir. We’ve been trying to get a clear picture of what actually happened last night‒”
“What are they all saying?”
“Well, uh, they agree the young man with her was an Ickian,” the priest muttered. “But they think he might have been some kind of demon. Maybe a demon in a man’s body or something.”
Guhji raised an eyebrow at him and the priest coughed nervously.
“And the girl?” Guhji sighed wearily, letting the demon comment pass. “Did anyone actually see her? Or is it all tales of a black cloaked figure that looked like death himself strolling the corridors amongst pillars and tunnels of blue flame?”
“One guard Sir,” the priest nodded. “One of the guards inside claimed he caught a glimpse of her face. We’ve got an artist with him right now, trying to sort out a picture that we can circulate.”
“Good. We need to know what we’re looking for.”
“I do have a few units out asking around the city, Sir. We don’t have much to go on but everyone agrees about the patterns on her skin, so we’re checking for anyone who might fit that description.”
“I doubt she walks around in the open like that.”
“I doubt it too, Sir,” the priest agreed as someone ran up to him with a piece of paper. “But we might get lucky. Huh…” he looked at the paper.
“Is that the sketch?”
“Yes, Sir. It’s a shame about that mark on her face. She’s actually quite pretty otherwise.”
“Give,” Guhji ordered, holding his hand out.
The priest passed the drawing over. Guhji stared at it. For just a brief moment the whole world seemed to stop around him. It only took him a few seconds. He leapt to his feet with a roar of rage, screwing the picture into a ball and throwing it as hard as he could. The other priest leapt back from him in shock. A medic rushed forward.
“Father sit down,” the medic ordered. “You have a concussion!”
Guhji grabbed him and slammed the poor doctor against the wall. Everyone in the room drew back from him as one. The blonde priest stood like a towering wall of rage before them. A soldier at the back of the room caught his eye. He didn’t appear to be wounded badly.
“Soldier!” Guhji called to him.
“Y-yes Sir?”
“Assemble all the men you can. Round up every church girl in the city and bring them here. I want all of them accounted for. The girl we’re looking for is one of them. Her name is Satinka. Send a unit to her house. Find her! Send men to the harbour and every city gate. If one of the church girls has been seen leaving the city I want to know about it. Order one of the sergeants to get a group of men together – the best he’s got. When we find where she is they will be the group we send after her!”
“Yes Sir!” the soldier saluted. As soon as he was sure Guhji was done speaking he ran from the room as fast as he could. Guhji turned his back on the room, still quaking with anger. The other priest he’d been speaking to stood wide-eyed behind him.
“A church girl, Sir? Really?”
“Yes,” Guhji grated. “I’d know her face anywhere.” He pulled angrily at his jaw. “I was the one who greeted her when she first arrived here. That was eight bloody years ago! Sunne’s bouncing bloody eyeballs man. Āni himself signed off her papers! How did she do it? How did she keep this secret for so many years?!”
He flopped back into his chair, seething quietly.
“No one looks for the wolf in amongst the sheep,” the other priest said softly. “The shepherds know that the sheep will panic at the sight of a wolf so they don’t have to check the flock for one. But if the wolf wears the skin of a sheep…”
“Is that what we are now? Sheep?”
“I was being metaphorical, Sir…”
“No, you’re right,” Guhji sighed in frustration. “I liked her, you know. I really liked her. She was such a lovely girl. So curious and polite. Now… now I’m going to cut out her pretty little heart.”
“We have to find her first, Sir.”
“That’s what the soldiers are for,” Guhji shrugged. “We use them to do the capturing and the dying.”
The priest nodded once to him and took his leave. Guhji watched the younger man walk away.
There weren’t too many places she could hide after what she’d done, and his best guess told him she would have left the city. As long as she hadn’t gotten on a ship she couldn’t have gone far. There weren’t many roads leading from Undernal. As soon as they knew which one they could send the soldiers after her. She might have a full day’s head start by now, but as long as he got the patrol out tonight they shouldn’t lose her trail.




CONFRONTATION

The sun crept above the edge of the sky and spread its watery light across the earth. Elvac had managed to sleep the rest of the night without dreams, but he hadn’t slept well. He crawled weakly out of bed and began to dress quietly.
Not quietly enough. Arrio woke and followed suit. The two were ready to be on the road again in minutes, and knew that if Satinka got her way it wouldn’t be long. They finished repacking their bags and snuck out into the lounge.
Benji and Taum were already up and debating whether or not it was too early to go searching for breakfast. Elvac considered telling them to wait for Sabeh to make any decisions, but he didn’t want to start the day with a fight.
A door opened at the far end of the room and everyone looked over. It was only Francis and Danni. The latter had donned her usual ripped pants and shirt in lieu of the disguise-orientated dresses. Benji commented on it. Danni shrugged.
“I’ve just got a bad feeling about today,” she grumbled.
“You’re not the only one,” Arrio seconded nervously.
“No sign of the girl who wants to hit the road yet though?” Francis inquired.
The guys shook their heads.
The last door opened and Satinka stepped into the room. She wore only her belted green tunic and a severe expression. Without her robes and cloak Elvac could see the blue crystal she wore that she’d shown to Malkin. It glittered around her neck. Her bare feet made no sound on the carpeted floor.
“But speak of the Hushoth demon…” Benji began the saying glibly.
“Do the rest of you hear that?” she asked seriously.
“Good morning to you too,” Benji replied.
Sabeh followed her into the room. His expression was just as dark as hers, if not worse. He had bound his feet and hands in cloth halfway up his wrists and ankles. The two of them carried themselves loosely, but flexed with anticipation. They were ready for a fight and the vibe carried across the room. For a moment, silence reigned as the feeling sunk in.
“Arm yourselves,” Satinka ordered. “If they’re here for us we can’t outrun them.”
They could all hear the pounding of hooves now, and Elvac felt his stomach drop. Not here. Please Sunne, not here and now, he thought with a desperate cringe.
“Don’t start anything,” Sabeh warned them all. “If this isn’t about us, we don’t want to make it about us. We need this disguise.”
The sound of roughly fifty horses coming to a halt outside the inn wasn’t a good omen.
“I don’t suppose the innkeeper is some kind of wanted criminal?” Taum suggested.
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Elvac muttered.
All of them crouched down and snuck up to the window, listening closely for any sounds.
“Lady Satinka!” a voice outside called. The words drifted up in the still dawn air, and they had the extra echoing volume of being spoken through a cone. “You have been charged with treason against the church, falsely impersonating a daughter of Sunne, and murder and violent assault against the priesthood of Undernal. Surrender now and we will spare your friends!”
Everyone in the room looked uncomfortably around each other.
“I don’t suppose you’d consider surrendering for our sake?” Benji hissed.
“You spineless worm,” Arrio accused. “I think, Benji, that when the nice soldier out there said ‘spare’ your friends, he meant ‘spear’ your friends.”
“I think you might be onto something there,” Elvac agreed.
“Either way, our cover is blown,” Sabeh muttered.
“What does that mean?” Taum asked.
“It means there’s no point going to Sunndan,” Satinka whispered. “If we got there they’d be waiting for us with open arms and a sacrificial knife. The game is up. We can’t travel under this disguise anymore.”
“How did they work it out so quickly?” Sabeh hissed. “You said none of the priests saw you.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she shook her head. “We need to do something now.”
They all glanced at each other again. The tension was building and the small army outside the door would only wait so long. Elvac felt his stomach tying itself in knots. He knew for certain that he didn’t have a good plan, and even if they had all day he wouldn’t be able to come up with a good plan. He did, however, have a plan.
Slowly he got to his feet. They were all staring up at him. He knew he was looking back down at them, but his mind was churning so fast he could barely register seeing them. Without a word he turned and walked from the room. Behind him everyone moved at once. The seven of them grabbed the few small packs they had with them and armed themselves before following him downstairs to see what was going on.
They reached the bottom floor and followed Elvac out the door to where the party of riders waited for them. Almost fifty soldiers on horseback were standing outside. Elvac knew this couldn’t end well. They didn’t have a lot of other options though. They didn’t have enough horses to all try and outrun the group, and there was no way they could fight them all and survive. Beside him, Elvac felt Satinka walk up. He looked over and caught her eye. She gave him a nod and stood her ground beside him. The Syrene girl stood defiantly before the soldiers, all disguises forgotten and her patterned flesh on display for the world to see.
“You’re looking for me, General?”
“Surrender your party and we shall escort you back to Undernal. No one needs to get hurt.”
“We’re not surrendering,” Elvac told him. “How many of the men with you, General, know the truth about what they have done in the South?”
Elvac could feel the looks of shock directed at his back by his friends, and he just didn’t care. They weren’t surrendering under any circumstance, and they should have known that.
“Son,” the General began, walking his horse forward out of the crowd a couple of steps. “Did you ever give our side the chance to explain what happened? All these men know the truth, but they still serve Sunne loyally, because they know the full story. We can help you.”
“I think I’ve seen all I want to with regard to the church’s idea of help,” Elvac replied, drawing his sword. “Last time I came under your hospitality I was killed.”
“Soldier, I have fifty strong men here,” the General warned curtly.
“So why haven’t you attacked us yet?” Elvac asked. “What are you afraid of?”
“I’m following orders,” the General responded, but his eyes betrayed him with a quick fearful glance at Satinka.
“Elvac,” Francis hissed. “Put your sword down, you’ll get us killed!”
“I’m not surrendering,” he told her. “Not to them.”
“Yeah,” Sabeh cracked his knuckles behind him. “I think we can take them.”
“Remember to share,” Arrio teased him, unhooking his spear.
Satinka stared at her bloodthirsty companions. They weren’t backing down from this, even though the stronger side weren’t looking for a fight.
“How many could you take if they didn’t have horses?” she whispered.
They all stared at her. Elvac saw Sabeh nod at his girlfriend out of the corner of his eye.
“Cover your ears,” she whispered as she turned back to the soldiers.
The General watched her calmly, waiting for her reply to his offer. He assumed she wouldn’t want to fight either. Elvac wasn’t capable of pitying the man, but he knew he should have. He thrust his sword in the dirt. It must have looked like surrendering to his opponents, until he clamped his hands over his ears.
Satinka roared at the group, but the sound that came from her mouth wasn’t human. The noise was earth shattering, and the horses went berserk. They panicked and threw off their riders, bolting away and trampling anything in their path to escape. Some riders still clung desperately to their steeds even as the animals carried them away. The bestial sound reverberated around the area, making the very mountains tremble. Elvac blinked. There were no mountains, only rolling green hills. Shit. Not now, he thought. This is a really bad time. At the sight of the soldiers on the ground his mind came back into focus. That was a sight his brain could deal with. It was familiar in both reality and dreams. Elvac grabbed his sword, swinging it up from the ground in an arc as he took off.
“Take them while they’re down,” he roared, rushing the stunned group.
He hit the line of soldiers, beheading the General in one clean swipe as the old man tried to get to his feet. The soldiers were standing. Then the fight started.
The soldiers came for them like a wave of steel. Elvac raised his sword and clashed with the first man coming his way. At his side the others fought with a vengeance. Arrio was ruthless with his spear. The force he wielded it with allowed both ends to be lethal. He drove the steel point into a man’s chest through the gap in the side of his armour. Then swung the dying man’s body back, bringing down the soldier’s companions.
Taum and Danni stood back to guard the unarmed Francis, who held a slumped Satinka in her arms. Taum shot arrows with deadly accuracy into the crowd. Danni seemed to enjoy being back in a fight. She cracked a spiked whip that excelled at removing chunks of exposed flesh, and tearing away weak armour.
Elvac spied his next victim. He brought his sword down on the base of his opponent’s neck, almost removing the man’s shoulder. The soldier fell twitching and spasming to the ground.
Across from him Benji made quick work of those around him with his Elgárndian hooks. He wielded the small hook blades between his knuckles like claws. The blades were attached to cords he slung around the reed bands on his arms. They allowed him to throw the blades into his opponents and pull, removing whatever they had sunk into. He slashed out at a man. The hooks caught the man’s hands and tore away his sword and half his fingers. The man fell to the ground screaming. Benji shook the cords sharply from his arm. He roped them around the man’s neck and jerked them with enough force to crush his windpipe.
Elvac desperately parried a blow coming his way. The man was bigger and stronger than he was, so he would have to be faster. From behind him another stroke came, and he felt a searing pain and sudden warmth as blood ran down his arm. The wound wasn’t bad, but he could’ve done without it. He turned to face his new attacker, trying to keep the last one in sight. If only he could somehow make them fight each other. He tried to judge which one would strike first, and how to safely block them both. One of them fell backwards into a heap with a Woodell arrow sticking out of his eye. Elvac was back to one. Unfortunately it was the big one. The soldiers that had been dragged away before were finally getting their horses under control and returning to the fight. Elvac was beginning to see just how outnumbered they really were.
Another soldier moved to enter the fray. Elvac narrowly avoided getting stabbed as he watched the battle distractedly. Flashbacks of a burning village roamed his mind and he couldn’t focus. The huge soldier brought his sword down with force. Elvac only just managed to block it, but the weight brought him crashing to his knees. A distraction moved up beside him. Sabeh’s bandaged foot connected with the man’s head and brought him clattering to the ground. The Ickian brought his foot down on the man’s head. The blow crushed the helmet and everything inside it. Sabeh paused for a moment to glance down. Elvac looked up at him as he stood, red hot blood splattered across his skin. His friend had brought his fists to a swordfight, and against the odds he was winning. Elvac suddenly appreciated just how easy Sabeh must have gone on him during their fight earlier. He could hit with the force of the gods. His fists could crush steel and the bandages kept his knuckles from grazing.
Sabeh checked his friend over with a glance. Once he saw he was alright the Ickian disappeared into the melee. He moved with lightning speed and slipped between blows, dodging and weaving while leaving a trail of broken bones. Elvac felt someone pull on his arm. He looked back to see Benji helping him up.
“We’re outnumbered,” Benji yelled. “They’re going to slaughter us.”
Elvac looked around the fight. Benji was right – they couldn’t keep this up. He nodded.
“We have to get Satinka out of here,” he replied.
Benji didn’t like it, but he didn’t have to. Satinka was grimacing as she struggled to stand. Francis held onto her protectively in her weakened state.
“I have to help them,” she groaned.
“You can’t even stand up,” Francis protested.
Satinka reached out a hand towards the battle and twisted it. The soldier closest to them stopped. He began to shake inside his armour. Smoke began to curl out through the gaps. He screamed. Satinka’s hand trembled with the effort.
“Stop it!” Francis ordered.
Satinka’s hand fell as the smoking soldier crumpled to the ground.
“We have to get out of here,” Taum yelled at them. “We’re going to get annihilated.”
“Sabeh!” Satinka yelled for him.
Elvac could hear her yelling for his friend and looked around. He caught sight of him for a moment through the carnage. Then the earth jolted. The ground shook and cracked. A line appeared, separating Elvac and his friends from most of the soldiers. An almighty tearing sound split the air. The crack in the ground ripped open, creating a divide that no human could jump. Elvac was thrown from his feet. He kicked out as he hit the ground. His foot caught a soldier and fired him into the chasm. The man screamed as he fell. Panting, Elvac crawled to his knees and grabbed the sword he’d dropped.
“Sabeh!” he heard Satinka scream again.
He looked over. Sabeh was lying sprawled on the grass next to the crack in the earth. No… he thought. A cold wave of shock hit him. NO! Elvac scrambled to his feet, re-sheathing his sword. He rushed to his friend’s side, crashing to his knees beside him. Sabeh was lying on his back. A shallow cut ran over his chest and he grimaced in pain. He didn’t seem overly wounded, but when he saw his friend kneeing over him he unleashed a few choice curses.
“We have to move,” Sabeh grunted, trying to get up.
The Ickian pushed himself to his knees, but he trembled and fell back to the earth. Elvac didn’t even think. He just grabbed Sabeh and hauled him up into his arms. His little friend was heavier than he looked, but Elvac wasn’t going to leave him behind. He carried him back from the crevasse.
Near the inn Arrio was picking up Satinka. The others were snatching up their packs. Satinka said something to Arrio and he ran off with the others close behind. Elvac kept a tight hold on Sabeh and chased them towards the hills behind the inn. Arrio raced over the bloody grass and leapt towards the rocky hills, clutching Satinka to him. They’d almost scrambled to the hill-top behind the inn when the soldiers had finally regrouped and begun searching for a way across the gap. Everyone kept pace just behind Arrio as he raced to make it to the top. He stood at the jagged point, looking back at their would-be pursuers. Beneath them the hill dipped into a valley. Stones rolled down the hill from where they stopped. Looking down they could see cave entrances scattered in the hills below.
“Go down,” Satinka said to Arrio.
He nodded to her and sprinted down the slope towards the caves.
“No!” Benji yelled after them, but they ignored him.
Taum and Danni were the first over the edge after them. Sabeh and Elvac soon followed. Benji and Francis stared between each other, but there was nothing to say and they could hear yelling behind them. They dove over the edge and raced after the others, chasing them into the darkness of the caves.
Minutes passed in the cold blackness. Elvac could hear quiet steps on stone through the sounds of his own laboured breathing and the ringing in his ears from the battle. His blood was pounding. Sabeh started to get heavy, but Elvac wasn’t sure his small friend could walk, and he wasn’t going to leave him behind. The soldier stopped in the darkness with no idea who was around him. Gently he sat Sabeh on the ground, just while he got his breath back.
“Are you alright?” Sabeh’s voice asked from the floor.
Elvac nodded, but in the darkness the gesture meant nothing. Sabeh seemed to know how he’d responded though.
“Arrio,” the Ickian called quietly. “Hold up a moment.”
Elvac felt a hand on his shoulder as he heard more footsteps around him. He couldn’t see anything. His eyes weren’t adjusting. Even if they were there might not be enough light this far down to help. Light came as a gentle blue glow.
Arrio appeared in front of him with a frail Satinka in his arms. Satinka seemed to be holding something that glowed blue in one hand, but Elvac couldn’t make out what it was. He turned and saw Danni was the one with her hand against him. The Almenian woman had her other arm around Francis who looked terrified. In the distance the sounds of yelling and running followed them. Some of the soldiers were still pursuing them.
“By the mercy of Brukna,” Benji whispered in mortified horror. “What are they doing?”
“Chasing us,” Arrio replied.
“But here? In here?” Benji couldn’t keep the panic from his voice. “How many are there?”
“Six,” Sabeh answered.
“Not even one each,” Arrio jested softly.
“I got this,” Sabeh muttered, trying to get off the ground. “I’ll go sort them.”
“No you won’t,” Taum disagreed, kneeling at his side and keeping a firm hand on him. “You don’t got anything, Sabeh. You can’t even stand up. Stay put. You might have a concussion.”
Elvac listened to them all try and organise each other. He could see them now, and could feel them and hear them, but they felt so far away. He felt so far away. He had been here before. It was like living out a dream. As he looked around he could see flames rise up in the blue light, and he honed in on the sound of soldiers in the distance. He was back in the caves. He was deep in the caves in the mountains and everything he encountered was trying to kill him. He just had to kill them first. He had to be quick and quiet so that the fire wouldn’t find him. He drew his sword.
“Elvac,” Francis’s voice pulled him back.
The blue fire pulled and Elvac squeezed his eyes shut. Not those caves. Not those caves! These were different. They didn’t look different. He couldn’t trust his eyes. Judge not by appearance. Feel out with your soul. What was the soul? What was he supposed to feel? How were these caves different? How was this different?
The smell. These caves smelt damp. They were cold – truly cold. There was no fire down here. There were other scents and other sounds. He could smell perfume. Francis’s perfume. She was here. Her voice had called to him. He could feel Danni still tense beside him. Hear the slight creak of leather from Arrio. His friends were here. People he cared about surrounded him. That was certainly different. There was a click as two arrows knocked together in Taum’s quiver when he moved, and Benji’s shivery breath kept a lid on his fear.
“Satinka,” Elvac whispered. “Turn out the light until the soldiers are gone. Arrio: keep everyone out of trouble. Taum: don’t let Sabeh hurt himself.”
“Where are you going?” Danni demanded.
“I got this,” Elvac replied. “If there’s only six I can take them. Then we can keep moving safely.” He knew they must have serious doubts. By Satinka’s light they could all see he was standing there with his sword drawn and his eyes closed, but the appearance of these caves threw him into a world of doubt and confusion. He needed to feel with his soul. He needed his other senses. He’d done all this before. He moved away from them.
A hand reached out and grabbed his. The other hand was gloved. It was a soft fabric, but treated with something rough. With his eyes closed he could see Benji clutching at him and staring up at him with imploring green eyes. When he turned to look he found just that, but images of fire swept in fast to devour it.
“You can’t go out alone in these caves,” Benji insisted.
“Trust me,” Elvac told him, “for the first time since I came back I know exactly what I’m doing.” He tried to put what he was feeling into those words, but he wasn’t sure anyone understood. Satinka’s light went out. Someone knew. In the safety of darkness Elvac pulled his hand free and disappeared back down the tunnel.
The tunnels were dark and cold. Elvac focused on the damp scent of the earth. It told him he didn’t have to fear the fire despite the lies he saw. The soldiers moving in the tunnels were loud and they had stayed close to the entrances. They didn’t want to run off and get lost in the caves. Sensible, but they were only using their brains, and it had been too long since they last did a tour in the south. They didn’t have the instinct anymore. Their reactions weren’t as fresh as Elvac’s. He moved as though in a dream. His eyes only half open, and the darkness so thick it didn’t make much difference either way.
The first one was loud and clunky. Their steel armour was a hindrance down here, not a help. Elvac was glad he moved without it. The soles of his boots trod almost silently over the dirt. The steps of his opponent sounded like someone dropping cutlery. They were just as lost in the dark as he was. He snuck up behind them and slit their throat. Quiet work. They didn’t scream. They didn’t have time to fully voice their surprise before their windpipe was severed and blood gushed down their front as they collapsed in a rattling heap.
Elvac looked down. He could see them by the light of the blue fire that wasn’t there. He could see the body on the ground. Pale skin and dark blue patterns. He blinked. Elvac turned his face away with a gasp and leant against the wall of the cave. He squeezed his eyes shut and breathed as heavily and quietly as he could. Focus. Not here. Not the same caves. But it wasn’t enough that the caves were damp. They smelt of blood now. Blood all smelt the same. The other soldiers might not be close enough to the memories to use them, but Elvac was still too close.
He kept his eyes closed as he tried to regain control of his mind. It was so hard. He rested his forehead against his arm on the wall and breathed deeply. The scent of Sabeh was still on his skin. The little Ickian wasn’t someone with a strong scent, but there was still something – maybe the kind of soap he used. It hit Elvac like a hammer and cleared his mind. Sabeh wasn’t something he associated with the south. He was a strange beacon to home. He was a rock. Elvac didn’t even feel bitter. He needed his friend now. He could almost feel Sabeh reaching out to him from back in the caves. Sabeh had said there were six. Well, that just left Elvac five.
He found the second one alone like the first, and like the first he was able to kill them quickly. The soldiers were scared – more so than Elvac thought they should be. He and his friends were the ones being hunted. They had been chased in here and pursued into the darkness. Again the smell of blood haunted him, and again he had to rely on the darkness to blind him from hallucinations. For all he knew there was still adamanthel in his blood from when the priests had tried to kill him in the dungeon. It could still be aggravating his senses. He pressed a hand to his face and focused on every little trace of scent his friends had left on him. He was doing this for them – to keep them safe. He just had to keep focusing on them.
The second one had made too much noise when they dropped. Two more soldiers were alerted. They came running. Elvac barely had time to pull himself together before they were on him. Luckily they were blind down here too. Perhaps more so than Elvac, who at least still had his illusions to keep him company. The illusions kept him more aware of all the little things his other senses picked up. He was feeling with his soul. They were shut off from reality by darkness and terror. Elvac took a swing as he heard them approach. The cut on his arm pulled and throbbed. He ignored it as adrenaline pounded through his veins. His sword connected with something and there was a scream.
The scuffle that ensued was brief and messy. Elvac could hear both the soldiers’ every movement. He could hear when they took a clunky step, hear when they raised their arms, hear when they lunged and swung. He danced around them, silent on his feet, and hacked at anywhere he heard noise. Sometimes his blade hit steel and rebounded off, and sometimes it slid deep and he pulled it back with force. Soon the soldiers fell and Elvac stepped back. He listened intently. He could hear breathing. He wasn’t sure if it was just his own. If it wasn’t then one or two of the people he’d just attacked were still alive but badly wounded. Help wouldn’t come for these people. He wondered if moving back into the area and making sure they were dead wouldn’t be a mercy, but if they weren’t dead he didn’t want to risk his life on it. Whatever state they were in they weren’t a threat to his friends anymore.
In the distance a giant clatter sounded. It came from a direction he’d been before. Yelling started and the sound of running. Elvac listened as hard as he could. The last two must have tripped on the body of the first soldier. Now they were fleeing. They were too terrified to stay. Why were all the soldiers so scared? His friends may have been fighting for their lives, and they may have already done better than Elvac could have hoped for, but they weren’t terrifying adversaries. No, the soldiers in here were scared of the caves. Elvac could certainly appreciate that, but his opponents weren’t haunted the way he was. They weren’t scared of memories. They were just scared of being in the caves under the hills near Undernal. The caves under the hills. Elvac felt a wave of shock and fear hit him. They were in the caves. His friends! He took off back the way he had come.
Elvac rushed through the caves. He felt sure he should be lost, but somehow he knew he wasn’t. Somehow he knew how to find his way back to them. He came around a corner and grimaced as he raised his hand to his eyes. Satinka held the tiny blue light in her hand again. On the scale of bright light it was nothing – barely enough to see by, but after the darkness Elvac had been hiding in it was blinding.
“Sorry,” she murmured and dimmed the light again.
Elvac lowered his hand. He looked over the group, over their scared and dirty faces. He saw Benji’s wide gaze peering up at him, and sighed that it had taken him so long to work out why his friend was looking at him like that.
“How did you know there were six?” he asked Sabeh.
“I heard six distinct voices, didn’t you?” Sabeh shrugged.
Elvac hadn’t. He doubted any of them had, but he let it slide. Once he’d made it further back he had only heard what sounded like six people moving around, so maybe Sabeh did just have excellent hearing.
“I think I can lead us back out,” he offered. “I didn’t see the exit but the soldiers didn’t come too far in. It shouldn’t be overly hard to find the way.”
“Elvac, there’s nothing out there except a group of soldiers and a giant chasm,” Satinka pointed out. “These caves will take us to Mildidar. We can get out the other side. It’s much safer.”
“It’s not safer,” Benji growled. “If we don’t die out there we’ll die in here.”
“I’ll find a way out Benji,” Satinka comforted him. “These caves lead out to the Mildidar marshlands, don’t they? I’ve seen this area on maps before. These hills are where Undernal meets the marshlands. If I can get us out the other side I’ll need you to lead us through to Elgárnd. We’ll be safe there.”
Benji said nothing. He just glowered. Elvac thought about it. There was something to what she had said, but she clearly didn’t know the whole story either.
“Benji?” Satinka asked. “Can you do that?”
“Yeah,” he sneered. “I tell you what, little witch. If you can get us all out the other side I’ll get us all to Elgárnd. Deal?”
“Deal,” Satinka agreed before Sabeh could hit him.
“Watch your tongue you moody little weasel,” the Ickian warned. “Or I will rip it out.”
“By all means, spare me,” Benji replied sarcastically.
“Wait! Stop,” Arrio ordered. “What is going on?”
“These are the caves between Undernal and Mildidar,” Francis whispered. “And we’re lost in them.”
Elvac looked straight at Satinka. His new and intense focus on where they were helped to fight the memories and keep the hallucinations back. He tried to express his concern with just a look, and once it again it seemed like she understood.
“So what?” Satinka asked slowly. “They’re the way to somewhere safe and the soldiers shouldn’t find us here.”
Everyone was silent. Either they didn’t know what was going on, or they didn’t know what to say. She was right. There was just one other tiny little factor to consider. Elvac sighed softly.
“Satinka, these are the troll caves,” he explained. “And almost everyone who ever ventures in here never returns.”
“Troll caves?” she echoed.
“And not trolls like we get in the mountains,” Sabeh added. “Rumour has it that these ones can’t be killed. But they keep to the caves so not too many try.”
“But the ones that do get eaten,” Francis squeaked in terror. “And now we’re trapped in here with them.”
Satinka looked around the group. They looked deadly serious.
“Immortal man-eating trolls,” she mused. “Well I’m going to Elgárnd. You lot are welcome to join me.”
With that she turned and, with Arrio to lean on, started deeper into the caves. Her small form blocked out the faint light she carried from their view. Sabeh started after her. His chest bled slightly from the long shallow scratch running across it, and he didn’t seem to be able to walk straight as he staggered along. Their bare feet made no sound as they walked. If the others didn’t follow it wouldn’t be long before they lost them.
Elvac took his bag from a tentative Benji and slung it on. He looked back at the others and straightened the small pack on his shoulders, wiping some of the blood from the wound on his arm. He started forward after his friends, catching up with Sabeh and giving him someone to lean on again. Behind him he heard the others follow. The blackness pressed in on him and he strained his ears for any inhuman sound. This was going to be a long journey.




TROLL CAVES

The caves were dark and cold and seemed to go on forever. They’d been walking in silence for hours, losing themselves deeper and deeper under the earth. After the first few hours they had come across tunnels in which a glowing green moss grew, helping to light their way. For better or worse they had decided to stick to these tunnels. The light was comforting as well as guiding and it gave them greater confidence to think they could still see their world. The silence was unnerving. Every slight noise made someone jump, and people held their breath waiting for a sound that would signal they were not alone. Water ran down the walls in trickles, and somewhere out there it dripped with inconsistent timing.
“I can’t stand this,” Benji muttered finally. “Someone kill me now. I can’t bear the tension and the waiting, knowing that around any corner could be a monster waiting to kill me.”
“You don’t cope well with stress, do you?” Sabeh asked him.
“Look at where we are Sabeh!” Benji hissed. “We’re trapped miles underground in a stone maze of creatures that want to eat us. People can get lost down here for weeks. We’re going to die down here.”
“It shouldn’t take us more than two days to get out,” Sabeh disagreed. “And we have food in the packs with us. I’m not sure how we’ll survive the marshes, but that isn’t my problem.”
“You really think you can get us out of here?” Arrio asked him.
“Trust me,” Sabeh grinned. “I know caves.”
“You know when you say ‘trust me’ everybody panics, right?” Elvac asked.
“Why do you think I take such pleasure in saying it?”
“Don’t torture them Sabeh,” Satinka sighed. “They don’t deserve it.”
He fell meekly silent.
Elvac almost wished he was still talking. He could understand Sabeh’s behaviour. The Ickian was always teasing people. Sometimes Elvac wondered if it was just how he showed affection, and it did lighten the mood even if it could be annoying. The soldier had had a very real, very sudden, change of heart about his friend. The moment he had first seen him lying on the ground and feared him dead he had felt like his whole world had stopped. Any bitterness he felt about Satinka was eroded from his mind by that moment. He didn’t want his best friend to die, even if he joked about it. It was the way he’d felt about Satinka. The way he’d wanted her but wasn’t willing to do anything about it before. Now he found he still wanted her, but he wasn’t willing to hurt Sabeh to do it. He’d been feeling that losing her to his best friend wasn’t fair, but trying to ruin them for his own personal gain was worse. It was a conundrum.
Someone made a small shuddering sound behind him.
“We need to stop,” Francis mumbled.
“Are you alright?” Danni asked.
“I just need to stop for a moment,” Francis insisted.
“The light’s changing up ahead,” Sabeh announced. “That probably means a cavern. We could all use a sit down and some food.”
Francis nodded, her blue eyes wide. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief and continued on to the sound of trickling water. They twisted and turned, winding through the pathways. After a few minutes they could see faint light ahead of them. The promise of outside was too good to be true, and the air was still too stale for them to be near an opening. A thin vine of luminous moss guided them down the tunnel and as they turned the last corner they were momentarily blinded by the light. The cavern was small, but after the tunnels it felt very spacious indeed. The walls were covered by the bright green moss and the room glowed welcomingly. There were only two ways in and out of the room, the tunnel they’d come through and the one that continued down under the hills. Satinka sank down gratefully onto her knees and curled up on the floor.
“We might as well stop,” she told them. “We have to rest and eat at some point today, and who knows when we might find somewhere this comfortable again.”
They all agreed and sat wearily on the hard ground. It had been a long day, and some of the party bore minor injuries. Francis was eyeing them up, but she looked spooked, as though she wasn’t coping well with the enclosed spaces.
“Do you want me to look at those?” she asked, focusing specifically on the two blood soaked men.
Elvac shook his head. “It’s fine. It’s not even bleeding anymore.”
“Yeah,” Sabeh sighed, touching the cut on his chest. “It’s not even going to leave a scar.”
“Don’t sound so disappointed,” Francis criticised. “Let me clean it and cover it anyway.”
She wouldn’t take no for an answer and Elvac reluctantly let her take his arm. He could feel himself trembling again. His body was weakening. He took a deep breath as Francis worked and tried not to let it show. Sabeh offered to clean his own wound. As Francis poured alcohol over Elvac’s arm he wondered how his friend could inflict that much pain on himself without flinching.
Francis took a small wad of padding and bandage out of her pack as Arrio found everyone some bread and cheese out of one of the packs and divided it up. While the Zynaldini made sure everyone ate something Francis wrapped Elvac’s wound. It was deeper than he’d realised. Maybe the weakness in his bones was the result of hunger, exhaustion, and blood-loss from his injury. It sounded so plausible. So realistic. But he knew that wasn’t all of it. He could feel underneath all that the nightmares that still plagued his sleep. He was just glad there wasn’t any fire down here.
Sabeh had washed away the blood and now sat with a small alcohol and blood soaked rag in his hand and a thin red cut across his chest. Francis looked at him carefully.
“You don’t look very steady,” she criticised. “Why was Elvac carrying you? What happened?”
“He split the ground open with the force of the heavens,” Arrio joked.
“I hit my head when I fell over,” Sabeh grimaced, placing a hand tenderly to the side of his skull. “The earth felt like it was pulled out from under my feet, and I just toppled.”
“I’d stick with Arrio’s story,” Elvac advised. “It’s better.”
“I’ll take a look,” Francis offered, moving in on Sabeh.
“It’s fine, but thanks.”
“How do you know?”
“It’s my head. I’m fine Francis, really.”
“Well, how’s everyone else doing?” Francis asked the group once she was satisfied that the risk of open-wound infection had dropped.
“We’ve had worse,” Arrio spoke for them all.
“Good,” Francis nodded. She spoke quickly, but the panic was rising in her eyes.
“And you, chichina?” Arrio asked softly. “Are you alright?”
She just stared at him for a moment. Her bottom lip quivered. Arrio had understanding eyes. Even if he couldn’t understand something he still looked like he did. They were sympathetic eyes. With a cry Francis collapsed into his arms and sobbed like a child. He held her close and patted her back gently as Danni looked on with concern.
“I-I-I can’t d-do this!” Francis cried. “I-I’ve n-never been away f-from home b-before, an-and I c-can’t…”
“Shhhh,” Arrio hushed her. “It’s okay, Fran.”
“But p-people k-keep getting hurt and d-dying!” she cried. “We’ve had t-to run away f-from ev-everything w-we know. The w-whole r-realm is trying to k-kill us, and we’re l-lost in the t-troll caves!”
“We’re not lost,” Arrio told her. “Sabeh will get us out.”
She cried harder.
“That would be my response too,” Satinka smiled at her.
“Hey!” Sabeh exclaimed.
“But they’re g-going to k-kill us.”
“Nothing’s going to kill us,” Arrio reassured her.
She snuffled against his shoulder. “W-we killed all t-those p-people…”
“I thought you were a doctor?” Satinka reminded her. “You’re a strong girl, you can deal with it.”
“You burnt that man alive…” Francis breathed quietly.
Satinka hung her head. “I did,” she admitted. “And you shouldn’t have had to see that, but I was trying to protect all of us. It’s harder to be an observer. When you’re in there and it’s kill or be killed you just react.”
“It’s never easy, Francis,” Taum said softly, his face grim and pale. “I hate killing people. It haunts me. I was brought up to shoot deer and rabbits ‒ food, or wooden targets to practice on. People aren’t something you’re taught to kill, but… you do what you have to, to stay alive.”
Benji got up and walked to the cavern opening, staring out into the inky darkness of the tunnels. Danni moved carefully behind him, her head nearing his shoulder.
“You liked it, didn’t you?” she whispered away from the others.
He didn’t say anything.
“Some of us are just better at this, Benji,” she continued. “We can be ruthless enough to do what needs to be done and not feel guilty about it.”
“I’d never killed anyone before,” Benji whispered.
“Me neither,” Danni replied. “But I don’t feel guilty about it. Those guys wanted to take us back to that dungeon and torture us to death. Why should I feel guilty for killing a few who got too close?”
“It was such a mess though,” Benji grimaced. “I’ve only ever seen these things used on a person once, and the guy who did it got hanged for it.”
She looked down and saw he was holding his hook knives out of sight of the others.
“Those are a kind of fishing hook, aren’t they?”
Benji nodded. “I suck at fishing though. I hate fishing. I hate fish.” He paused for a moment. “Got pretty good at catching birds with them, though.”
“I can believe it,” Danni nodded, remembering how well he’d thrown them.
“Doesn’t it bother you that she’s like this?” he asked about Francis. “She’s so weak.”
“I don’t see it as a weakness,” Danni replied. “She’s a good person, and I love her for that. I’m grateful that I have her to stop me from turning into a homicidal maniac.”
“Heh.” Benji let a brief chuckle escape his lips.
“Don’t freak out,” Danni warned him. “It’s just a rush. Some fights are better than others.”
“So that doesn’t bother you either?” Benji nodded his head towards Francis and the way she clung to Arrio.
“On the contrary I actually find it comforting. I’m not worried about her suddenly deciding she’s in love with a man, if that’s what you’re getting at. People need friends, and I’m grateful that they’re close. If something happened and I couldn’t be there, it helps to know Arrio would never let anything happen to her.”
Benji nodded, and a light seemed to dawn in his eyes. He clearly hadn’t thought of it like that before.
“What about you?” Danni asked.
“What about me?”
“Would you even have stayed in that fight if Elvac hadn’t led the charge? We both know you’re not a warrior. If he hadn’t been there, would you have run away?”
Benji was silent for a moment. He didn’t deny anything. He didn’t admit to anything either.
“Some advice,” Danni offered. “Find something real to give you a purpose. If you actually developed a drive for a cause then there’s a good chance you would get really good at fighting for it. You’ve got the skill – you just need to want something.”
She patted him on the shoulder and went to see to her girlfriend.
Benji ran his fingers over the hooks in his hands before putting them away again. He didn’t feel even a little bit guilty about following Elvac’s lead into battle, but he didn’t know how to react to it around the others now. At the same time he knew he didn’t want to be Danni either. So he could learn to be good at killing people ‒ but for what? He knew that was Danni’s point – that he needed a purpose – but he felt strange about the idea of making murder part of his life. With a sigh he crossed back into the room where the others were.
Danni had taken the slightly calmer Francis from Arrio and was cradling her gently in her lap. Francis looked better than before, and her eyes were more relaxed in Danni’s caring arms.
“How did that giant hole appear in the ground?” she asked suddenly, looking at Satinka. “Did you do it?”
Satinka shook her head. “No, I’m afraid I don’t have that kind of power, and I was already weak from the drothga.”
“The what?”
“The drothga. It means ‘call of the Tuotams’,” she said. “Memnyir taught me how to do it many years ago. Most Mantras can’t make the call, it is too powerful, but Memnyir told me that as Kakai I would be expected to learn it.”
“It was unbelievable,” Elvac shook his head.
“Yes,” Satinka smiled sadly. “The Tuotams have truly incredible power. They can whisper softer than a breeze, and cry more fiercely than any storm. They are the most powerful people I know. That is probably why Sunne is draining their magic.”
“But then how did that crack appear?” Taum asked. “You can’t tell me it was natural.”
Satinka shrugged. “I don’t know how it happened,” she lied.
They looked around each other nervously. Those kind of coincidences, however helpful, always felt suspicious. If some great power out there was helping them why didn’t it show itself? And if whatever made the crack in the earth wasn’t on their side, what were they getting themselves into? Satinka cast a sharp look in Sabeh’s direction, but he was staring at the ground. Everyone else missed the look.
Down the hallway they were headed something stirred. Stone grated quietly on stone. Everyone froze and stopped breathing as they strained their ears listening. The sound came again: a soft gentle grating. Francis’s eyes widened in horror first. Arrio raised his finger to his lips warningly the minute that it looked as though she might scream. She kept her lips pressed tightly together, but it didn’t stop her from trembling in fear. Another grating sound echoed up towards them from the corridor they’d just come out of. They were trapped, blocked in from both exits. Arrio nodded quickly at Danni. She pulled Francis tighter into her arms and held her hand over her mouth. Taum looked over at Satinka and mouthed ‘how many?’ but she shook her head in uncertainty. There was a shuffling grinding sound from both halls and Satinka mouthed ‘lots’. From the tunnels came a rough guttural sound, a deep unknown language, a sound like stone grating on stone. Satinka narrowed her eyes at the noise.
“They’re whispering to each other,” Benji whispered. “They’re planning an ambush.”
The men reached slowly for their weapons.
“Are…” Satinka began in an uncertain tone. “Are they made of stone?”
Benji nodded. “From what I’ve heard. That’s why you can’t kill them. They’re rock demons.”
“Not trolls then,” she replied loud enough to make everyone in the room nervous.
“Not like mountain trolls,” Sabeh agreed hesitantly at her tone.
Satinka stood and moved closer to the tunnels. Sabeh grabbed her arm, but he didn’t really try and stop her. The sounds in the tunnel grew ‒ the sound of rock creatures shifting restlessly and hissing.
“Java Kun?” she called into the tunnels.
Her words echoed in the stone corridors. All other noise stopped. No one in the room moved. The trolls didn’t appear to be moving anymore either.
“Syrene?” a deep rough voice echoed back.
Danni let go of Francis in shock. Everyone slumped in astonishment and disbelief.
“Yes,” Satinka called. “You are Java Kun?”
The grating sound began again and one of the creatures hauled itself into the light of the room. It was a small, funny looking thing, not much shorter than Satinka herself. It had a humanoid body of rock and moss with tiny legs, and a large upper body with long arms. Its hands were three large flat fingers like shovels that curled over as it walked on its knuckles. The thing had a large protruding jaw and a small squashed concave face with beady dull-black eyes.
“You Syrene,” it addressed Satinka. “What you do here?”
“I could ask you the same question,” Satinka replied coolly.
The creature looked around the room and peered behind it. From the tunnels around them several more of the stone people came lumbering out. Elvac stared around the strange looking things. He couldn’t tell one from the next, but he wondered if they felt that way about humans too. Satinka was eyeing them all up. The look on her face made Elvac’s heart skip a beat. She looked torn between uncertainty and tears.
“How many of you are here?” she asked softly.
“Many,” it replied. “Been here long time now. Half stay in Dryemskape, half come here. Syrene fire gone. Not enough food in Dryemskape.”
Now Satinka did look like she wanted to cry. “So you came here?”
It shrugged noisily. “Rock not warm, but wet, soft.” It reached out a hand and, with the most awful sound, used its flat fingers to scrape away part of the tunnel and shove the loose rocks into its mouth, crunching them loudly. “We can dig soft wet rock. Not good, but not starving.”
Satinka looked heartbroken at the creatures’ dilemma. The concept that these stone people had had to flee from her home to keep from starving almost seemed to break her.
“Wait a moment,” Sabeh interrupted. “You lot eat rock?”
It gave him a funny look with its squashed face. “You surprised human? You flesh creature, made of minerals and growing life ‒ that what you eat. We rock and stone.”
“Okay, well when you put it like that…” Sabeh grumbled.
It turned back to Satinka. “You have stupid humans. That one yours? It make funny pet.”
Satinka smiled cheekily. “Careful Java Kun. You never tell a human they’re a stupid funny pet.”
“They must learn some day,” the Java Kun answered plainly. “Otherwise they stay stupid forever.”
Sabeh wasn’t used to being called stupid. He didn’t appear to be taking to it kindly.
“But you,” the Java Kun continued. “You Syrene. You Syrene Kakai? You bigger.”
Satinka nodded. “I am, yes.”
“You here to find Memnyir Kakai? You make rock hot again, then we go home? You save Syrene, save Java Kun?”
“That’s the plan…” Satinka murmured.
“Good plan,” the Java Kun affirmed. “How you do?”
“I don’t know,” Satinka admitted numbly. “And so far I’ve done it badly.”
“Untrue,” it replied. “Syrene Kakai cannot do badly. You only one. Only one can.”
Satinka nodded weakly but looked down at the ground. She had the look of an unfortunate chosen one. The Java Kun shuffled closer to her.
“You know you must,” it whispered. “You must for everyone. You fail, everything fail. Bad for north. Bad for south. Bad for Java Kun.” It peered around her at her friends. “Bad for humans. Worst for humans. They all die. They die first. Java Kun die later. South people die last.”
Satinka nodded again. “I know what’s at stake. I’m trying. Java Kun, I’m trying to get to the marshlands. Can you help?”
“No,” it shook its head. “No. Marsh bad. Marsh danger.”
“It’s less dangerous than where we came from,” Satinka pointed out. “Everyone from Undernal and Sunndan are trying to kill us. We need to take the back roads.”
“Marsh kill you, then everything die,” it disagreed. “No marsh.”
“I have a guide,” she told it. “If you show us out, I have a guide through the marshes.”
“You no guide with you,” it replied, refusing to be duped.
Benji stood up as much as he could in the little space. “She has me,” he interrupted.
“You human,” it judged.
“I’m a human from the swamp,” Benji replied. “I grew up there and I know how to navigate it. I can get her through the marshes safely and protect her. That good enough for you, rockbrains?”
The Java Kun looked back at Satinka. “You don’t train them very well,” it commented.
She smiled. “He’s right though. He’s one of the riverfolk – the ones that live in the marshes. I trust him with my life. Please, help us get out. I promise to return the fire to the caves, but you have to help me get to Memnyir.”
The Java Kun didn’t appear to approve. There were heads shaking all around the room, and it sounded like a thousand boulders rolling around.
“We will take you to Xychtch,” it said, and turned to lumber off down the hall.
Satinka looked back and motioned for them all to follow, not that they could do otherwise with their escort of stone gorillas around them. Elvac caught sight of Sabeh trying to form the word the Java Kun had just used with his mouth. It made him smile to watch his friend struggle comically and silently with his human jaw ‒ a jaw clearly not designed to speak the language of the stone people. Sabeh caught sight of Elvac watching him and fell in beside his friend.
“How do you say that?” he asked incredulously. “You actually have to choke to death on that word to spit it out.”
“It’s not that bad,” Elvac disagreed. “But I don’t think it’s much of a human-friendly language anyway.”
“Satinka can speak it,” Sabeh grumbled.
“She can also roar like a beast and set people on fire,” Elvac pointed out. “Not to mention heal herself and others instantly and lift probably three or four times her weight. Let’s face it: you’ll never be as impressive as she is. You can’t compete on that level.”
“Go on, say it,” Sabeh dared him, not bothering to correct his list.
“I don’t have more to add,” Elvac played it safe.
Sabeh gave him a sly look, but there wasn’t any room to fight in here anyway. Elvac wasn’t sure he wanted to get into another fight with Sabeh in any case ‒ not unless he was allowed to use his sword. He’d seen what his friend had done to armoured men with his bare fists and it scared him a little.
The Java Kun led them all down a steep incline, and it wasn’t too much longer before they could all stand up properly again as they came out into an area that took their breath away. Built into the rock under the hills was a gigantic hall, ten floors high with balconies that looked down on what appeared to be the equivalent of a town square below. Hundreds of the stone people lumbered around the underground city, living not too dissimilarly to humans. There were even small stone children crawling around on their knuckles down on the floors below them.
“Welcome to Xychtch,” the Java Kun said. “You not far off anyway.”
“You’ve done a fine job here,” Satinka remarked in awe.
“We had ten years,” it reminded her pointedly and began to lead them slowly down the levels to the square. “When Syrene fire dry up in Dryemskape it not long before we forced to harsh choices. If we going to survive we not stay waiting and hoping. Many left and come north, looking for food. The hills near marshlands not perfect, but are good. Unlucky, there very little volcano activity here. Most ground fissures under ocean, and we do not swim.”
“But you’re surviving,” Satinka reminded him. “For now that’s all any of us can do.”
“But not good enough,” it replied. “You must understand. Syrene not well. All trapped.”
“Yes,” Satinka sighed meekly. “We are.”
The two of them continued to discuss their dilemmas over the danger to their races and the problems of the war as the group continued down. They tended to agree on everything and console each other for losses suffered. The Syrene and Java Kun had a long history together, and both agreed it was imperative they get Memnyir back. Elvac began to zone out on their talks about a world he didn’t know. As far as he was concerned the tunnels of the Syrene ‒ and the Java Kun ‒ were still full of fire. Burning unholy fire that could melt stone. But apparently that wasn’t enough, at least not to feed an entire race of stone people.
As he looked around the halls they travelled down he noticed the varying sizes of the stone people and commented on it to Sabeh. His friend smiled that smile that Elvac saw so often now. The one that told him this was something Satinka had informed him on in great detail. He didn’t ask but Sabeh told him anyway. At first he couldn’t believe it, but then he began to notice what was going on around him.
Sabeh’s story claimed that the Java Kun made their children from their own rocks. Over time, a Java Kun would build up more and more rocks on their body as they got older, and when they got too many they would remove some to make a smaller Java Kun. The life held in their stones would become the life of the smaller Java Kun, who in turn would get older and build up more and more stones on their body. It was the most unusual reproductive technique Elvac had ever heard of and it sounded ridiculous, until he contemplated trying to have that conversation with one of them. He could only imagine what it would be like bringing up the topic with one of the Java Kun, and have them comment on humanity’s version of the process.
Comparatively, the Java Kun seemed somewhat advanced. Yet they were such strange looking creatures. Admittedly, they were strange looking creatures that had dug a city with their bare hands.
When they reached the bottom they were led to the centre of the square where a large round dais had been raised up and scraped smooth. The Java Kun told them to sit and they all rested on the edge, most of them stretching their shoulders and backs after being hunched up all morning. Satinka and the Java Kun they had been speaking to moved away to talk. Elvac stared after them with prying eyes. The acoustics in the hall were very good, and they appeared to know that as they moved specifically so that they couldn’t be heard. They appeared to be arguing quietly now, but Elvac couldn’t make it out.
His distant inquisition was interrupted by another Java Kun. A group of them had come forward with bowls of cool clear water for them to drink. Elvac was quick to thank them and the water was crisp and refreshing. Sabeh waited until the stone people were out of earshot before commenting that they possibly thought humans should be watered like horses. Although he was probably right.
A few meters away from them some young Java Kun were playing a game that involved tossing and balancing small stones on their hands. Arrio watched Francis watch the game for about five minutes before he got up and went to speak to one of their hosts. It took him a while to find one that spoke the common tongue. The most adept at it seemed to be arguing with Satinka in the language of the stone people. When the Zynaldini finally returned he stood close to the group.
“We might be here a while,” he told them quietly.
Francis looked up at him eagerly ‒ the two were often of one mind on things. With a nod he silently agreed to escort the girls over to the game. Danni quickly grabbed a slightly bruised apple from her pack to take with her. The three of them wandered over and it wasn’t long before they were permitted to join in. Francis curiously began to play while Danni ate and watched. If the Java Kun thought it odd to see their children playing with humans they said nothing.
Elvac sat and watched the strange new world happen around him. He sat for hours, watching the goings on in the hall as their society functioned. He found the similarities fascinating and the dissimilarities even more so. The Java Kun bartered and traded in the square like many of the people from home, but not for the same things. These people were made of stone and they had no reason to buy food or clothes or necessities. In fact, the strangest thing he found was that they didn’t appear to have necessities. They ate from the areas around them when they needed to. It was ten years of Java Kun hunger that had built this place. Their stone bodies required no other nourishment, nor any extra warmth or covering. They had no currency with which to purchase things, and yet their entire social system seemed to be built on desire and want.
The Java Kun didn’t need anything, but they wanted many things. All of them seemed gifted in the art of crafting objects and items of various decorative and ornamental purpose. If they couldn’t make what they wanted, they made what someone else wanted and traded for it. Elvac watched the proceedings for hours, his curiosity growing with each new and interesting thing he saw being passed around the square as different people tried to swap different things. The final thing that caught his attention was the lack of deities and worship. These stone creatures seemed to hold no regard for any creatures but themselves. He turned and mentioned it to Sabeh, knowing the Ickian would have picked it up.
“Why should they?” Sabeh replied when Elvac mentioned it. “What would gods ever have done for them?”
“I just thought it was strange,” Elvac shrugged.
“Strange is thinking everyone should be like you,” Sabeh grinned. “These people are of no interest to gods, and gods are of no interest to them. They all keep much to themselves. The closest thing the Java Kun have to gods are the Syrene.”
“Really?” Elvac asked.
“Of course,” Sabeh shrugged like it should make sense to everybody. “The Syrene are powerful enough that the Java Kun look up to them and their fire helps soften the rocks that they eat in Dryemskape. Gods are only people you worship because you believe they provide for you and are more powerful than you could ever be.”
Elvac thought about it. “Don’t you worship Ragnar?”
“Yes,” Sabeh agreed. “Because he looks after me and could crush me into oblivion. That’s how these things work. You always worshiped Sunne for the same reasons. Now that he doesn’t look after you, and wants to crush you into oblivion, you don’t worship him. On that note, why would the Java Kun even want gods?”
“You’re a very cynical man,” Elvac commented.
“I’m a realist Elvac,” Sabeh replied. “And I have a god who wants to crush me into oblivion, which should make anyone cynical about gods.”
Elvac rolled his eyes and decided for his own sake not to push the matter. He preferred the earlier hours without his best friend’s condescending tone. As he tried to let the conversation slide into non-existence he saw Satinka coming their way again. She looked weary from her conversation, but still came forward with determination set in her bones. Sabeh offered her a fresh bowl of water and she took it gratefully. She finished the cold water without stopping for breath, and without contracting brain freeze. Finally she put the bowl down with a sigh.
“They’ve agreed to help us get to the marshes,” she told them. “On the condition we sleep tonight, they will get us there for the morning.”




MILDIDAR

Footsteps echoed in the golden polished halls of the Palace of Sunne in Undernal. A young priest in a black robe rushed down the hall. He was trying to move as quickly as possible, while trying not to move so fast that he disturbed the candles. The flames bobbed and spat as he passed them. Cautiously he approached one of the panelled oak doors and knocked. He was admitted. An older priest with a blonde moustache sat behind the desk.
“Father Guhji…?” the young priest murmured fearfully.
Guhji looked up and saw the white dress hanging limply in the young man’s arms.
“Is that hers?” he asked.
The priest nodded. “We retrieved it from her hostel. The soldiers that returned after she escaped said she didn’t leave anything behind at the inn when she fled. Half their number are dead, and they say the earth split to protect her.”
“That’s preposterous,” Guhji growled. “The earth doesn’t conveniently crack open for people.”
“It’s just what they said, Sir.”
“Either way, she has nowhere to run now. Those caves are a death trap.” Guhji paused and his eyes narrowed. “Although… knowing her luck.”
He stood up from his desk and smoothed his moustache. Slowly he circled around the desk, swooping in on the young man like a vulture. He took the dress from him and lifted it up to his face. He sniffed the fabric.
“Smells like a lying deceitful witch,” he sneered.
The younger man had thought it was just perfume. He said nothing.
“Come,” Guhji instructed and swept from the room.
The young priest followed eagerly but fearfully behind. He was enjoying the responsibility Guhji was giving him. However, he had absolutely no idea that the blonde priest was preparing him as bait, in case Āni showed up. Guhji would do anything to keep Āni away from himself, even what he was about to do now. Guhji glided down the hallway to the stairs and made his way down to the first level.
“Sir, where are we going?” the young priest asked him.
“To wake up the Raven,” Guhji answered calmly.
“Sir!” the young priest almost fainted mid-step.
“Do you have anything to say?” Guhji asked coolly.
The young priest shook his head numbly and shut up. Guhji moved around the hallway until he reached one of the doors on the first floor. He pulled the door open and looked around the room inside. When he was satisfied that it was empty he closed it and took out a key. He locked the room, and then pushed the door open the other way. The room they looked into was small and cramped and made of scratched white stone. The back of the door was steel and it bore several nasty holes in it. Someone sat curled up in a straightjacket in the far corner of the room. Their ankles were bound and they hunched themselves up away from the intruders. It was a young man with shaggy black hair and a skeletal pale face. The skin around his eyes was heavily scarred and his eyes were like small black orbs that rolled around in their sockets. His head was tilted to one side as he watched them curiously, his black eyes rolling and his tiny mouth pursed. The younger priest shook violently in fear, he couldn’t help it.
“You’re not Malkin,” the Raven stated.
“Malkin is dead,” Guhji told him. “I want to hire you.”
“Malkin can’t be dead,” the Raven replied. “We had a deal. You know nothing. You cannot hire me.”
Guhji was silent for a moment. “You need proof he is dead.”
“I need more than proof,” the Raven replied, his eyes rolling. “Without what is owed to me I stay here. I want his body. If my owner dies I get their body. This is always the contract.”
Guhji grimaced. He had heard that unsavoury part of the deal. “You can have his body. I will organise that.”
“If you do not give it to me I will take it,” the Raven told him. “He promised it to me.”
“I will get it for you,” Guhji repeated darkly. “Before it… spoils.”
The younger priest staggered off. Guhji didn’t bother to see where he was fleeing to. Some people were just too weak-minded to deal with the nasty side of the world. That boy would harden up once Āni was done with him, if he was still alive.
“That is acceptable,” the Raven agreed. “I will make a contract with the one that brings me the body of my last master.”
“I will do it,” Guhji replied. “I want you to work for me as you did for Malkin.”
“When I have finished with him we can contract,” the Raven agreed. “You understand the contract is not negotiable. It is the same for all. I will have your body too.”
“Only if I die…” Guhji growled.
“When,” the Raven corrected. “When you die. I will eat your body too.”
Guhji said nothing. He had no intention of letting the creature anywhere near him, but first things first. He threw the dress at the monster in the corner. Its black eyes rolled around madly in its head.
“What is this?” it asked.
“Your first mission for me,” Guhji replied. “I will go and fetch you Malkin’s body. Don’t get blood on the dress. I want you to track the owner of this item. I want you to find her and eat her heart.”
The Raven nodded approvingly. That was what he was for. Malkin never sent him to do such fun things. He keeled over in his straightjacket as Guhji left and locked the door. The Raven lay himself down on the dress and rubbed his face on it. He smelled the fabric. His senses reached beyond all perfumed fragrances to the scent of the human ‒ no: not human. He licked the fabric, his long snake-like tongue searching the fibres. The not-human. Her scent was his now. He knew her. He could find her. She smelled good, and her taste was sweet. It was a soft fleshed non-human creature: like him. It was ripe and full of blood. He would eat her heart, then his new master would be happy. Then he would eat all of her, and he would be happy.
Elvac woke with the scream in his throat choking him to death. He lurched up off the cold stone ground, his boots scuffling as he flailed. The cave he woke to was not unlike the one from his nightmare and he felt panic engulf him. Hands grabbed him. One clamped itself tightly over his mouth. An all-too-familiar voice whispered in his ear.
“Don’t wake the others.”
Elvac turned out of his friend’s grip, heart still racing, and saw Sabeh’s black eyes watching him patiently. Elvac pressed a hand to his aching head and tried not to groan as he slumped over.
“I saw you tossing,” Sabeh continued to whisper. “You looked like you didn’t want to be asleep anymore.”
Elvac shuddered horribly. He curled up awkwardly. All around him flames rose up, blue and burning. Their heat made him sweat in the cold damp air of the cave. He trembled and shied away, but there was no escape. They’d touch him soon and he’d break and flee. Another scar. Any minute.
Hands touched his own and forced something small and cold into is palms. It was a miniscule object, slightly rough and dry. It didn’t catch fire. It didn’t burn. Elvac struggled. He fought against himself. He fought against the flames. He opened his eyes and tried to focus on what he knew was real. A tiny pocket book, bound in an old scrap of leather, rested in his hands. The Philosophy of Nagatoa-Zu. It was a faded and worn blue. The pages crackled as he turned them. It was old, but legible. Everything was there. All the words, exactly as he remembered them.
“I found a copy,” Sabeh whispered. “After you left, I still thought about you every day. Satinka and I used to worry about what had happened to you. We used to fight over what we could or should have done to make you stay. It was all after the fact, and there was nothing left to do but pray. But I always wondered what made you ignore our warnings and leave in the first place, and I remembered the way you always used to talk about this guy and his ideas. So I hunted down a copy of the book and read it. It helped me understand a bit, I think. Gemie told me you took your copy with you. I can’t imagine it made it back. I don’t need it anymore. It was more a reminder of you than anything else anyway. It seems right that you should have it, if it helps at all.”
Elvac sat in a kind of weak, numb silence. The flames around him had long since died down. They had no power here. This space was safe. Sabeh inched in closer. He put an arm around Elvac’s shoulders.
“Are you alright?”
Elvac reached out and put an arm around Sabeh in return, resting his hand on the back of his friend’s shoulders and pulling him in.
“Thank you,” he breathed softly.
“You’re welcome.”
“No, Sabeh, thank you for everything. I’ve been so mad. I was so crushed. You have no idea what I’ve been through – the things that I’ve done… but you still believe in me. You always have. You saved my life, and you’ve pulled me through this. You’ve always been there. You’re my best friend. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”
“Tucked up warm and safe in bed in Undernal, probably,” Sabeh muttered.
“No. No, my friend. I would have fallen down that rabbit hole with or without you. We didn’t start this. But you will be the one beside me, helping me finish it?”
“Of course,” Sabeh tightly clasped the hand Elvac offered him.
Elvac felt his own fingers tremble as he squeezed Sabeh’s hand. Why? Why did there always have to be tremors? He’d been strong once. He’d gone to fight to make himself stronger. It couldn’t have backfired worse. Sabeh watched him sadly as his grip softened.
“I don’t know how to help with the nightmares,” he whispered. “I don’t know how to heal trauma or issues inside the mind…”
“Just do this,” Elvac told him, renewing the grip in their handshake. He clasped Sabeh’s hand again, and this time he didn’t tremble. “Keep me grounded. Help me focus on reality.” In his other hand he brushed his thumb over the cover of the tiny book.
“Stand with me, brother. Walk with me. I have run into the fire for you. You have walked among the dead for me. What we do we do in the names of our own, and in the honour of our bond: our strength. We are the shields. We protect our own.”
“You know the whole thing off-by-heart, don’t you?”
“It’s not the words, Sabeh. It’s what they mean. I went into the war to protect her, to protect my mother, to protect you. I wanted to be the shield. I wanted to be the shield for you that you always were for me – that you still are. I’m going to fall, I know that. It’s a truth I have to accept. I stagger. My own mind is fighting me. But you are my shield. This,” Elvac squeezed Sabeh’s hand again, “this is more real than the fire. I know you’re here. I know you’re real. You say you don’t know how to help with my trauma, but you are my shield. Be here. Have faith in me. That will be enough. I won’t need more.”
“Give the book back. You’re starting to get wordy again,” Sabeh teased.
Elvac pocketed the book and let go of his friend’s hand. He smiled gently. The fires and screams and caves felt a long way off now. They would return, without a doubt, but right now, in this moment, there was safety. There was protection.
The halls in the Palace at Sunndan all had high domed ceilings. Āni often looked towards those ceilings when he was down in the lower halls. Most people just didn’t realise what was happening around them. Humans lived such short lives. They never stopped to notice the cracks in the plaster. More and more news kept pouring in from the south, and everyone was convinced that Āni should go down and sort things in Undernal. Āni hated Undernal and he had absolutely no interest in going there. Couldn’t the stupid fools sort themselves out? A door at the end of the hall opened and a priest walked in. The postal section of the church seemed to be coming at him in waves. Which poor bastard had drawn the short straw today? Āni wondered. It wasn’t someone whose name he knew. Which meant it could be just about anyone from the Palace. The man stopped before him, obviously trembling in terror. Āni gave a resounding sigh and raised his hand.
“Calm yourself, son,” he ordered, letting a wave of peace wash over the priest.
The man stopped trembling and relaxed. Their horror wasn’t good for the air of the room. It could affect the brewing of the tea. Āni absolutely despised it when these messengers got the taste of fear in his tea. People had been killed for less.
“Thank you, Lord,” the messenger breathed in awe.
Āni rolled his eyes contemptuously. The stupid humans always thought that if he did something nice they were somehow blessed and special. Morons.
“I… uh… there is more news from Undernal.”
Āni nodded his head at the man. For some reason the idiots always paused, like they needed permission to give him the information they had come here to deliver. Delivering that information was their job. It was basically all that gave their puny existence meaning. Āni poured his tea slowly while the man rambled nervously. He didn’t want to let all that anxiety get into the brewing. He sat back with his mug in his hands and watched the priest talk. The longer he watched the more the messenger sweated. The more he trembled again. It brought a small smile to Āni’s lips, hidden behind the mug. Everyone was so deeply afraid of him. They feared the Avatar more than their own god.
The man finished speaking, and Āni was pleased to note that the priest didn’t ask when Āni would be leaving for Undernal. Āni placed his mug back down as he considered the information he’d received. It was a very interesting report.
“Send for Nauel immediately,” he ordered, knowing the sound of his voice would buckle the knees of the man before him.
The priest nodded, his whole body quaking. Jerkily he turned and staggered at great speed from the hall.
Āni watched him go with undisguised disdain. He picked up his tea again. At least it still tasted alright despite the morning’s news. Fortunately the information had been interesting. He had felt Sunne’s own shock at the discovery hours before. Now he understood. Nauel must have had a more interesting lineage that they’d thought, if he really was the father of the Syrene Kakai.
The Avatar closed his eyes and let Sunne’s mind join with his own. The god had been going back through all of the memories he had seen through Nauel’s eyes. He had never been tipped off that she might be something other than what she appeared to be. The girl had been nothing more than that: a girl. Āni felt a twinge of disbelief from his god, and pitied him a little. Gods were not used to the idea that they could be duped, and Sunne was no exception. He struggled to believe that Nauel had somehow fooled him. It was easier for him to believe that the Kakai had fooled everyone. Āni found it easier to believe humans would betray him. After all, they were humans. It made sense. The Avatar smiled to himself. Sunne was the one who gave his people the benefit of the doubt. Āni didn’t.
No one had slept well on the cold rock floors of Xychtch, and now they had been travelling for hours through the dark cold caves. The feeling of disorientation grew every minute. One of the Java Kun led their way, but only Satinka seemed to believe they knew where they were going. Finally something hit them, but it wasn’t good. A dank rotting smell of vegetation and stagnant water reached their nostrils.
“What do you know,” Benji grumbled. “They did know where they were going.”
“What is that?” Francis asked in disgust.
“The swamps,” Benji replied. He sniffed a little. “By the smell of things I’d say this is the far western reaches.”
“Correct,” the Java Kun approved of his knowledge. “Reach top world soon.”
It lumbered on and around a tight, hard corner. As the others followed it they began to see a faint light glowing from somewhere ahead.
“Tight corners,” the Java Kun said. “We try build away from top world. Floods bad, swamps deep.”
“You can say that again,” Benji sighed like he knew the feeling.
Within another minute of tight corners and steep pathways a bright light glowed before them. The entrance to the outside world glowed like the light at the end of the tunnel. It also carried the same foreboding sensation, and stank like week-old wet washing. The Java Kun stopped.
“I go no more,” it said. “Do not venture out. This is your door. Farewell Syrene, we all wish you luck.”
“Thank you,” Satinka nodded. “I will come back for you when we are all free again.”
It nodded its thanks and shuffled off back down the tunnels and out of sight. Once it was gone Benji took the lead, heading straight for the cavern’s exit.
They came out into the light, blinded for a moment despite adjusting on their way out. The sky was coated in thick white-grey cloud that burned the eyes with its reflective light. The ground they came out onto was barely rock anymore. It was covered with inches of moss and plants that squelched under their feet. Behind them the cave was little more than a small lump in the ground. All around them for miles stagnant green and grey swamp went on into the horizon.
The Mildidar marshes were teeming with plant and animal life. Strange sounds were coming from strange places, mostly under the water. Trees hung around leaning and falling into the water. Their willowy tendrils reached out like tentacles. Everyone squeezed themselves onto the small space of safety, not knowing where might be safe to tread and where might send them swimming. Benji eyed the place up like a hawk.
“Home sweet home…” he grumbled to himself. “We’re far west in the marshes,” he announced. “At least a week from Elgárnd.”
“A week?!” Francis exclaimed, only keeping her voice down at fear of the unknown.
“At least,” Benji replied. “Longer, if we keep standing here.” He hoisted his pack firmly on his shoulders and looked back. “Keep together and follow in my footsteps. This place is dangerous. If you fall in, you might never come back out.”
He turned back to the marshlands and started forward, treading firmly but carefully on the ground. It appeared to be steady and he continued on. The others watched him nervously. Satinka stepped forward. The ground in all its muddy glory squelched between her bare toes. At her action the group began to follow, treading lightly after Benji, their stomachs sinking at the thought of a week or more of this.
They were barely out of the cave and already Mildidar felt like a bad place to be. In the years that Elvac had known Benji the riverman had barely said a good word about his home. The soldier was starting to appreciate why. This hadn’t been part of the plan. He’d heard stories about the wilderness of Mildidar, and not good ones. He didn’t want to think about the kinds of horrors that awaited them in the swamps, and what kind of safety they would find if they ever even reached Elgárnd. Not to mention Benji was the one leading them, so their lives were in his hands. Elvac grimaced. It was unfair of him, but he wished they had someone a little bit more stable in charge. Still, if he thought about it properly Benji was the least of his worries. They had a long and dangerous journey ahead of them just to get to Elgárnd and that was only the beginning. Who knew what they might have to face if they ever actually made it to the Five Stars of the North…
Here ends the first book of the War of the North Saga. The story continues in book two: Magic in the Marshes.
Did you enjoy this book?
Please consider leaving a review for it on Amazon. Every positive review helps the series, and allows me to spend more time writing books for you to enjoy!
Also, don’t forget to sign up to the mailing list at www.katehaleyauthor.com and get free short stories for the War of the North!
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