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CONSPIRACY

Lemons woke to noise. It was the middle of the night, he was sure, and the storm outside had grown fierce. Lightning crackled through the sky. Rain drove at the windows like sheets of ice as the wind tore through the city. None of that caused the noise that woke him. Someone was banging on the front door. Hammering, more like. He got up and fumbled around in the darkness for his robe. With only one hand Lemons had difficulty lighting candles, but that was why he left the fire going downstairs. It burnt low at night, but sometimes hot coals were all he needed to get a candle going. With the small speck of light quivering in his left hand he made his way to the door and opened it.
Outside lightning crashed and illuminated the silhouette in his doorway. The silhouette of a child. A girl of perhaps ten years. Lemons recognised Tink. She was soaking wet. The dirt on her skin was streaked with rain and exposed part of the mark on her cheek. Blood, ash and smoke stained her clothes and matted in her hair. She held two canvas sacks in her hands.
“Will this be enough?” she asked.
Lemons just stared at her in shock. He didn’t even look at what she was carrying.
“Get inside,” he instructed, moving back so she could enter.
Tink traipsed in, dripping on the floor. Lemons didn’t even notice. He couldn’t stop staring at her. She stopped at the dining room table and dumped her sacks there. They clinked. She kept going, stopping only when she reached the fireplace in the living room. She stood dripping in front of the fire, staring down at it. Lemons grabbed a blanket off the couch and handed it to her.
“There’s a washroom through there,” he told her. “I’ll find you some new clothes.”
She nodded and obeyed. Lemons watched her leave the room. There was a cold weight in his chest and fear tingling his spine.
Lemons was a blacksmith by day. A man who attached various self-made contraptions to his right wrist to keep him working and useful at the forge. In his spare time he helped people. Now Tink was back, and he had promised to help. There was a chest of old donated clothes that he kept in the corner. He dug through it while she was gone and found some old boys’ clothes she could wear.
When she returned he was able to pick out the clues hiding under the dirt. Tink was pale and small wrapped up in the blanket. The dark blue of her hair, eyes and tattoos made her seem that much paler. He could tell she’d been crying from the harsh red around her eyes. There was a scab across the top of her wrist. A dark slice that made his blood run cold when he saw it. He touched his own scarred stub nervously.
She walked back up to the fire and threw her old clothes on it. Worried that in its weak state it might go out Lemons moved to speak, but stopped when he saw Tink raise her hand. The flames burst into new life under her touch, devouring the wet clothes with such a ferocious heat the water steamed away in seconds. Lemons felt his jaw drop. Silently he handed her the dry clothes and turned away while she dressed.
In an attempt to keep himself busy, Lemons checked the sacks she had left on the table. They were brimming with gold. It was more gold than he’d seen in his lifetime. Not even nobles had ever waved this much around when they came to make special orders.
“Is it enough?” her quiet voice asked.
Lemons looked over at Tink. She was dressed and watching him. The fire beside her had died down again as though it just did as she asked.
“More than enough,” he answered.
She nodded. Tink didn’t have to ask the question. She knew Lemons would help her. Lemons couldn’t bring himself to ask the questions he wanted to. Instead he led her to a spare room and told her she could stay there. It wasn’t a favour. He’d take the rent out of the money she brought him. That way he wasn’t breaking his rules.
Tink stayed with Lemons. During the first few days the blacksmith had sent out runners from the street kids he knew to find out what had happened. Kids talked to each other and eventually he felt that he knew enough to put it all together without ever having to ask Tink. Word reached him of what had become of the boy known as Spoon. He’d also heard that on the same night a carpet merchant and a doctor had been murdered, robbed and, despite the storm, their stone houses had been burnt to rubble. The fire had spread no further than their personal buildings. It was suspicious certainly, and gossip spread all over town, but no one else knew what connected them, or about the magic girl hiding in Lemons’ house.
No one but Lemons knew about Tink, and she kept to her room unless he asked to see her. In his spare hours, Lemons continued Spoon’s teaching, and had Tink learn to talk, write and read like a lady. Every night he heard her crying, but he had no idea what to do or say. So he just ignored it. He had work to do after all – a business to run, and an identity to create.
It came together slowly. A few of Tink’s coins in the right hands went a long way. Every time he got rid of one of those coins he felt a little cleaner. Tink never looked for them or asked where they went.
After the first month Lemons got her some make-up and taught her how to paint her face like a church girl. He made her practice every day, and was pleased by how fast she learned. After a few weeks she could paint a flawless doll’s face on every morning. That was when Lemons knew it was time to put his plan into motion.
It was late at night. A knock came at the door and Lemons let his guests in before going off to wake Tink. The girl rose obediently at his summons and Lemons took her down to the lounge.
A middle-aged man and woman sat patiently on the couch. The woman had dark hair and was full of a tired beauty. The man wore a black cloak over his robes and his eyes were bound with cloth, the rest of his face was covered by a short grey beard.
“Good evening, Lady Kakai,” the priest murmured, bowing his head. “I did not think to see you alive.”
Tink tensed up, ready to spring.
“Do not be alarmed. My name is Father Nauel. My companion is Leelao,” Nauel introduced. “If I had not spoken to Lemonsaley in depth about you I may never have worked out your true identity, and if I hadn’t there is a good chance I would not be here to help you. You see, my child, the entire focus of the church is currently on the impending war. There are those who are preparing for it, and there are a drifting few like myself who do not want to see it happen.”
Tink didn’t comment. She crept closer and sat opposite them, waving a hand near Nauel’s face.
“He cannot see you,” Leelao confirmed.
“I bind my eyes to keep Sunne’s sight out,” Nauel agreed. “As far as my god knows I am fast asleep. The last thing he saw through my eyes was the candle going out as I lay in bed. After, I can bind my eyes and leave the house, and Sunne has no knowledge of these events. He has access to my sight, nothing more.”
“You will have to be careful with Nauel though,” Leelao warned. “You can never let him see you out of your disguise, or Sunne will see what you truly look like as well.”
“How will the disguise help if Sunne himself is looking at me?” Tink whispered in fear, remembering the force of Sunne’s gaze. “He can see through anything.”
“No, he can’t,” Nauel shook his head. “That is a common misconception. Sunne can see through fire, but not ash or smoke. He can see through water, but not reeds or creatures. He can also see through earth, but not plants or anything made from them. All clothes are made of plant or creature fibres, and your make-up should also be made of plant based materials. It’s lucky, if you simply smeared dirt on your face we could see through it. The make-up is very practical for you.”
Tink gave him a startled look at the information on dirt, but Lemons shook his head at her.
“Don’t worry,” the blacksmith murmured. “That stuff I put on your face under the dirt was plant based. Even if a priest glimpsed you and saw through the dirt they wouldn’t have known.”
Tink nodded nervously. “Why do I need to know this?”
“Because you’ll be living with Father Nauel,” Lemons told her. “You’re reinventing yourself as a priest’s daughter, remember?”
“You might want to start thinking of us as your mother and father for the next little while,” Leelao smiled. “I will pick you up tomorrow. You will need to be ready in your outfit. Then I will take you to Nauel. I will announce that you are his daughter, and that while I have looked after you for the last ten years he can give you a better life than I can, so you’re going to live with him.”
“It will be quite a scandal I’m sure,” Nauel chuckled. “But we can weather it. Most people in the church will enjoy the story enough not to pry, but it should hold up under light scrutiny anyway. I was with Leelao ten years ago, before I joined the church, which will help the others up in the Palace believe it. Hopefully the story won’t follow her home. I imagine your friends would have trouble believing you spent the last ten years raising my daughter, Leelao.”
Leelao laughed. “We had to do the best we could with little time. After all, the first batch of soldiers shipped out this morning.”
Tink nodded. She hadn’t heard that, and she didn’t want to think about it. Lemons had almost certainly kept it from her on purpose so as not to upset her. He was caring like that. He was the one who had made all this happen.
“Thank you,” she whispered to him.
Lemons nodded at her.
“Now,” Nauel sighed. “We cannot call you Tink, nor can we for obvious reasons call you Kakai, but we don’t want to come up with a name that will be difficult for you to remember.”
“My name isn’t Kakai,” she told him.
His face took on a quizzical look.
“Kakai is what I am,” she tried to explain. “It is a title. My father was Kakai before me, and now I am Kakai. I guess for you the closest equivalent would be ‘Empress’ or ‘Queen’.”
Nauel raised his eyebrows behind his blindfold. Leelao looked at him.
“Does anyone know that?” she asked.
“I don’t think so,” Nauel shook his head. “I have heard the others talk. Everyone always spoke of you as ‘Kakai’. I do not think your name is known to my people. What are you called?”
“Satinka.”
Nauel shook his head. “Never before have I heard the name. It is suitable, if you wish to use it. Having a name that is familiar will make things easier.”
“You don’t think that’s a bit risky?” Lemons asked. “If someone does know then you’re all done for.”
“This is true,” Nauel agreed. “But I do not think it will be her name that brings us any future danger. Still, the choice is hers.”
“Call me Satinka,” Tink said.
They all nodded and it was agreed. Leelao moved to guide Nauel back out. Satinka would see them again tomorrow. Tomorrow she would re-enter the Palace of Sunne, where all of this had started. She would begin her life with Nauel. She would have a father again. Together they would take up the search for Memnyir, and save Satinka’s Tuotam twin. Even if she had to feign the life of a Daughter of Sunne.




10 YEARS LATER…




CONSEQUENCES

Nauel composed himself.
“You have a summons from Lord Āni, Father,” his butler had told him. “He asks you to come immediately.”
“You know the drill then,” Nauel had reminded him.
“Sir… when Āni summoned you three years ago it was a false alarm. We had Leelao flee the city for no reason.”
“Well at least we know she’s safe now. If this is another false alarm then I know how to call you all back. But wouldn’t you rather be safe than sorry? I can’t live with the death of everyone in this house on my hands.”
“And your own death, Sir?”
“Well I wouldn’t have to live with that, would I?”
Nauel remembered back dauntingly as he stood before the door of the great hall. He had, deep down, always known that this time would come. If this was the time he believed it to be. Nauel had harboured the church’s number one enemy. He had helped to craft her an identity that had kept her safe and infiltrated within the church for ten years. It was possible that Āni, Sunne’s Avatar and the right hand of the god, still did not know. Nauel had gone to great trouble over the years to make sure Sunne never saw anything suspicious through his eyes. But that wasn’t enough. He knew it wouldn’t be. The girl Satinka was trying to find someone the church had stolen from her. She was bound to get discovered one day. On that day Āni would call him. That was the problem. Satinka lived almost a week’s travel away. It would take her a while to get a letter to him if something happened. But Āni would know instantly. Sunne saw through the eyes of all his priests. If one of them had witnessed something, then Sunne knew, and if Sunne knew that meant that Āni knew.
Nauel didn’t knock. He simply pushed the doors open and entered. Āni was a tall man whose olive skin had paled from years spent indoors. He had short white hair, a neat white goatee, and pale-grey dead eyes. He sat at a large round table with a pot of tea. He always started every meeting this way, so that you never knew when you entered if you would be leaving alive or not. Nauel still didn’t know what was going to happen.
He crossed the room towards the table. His footsteps on the marble floor echoed back off the gleaming white walls. Āni looked up at him and his steps faltered slightly. That wasn’t anything new. Everyone’s steps faltered when Āni looked at them. It was those eyes, oh by Sunne’s will, those eyes! They were chaos and agony. Standing before Āni’s gaze was like being hung over a pit of fire. The Avatar seemed to know that, and often took delight in it.
“Nauel,” Āni greeted him in a pleasant and affectionate voice, looking up from his tea.
“My Lord Āni,” Nauel bowed stiffly.
“So good of you to come, Father,” Āni purred. “I know you must be busy. Please sit.”
Nauel didn’t sit. Āni didn’t care.
“I we all live to serve Sunne,” Nauel replied. “I come when you call.”
“About that…” Āni pushed himself back from the table. “Serving Sunne is the most blessed of all roles we can play. We devote our lives to it and we give him our very eyes that he might see the world as we do. Would you like to know what his children in Undernal saw recently?”
Āni watched Nauel’s reaction carefully. There was fear, which implied he knew, but whether it was fear of being caught or just the standard fear of Āni himself he wasn’t sure.
“Undernal, Lord?” Nauel asked politely.
“Your daughter, Nauel. You remember your illegitimate daughter that woman brought to you ten years ago ‒ the girl you took in?”
Nauel did remember. It had been his idea. When he had heard that Satinka had been looking for a way to infiltrate the church under the guise of a priest’s daughter he had come up with the plan. Nauel had no wife or family of his own, but he had had a relationship with Leelao before joining the church, and she had been happy to pretend that Satinka was their child. The plan had worked perfectly. Well, it had worked perfectly for ten years.
“Satinka?” Nauel asked in shock. “What happened? Is she alright?”
“She attacked the Palace in Undernal and killed almost half the clergy there before fleeing the city. She also happens to be the Syrene Kakai.”
Āni watched Nauel carefully as he spoke. The priest showed surprise, but Āni expected that. He didn’t know if Nauel had actually known about the girl’s identity, but if he had known then he would know to fake surprise. He might even show genuine surprise at the pointed way Āni delivered the information. Sunne himself was still willing to give Nauel the benefit of the doubt, but Āni knew that the god would just prefer to believe that his priests had been duped rather than find out they had betrayed him. The Avatar wasn’t so willing, and he saw something in Nauel’s eyes… a resignation. The old priest had known, although Āni was far from proving it.
“Sunne has been over the records he received from your eyes in the last ten years and believes that you were fooled just like the rest of us, Father,” Āni said. “He wants to believe that – as I’m sure everyone does. The church would hate to think that there was a traitor in our midst. However, I’m sure you remember as we do that when the Kakai was brought here and ensnared you were one of the people who spoke out against our treatment of her people. So I’m sure you can see why this looks bad for you.”
Nauel didn’t say anything. The priest clasped his hands and remained composed. Āni ground his teeth and stood suddenly.
“On your knees before your god!” the Avatar ordered.
Āni raised his hand and brought it down. Nauel felt a force beyond himself hit his body. He crashed to the floor. His old knees cracked on the marble. He clenched his jaw to keep in any sound, and waited a moment for his body to adjust to the pain before raising his head to face Āni. Well, he thought, that’s certainly one way to inform someone that they can’t run away from their situation.
“You let a demon into our house, Father,” Āni growled in a deep quiet voice. “It killed the servants and tore up the carpet. It set fire to the halls and ransacked the Palace. I have no proof that you let it in on purpose, knowing what would happen, or if you were simply fooled by a disguise, but either way you owe us penance.”
Ani’s cold grey eyes bore into the old priest and Nauel lowered his head, unable to look him in the eye anymore. He was weak and tired, and Āni was draining his will to actively refuse.
“You will help us recapture the girl, Nauel,” Āni informed him. “She trusts you, and there is no reason she has to know about what has happened here. Sunne will go to her through you. Once we have her, and she has been executed for her crimes, then we can ask Sunne to forgive you and take you back into his family.”
Nauel knelt on the floor. His body shook and his head stayed bowed. There was no point agreeing to their proposal and trying to fool them. They would know if he tried to trick them now. They were an avatar and a god, after all. But he couldn’t say no either. Āni’s power was crushing him – gripping him around the throat and his mouth couldn’t form the word. His whole body shook violently and he raised his hands to his face.
“Those better be tears of atonement you’re crying, Nauel,” Āni warned.
Nauel cried out in pain and Āni drew back with a snarl. The old priest trembled uncontrollably and removed his thumbs from his eyes, lifting his head to face Āni as blood poured down his cheeks.
“How will Sunne use me to find her now?” he chattered through his trauma.
Āni stared at him in disgust, recoiling in revulsion. Nauel sat on the floor with his blood soaked hands. More blood rolled down his face and dripped from his short grey beard onto his white robe. Āni no longer needed to find any proof of Nauel’s treachery: it was bleeding on the ground before him. Āni felt a sneer of anger at the old priest’s insolence. Rage boiled up inside him at the lack of fear the man showed.
“You have betrayed your god,” he whispered, the telltale white glow burning around his body and filling his eyes, “for a monster.”
Āni raised a pure glowing hand and twisted it in the air. Nauel screamed in agony as his hands and feet were ripped from his body by an unseen force. Āni didn’t stop there, but moved up his body exploding the joints in his elbows and knees, then shoulders and hips. By this point the old priest was going into shock, but Āni wouldn’t let him know anything other than pain before his death. The Avatar lifted his hand and Nauel’s head pulled away from his torso, only to drop back down on it when Āni lowered his arm. The Avatar floated off the ground in his glowing aura as his abhorrence still coursed through his veins.
Yelling sounded from the corridors and a priest burst into the room. The man took one look at the glowing Avatar, the blood soaked hall, and the dismembered corpse, before his eyes rolled up into his head and he fainted. Āni closed his eyes and focused his energy. He called for Taal. After a few minutes a young man with dark hair and spectacles dressed in a pristine white robe entered. He also looked over the glowing Avatar, the pieces of Nauel’s body, and the spray patterns of blood around the hall. He politely adjusted his glasses.
“I will call in the Cleaners then, My Lord?” Taal asked. His tone suggested a significant difference between ‘cleaners’ and ‘the Cleaners’.
“Put what you can gather up on a wagon and leave it in the town square,” Āni ordered, his voice echoing in that two-toned way it did when he invoked his Avatar powers.
“The town square, Lord?”
“I want everyone in this city to know what happens to those who betray us.”
“Very good, My Lord.”
The young priest left the room for a moment and spoke to someone loitering outside the door before stepping back inside. He watched Āni burn. The light kept any of the blood from reaching him, and the Avatar was a shining beacon of white in the otherwise now vibrant room. Taal adjusted his spectacles again.
“The Cleaners should be on their way, My Lord,” he said curtly. “There has also been additional news from Undernal.”
“Undernal?”
“Yes. They sent a group of soldiers to arrest the Kakai and her companions. Half the troop are dead, and apparently there is now a chasm almost a mile long that appeared in the hills just a day’s ride from Undernal. Also, they believe they lost her in the hills between Undernal and Mildidar.”
Āni stopped glowing and sank back to the floor. He stared at Taal with blank hard eyes.
“We were under the impression she was coming straight to us, and they blundered in and destroyed the plan ‒ losing her in a bunch of caves we might never find her in again?!”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Āni clenched and unclenched his fists repeatedly as he tried to hold in a scream of rage. Taal took a careful step back as he perceived that Āni was looking for another person to kill. Āni saw the action out of the corner of his eye and smiled.
“Don’t worry Taal, I’d never hurt you.”
“Very good, My Lord.”
“You know that, don’t you? I wouldn’t ever hurt you.”
“Thank you, Lord Āni.”
Āni watched the young man carefully. Taal’s face was straight and blank as paper. It always was. He never smiled, never frowned, never showed any emotion at all. He never had, even as a child. That was why he was one of Āni’s favourites. Taal continued his report.
“Guhji, the man who’s taken over down there, did want you to know that he has sent something called ‘the Raven’ after her. I presume you know what that means.”
Āni smiled at him. “I do. That’s very good news. Do you know what that means?”
“No, My Lord, I don’t.”
“It means, Taal, that I don’t have to go to Undernal yet, because they clearly still have everything in hand.”
“Excellent, My Lord.”
“Don’t you want to know what the Raven is?” Āni teased him.
“No, My Lord. I trust you,” Taal replied in his empty way. The young man peered over his spectacles into the corridor. “The Cleaners are here, My Lord.”
Taal turned to go, but paused a moment and stopped.
“One last thing, My Lord.”
Āni kept his cold grey eyes on the young man.
“You asked for the girl’s hairbrush from Undernal? It has arrived.”
“Are there strands of her hair in it?”
“A few. Long and midnight blue.”
“Oh Taal,” Āni almost purred. “You are too wonderful.”
“For you, Lord Āni, anything.” The words were loyal, and as empty as his face.
With that Taal bowed and took his leave. He disappeared into the corridor as a crowd of people in black moved into the room. Āni sighed. That boy just wasn’t fun anymore. He was so unimaginative as an adult. That always seemed to happen though. Childhood gave way to emptiness in everyone. On another note, at least Āni could console himself that he didn’t have to go to Undernal yet.
The night was dark and heavy. Although the stars sparkled brightly in the sky, the light from the moon was dull and the shadows it left over the earth were grey and sickly. The marsh was almost silent. It always was. Water lapped up against the small, soggy, moss-coated banks of the invisible path they had been following. It sounded like it was licking the edges of their world. Around them nothing stirred.
Benji watched the marshes with the eyes of an owl. His green gaze penetrated the darkness as his friends slept. This damp, stale, green world that stretched on forever had been their life for almost two weeks, and he resented being back. He didn’t even want to think about how much the others must hate it. Everything was constantly wet and cold. The water got into everything and the ground was mostly mud. Every night they found the rockiest area they could to sleep: just to try and keep themselves dry. They hadn’t prepared for a trip like this, and it was taking its toll.
Everyone was angry and short with each other. Patience ran thin. They hadn’t bathed since the inn where they had spent their first night away, and fresh water was hard to come by. Even so, Taum took the time to shave at least every two days with water from the swamp. He was just that pedantic. He needed his structure, and Benji wasn’t going to deny him the little things over the five minutes it required. Also, since Taum took the time, Satinka always made a reluctant Sabeh shave as well. The Ickian was the kind of man who very nearly had a full beard after two days, and Satinka didn’t like it. Benji couldn’t really give a damn what she did or didn’t like, but he liked Sabeh’s obvious annoyance at what the jerk clearly thought was a waste of time. Benji knew better. Five minutes here or there didn’t make any difference in a place like this.
There were three official roads in Mildidar that led to Elgárnd. They hadn’t found any of them. Benji didn’t even know if they would be safe on a main road. His memories of the dungeons in Undernal were still fresh and terrifying. Sometimes, as he began to drift off to sleep, he would wake with a start to the sounds of rattling chains and screams. The last thing he wanted was to be found on the main road and dragged back to a painful death. He didn’t want to admit to anyone how scared he was of what had happened to them all back there. Most of them were healing nicely, but sometimes Benji would catch a glimpse of old wounds that made him cold and nervous. He couldn’t see his own bruises, but he saw the remnants of purple and yellow on Danni and Taum’s skin and knew he must look similar.
Francis no longer had to change the dressing on her wound, and the scar forming across her collar-bone made him shiver. All Sabeh’s wounds had healed up quickly and neatly, and Benji couldn’t help but wonder if Satinka had had anything to do with that. She hadn’t done anything to the cut on Elvac’s arm though. Benji didn’t know what her healing magic could do, and he didn’t feel comfortable enough to ask. It was just his job to lead her through the marshes. Then his part would be over.
The only trouble was trying to find a road to travel that hadn’t been paved out. Mildidar was an ever-changing landscape. The three main roads were mostly bridges, and the result of over two hundred years work and maintenance. There were always bridging teams going out to fix the roads and clear debris in the marshes. The marshes were made by meandering rivers and floods from the coast, where the ocean constantly tried to devour the land. The water would break through the dunes at the coast and a river would wash into the region. Then it would get blocked by debris and another one would form somewhere else, and all the while the ground would remain flooded. Over hundreds of years the entire region had just become a bog – constantly shifting with the coming and going of rivers. Benji had always hated that about Mildidar. Now all his friends could hate it too. They had only had to detour back and find new paths three times so far. It was like trying to navigate a maze.
Navigation, on top of little sleep, stress, discomfort, and hunger, meant that Benji was surprised they hadn’t all killed each other yet.
Arrio had been left in charge of their meagre food supplies and had gotten Benji to fish for them occasionally to add to their stocks. Benji hated fish, but he wasn’t going to fight Arrio on that. He now knew that his grandmother had been right: he would eat things he didn’t like if the alternative was starving. Still, every hour spent here just reaffirmed how much he hated the marshes.
Benji was sleeping less and less. The others constantly offered to keep watch for him, and sometimes he let them, but he couldn’t sleep well with their eyes on lookout. They didn’t know what to look for. He was the only one who had ever been here before. It had been years since he’d been home, but he knew this place well. Surviving the marshes had been his first lesson in life.
Benji looked over the group. All of them were slowly adapting to sleeping on the rough ground. As far as he knew only Elvac was a survivor in their group. Elvac had survived a year south in the war. He could do anything. As he thought it Benji found himself looking over at his friend.
Elvac lay sleeping quietly. The side of his scarred face rested on his elbow. The moonlight made his skin look grey, and bleached his hair of its golden hue. It made the burn scars on his arms shine like fractured mirrors. Benji sat and watched him with a blank expression. His green eyes traced the scars on his friend’s face. Elvac grimaced in his sleep. He did that a lot. Not that Benji made a habit of watching him. He just saw it happen often… As he watched, Elvac’s expression became a look of pain and fear, which quickly intensified. Benji reached out to wake him, but stopped as something moved in the corner of his eye. He turned and saw Taum sitting up. His friend rubbed his tired brown eyes and looked over at him.
“You should get some sleep,” Taum whispered through the night. “You look terrible.”
Benji looked back over at Elvac, but the soldier had rolled over and his face was half hidden beneath a curtain of straight blonde hair.
“What’s wrong?” Taum asked.
Benji turned back to him. “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”
“Not likely,” Taum disagreed, hauling himself up and moving closer. “It’s your turn to rest. I’m not having you fall asleep and lead us into a bog while we’re walking tomorrow.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Benji grumbled. “I know what I can cope with. Besides, I’ve pulled plenty of all-nighters in my time.”
“I remember,” Taum grinned, running his fingers through his dark brown hair. “Those were the days, huh?”
“Those were the days,” Benji agreed somewhat nostalgically.
“They seem so long ago,” Taum sighed. “But we’ve not even been gone two weeks. Can you believe everything that happened that last night in Undernal wasn’t even a fortnight ago?”
“Not really,” Benji admitted. “It feels like forever ago.”
“It’s this place,” Taum grumbled. “It sucks the life out of you. No offence.”
“None taken,” Benji shrugged. “Why do you think I left to come to Undernal?”
“To join the war?” Taum guessed.
Benji smiled. “That was the dream.”
“It’s hard to imagine that was something we wanted to do just a few weeks ago,” Taum mused.
Benji said nothing. Taum watched him.
“Do you ever wonder about it?” Benji asked. The question was whispered quietly, and not really directed at Taum. Benji stared at Elvac’s sleeping form as he asked the world generally. “What if they’re wrong?”
“Benji?” Taum blinked.
“I just…” Benji broke his gaze away from Elvac. “Nothing. I just wonder if everyone in Undernal is wrong then who else might be…”
“Meaning?” Taum watched his friend with suspicious eyes.
“Nothing. Nothing, it’s just a thought.” Benji shook his head.
“Seriously?” Taum asked, ignoring his friend’s answer. “We’ve come this far, after everything we’ve been through, and now you’re worrying that she might be wrong? This is about Elvac isn’t it?”
“You don’t wonder sometimes that maybe this is the lie?” Benji hissed. “That doesn’t ever keep you awake at night? She lied to us about everything, but when she said Sunne was evil we just up and left like it wasn’t a surprise. How do we know she wasn’t still lying?”
Taum was quiet for a moment. He ran his fingers though his hair and thought. There was no way Benji could have forgotten what happened to them in Undernal, but clearly he thought that could well be Satinka’s fault too.
“Because she’s our friend,” Taum answered finally.
“Some friend,” Benji grumbled. “You sound like Arrio.”
A meter away a deep voice murmured. “Don’t bring me into this.”
Benji and Taum both looked over but Arrio lay with his eyes closed pretending to sleep.
Taum sighed. “Benji, whether or not you like it we are stuck with this. You might as well think about trusting her. It will make this a lot easier for you.”
Benji pulled a sour face and looked over at the young woman. Satinka lay wrapped in Sabeh’s arms. Her green tunic barely covered her body, and the blue patterns swirling over her skin made him shudder. Back in Undernal he had always thought she was quite pretty. Not his type, but attractive. Now he found that the person she was beneath the makeup and robes unsettled him. There was something decidedly not human about her. He couldn’t put his finger on it, and he was pretty sure no one else had noticed, but something about her just didn’t sit right with him anymore. She wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t really human. She looked so peaceful lying there, like nothing was wrong, nestled up against her boyfriend. A moment ago Elvac had been on the verge of a nightmare caused by her people, and she was so serene. Taum had been watching Benji as he sat judging. The huntsman got to his feet and gathered his heavy golden brown cloak around him. He came over and sat down next to Benji.
“You might also try leaving Elvac’s battles to him,” Taum suggested. “It’s not really your business or your problem.”
“But it’s so annoying!” Benji hissed.
Taum looked taken aback at his reply.
“Every single day this place just gets worse and worse and those three… I just want it to be over with,” Benji grated.
“It kinda is,” Taum reminded him.
“You think?” Benji grumbled. “Because it doesn’t feel that way. It feels like they’re all trying to dodge the issue.”
Taum shrugged. “Satinka made her choice. Get over it.”
“Then why does it feel like we’re all constantly trying to avoid it?” Benji demanded.
“Because it’s none of your damn business,” Satinka muttered from where she lay.
Taum looked across the supposedly sleeping group.
“Are any of you actually asleep?” he asked.
“No,” Danni replied wearily. “But keep going. This is interesting.”
Danni lay furthest away from them with Francis curled up against her and Arrio’s gigantic form separating them from the irritated boys.
“It’s none of your damn business, woman,” Benji growled.
Francis rolled onto her knees and sat up, tossing her blonde curls back.
“Benji if you use that tone with my girlfriend again I will slap you, and I slap mean,” she warned him sternly.
“Oooh,” Arrio sat up. “Fight. Do it.”
“No,” Sabeh ordered. He let go of Satinka and stood up, brushing himself off. “I don’t care what kind of issues you guys are having: sort yourselves out. We can’t afford to be fighting amongst ourselves.”
As the only one standing he looked down on them sternly. The moonlight aged him, greying his dark curls and whitening his brown skin, but his eyes were still blacker than night and they weren’t in a joking mood.
“Who died and made you king?” Benji grumbled.
“Hopefully no one,” Sabeh replied. “That kind of responsibility is the last thing I need.”
Satinka began to count on her fingers under her breath.
“What are you doing?” Sabeh asked her.
“Working out how many people would have to die to make you a king,” she replied sweetly.
“Don’t,” he ordered. “We don’t need to know that, and talk about tempting fate much. If Stonehall royalty starts dropping I am jumping in this pond.” He pointed to a lush green patch and everyone eyed it. Tentatively he reached a bare foot out and poked the area with a toe. It was solid ground. “Okay…” he relented. “But there is a pond around here and I will jump in it.”
“Stonehall royalty is dropping,” Benji mocked him about his home town.
“Shut up, Benji,” Elvac muttered.
The group looked over at him. The Undernalian soldier had been the last to rise and he sat groggily with his head in his hands. He rubbed his eyes. When he looked up the three long scars on his face glistened. Everyone watched him quietly, and Benji obediently backed down at his tone.
“What is wrong with you people?” Elvac asked wearily. “Sabeh is right: stop baiting each other.”
Danni pulled a pitiful face. “Yes dad,” she mocked.
Elvac grimaced and looked up at Sabeh. “Jumping in the pond, you say?”
“I’ll hold your hand and we can count to three,” Sabeh grinned.
Satinka shook her head, but she smiled at them a little as she reached out a hand and touched Sabeh’s arm.
“Enough,” she murmured softly. “Nobody is jumping anywhere. We all need to be resting now. We should be trying to get some sleep guys…”
No one disagreed with her, but the group began to look between each other. They shared glances across the dark mossy ground. Everyone was tired but no one could sleep. There was no rest to be had in the dead swamp. Something about the place wasn’t right. It felt wrong, and every time they lay down a haunting blanket covered the swamp until they could find no rest in sleep. Benji looked around the group, but tried to avoid the eyes of his friends. He knew what they must have all heard. He cleared his throat.
“I… well, if we’re not sleeping I can lead us on,” he offered. “It’s dark but there’s enough light from the moon that I can find a path without falling in the swamp.”
Taum shook his head. “No, you haven’t slept in at least twenty hours. I’m not going anywhere until I know you’ve rested.”
“I have been resting,” Benji defended. “I can keep going.”
“No, Taum’s right,” Elvac disagreed. “You should try and get some sleep. We don’t need to head off until morning.”
Benji glared at the comment. He didn’t want to sleep, and what did they know?
“And what about you?” Benji retorted.
“What about me?” Elvac asked. “I was just asleep before.”
“Yeah?” Benji glowered. “Because even when you’re sleeping it never looks like you’re resting. You think I don’t see it? You think I don’t know what’s going on? That crazy old soldier said you’d keep getting your memories back. He said you’d dream of the horror for the rest of your life.”
The group looked wide-eyed at Benji, and he knew it wasn’t usually like him to snap at Elvac. But he was angry. He was angry and frustrated and Elvac was at the centre of that. The soldier was messed up and he wasn’t going to admit it. The war had hurt him in ways Benji knew he couldn’t help heal, and the only person who could help had run off with another guy and made all their lives worse. Out of the corner of his eye he glared at Satinka as she stared at him, shocked at his outburst. She didn’t even care what she’d done.
“I’m fine,” Elvac growled quietly. “I’m not a sick dog, Benji. You don’t have to watch me all the time like I’m going to snap and start biting people.”
“It’s not like that!” Benji defended instantly. “I’m just worried about you. I’m just worried because I don’t want‒ I’m worried that…”
Benji fell silent and shook his head angrily at the ground. He tore a piece of reed grass from the earth at his feet and ripped it up in his fingers. Arrio sighed away from them and finished the sentence:
“You don’t want him to start screaming again.”
Silence fell around the group again. Elvac shook his head.
“I’m fine,” he grated.
“You don’t look it,” Benji replied, still staring at the ground. “When you sleep you look…” Benji shook his head again. He wasn’t good with words. “Y’know, I don’t know what happened under that church, you won’t tell me, but… you didn’t have to listen to you scream.”
For a moment Elvac was silent, then he stood. He quickly sorted and brushed off his pack.
“What are you doing?” Satinka asked him.
“Moving on,” Elvac replied. “Clearly no one’s going back to sleep tonight. We might as well cover more ground. Get us out of this shithole faster.”
Benji knew he was supposed to take the insult personally, but aside from a slight ache in his chest it slid right off. He knew everyone was having a rough night, and if it helped Elvac to take it out on him that was fine. But he knew who actually deserved it. Benji glanced at Sabeh as they all began to stand and follow Elvac’s lead, but the dark Ickian had his back turned and didn’t notice. Benji obediently stood and grabbed his small pack, hoisting it onto his shoulders.
Danni quickly snuck a few crackers from her pack. She’d been running low on jokes to help her ease tension recently, and while Francis did her best to keep her smiling and laughing the Almenian woman never missed the chance to distract herself with a snack. Taum gave her a look, but it wasn’t even his usual disapproving look. She held out a cracker for him. He smiled and shook his head. Snacking didn’t help him the same way it helped her. He was worried and, as usual, no one was listening. Arrio saw it. The same way he saw everything. He gave Taum’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze as he walked by. It was all he could do.
Benji wasn’t paying attention to his friends. He looked out across the still swamp. Nothing seemed to move. Then he heard it again: that gentle lapping of water. About a meter from him the lush green surface moved. His green eyes narrowed and he looked out across the faintly moonlit ground. For a moment a path formed in his vision: a difference in the land, and then it vanished. But he knew he could find it again. He hoisted his pack up and started out, almost indifferent as to whether or not the others were following him. His footsteps were silent, and he could feel them sink a little into the mud as he walked. He could hear the others start to follow him. Elvac was right: the sooner they got out of this shithole the better.
The swamp was dead. It was full of lush green plant life, but the swamp itself was dead. Empty. Underneath the water there was life, it knew that. It knew the water should not be disturbed. Things lurked under its surface. Long, slithery, slimy things. And fish. But it dare not disturb the water for the fish. Under the water the swamp was still alive. Under the water there was power to be feared. But up here there was nothing. That nothing was starting to make the Raven hungry. Its belly grumbled as it thought of chewing on the fish. It had had nothing for days now as it tried to cross the marshes, sniffing out that girl’s scent. It thought of her warm rich blood and that only made things worse.
It lay down on its belly in the mud with its knees still bent. It barely felt the cold. Its human body was skeletally thin and pale, and its black orb eyes rolled madly in their heavily scarred sockets. They had taken the jacket off it when they let it out, and now it could move again. Its arms were no longer bound to its body. It was dressed in dirty black rags and its dark hair was matted. It let its pale pointed chin rest in the mud. It sniffed the air once, twice. Slowly it poked the tip of its tongue out. Its tongue slid further out and touched the mud. Slowly it wormed its way out and along through the mire. Like a long snake it slithered out for over a meter, tasting everything in the swamp. It could taste her. She had been through here recently. It was close, so very close. She had to rest. She and her humans had to rest. It didn’t. It sucked its tongue back into its mouth quickly, leaving most of the mud on its lips as it sat up. With a dirty, bony hand it wiped the mud from its face.
Its belly grumbled again and it thought of the fish. But the fish were nothing. It would only eat if it got desperate. If it was quick it would have her soon, which would be better. All that rich warm blood, and it would eat her heart. It gathered itself onto all fours to move and swayed a little. It looked down at the water and shuddered. If it didn’t eat soon it might fall in, and then… it looked down on the long sharp talons on its fingers. Falling in wouldn’t be the worst thing. But it would be bad. It could feel its own master’s fear of that water. Something beneath the surface wanted to get it. Something under that water wanted to eat it and its master.
Guhji screamed and threw his empty tray at the wall. It hit the polished white stone with force and ricocheted back onto the soft carpeted floor. All around the room the candlelight bounced furiously at his tantrum. He thrashed in his blankets and lay tangled between them in his nightshirt. Sweat drenched his body. The world seemed to spin. It didn’t matter what he ate these days nothing helped. He constantly felt as though he was weak from starvation. The very weight of his skeleton seemed to be crushing him. He gasped for air – his mouth open half against his pillow as he struggled to breathe. Across the room he caught his reflection in the mirror. His blonde moustache was ragged and stubble had begun to cover his cheeks and throat. His hair was greasy and messy and his skin looked dirty.
“Help me…” he choked in a rasping whisper.
His body spasmmed for a moment, as though he’d lost all control, then he lay broken and still on the blankets. Something moved in the mirror, but it wasn’t his reflection. He saw the hazy reflection of his room in the glass. He saw the tiny candle flames bobbing as they illuminated the room, and a faint coloured shadow so translucent it was almost a mirage. Three circles of blue, red and green seemed to be floating like a faint haze in his mirror, but he knew they were not in his room. They were being reflected from somewhere else. Guhji pulled a thin claw-like hand from under himself. He reached out grasping towards the mirror. His hand travelled only inches across the bed before clawing pitifully at the blankets.
“Lord,” Guhji rasped. “Help me.”
“You can only help yourself Guhji,” the mirror told him in a soft calming voice.
At the sound of the god’s voice the tortured priest found himself relax. His breathing became easier just hearing the vision speak.
“Sunne,” he begged. “I am dying.”
“No, my child, you will be fine,” it reassured him. At its words he knew it to be true even though the pain refused to ebb. “I know your pain. I understand. You feel everything it does, but you are not conditioned to its endurance. Hear me Guhji ‒ as long as the creature in the marsh lives so will you.”
Guhji couldn’t move. He just lay in the blankets breathing against his pillow and letting the spirit of the god wash over him.
“I have seen its progress,” Sunne continued. “They have no way of knowing that something is tracking them and their progress through the marsh is slow. As long as nothing goes wrong it should get them before they reach the city of Elgárnd. No one will ever have to know except us.”
Guhji found the strength to roll over and lie on his back. Pain washed over him and his vision went black. He closed his eyes and focused on the presence of his god. Slowly he opened his eyes again. His vision was still hazy, and little coloured lights danced across his eyes, but he could see.
“We have to be careful, Guhji,” Sunne warned. “It is very important we don’t lose them to the swamp. If they fall beneath the surface we cannot get them back. You know what lurks under there…”
At the warning Guhji froze up. He could feel the Raven crawling through the swamp. He could feel its fear of what lay beneath the dark water. He could feel it – almost see it. The consuming darkness and pressure of the cold stone… and in that space something moved. Something gigantic shifted with a rustling sound. Guhji trembled again. His whole body shook.
“He will help them if he gets even the slightest chance Guhji,” Sunne reminded. “Don’t let this happen. The Raven has to kill them quickly. It can only drop the bodies in the water when it is sure they are dead. One swift attack. If they fall ‒ if she falls ‒ we may never get them back.”
Guhji nodded. He no longer had the strength for words. He was falling asleep. The rage that had kept him going had been melted out of him by the god, and now there was only weakness and pain left. He could feel himself sinking down into darkness, and knew that as long as Sunne was there whatever moved in the darkness wouldn’t haunt him… but Sunne would leave him when he slept.




THE MILDIDAR MARSHES

It had changed. That was something Benji was certain of. He had memories of this place as a small child, and it had been better then. He took another step and his foot found solid ground. Part of him wondered if he could lead the others into the swamp somehow. But he didn’t want to drown Elvac and Taum, so probably not. He wondered if he could find a moment to push Sabeh in. And Satinka. Everything would be so much better without those two. Then the rest of them could go home, and tell everyone they were so sorry and the witch had deceived them all.
He remembered one of the priests back at Undernal giving them the option of that defence. They should have taken it. It was a perfect plan. Once they were rid of those two… but it would never happen. It couldn’t. Elvac wouldn’t let it. That was what hurt the most. Those two were the cause of all Elvac’s pain, and still he liked them more. That knowledge was like a knife in the chest. Benji could barely breathe at the thought that Elvac still liked Sabeh more than him. Also, even if somehow Sabeh and Satinka went away and stopped being part of the group, the others would still want to continue.
They all felt like something had gone terribly wrong and it was up to them to put things right. When he thought about it like that it was the most preposterous thing he’d ever heard. They were on a heroic quest to save the world. Now he felt like walking into the swamp himself. They were just students. He shook his head as he trudged through the mud. No one had thought this through. When Sabeh had come up with the plan to get them to the north in luxury they had jumped at the chance, but now? Now they were all part of something they hadn’t signed up for.
He may have chosen to go with them when they left Undernal, even though it had made more sense for him and Taum to take the road to Colo, but he’d done it to try and get the time to convince Elvac to come with them and give up this stupid suicide mission. Somehow that just seemed harder to do here. Stay in the swamp where you’ll be safe felt like the weakest request ever when they were here, trying everyday just to get through it. He remembered Elvac and Arrio telling Sabeh and Satinka they wanted to be part of this. They wanted to go on a great mission for the good of whatever. None of them knew what that meant. It wasn’t fair of Satinka to let them come. She was on a mission to save her people. They had nothing to do with this.
He stopped. The church had forced them to have something to do with this. They had lumped them all in with Satinka and the longer everyone spent with those memories of what had happened to them, the longer they felt like they wanted to be a part of it. For some reason the others all thought they had something to do with this. It was as though somehow, because it was a human god responsible, and humans going south to commit genocide, they thought it was a human problem. But it wasn’t. It was a Syrene problem. They were the ones getting killed.
“Are you okay?” Taum’s voice broke through his thoughts.
Benji turned and looked back at him. Taum looked up at him with worry creasing his brow. Benji finally realised he had stopped. Everyone else had stopped too. They were all following him. Almost everyone. Looking back over the group only Benji saw it coming, and his pack dropped from his shoulders and hit the ground at the same time the giant splash broke through the stillness of the swamp.
“Elvac!” Francis cried out as soon as he hit the water.
The soldier’s blonde head disappeared below the surface. Benji was a second behind him. He dove into the dark water aiming straight for his friend. For a moment silence fell over the swamp again. Under the water Benji grabbed Elvac’s wrist and fought back for the surface. He broke through the pond reed with a giant splash, pulling Elvac up into his arms. A large dark hand grabbed each of them and Arrio lifted Elvac and Benji out of the water. He hauled them onto the path and let them go, looming over them with a stern look.
“I miss bathing as much as the next person, but would you two like to tell me what that was about?” he asked coolly.
Benji sat sprawled on the ground dripping and gasping. He tried to look up at Arrio, but the Zynaldini was almost 7 foot tall and Benji was sitting with his usually feathery hair plastered all over his face.
“If I hadn’t seen him go in we never would have got him back out,” Benji defended. “You go straight down like a rock in these bogs.”
Arrio looked over them. Benji could feel the group gathered around. He wiped his hair from his face and pushed it back out of his eyes. The moonlight sparkled in the drops on the moss. It was the most beautiful thing the swamp had seen in years. That was when Benji realised no one was really looking at him. They were all looking at Elvac. The soldier sat beside him. Elvac was dripping pond water and covered in small green leaves and reeds. It gave Benji a better idea of what he must look like. But Elvac was looking down. His long, wet, blonde hair hid his face as he stared transfixed at the ground. He hadn’t said a word. He just sat curled on the ground with his knees and his hands by his head, keeping everyone’s prying eyes from his face. He knew they were looking at him.
“Elvac…?” Benji hesitated.
Elvac moved sharply back from his touch. His body language screamed for everyone to stay away from him. Benji looked up at the group, and saw Francis coming closer. She shook her head at him in warning. The tiny medic came over and put her hands on Elvac’s shoulders. It was a strong and commanding touch: one he couldn’t dodge.
“Elvac, sweetie,” she murmured. “You’re going to be okay. Do you know where you are?”
“Screw you,” Elvac retorted behind his hands.
Danni made to move forward at the insult, but Sabeh stuck an arm out that caught her full in the stomach and stopped her from passing. She glared at him and he returned an unfazed warning look.
“Elvac,” Francis repeated. “It’s okay. Talk to us.”
“Get off me,” Elvac ordered and shrugged, twisting his shoulders around and forcing her to let go.
“Leave him alone,” Benji sighed. “If he doesn’t want to tell us he doesn’t have to.”
He felt the whole group tense as one. Everyone was going to have an opinion on this. He didn’t care. He was tired and worn out. Pulling Elvac out of the swamp had taken the last of his energy and he just wanted to stop. He wanted everyone just to freeze for a moment, and not in the eye-of-the-storm way that they were now. Arrio began it.
“Really?” the Zynaldini growled. “You tell us one moment that it was a close call and we were lucky to get him back… but now he doesn’t have to tell us why? We don’t have to do anything to try and ensure it doesn’t happen again?”
Benji didn’t say anything. He knew it was stupid, but he wanted them to leave Elvac alone. He was exhausted and miserable, and the last thing he needed was for them to start ganging up on a guy who’d been through enough already. Taum was watching the critical way Arrio gazed down on Benji, and it turned out he was having similar feelings.
“Oh enough,” Taum snapped.
He swung his bow off his shoulder so fast everyone flinched, and stuck the end out in one fluid motion. The huntsman caught the end of his bow under Elvac’s chin and forced it up before the soldier could move. Elvac’s blue eyes glared out through a curtain of hair, but he was forced to look at them now. Taum was looking down on him and their eyes were the first to meet.
“Benji was right, wasn’t he?” Taum cut to the point. “You’re a little addled in the brains. Touchy subject – I get it. So just tell us: did you jump in there on purpose or was it an accident?”
Elvac jerked his head away from the bow and Taum kindly put his weapon back over his shoulder.
“Accident,” Elvac admitted under his breath, looking away from everyone again.
Taum nodded. That was all he’d wanted. Benji smiled a little. It made him feel a million times better to know that Elvac hadn’t gone into the water on purpose, and he was grateful his friend had been able to handle it so efficiently. It was funny. He’d always wished Elvac had been his best friend, but Taum always had been, and it was moments like these he didn’t know what he’d do without him.
“I just‒” Elvac started, breaking Benji’s train of thought. Benji turned his gaze sharply to look at Elvac, so did everyone else. The soldier sat with his head in his hands again, his voice muffled by his limbs.
“I just can’t make it stop,” he admitted. “Benji’s right: I can’t stop dreaming. Even when I’m awake I see it. One moment I’m here, the next I’m somewhere else… and everything is on fire. I can barely sleep. It’s like… every time I close my eyes the world goes blue. And when that happens I know I’m going to die.”
Everyone stared at him. Benji felt his chest tighten. Elvac had confirmed he was right. Maybe now he’d actually let him help. He’d been the one to notice it. No one knew Elvac like he did, maybe‒
Satinka knelt down beside Elvac and put her arms around him.
“You’re going to be okay,” she promised him. “It can’t get you here. It won’t ever come near you again. Elvac, I promise that fire can’t make it north. It won’t cross the seas.”
Elvac muttered something to her. It was barely audible to anyone else, but Benji thought he heard ‘the priests’. Whatever it was it made Satinka’s expression go stony.
“Never again,” she promised. “That blue fire is holy Syrene fire and should never be used against people. My people only fear for their safety in this war. That’s all it is. And you’re no longer part of it. I promise you will never go back there. That war is no longer your concern.”
Benji made a small noise of contempt. How dare she?! This was all her fault to begin with ‒ everything was. She had let him go to the South knowing exactly what would happen. It was her people who had done this to him. She ran off with his best friend while he was gone, even though she knew how he felt, and now she had dragged them all into this stupid journey. It was because of her they were all wanted by the church and on the run. She was responsible for everything that had gone wrong in their lives, in Elvac’s life, and now she was taking advantage of his weakness for her to try and make him feel better. It wouldn’t work properly. She didn’t care enough for it to help him in the long run. He started to notice people were giving him looks. He hadn’t said anything, but the noise had got him watchful glares and his expression would have said the rest.
“It doesn’t matter,” Elvac muttered. “Because I can’t make it stop anyway.”
“There’s no rush,” Satinka reassured him. “You’ll make it through this. You’re strong enough to get over it. It may take a long time, years even, but there’s no rush and we’re here for you. Talk to us Elvac. It’s what we’re here for. We all chose to stick together on this. It isn’t a weakness to ask us for help. It’s a weakness to get us all killed trying to save you.”
“So my natural instinct is weak then?” Elvac replied with wry humour.
“Yes,” Sabeh replied in a matching dry tone. “It is the natural reaction of most men suffering from preconceived perceptions of a structured masculine ideal.”
Elvac looked up at him with narrowed eyes. “Exactly what are you implying?”
Sabeh shrugged. “You might be as messed up as the rest of us. We feel a dangerous compulsion to be staunch.”
“Not as messed up as you,” Elvac teased.
Benji felt himself die a little inside as Elvac bantered with his best friend as though nothing was wrong. It made him sick. It made him so dangerously sick.
“No, my friend,” Sabeh smiled dryly. “No one’s as messed up as me.”
Elvac nodded his approval. This was how these conversations had always gone. Back at the university it had never bothered Benji the way that Elvac and Sabeh had always teased and mocked each other ‒ usually resulting in some self-deprecating comment from Sabeh. It had always been fun and meant with the best intentions. Everyone got a laugh out of it. But only back in those days. It stopped being funny when Elvac left and Sabeh stole Satinka right out from under him. Then the two of them had joined forces to make them all convicts. And still Elvac just smiled like nothing was wrong ‒ like he’d forgiven them for everything they’d done. They let him go south to the war knowing that he could be physically and mentally damaged beyond repair – knowing that he could be killed, and they still just let him leave. She still just let him leave. And he still loved her.
Benji hurt all through his stomach and chest. He thought he was going to be sick. Slowly he got to his feet and wandered back over to his pack. As he picked it up he could feel eyes on him. He didn’t care. He found a soft, relatively dry, piece of ground and curled up, using his pack as a pillow. He didn’t care that he was wet and cold. He’d probably be wet and cold until he reached Elgárnd. Or until he died.
“Benji…?” Elvac called out to him.
“I’m tired,” Benji called back coldly. “I’m going to sleep. I’ll get up and keep going in the morning. If you’re not ready to travel then I’ll leave you behind.”
He kept his eyes closed so he didn’t have to look at anyone and rolled over. It was only now, lying on the ground with his anger bubbling down, that he realised just how truly exhausted he was. Taum had been right… working this hard and never resting really took it out of you… it wouldn’t be too long before he… was… asleep…
The group looked around each other. Taum smiled.
“You heard him: everyone needs to be well rested for the morning,” the huntsman said. “I’ll keep watch.”
With nowhere to go the others began to curl up on the ground. Even if they couldn’t actually sleep it would be a waste not to try. Elvac carefully took a canister from the front pocket of his pack. All his things were wet, but this was an old tar-smeared waterproof jar. Something small and soft clanged inside it. Elvac unscrewed the lid. Inside was a small blue book. He checked it was still dry, and, satisfied that his memento was safe, he carefully put it all away again before curling up quietly to sleep.
Satinka and Sabeh lay down on a patch of ground near Taum. He gave them a weary smile. Sabeh gave him a sympathy nod in return. Taum undid his cloak from around his shoulders and tucked it around Benji before coming back to sit near Satinka. She smiled as she watched him. Taum laid his bow across his lap as he sat down. She was still propped up on one elbow.
“He’s lucky to have you,” she whispered softly.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he replied.
Satinka smiled. “Everyone needs friends, Taum.”
“Yes they do,” he agreed quietly.
She poked him gently in the leg and he grimaced to hide his smile. Sabeh draped an arm around Satinka, holding her close. His fingers brushed one of the dark spiral patterns across her arm and she looked back at him.
“Do you guys feel that?” he whispered.
“That feeling that everything is dead and something is terribly wrong?” Taum replied. “Yeah, I’ve felt that somewhere else before.”
“Where?” Satinka asked.
“Not important,” Taum shook his head. “What do you think it is? It doesn’t seem to be the same condition.”
“What was it last time you felt it?” Sabeh hissed.
“Ghosts,” Taum admitted. “But this place isn’t haunted. We’d know if it was.”
A flicker of dread crossed Satinka’s face. Sabeh noticed it and his expression was equally serious.
“It feels like…” Satinka began softly. “It feels like the moment they ripped Memnyir away from me, but like this happened to the whole swamp.”
Sabeh nodded from his place on the ground.
“That’s what it is,” he agreed. Satinka and Taum looked over to him in confusion.
“Brukna isn’t here,” he whispered, barely audible. “I can feel it. This place has no god. The snake god of the swamps is missing. That is why everything feels dead.”
“But…” Taum started. “But where did he go? Gods don’t just disappear.”
“Don’t they?” Sabeh asked. The three of them began to look between each other. Satinka grabbed Taum’s hand and squeezed it.
“Don’t say anything to the others,” she ordered. “We don’t need to freak them out any more than we have to.”
Taum nodded. He didn’t need telling twice. He knew why they had been talking in such hushed voices.
“Do you think the people of Elgárnd know?” Sabeh whispered from the ground.
Taum shrugged. Satinka shook her head. They’d never been here before. They didn’t know anything. They didn’t even know how long Brukna might have been missing for. Taum looked over at Benji. The huntsman didn’t know if Benji even knew his god was missing. Maybe he did know, and that was why he found everything so hard. But if he didn’t know he deserved to. He’d have to find a way to tell him – maybe sometime when it was just the two of them. Taum sighed to himself as he watched his friend lie there on the ground sleeping. Benji was mostly covered in the golden cloak, but his damp white hair poked out the top and even with his eyes closed he looked troubled.
The landscape stretched away in darkness. It was perceptible only by its complete inky blackness. Where the horizon touched the ocean the stars vanished. Ten years ago these miles of coastline had been covered in campfires. They had been tiny little beacons that reflected the sky. Now it was a wasteland. The humans had long since learnt that fire brought death. They never lit fires anymore. But Khol still watched for them. His piercing dark-blue eyes scoured the land for any signs of living humans.
This was ground the Syrene people had never been able to recover. This was the coast where the ships landed and where the waves of human soldiers came ashore. Ever since the first wave had landed this area had become human territory. Syrene people had died trying to recover the coast. More had died in their homes. More fleeing the onslaught of insane and rampaging humans. More fighting back in the mountains. They had not been prepared for this war. The Syrene had never in their history come under attack. Nothing had ever been so foolish. Now they were grounded, weak – a shadow of their former selves.
Khol had been one of the Kakai’s advisors. He had made the call to go to war. He had appointed himself head General of the Kakai’s army, and then he had tried to create an army. He had rounded up the able and willing Mantras and led them north to where the first reports had come from. Reports of humans massacring everything in sight. The stories told of the blind rages with which they destroyed everything in their path. Khol hadn’t fully appreciated what that meant until he’d seen it with his own eyes. Horror had gripped him ten years ago. Bloodshed on a scale he had never imagined had become his future. Villages of people had been hacked apart. Khol had feared for his people. Their power was so low he had feared them all helpless, but he hadn’t realised how easily humans died. That was something that had been on their side.
With the Syrene people’s power so severely limited the Mantras and Tuotams had been separated for the first time. Khol had run into battle, leaving his Tuotam, Terro, behind. He had asked many other Syrene Mantras to do the same. That was why hundreds of their kind were now dead. A Mantra was nothing without their Tuotam. They were weak and vulnerable. A Mantra could be killed, and many were. But the magic was being pulled out of them all through the Tuotams, and they could not move. The great beasts had been grounded, and without the ability to fly the concept of them crossing the mountains had seemed hopeless. But no longer. Too many had perished.
In the northern territories Mantras and Tuotams alike had fallen to the hordes of humans that overran their towns and villages. What humans lacked in skill and strength they made up for in numbers and frenzy. The last time Khol had returned home to the city of Syrene, Terro had told him in no uncertain terms that enough was enough: the Tuotams would cross the mountains and defend their Mantras. Every time a Mantra died in battle their Tuotam would fall dead in the city and all would know. Not anymore. Terro had gathered the Tuotams and organised a march. They had left the city of Syrene behind over a year ago. Without the use of their wings, and with less than half their usual energy, their travel was painfully slow. But Khol could feel Terro getting closer.
The Syrene General hid in the mountains and watched the coast. There were humans down there. Even if he couldn’t see them he still knew the land swarmed with them. They were drugged and deranged and they had to be removed. The Syrene had all felt that stirring in their hearts almost two weeks ago. The Kakai had performed a drothga. None of them had heard it, but they had felt it in their bones. None of them knew what it meant either. That she was in danger and needed help was something they were all too aware of, but none of them could cross the seas if they couldn’t fly. All anyone knew was that she had called out, and that had been enough to push the Tuotams into a faster pace. Khol closed his eyes briefly as he felt for Terro. There he was. The Tuotams would be here by tomorrow night. Then, for better or worse, the real battle with the North would begin.
There was a splashing sound. It was familiar. Benji opened his eyes. Taum had Satinka by the shoulders. He was whispering to her and trying to pull her back. Sabeh sat on the ground with a worried expression and tugged his curls. Satinka was trying to wash herself in the swamp. She was scooping water onto her arms and face, completely oblivious to the pond weed and filth she was covering herself in. She was muttering back to Taum, but it all sounded distraught and hysterical. He was keeping a tight grip on her for fear that she would throw herself in. Around him the others were waking at the sounds.
“That’s the third time this week,” Francis whispered nearby.
Elvac was up like a shot. He pulled Satinka away from Taum and the edge of the swamp. She struggled against him, but only weakly. The first time she’d done this her reaction had been fiercer. She had lashed out at Sabeh when he had tried to pull her back and hit him with a force that looked like it should have been extremely painful. He didn’t seem to have sustained any injuries, but he was keeping his distance now. Elvac was getting a chance to comfort her. Now Benji watched them. Nightmares. Well, you get what you give.
“Satinka,” Elvac held her tightly against him down on the ground. He pulled some of the pond weed from her hair. “Satinka it’s Elvac. You’re okay. You’re going to be just fine.”
She was crying. It was hard to see through all the water she’d just splashed on herself, but she was covered in tears. She rested her head against his shoulder and curled up in his arms.
“He’s there,” she whispered sickly. “Every time I go to sleep he’s there. He’s found me.”
“You’re with us. No one can get you here,” he whispered. “They’re just nightmares. Trust me.”
She sighed and closed her eyes, but her expression was still traumatised. Sabeh was watching them with dark and angry eyes. Every time Satinka had one of these nightmares he seemed to turn into a walking thundercloud of fury. Benji hadn’t asked about it. He didn’t care. As far as he was concerned she was getting her comeuppance. Her choices had led directly to Elvac’s nightmares, and now something was causing her nightmares. That was what his people called inrieni: the system by which the universe rewards or punishes you for your behaviour to others. She had this coming. Still, the others were obviously worried about her.
Arrio dug around in his pack. He came over to join Elvac and Satinka. In his hand he held a small orb. It looked like a large marble, but Benji knew enough to recognise a Zynaldini circusphere. Arrio twisted separate layers of the orb in his giant dark fingers and handed it gently to Satinka. She held it close, clutching it to her ear. He had only turned it onto its lowest setting, but Benji could faintly hear music coming from it. Arrio tenderly stroked her hair and then moved back away. Satinka carefully uncurled from Elvac’s arms. He let her go, but kept one comforting hand on her back until she stood. Sabeh met her on her feet. He embraced her and kissed the top of her head.
“Are you alright?” he asked, placing a caring hand on her cheek.
She nodded nervously.
“Is there anything I can do?”
“No,” she said softly, shaking her head. “I’m going to stay up. I can’t sleep.”
He let her go and she turned to Taum, still holding the circusphere close to her face.
“Can I keep watch with you?”
He nodded and patted the ground next to him. She wandered over and curled up next to him on the cold moss. Nervously she turned to look over her shoulder at the group.
“I’m sorry for waking you all,” she apologised. “Go back to sleep.”
“It’s fine,” Sabeh told her. He still looked furious, but he was keeping a lid on it. She wasn’t the one he was angry at.
Francis approached him where he stood right beside Elvac. She tapped him on the shoulder.
“I might have something that could help her sleep, if you want,” she offered.
“I don’t think so,” Sabeh shook his head.
“You don’t think it would help?” Elvac asked.
“No. She’s the same as you. I think. Neither of you have any problems getting to sleep, but when you get there that’s when things start to go wrong. She can sleep. She just won’t.”
“But… I have nightmares about what happened during the war. My problem is that I can’t control my brain. What’s happened to her? Has she always been like this? Is it because of Memnyir?”
“Who can control their brain, Elvac?” Sabeh shrugged at him. “I know she used to have the occasional bad dream about the time Sunne ambushed her, but after ten years they weren’t too awful or too frequent. This is new, and it is worse. Much worse.”
“So what is it?” Francis asked. “Can I help? Or is it too psychological?”
“Worse.”
Elvac gave Sabeh a sharp look. Sabeh was still glaring.
“It’s magical. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but someone is attacking her mind when she sleeps.”
Francis breathed out loudly through her nose. She lived in a world of gods and witches, so it wasn’t that she didn’t believe in magic. She just felt it had a place, and that place was well away from her. Before their lives had been destroyed around them she had never seen magic done before. Not even any of the healers at the hospital had used real power-of-the-gods magic. It was new and unnerving.
“Well, let me know if there is anything I can do.”
“We will. Thank you,” Sabeh rested a hand on her shoulder.
Francis gave that hand a brief squeeze and then turned and went back to join Danni.
Everyone was going back to sleep. Satinka was perched up with Taum and the two of them huddled together in the cool damp air. Sabeh lay down on the ground – very close to them again. It was almost like nothing had happened. Benji closed his eyes once more. He hadn’t moved, and while he could feel one side going stiff he also felt strangely numb. It was like he hadn’t really woken properly, and with any luck the others would never know he had. He didn’t want them to know he had been disturbed by them. He didn’t want to have anything to do with them. He didn’t want to ever wake up and find that this was reality, and he really was stuck with them in the worst place in the world.
Āni held a gold-framed pocket mirror in his hand. The case was intricately engraved and incredibly beautiful. It was old. Older even than he was. That was saying something. It had belonged to many people before him. All of them previous Avatars of Sunne. Zelphis-Chi had been the Avatar who had originally commissioned the mirror. Āni had great respect and admiration for that man. But Zelphis-Chi, for all that he was an inspiration and visionary in the selective eyes of a few, was still now dead. Āni had no desire to ever see himself go the same way. Why immortalise yourself when you could just be immortal? What was the point of infinite power if you couldn’t enjoy it for eternity?
Āni had spent a frustrating afternoon dealing with idiots. And Sunne. Nauel had been dealt to, and Taal should be taking care of the last few pieces of that mess. However, there was still a lot to clear up and Āni was struggling to delegate. He was systematically questioning and punishing people throughout the church in Sunndan. Sunne had told him he should pick some of the priests he trusted to help him with the questioning. Ah, Sunne… Āni brushed his thumb over the embossed pattern on the back of the case. What the god repeatedly failed to understand was that Āni didn’t trust anyone. He didn’t even trust Taal, but at least the boy was good company. Taal was loyal. Āni had raised him to be that way. That was as close to trust as the Avatar came. He had faith in the job he had done with the boy. Faith in his own work. He hadn’t given Taal room to be anything but his. Taal belonged to him.
There wasn’t anyone else that Āni could say that about. There wasn’t anyone to help him. In a perfect world he would simply have rounded up everyone in the clergy he thought might be anything other than fearfully loyal and destroyed them. It would be easier to kill them all now and just keep the cowards. But Sunne wouldn’t stand for that kind of thing. Āni didn’t even have to ask. Sunne didn’t like his ‘children’ dying. He took care of his chosen ones. His priests and priestesses. If Āni just went and killed them by the score Sunne would think him no better than Satinka, and then the god would replace him. So Āni did it all the hard way, and saved his punishments for the select few he could hurt psychologically where Sunne couldn’t see the damage.
It didn’t really matter. He was fairly confident that, at least within the church, Nauel had been working alone. His help and contacts hadn’t come from inside. But hopefully Taal had that covered. He was the Avatar’s little mole. The pawn Āni placed in whatever positions he wanted. Even if Āni didn’t trust him he could still use him.
The Avatar looked down on the mirror in his hand. It fit so beautifully. Like it was made for him. He wondered if Zelphis-Chi had ever thought about who would hold this mirror after him – who would own it after him. But the craftsmanship wasn’t even the most wonderful thing about it anymore. The Avatars of Sunne kept mirrors because they knew how to use them. This one now had a long midnight-blue hair fixed tightly across it and pinned down in the frame. That was what made it perfect.
With morning came a weak and watery sunlight almost as grey as the night. Benji woke to a hot fishy smell. He sat up slowly and groaned. Taum’s cloak crumpled down his torso as he pushed himself away from the ground. His whole body ached and he remembered why he always kept watch.
A few meters away he saw Arrio and Satinka standing over a small fire with a pot. They were whispering and stirring the contents. Benji folded Taum’s cloak over his arm as he stood up. The other two looked his way as he got to his feet. Satinka smiled at him and signalled him over. Bitch. She was clearly over her nightmares already.
He stepped carefully to avoid waking the others as he rubbed the sleep from his tired eyes. As he reached them he vaguely remembered Taum saying he’d keep watch and looked around for him. Taum was lying asleep with Sabeh. The two of them curled up almost together. Benji looked over at Satinka. He knew he must have looked surprised by it. When he caught her eye she giggled silently. He tried not to smile, but he had to admit it was kind of funny. He looked down in the pot Arrio was stirring.
“Rice with the fish today?” he asked quietly.
Arrio nodded. “I know I’ve been trying to make it last, but let’s face it, I’m not going to be able to keep it dry for much longer and we could all use a hot meal this morning.”
“Yeah,” Benji agreed solemnly. “I’m looking forward to having real food again one day.”
Arrio chuckled softly. “That’s the dream now. Living long enough to eat fresh and diverse food, before the lack of variety kills us.”
Benji nodded and grinned wryly at his friend. He felt better having slept. He was still mad at everyone, and some more than others, but he remembered why he was travelling with them. He didn’t have to like it, but at least they were people he used to get on with. Maybe there was a chance he could get on with them again. He looked out over the swamp. Away in the distance, far to the east, he could see a tiny dark cloud near the base of the horizon. He pointed it out.
Arrio’s eyes narrowed as he looked. “Smoke?”
Benji nodded. “That’s Elgárnd. We’re close. I’d say we can make it there just after nightfall.”
Arrio smiled. “That’s the best news I’ve ever heard. You mean tonight we might get to sleep in real beds?”
“That’s the dream, isn’t it?” Benji grinned.
“It is indeed,” Arrio agreed.
On the ground Sabeh stirred in his sleep. He shifted and put an arm around Taum. Satinka clasped her hands tightly over her mouth to silence her laughter. Even Benji struggled to suppress his amusement. On the verge of waking anyway Taum felt something was wrong and opened his eyes. He groaned sleepily and turned onto his back, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. As he propped himself up on his elbows Taum looked down his body to the arm around his waist, and then turned his gaze up to the three people trying not to laugh at him. He pulled a wry face and poked Sabeh in the shoulder. Sabeh made a startled noise as he woke and looked around. He saw Taum looking down on him and took his arm back as he sat up and stretched.
“Morning honey,” he yawned.
Satinka leant against Benji as her laughter fell out in waves. In the perfect humour of the moment he didn’t even mind. Satinka was tiny against him and he put a hand on her shoulder as she laughed into his chest, watching her boyfriend make puppy eyes at his bedfellow. Taum wasn’t quite as impressed by the joke as everyone else, but at least he got it. The huntsman had never been a bad sport about anything.
“Really?” he asked.
“Please,” Sabeh chuckled. “I don’t know what you’re giving me that look for. This doesn’t even make it into the top ten most embarrassing moments of my life.”
“It must suck to be you,” Benji told him.
“Not even a little bit,” Sabeh disagreed. “I’m at war with a god I want to kill, I can sleep somewhat successfully on rock, and even this far into a miserable travel arrangement I can wake up to a cooked breakfast I didn’t have to make. Life couldn’t be better.”
“What’s put you in such a fine mood?” Taum asked.
Sabeh raised an eyebrow and smirked. Taum did not look impressed. Sabeh laughed. Taum looked up at Benji with awkward displeasure.
“I see why you hate him,” he admitted.
Benji nodded, but the jokes and the appreciation of knowing someone else wasn’t impressed with the dark-eyed Ickian kept a smile on his face. Across from them the others stirred, and a tired Francis muttered something from where she lay in Danni’s arms and waved them away.
“Breakfast girls,” Arrio called to them.
Francis grumbled and buried her face against Danni’s shoulder. The Almenian woman smiled but didn’t open her eyes as she put an arm around her girlfriend’s shoulder and shook her gently.
Not far away from them Elvac was sitting up and brushing himself off. The stoic soldier was nervous and wouldn’t look up for fear of catching someone’s eye. His heavy clothing still looked damp, but it was a blessing it was drying out at all in the swamp and he didn’t seem cold. He ran his fingers through his hair and Benji suddenly felt very sick watching him, like something had fallen down and out of his stomach. He felt bad about his outburst in the night and wondered what his friend must be going through.
In the back of his mind he remembered the cold stone dungeon of the Palace of Sunne. He remembered being shackled against the wall, and listening to the sound of screaming coming down the hall ‒ Elvac’s screaming. The one time Elvac had answered them about what had happened down there all he’d said was that he’d died, but it couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. Benji choked quietly as he realised he’d been holding his breath while he remembered. His eyes stung and the nausea felt a little worse. Arrio touched his shoulder and he looked up into the Zynaldini’s serious black eyes.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
Benji nodded. He took a bowl of breakfast from their cook and turned to take it to Elvac, but Satinka was already there. He watched as she knelt beside him and passed a bowl over, placing a caring hand on his head and smiling at him. Elvac smiled back. The two of them whispered to each other. Benji felt a lead weight of angst settle down on his chest. It made breathing even harder.
When they’d been in Undernal Benji had been sure that Elvac could win her back and show her that she’d picked the wrong guy. Now he just wanted him to give up and get as far away from the backstabbing couple as possible.
Benji thanked Arrio and wandered off a metre or so to eat on his own where he could turn his back and not have to see them. He just wanted Elvac to stop acting as though everything was alright and as though Sabeh was still his best friend and a decent guy. The Ickian was a backstabbing, manipulative, controlling and arrogant piece of work who thought he should just get everything because he wanted it. It wasn’t right.
He felt eyes on him and looked up. Satinka was back at Arrio’s side, and she watched Benji with eyes that did not condemn, but that still knew. He flushed angrily and looked away. It wasn’t her place to pass judgement, and he didn’t have to feel guilty for his thoughts, or grateful that she and Sabeh saved their lives. As far as he was concerned that was the only truly good call they had made. He knew the only reason Satinka and Sabeh hadn’t left them all to die in that dungeon was because they would never have been able to live with the guilt of such a horrific act.
He stared down into his fish meal and spooned some more into his mouth. It was disgusting. Arrio was a good cook, but nothing could save fish. Especially marsh fish. He still felt sick, but he knew he needed it. Arrio had joked about the lack of variety, but with his gifts they could probably live forever on his cooking. He was fairly sure the Zynaldini could make even a plateful of grass taste good. It would’ve been better than fish.
Benji felt someone behind him and relief flooded through him when he turned his head slightly and saw Taum out of the corner of his eye. He was glad it wasn’t one of the others, but that didn’t mean he wanted to talk about it. He turned to look up over his shoulder. Taum met his look and reached down. He squeezed his shoulder once and walked back to the group. Benji sighed again and relaxed. A little bit of the bitterness eased and he felt eternally grateful that Taum was his best friend. The guy understood. It didn’t make the bitterness stop though. Nothing could. He’d already learnt that over the years. It didn’t matter how hard he tried or how much he worked – the bitterness would never leave. The few occasions when it did it would come crawling back.
It started in his chest, like a heavy weight that never quite let go, and it crept through his body like an emotional cramp. It had taken many forms over the years. The best release he’d ever found for it he’d learnt years ago, but it had had to stop. He’d thought it would be a way of coping forever. But then he’d moved in with Taum and it had been too hard to hide. Living with his friend just meant he had to force out a happy front, even though Taum knew. The huntsman had caught him once. Seen the scars. Neither of them had said anything, but that was the end of it.
Ever since then Taum had taken care of him. The kind of care that didn’t need words, and a grateful Benji had tried hard to make sure he didn’t need taking care of. It had been good too. For a long while there he had been coping. By his standards he had been coping very well. And this was the part he couldn’t understand. He had been coping well before Elvac left, and even coped well after he was gone, so why had it started up again when his friend had gotten back? Elvac came back from the war and even in the twenty-four hours before that had turned their world upside down it had become an issue.
As soon as his friend had come back something had begun to crawl under his skin, and now every time he looked at the blonde soldier his chest hurt and he felt sick. It wasn’t Elvac’s fault, it couldn’t be. Nothing was ever his fault. Which meant it must be Satinka and Sabeh’s fault, because they were the ones who had led to Elvac’s silent suffering. Which he was sure had led to his own suffering. He was just upset that his friend’s life had been so damaged by them. It was their war that had ruined him, their silence that had let him go and fight in that war, and their actions that had left him out in the cold when he returned to all he knew. That was what had burned the most for him. He remembered with a strong wave of nausea the moment they had to tell Elvac about Satinka and Sabeh. He remembered how shocked he’d been the first time he’d caught them together. How angry he’d been. They’d barely waited for Elvac to leave the city.
He remembered the day Elvac had set sail for the South. Satinka had been furious. She had thrown the mother of all tantrums and everyone just assumed it was because she was worried about Elvac going off to fight. No one had thought for an instant it was because she was worried about her own people. Her own non-human people. Sabeh had run off to look after her. This wasn’t in any way a big deal. He’d done it before with previous tantrums. No one had expected this one would turn out so differently. Benji had never had a problem with the strange love triangle before. Everyone in their group had known Elvac and Sabeh were in love with Satinka, but it had all been in good humour and it was just a friendly rivalry. She had always spurned their advances and it had almost been comical to watch, even for the people who cared for them.
That was why it stung so much to have Sabeh steal her away the moment Elvac was gone. It was like it was somehow cheating. And for her to change her mind hurt too. She had never shown romantic interest in any of them before, and then in one moment she had changed her mind, for him, as though she had changed her mind about him. There was nothing to change one’s mind to. Benji thought about the dark shady Ickian. He would never change the way he felt about him.
He finished his breakfast in silence and without company. He wanted to be on the road soon. The faster they got to Elgárnd the better. Everyone packed up what few supplies they had. Francis had been going through her bag and checking over her medical supplies. He watched her sneak a small blue pill with a swig of water, and wondered if Danni knew what she was taking. Elvac checked the water-skins.
“Guys…” he called out cautiously. “We’re almost out of fresh water. I’m not sure how long we can make it last.”
“Don’t worry,” Benji replied. He pointed to the smoky cloud on the horizon. “That’s Elgárnd. We should get there by tonight.”
“Are you kidding?” Danni asked enthusiastically.
“Real bed, real food, a bath,” Taum nodded. “I could keep going for that.”
“Should we though?” Francis asked nervously.
Everyone turned to look at her. After this long on such an uncomfortable road it was hard to believe anyone might turn down the opportunity of home comforts.
“Oh come on,” she protested. “I can’t be the only one thinking it?! Shouldn’t we be avoiding the cities? We’re the most wanted people in the Great Realm and we stick out like a sore thumb. Sunne organised for every region except Almenir to worship him, which means that’s probably the only city we can set foot in, right?”
“You haven’t travelled a lot, have you?” Sabeh asked her.
She gave him a dirty look. He knew full well she had never left Undernal before.
“Gods aren’t the kind of people you want to cross, even if you’re another god,” he explained. “The agreement was that the other gods would let their people worship Sunne as well, but they didn’t say they would devote a following to him. Dethfryst has never had a priest of Sunne. Icecastle has a small chapel for him. That’s it.”
“We’ve never even had that,” Arrio chipped in. “There are no churches of any kind in Mikdyal. People just pray when they want to whomever they want. We have a few small altars.”
“You’re not wrong though, Francis,” Benji shrugged. “Brukna did grant Sunne a church in Elgárnd and a priest to run it. But you don’t have to worry. There hasn’t been a priest of Sunne in the city for about ten years. I remember one that I used to see when I was a boy, but he left and no one ever filled the gap. We should be safe. The people won’t turn us in. Trust me, I wouldn’t take us there if I thought we were just going to be caught and dragged back to Undernal.”
“You’ve been gone seven years,” Francis pointed out. “How do you know there isn’t someone there?”
“Because I write home every week and have done for all of those seven years. My family lets me know what’s happening in my home city.”
Benji tightened his pack on his shoulders as they got ready to move out. Despite his own bitter depression sinking in, everyone seemed to be in a better mood this morning. They had been even before he told them they were but a day from Elgárnd. It was as though there was a new life in the air, but as he paused for a moment he felt nothing new.
He thought of Elgárnd and he knew Francis was right. Not about the danger, but about his seven years away. There was a big difference between being told about the small changes as they happened and seeing what had actually occurred in his home city. He remembered how much Elgárnd had changed even in the time he had been there. Things had begun to change just a few years before he left.
When he had been about ten a great storm had hit Elgárnd, and sometimes it felt as though the city had never recovered from it. After the storm people began to rebuild, but somehow things were never quite the same again. That was when the old priest of Sunne had left. Benji had only ever really known him as a kindly old man. Someone who used to weave reed pictures and hang them around the church. After the storm he had helped them rebuild, but he’d been getting on and didn’t have much strength left to continue the work. He decided to leave and spend his last years with his family in Sunndan. No one ever heard from him again, and no replacement ever came. People thought it was strange even though the war was starting. There was no way the man could have died without Sunne knowing. The god must have been aware that Elgárnd was no longer home to any of his priests, and surely during the start of his war would have been a crucial time to keep the faith alive.
It almost made sense now, in some way. That old priest was the reason Benji had always trusted Sunne, but if Satinka really was right then ten years ago the god would have had more on his mind than his church in Elgárnd. He was busy trying to cover up his attempt at genocide and crush the power of the Syrene people. He didn’t have time for his own land. That war might have been why the Mildidar Marshes had been forgotten.




THE TADAMA

The sun rose into the sky but never once broke through the thick cloud. Benji’s thoughts carried him far. He was barely even aware of the others following him. In these marshes it was just one soggy step after another. He couldn’t stop thinking of the old priest of Sunne. He couldn’t even remember the man’s name. All the children had just called him ‘Sir’ or ‘Father’. He remembered when he was seven, and how the old man had taken them all out to the Yinyin Grove. It was a small grove of trees about a day’s trek from the city. Well, that’s how long it had taken them as children. It probably wouldn’t take a whole day now.
When the old priest of Sunne had taken them they had had to camp out in the grove overnight. That night was something Benji had always remembered. The old priest set them up in their blankets to sleep and told them they all had to pray to Sunne to keep them safe overnight, and they did. Then he had done something none of them expected. He made everyone say a prayer to Brukna to keep them safe. Benji smiled as he thought of it. He had asked the old priest if he was allowed to pray to other gods. The old man had smiled. Then he told him that because Sunne was his god he always said a prayer to him in devotion and gratefulness. But he lived in the land of Brukna, and therefore he knew he must always pay tribute to his host and thank him for letting him stay. The concept had stayed with Benji and he never forgot the respect the old priest showed to all the gods. With priests like that it was no wonder other regions had agreed to the worship of Sunne.
Like a cold hard flash Benji remembered the dungeons in the basement of the church in Undernal, and the blonde priest holding a knife to Francis’s throat, and all the crushed and broken bodies of the army of priests on the church floor, and the row of guards still standing at the gate as they dripped blood onto the cobbles in cold slow drops. How had everything gotten so out of hand? Where were the days of the nice old priest who taught them to be good to everyone? Where was anyone who wanted to teach him something good?
Benji stared out over the wet grey land, pausing in his tracks. This land wasn’t what it used to be. Ever since the nice old priest had left, ever since the war had started, ever since that storm, nothing had been the same. This land was dying. And there was the proof. For a moment Benji couldn’t move. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it. It had been like this when he’d left. But it was the first time he’d seen it in seven years, and a little bit of him still died as he looked at the barren twisted trees.
The old Yinyin Grove hadn’t flowered in ten years. No fruit or even leaves had been seen on it since the storm. Benji knew that for him it was always the confirmation that his land was dying, and so was everything he knew. For a moment he just stopped and watched it. He was barely even aware that there were other people with him. A breeze brushed his face and brought with it an eerie silence. He couldn’t take his eyes off the twisted dead trees, and they seemed to intensify in his vision, as though something was pulling him to them. As though some haunting memory had something else to say. The grove was trying to speak.
“Benji?”
Benji whirled around wild-eyed. Taum’s voice had brought him back out of his stupor. He blinked rapidly and shook his head as though trying to clear it. He even heard a weak apology stutter its way out of his mouth.
“You don’t have to be sorry,” Taum told him.
The huntsman put a hand on Benji’s shoulder. It was a warm, firm and comforting grip that Benji felt pulled him a little closer to reality.
“Are you alright?” Taum asked. “Do you need to rest for a bit? It’s about time we stopped for a break anyway.”
“What? No… I‒” Benji looked around.
The sky was grey with thick heavy cloud but he could see a bright spot of light where the sun hid in the middle of the sky. There was no way they’d been walking long enough for the sun to get that high. And yet… Benji looked over toward Elgárnd, it was definitely closer, and they were just by the Yinyin Grove. Maybe they had been walking that long and he just hadn’t realised it. Time didn’t feel like it had moved for him. His eyes fell again on the Yinyin Grove.
“You guys rest,” he said quickly. “I just need a few minutes.”
“To do what?” Danni asked him.
Benji shook his head at her. “I’ll be back in 20 minutes, I promise.”
“Where are you going?” Danni asked louder.
Benji ignored her and set off for the grove. After a few meters it became clear that the others were following him, but he didn’t care. If they didn’t want to take the chance to rest that was their problem, and he wasn’t moving as carefully along the path. But no one would stop him from reaching the grove. It needed him. Something in there was calling him. At his newfound pace it took him less than five minutes to reach the grove, and as he reached the first tree he put his hand on the bark and let the feeling of the soft woody texture sink in. The others weren’t far behind him. Peripherally he saw Satinka stop at his side. He heard her sharp intake of breath and felt her body freeze.
“What is this place?” she whispered in awe.
“It’s a holy place,” Sabeh stated, touching one of the trees. “It holds a spiritual consciousness of some kind.”
“It’s a Tadama,” Danni cut in. “It must be Brukna’s Tadama.”
“A god’s orchard?” Sabeh asked.
She nodded, but her lips frowned with distress and her brow creased. Danni stood behind the group, hesitantly holding back. The dried cracking mud on her skin and clothes made her look far paler and even more dirty than usual.
“But what’s wrong with it?” she asked despairingly. “A Tadama flowers all year round. Ahkma’s Tadama has never been without fruit. What has happened here? Why is it so… dead? How did it even happen?”
Benji ran his fingers over the bark as he stepped into the grove. The ground was mossy and springy, but the trees were dry and barren. He moved carefully between them, always with one hand against a tree as he passed though the grove. He could hear the others follow and answered slowly.
“We don’t know,” he replied. “Ten years ago it all just died and stopped. Like everything around here. The swamp itself thrives, but anything that tries to live above it starts to fade away.”
“Ten years?” Satinka asked sharply from somewhere behind him.
Benji knew what she was thinking. Ten years ago was when her life had changed forever as well. Ten years ago her life was ruined, according to her story. She was just a girl, ripped away from her Tuotam ‒ whatever that was. She said her Tuotam was her other half. Her ‘Kakai’. The Syrene ruler Memnyir. She was bound to her and Memnyir had been stolen by Sunne and dragged away to the ends of the earth. Only now had they discovered her, and only now were they going to rescue her. All Benji could think was that Memnyir better be worth it. It was hard for him to consider the genocide nightmare Satinka and Elvac must be living with. He had never seen it, and it was bigger than anything he had ever had to comprehend. It was so much bigger than him, and it made him feel so small.
“There was a great storm back then…” Benji started to tell his own story. “Sunne was busy with his war, and Brunka wasn’t answering. We rebuilt our city but… Mildidar has never been the same. This orchard hasn’t flowered, all the trees seem to be dying, many of the crops fail, the city is hauntingly aimless, and nothing is right. Mildidar is empty, and it has been since that storm.”
“That can’t be a coincidence,” Satinka said.
“Yes it can,” Sabeh disagreed with her.
She looked over at him judgingly and he shrugged.
“So a great storm came to Mildidar ten years ago ‒ what’s that go to do with the Syrene?” he asked. “Sunne was busy getting war paint on his three eyeballs, you and your people were being crushed and weakened by Sunne, so no one was around to care or notice what happened to Mildidar. That’s just the way things go. Sunne owns all the land around Brukna’s swamps. The Southern peoples have never shown interest in humans before you, duril. The next place on the list close to here that is under the rule of someone else is Almenir, and I’m betting those ladies and their forest goddess Ahkma haven’t even noticed. Let’s face it – they are miles away.”
“So, what then?” Danni asked. “It was a coincidence that something happened here while everyone else was really busy and we just haven’t noticed? That’s rubbish. The gods all talk. If something happened to kill Brukna’s Tadama Ahkma would have found out. She would have said or done something.”
Sabeh grinned as he shook his head. He leant back against one of the trees and folded his arms.
“You people and your gods…” he sneered dismissively.
Arrio stood tall over him. “Meaning?”
The Zynaldini towered over him. He was over a foot taller than the little Ickian. Arrio was extremely loyal to the desert god Zyki and he and Sabeh had engaged in many religious debates, just none in a private space where they were in no danger of being overheard by priests before.
“Meaning you follow them blindly and maintain steady and unwavering faith in them despite that fact that they do nothing for you,” he replied. “You all believe that somehow your gods will show up and make everything all better. I think Sunne has proven perfectly well that that is not the case.”
“You want to compare all gods to the mad three-eyed tyrant?” Arrio glared.
“Yes,” Sabeh replied nonchalantly. “Not because they’re all lunatics, but because they are eternal beings who can see across space and time. They know everything. They manage to understand all and nothing at the same time. Gods are incapable of caring like we do. They simply can’t do it, but still we as a race like to pretend they can. We like to think that they will treat us well and help everyone out because that’s the nice thing to do. Face it: it’s been ten years and no one cares what happened here. To the gods they must think it seems like a day. If humans waited for them to do something generations would die waiting. How can you never question something that looks at you like you’re a tiny piece of a wooden puzzle?”
Benji watched Arrio glare at Sabeh, but in a way he didn’t want to admit he could understand. He had always had faith in Brukna, but hearing the others talk about him like he was dead brought it all home. Gods weren’t something you could rely on, because what happened when they weren’t around anymore? This, Mildidar, is what happened. Still, he couldn’t agree with Sabeh.
“I wonder what Ragnar would say if he’d heard that…” Benji muttered to him.
Sabeh smiled at the mention of his god. Benji turned his back on the group again, looking through the trees. From behind him he heard Sabeh’s quiet voice.
“He did,” the Ickian said.
Benji ignored him. That was the easiest way to deal with him. Sabeh acted so all-knowing and arrogant that most of the time nothing you could say would bring him down off his high horse. It was unbearable.
Benji continued on through the trees. He had this weird sensation as though he was alone, despite his companions following him. He pushed his way through the branches and came out from around one of the trees. There he saw it: the centre of the grove. It was the largest tree in the marshes, and looked like three of the others all twisted together. It stood tall and proud, but with its branches hanging out weakly like the ruined skeleton of an umbrella. Benji just watched it.
When he was a boy he and some of the other children used to go play in it. He remembered back to the days when it had large thick green leaves that the Laidys used to nest in. They were small snake-like creatures about five inches long, covered with soft white fur, and they flew around the marshes carrying the messages of Brukna. Benji hadn’t seen any of them in a very long time. No one knew where they had gone. They were probably with Brukna, wherever he had left to.
Benji leapt over a clump of roots. His soft boots gripped the bark as his skinny legs stepped between the narrow footholds. He moved quickly so as not to unbalance himself and fall. His long legs stretched between the thin sturdy roots. The large tree came nearer as he bounded over to it. He landed on one of the tree’s giant roots that rose thick and heavy, curling almost a meter off the soil. Looking back behind him Benji saw the ocean of roots he had crossed. The crawling bases of the trees curled across the ground, rising and falling like a mass of wooden waves frozen in time. He placed his hand against the rough bark and felt a dizzy wave wash over him. A sense of… something touched his mind and he shuddered involuntarily at the feeling. As his eyes opened again he saw Satinka standing at his side. She had her hand out against the tree and when she opened her eyes she turned her cool dark blue gaze to him.
“Do you feel that?” she asked.
Benji blinked at her repeatedly. He had a weird sensation as though he was dreaming. Part of it was the way she looked at him, as though they could see each other across a great void.
“It’s Brukna,” Sabeh said somewhere close to them. “He’s still here. He’s keeping the trees alive.”
Benji nodded as his head began to clear. Slowly the world came back to him and he looked around. Just back from him and Satinka stood Sabeh. The Ickian’s serious face watched their reactions from a safe distance. Benji figured that Sabeh wasn’t the kind of man keen to approach things associated with gods. As the others neared them Benji turned to see Taum approaching. He watched his friend come closer with the group. Taum was small and stocky, but he moved gracefully over the awkward root clumps. So did Danni. The strong Almenian warrior helped her tiny blonde girlfriend across the uneven ground. He’d only ever known them in Undernal and all his memories and thoughts of them were in the city, so he sometimes forgot the two of them had been born and raised in a forest. He sometimes forgot the things Taum had confided in him of his home, why he left, and his unusual gifts. As Taum neared the tree Benji met the woodsman’s eyes with a knowing glance. Danni stopped near him and lifted Francis over one of the gaps. She looked up at the tree with soft eyes and sighed.
“This is how a Tadama should feel,” she stated.
The others nodded their agreement. They could feel something, even if they didn’t know what it was.
“So where’s Brukna?” Sabeh asked bluntly.
“The gods do not live in a Tadama,” Danni replied aloofly. “Their essence is always there, and they are always aware, but they don’t have to stay here.”
“Yeah…” Sabeh responded blandly. “I mean if he isn’t dead and he hasn’t left the area because he is still connected to his Tadama, then where in the world is he and why has he stopped caring about his humans?”
Arrio stepped up next to Sabeh and looked down on his tiny friend, towering over him.
“Weren’t you the one who said gods don’t care about people?” he asked.
Sabeh grinned at his devout friend’s attitude.
“I said they don’t care like we do,” he answered. “You’d still care if you lost one of your toys wouldn’t you? Or pets? Oh! Think of them like shepherds, they don’t want to lose any of their flock.”
Arrio remained stone-faced at Sabeh’s deliberate mockery as he made his point.
“So why would an all knowing shepherd run out on his flock?” Sabeh asked.
“Because the sheep are all going to die and there’s no way to avoid it?” Elvac replied.
Everyone turned to stare at him. The blonde soldier stood away from the group, watching the tree on his own. He had that glazed look in his eyes that was becoming all too common now. His long hair blew slightly in the breeze. The shorter side on the right brushed his hard jaw while the rest blew out behind him in a jagged diagonal line. He looked so suited to the bleak dying landscape that Benji felt his stomach turn over as he watched him. Sometimes it just seemed like his friend was slowly dying and there was nothing he could do. Comments like the one he just uttered only made things worse. Elvac had no faith anymore: in anything. His whole world had been taken away. The man was caught in the eternal moment when he realised he was standing on nothing, and was just waiting to fall. Almost as though he could read Benji’s thoughts Elvac turned to the group with a weak dead-eyed smile.
“Ignore me,” he apologised. “That was apocalyptically bleak.”
No one said anything and Elvac turned his blank blue gaze back to the tree. Out of the corner of his eye Benji saw Sabeh open his mouth to speak, but a sharp look from Satinka had him shut it again without a word. Benji’s reluctance to ask outweighed his desire to know. Beside him Taum shivered. Benji turned to look questioningly at him. Taum looked up at him as he rubbed his arms.
“Is anyone else really cold?” the huntsman asked.
Most people shook their heads, but Arrio grinned.
“Always,” the Zynaldini answered as he stood wrapped in layers of thick black leather.
“You guys don’t even know the meaning of the word,” Sabeh commented.
Taum eyed the Ickian up. Since leaving the snowy mountains of his home Sabeh had taken to wandering around half naked at all times. He complained about the heat down here almost as much as Arrio complained about the cold. Still, Taum shivered and it was unusual for the huntsman to complain about anything. Benji watched Taum hug himself and cast his brown eyes over the tree. Benji was fairly sure he knew what was going on.
“Is it…?” Benji asked.
“I think so,” Taum nodded. “But it’s… it’s different. I think it might be Brukna.”
“Is it? Can you check?” Benji pestered urgently.
Taum shrugged and his shoulders trembled, but with Benji’s wide green eyes gazing imploringly at him it didn’t take long for him to crack. Taum would do anything his friend asked. He pulled one arm away from his body and held it out towards the tree. He stopped before he even touched it and let his hand drop. He missed Benji’s disappointed expression as he stepped closer and sat down on the root next to the tree. Again he reached a hand out and this time he let his bare skin rest on the bark. Taum closed his eyes as his whole body shivered and shook. Eventually the shaking subsided and he let his hand drop. Without opening his eyes he leant sideways and rested against the tree, snuggling up against it.
“It’s just dark,” he said. “Dark and cold.”
“But…” Benji protested weakly.
He wanted more information than his friend could give, and knew it wasn’t fair to try and ask it of him. Everyone else was watching them with inquisitive expressions. If he waited long enough they would ask, but it probably wasn’t fair to make them. Still, he had no interest in explaining to the group what he was asking of Taum.
“He talks to trees,” Benji offered his rough explanation. They’d work the out rest, it wasn’t har‒
Taum pulled a frustrated face and protested, breaking his train of thought.
“I do not talk to trees,” he argued. “That just sounds stupid. I’m a Dileyrian.”
“No way,” Danni laughed dismissively.
Taum cocked his head and opened his eyes to look up at her. He sat on the root with his feet planted either side of it, and his wrists resting on his knees, leaning back against the tree. His expression said it all.
“What’s a Dileyrian?” Satinka asked.
“It’s like a…” Sabeh struggled to find a word. He and Arrio shared a strained glance. “Like a… like a Llammka…?”
Satinka rolled her eyes.
“And to someone who isn’t fluent in human tribal languages?” she asked.
“A Dileyrian shares a consciousness with a forest,” Danni sighed dismissively. “They are most commonly found in people of Dilarkyrn who learn to share their lives with the forest. They have an ability to communicate with trees. It’s not talking so much as… sharing ideas. They have linked minds.”
“And you’re one of these?” Satinka asked Taum.
He nodded.
“You share a consciousness with Dilarkyrn?” Danni questioned scathingly.
“I share a complete consciousness with the Southern Dilarkyrn Forest,” Taum clarified.
Danni snorted derisively. “There’s no way. I would have‒”
“You never asked,” Taum cut over her.
She glared at him but he stared her out. His look must have been infuriatingly blasé, and Benji swore he could almost see Danni’s eye twitch for a moment. Part of him understood. The Dilarkyrn Forest was her home too. It must feel strange to find out your friend had a secret connection to your shared home that they never told you about. But Taum was a private person, even more than most of them knew. He and Benji had lived together for a while and Taum had always respected Benji’s privacy and kept his own. Of all of them Benji was closest to the huntsman, and it seemed that Taum just preferred it that way. Benji reached down and squeezed his friend’s shoulder as he sat on the ground.
“Take a moment,” Benji told him. “We’ll leave soon to get to the city just after dark.”
Taum nodded and rested back against the tree. Benji took his hand back and stood straight to look at the group. They’d all heard him. He didn’t need to say more. He turned his back and stepped slowly around the base of the trunk. A few steps around someone moved behind him. He turned his head and standing down by his shoulder was Satinka. The tiny girl was following him. He turned his face away and kept going. She could take the hint. She didn’t.
“Are you worried?” she asked as they moved further around the tree.
Benji knew they were out of sight of the others, but he didn’t know if they could still hear them. Besides, Satinka’s voice was soft and it was possible no one would hear anything she had to say.
“About?” Benji replied shortly and quietly.
“About Brukna?” Satinka clarified. “You know he’s out there somewhere but he’s seemingly abandoned your people? Do you worry about it?”
Benji gritted his teeth. He didn’t really like her anymore, and he was fairly sure she knew that, so why wouldn’t she just leave him alone?
“I’m sorry, I’m just…” Satinka said hesitantly.
At the tone of her voice Benji found himself stopping. He turned back to look at her and found his resolve softening slightly. She stood slightly behind him, so tiny and delicate looking. The girl had her hands in front of her and she was staring down at her fidgeting fingers.
“I’m just trying to understand,” she finished. “I feel I owe you that. I can’t imagine what it must be like, and I thought I should at least try and appreciate what you’re going through. See… m-my people… we don’t have gods… We don’t…” she trailed off.
Benji found himself almost unwittingly taking a step back towards her. He raised one arm and leant against the tree, looming over her. He tossed his fluffy white hair from his eyes and looked down on her. The gaze she returned when she peered up was tentative but somehow cheeky.
“You don’t have gods?” Benji checked.
“Nothing like here,” she shook her head.
“But…” he stopped, unable to find the words.
Benji lowered his arm and slumped back against the tree. Satinka took a light step over to him and leant back beside him. She peered up at him sideways, and he looked down along his shoulder at her. The coldness he felt for her was ebbing. They had never been close, but he used to like her well enough before she started dating Sabeh.
“My people are so very different from yours, Benji,” she told him. “We’re not as much like humans as my years up here may have led you to believe. All Syrene are made up of two parts, a Mantra and a Tuotam. I guess… a bit like twins.”
“And Memnyir is your…” Benji recalled.
“Tuotam,” Satinka nodded. “Yes, and all Syrene believe in reincarnation.”
Benji stared at her blankly.
“To be reborn again,” she clarified.
Benji raised an eyebrow as though she was talking crazy. She smiled at him.
“We believe that we all have previous lives,” Satinka explained. “We have different lives where we swap and change, so that every Mantra carries with it the wisdom of a Tuotam and every Tuotam carries with it the understanding of a Mantra. So, I have always believed that in my last life I was a Tuotam and that somehow I still carry in my unconscious being a part of that wisdom in me now, and that in my next life after I die I will become a Tuotam again and carry part of the understanding and empathy of my life now as a Mantra.”
Benji waited a moment and took it all in.
“That sounds overly complicated,” he said.
“It’s not as complicated as it sounds,” she smiled. “Not by a long way. It is the circle of life. Everything is energy. Nothing just fades. The energy that is me now will go on to be a different me in the future.”
“But you have no gods?” Benji struggled with the concept.
“The sun and moon are sometimes referred to as the gods of the Tuotams, as we believe they granted us the cold fire we share,” she shrugged. “But gods like you have? No, we have nothing like that. We have never worshipped another being. We don’t really have beings like your gods down in the south, but even your gods here we consider only shamans.”
“But they’re immortal all-powerful beings,” Benji argued.
Satinka shrugged again. “Nothing is immortal. Are we not on a quest to kill a god?”
Benji said nothing. That, at least, was true.
“The southern peoples understand why humans worship the gods you do,” she continued. “It makes a great deal of sense. But you have to understand just how different we are. Before the war I know people here used to talk of the peoples of the south. You know what we are.”
Benji had heard a little. He could remember when he was very small that people spoke of things to the south, over the seas. He never had much detail about them, but now that she mentioned it the name Syrene had probably been mentioned before. The ones he really remembered were things like Alais and Kazuts: humanoid creatures of great wisdom and skill that possessed superhuman abilities. The southern races, the… Benji looked over at Satinka wide-eyed.
“The immortal races…” he said.
“Nothing is immortal,” Satinka repeated. “But we understand why you see us that way. Most southern races live a lifespan of roughly a thousand years. It is easy to see why your people consider us immortal, and easy to see why your gods hold a great deal less amazement for us.”
Satinka stood quietly at Benji’s side as he let it all sink in. He felt a great deal more understanding for her now. She stepped forward, away from the tree and away from him. A strong stab of guilt and sympathy went through him and he reached out quickly grabbing her arm. She turned in surprise to look back at him.
“Sabeh…”he said quietly.
“Will grow old and die,” she finished for him. “And I will have to watch it happen.”
Benji stayed absolutely frozen. He couldn’t even let her go.
“Do you still wish I was putting Elvac through that instead?” she asked.
He didn’t resist as she pried his fingers from her arm and turned away.
“No,” he murmured.
She stopped and he knew she had heard him. She didn’t turn, and Benji looked to the ground as he spoke.
“No I don’t,” he whispered. “And I’m sorry, but Elvac is my best friend and I have to side with him on these things.”
He looked up and saw Satinka moving away around the tree.
“And I am worried,” he continued.
She stopped again.
“I am worried about Brukna. I’m worried about where he is and why he doesn’t care about us anymore. I’m scared that he’s abandoned us. You might believe that when you die you become a Tuotam or whatever, but us humans believe that when we die our gods will take care of us… so to have no god…” Benji trailed off.
He saw Satinka nod, but she didn’t look back at him. He stared down at the ground and scuffed the sole of his tall green boot as he thought.
“What is a Tuotam anyway?” he asked.
No one answered. He looked up. She wasn’t there.
“Satinka?” he called.
Benji pulled himself off the tree and headed after her.
“Satinka?” he repeated as he moved to follow her.
He almost crashed into her as he came around the corner. She had stopped and was staring at something on the tree.
“Benji, what is that?” she asked.
He came around the other side of her and saw what she was gazing at. Hanging from one of the weak little branches was a round, textured sphere of deep purple. He reached up a gloved hand and plucked it down, staring at it with a bewildered expression.
“It’s Yinyin fruit,” he answered.
“On a tree that hasn’t flowered in ten years?” she asked dubiously.
The cynicism dropped from her expression at the look on his face. Both of them just stared at the fruit in his hand.
“Then maybe Brukna hasn’t forgotten…” she said sympathetically. “You should eat it! You have to now that you’ve picked it.”
Benji was still silent a moment as he stared at it.
“They…” he started. Benji paused for a moment. “They say that sharing Yinyin fruit bonds you. That if people share the fruit they become bound to each other and share each others lives forever.”
“Hm,” Satinka smiled at his customs.
He missed her brief expression of surprise as he pulled one of his hook knives from his belt. Benji had kept three of the hook shaped blades on him at all times since leaving Undernal. He wore them on rope around his belt and Satinka had seen first hand how deadly he could be with them in a fight. It was strange to see all these students engaging in battle against soldiers. Still, most of them came from somewhere that trained its people in unique styles of fighting, and none of them were born students. Half of them were just studying while they waited to join the war… not anymore though. That was a war they would never return to. Benji hooked the blade around the purple fruit and sliced it in half, then in quarters, then in eighths. He held out his hand and offered her a piece.
“You sure?” she joked.
“Yeah,” he replied wryly. “Besides, too late to put it back now.”
Satinka reached out a small hand and took a slice of the spongy marsh fruit. Benji took one for himself and they both bit into it. It was juicy and tangy, while still quite sweet. Satinka nibbled at her piece of fruit as they wandered around the tree, Benji still carrying the other six pieces. As they came around the side they saw Danni hiding just out of sight of the group. She saw them coming and raised a finger to keep them silent. With a mischievous and merciless grin she poked the side of the tree with her finger. From back where they started they heard Taum’s voice.
“Danni I’m serious, stop it!” he yelled.
Her expression was highly amused and slightly awed.
“The first time I did it he thought I was actually poking him!” she whispered to them.
Benji grinned at her and offered her a piece of the Yinyin fruit. She gave him a suspicious look.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Yinyin fruit,” Benji replied.
Danni turned her expression of disbelief to Satinka who just raised her own little piece and bit a tiny sliver off.
“It’s kinda like… ameia,” the Syrene girl said.
They stared blankly at her.
“Which you don’t have up here…” she finished lamely.
Never one to turn down free food Danni reached out and took a piece, continuing on with them as she bit into it.
“Mmmm, tangy,” she commented.
They came around the trunk of the tree and as they neared the group again Danni prodded the rough bark several times in quick succession. Taum flailed slightly and Danni tried to suppress her giggle. He turned to glare at them and Benji and Satinka weren’t spared the daggered look despite their innocence.
“That’s quite a gift you have,” Satinka commented.
“You don’t know the half of it…” Taum replied.
He gave a weary sigh as he stood and brushed himself off.
“I spose there weren’t a lot of trees in the city,” Satinka remembered. “But how come you never told us?”
“You mean like how you never told us you were the empress of some super-human species a god is trying to kill off?” Taum responded pointedly.
“Touché,” Satinka replied.
“And so well put,” Arrio smiled, standing back from them.
Satinka directed a sharp look his way. She knew he was having a dig at her secrecy.
“What?” he replied, matching her stare.
“Like you don’t have secrets,” she taunted.
For a moment they just seemed to stare each other out. Finally Arrio shrugged.
“Who doesn’t?” he asked rhetorically.
Benji stood back and watched it happen. Who didn’t have secrets? Well… not really him. He wanted to say he had no secrets, no deliberate ones, but he did. Still, that wasn’t something to talk about. They couldn’t know about his odd little scars. They just couldn’t. As far as they would ever know he had no secrets. But really, as he thought about it, who didn’t have secrets?
“I don’t,” said Danni suddenly very coldly. “I don’t have any secrets, because I don’t feel the need to hide what I am.”
Everyone turned to stare at her for a moment.
“So what’s that you’re eating?” Arrio asked of the small piece of fruit in her hand.
“It’s Yinyin fruit,” Benji replied, offering the other pieces to the rest of the group. One by one they cautiously came and took a piece, all trying it.
“I got it off the tree,” Benji explained nervously. “I know it sounds crazy… but it was just there and…”
“So that’s what that was,” Taum cut over him. “I knew I felt something weird.”
“Yes, we all get it, you communicate with trees,” Danni glowered. “You communicate with trees,” she gestured at him. “She’s some kind of queen of somewhere,” Danni gestured to Satinka before turning again. Her eyes fell on Sabeh standing next to his girlfriend. “And I don’t think I even want to know what your deal is,” she admitted.
Sabeh chuckled at her honesty and even Benji had to agree that the Ickian certainly seemed to have issues that were perhaps best left alone. There were a lot of things Benji had come to dislike about Sabeh in the last year, but he had to concede there was a lot he didn’t know about him either. Satinka coughed delicately, and then made a harsh choke that sounded a lot like “daddy issues”. Sabeh gave her an unimpressed look and she grinned cheekily behind her hand as everyone watched them. After a moment Sabeh scratched his cheek awkwardly and gave a quick flash of a reluctant concurring grimace.
“That makes so much sense,” Danni commented.
“Bite me,” Sabeh retorted.
“Your girlfriend would get jealous,” Danni teased.
“No she wouldn’t…” Satinka disagreed quietly.
“I would…” Francis said, pouting.
Benji’s attention slipped from that group. Their debate was about to get heated and he didn’t want to be a part of it. There was no such thing as innocent teasing in their group. Things always got out of hand. His gaze fell on Elvac. It always did. He was standing not far away, looking at the last bite of his piece of Yinyin fruit.
“Why now?” he asked.
It was so quiet that Benji wasn’t sure if he would have heard it if he hadn’t been watching him speak. Elvac felt his friend’s gaze on him and looked up, straight into Benji’s eyes. As their eyes met Benji realised two things: Elvac knew Benji had heard him speak, and Elvac wasn’t used to anyone hearing him anymore. He was used to always being alone. Neither of them were prepared to address it though. Elvac simply elaborated now that he knew the conversation was occurring outside his mind.
“You said that the grove hasn’t flowered in ten years,” he continued. “But suddenly there is one piece of fruit that you and Satinka happen to find? Why now? I don’t understand.”
“Neither,” Benji admitted quietly.
He’d been trying not to think about it, trying not to ask that question. He didn’t want to get his hopes up. After all, the fruit proved nothing. It only conjured speculation. Benji felt eyes on him, but when he looked up it wasn’t Elvac’s steely blue gaze watching him. Taum watched them both. He’d heard their conversation and he looked like he had something to say.
“It happened now because it was meant to,” the huntsman answered them.
Elvac and Benji said nothing.
“That’s how it all works, doesn’t it? With gods?” Taum continued. “They know everything. They know how it all works. If this is Brukna’s Tadama, and I know he’s still connected to it, then making sure there was one fruit here ‒ just at the right time for you to find it ‒ that happened because he wanted it to.”
“But… why?” Benji asked. “Why me?”
Taum shrugged. “Maybe he just wanted you to know he’s still out there. It doesn’t hurt to know you’re not alone.”
And there it was: the fruit conjured speculation. Still, it was nice to hear, and Taum had such an honest tone. He had faith, despite his own religious issues. Woodell was the only eastern tribal city that Sunne had completely colonised. Taum, Elvac and Francis were all from cities that Sunne controlled. They were even more without a god now than Benji was. They could never go back to the mad three-eyed god. Not now that they knew what he had done. Benji smiled wearily.
“How is it that everything you say sounds like the truth?” he asked his friend.
“Because it is,” Taum shrugged.
Benji grinned and clasped his friend’s shoulder for a moment. If there was one thing he could count on it was that Taum would always be there for him.
“We should get moving again,” he announced. “At this rate it will be well dark by the time we reach the city.”
His statement caught the attention of the others and they all nodded their agreement. Benji tightened his pack on his shoulders and led them out of the grove. He felt a strange lightness about his spirit, as though some great weight had been lifted from him. There was something of it about the others too. Less of the hopeless emptiness the marsh had brought on before.
Benji stepped out from the trees and back into the squelching soft ground of the marsh. As they left the grove Satinka caught his eye again. This time she smiled at him. She was the only one who knew what he really believed he’d done with the fruit. Despite himself he smiled back at her. Maybe she wasn’t all bad.




SNAKE BLOOD

The market square was crowded, but only at the edges. It was a strange sight. Taal stood back in the doorway of the church, behind the throng of people on the stairs. Nauel’s body was stacked in the wagon sitting in the square as Āni had ordered, and like all executions it had drawn a large crowd of curious and horrified observers. Taal adjusted his spectacles as he watched the crowd. People were coming and going very rapidly. Everyone wanted to see what the fuss was about, but as soon as they saw they bolted away again. Most of the stall owners were packing up and leaving. Executions were bad for business. Still, that wasn’t Taal’s concern. One day, he thought, one day they won’t have to fear this kind of sight anymore. He touched the edge of his glasses.
Āni had ordered a search of Nauel’s house, but so far they had turned up nothing of interest. All the old letters between Nauel and Satinka, even the ones that Nauel must have had read to him so that he didn’t look at them, contained no new information. They confirmed Nauel’s treachery, and Satinka’s identity, but they already knew both those things. Āni was probably hoping to find one of the servants from the house, but they had all scattered and no one knew where to look. Every single one of them was gone. It wasn’t a surprise, at least not to Taal. If Nauel had been that deep in a plot to murder his god than undoubtedly his staff would have had an escape plan ready just in case.
Taal watched the people of Sunndan as they witnessed horror in their own town square and turned from it, biting down on their screams. A man appeared at the edge of the crowd. Light glinted off Taal’s glasses as he looked at the stranger. Emotions chased each other across the man’s face. They were all there: horror, nausea, fear. But there was something else too: guilt? Recognition? Comprehension? His face still sick the man turned to go and vanished into the crowd. Taal adjusted his spectacles, and then followed him.
The stranger wasn’t moving away quickly. He wasn’t trying to stay out of sight. He had no idea that he had been spotted, or that he was being followed. He walked as though oblivious to the world – as though something weighed heavily on his mind. Taal had no doubt that something did. The young priest tried to keep his pace and intent discreet, although people were quick to move out of his way respectfully when they saw him coming. The robes of the Palace of Sunndan were anything but a disguise. Still, the man never seemed to notice him trailing along behind through the crowds. The man disappeared around another corner. Taal didn’t hurry. Every time he rounded the same corners at his inconspicuous pace he found the man ahead of him again with ease. This time was different.
There wasn’t anyone down this alley when he turned into it, and he couldn’t see the man. The small cobbled street arced around in a curve and was obscured by buildings. Taal followed it. He knew Āni would be furious that he had been gone from the Palace for so long, and that he had gone out into the city among the people all alone. But technically Taal considered himself free now. After all, Āni had released him from the tower seven years ago. Besides, Taal had seen the look in the man’s eyes, which meant that Sunne had seen it too, so they needed answers.
The small alley came out into a tiny courtyard, only the size of a modest room. A rickety little wagon waited in the middle of it and was hitched up to a fat little horse. Everything in this space seemed to converge on a single building. Taal was surprised to discover that the building in question was a blacksmith’s forge. He adjusted his spectacles and looked around.
Taal had assumed that the man he had been following knew Nauel, and was possibly one of his servants. Now he was beginning to have other suspicions. From the doorway of the forge the man appeared. He carried a box to the wagon and loaded it on. Taal stared at him. The man had only one hand. A contraption of some kind had been fitted onto his right wrist, with some kind of steel blade that he slipped under the boxes to help him lift them. Several other items were linked onto his belt. A hammer, and pair of pliers, a brush, a knife and some things Taal didn’t recognise all hung from the blacksmith’s belt, and all of them had a strange kind of screw top on them that looked like it would fit into the contraption on his wrist. It was remarkably innovative.
Once the man had slid the box onto the back of the cart he turned and walked back inside. Taal stepped into the courtyard and crossed to the wagon. The horse whinnied at him and he reached up and scratched its long brown nose. Animals liked Taal.
When the blacksmith came back out with his next box, the first thing in his immediate line of sight was a very young, very stern-faced, priest of Sunne standing by his horse, who had a blissful expression in his eyes at having his nose scratched. The man almost dropped the box.
“Don’t be afraid,” Taal ordered.
“Father,” the man bowed hurriedly, clutching the box to his body with his good arm.
Taal felt a strange flutter of humour inside, but it didn’t show. This man was probably about ten years his senior. It felt preposterous to have him refer to the priest as ‘Father’ even if it was technically correct.
“What is your name, Sir?”
“Lemons-uh, Lemonsaley, Father, but most people just call me Lemons.”
“We saw you in the square just before, Lemonsaley.”
“I-I didn’t stay long…”
“No one did,” Taal agreed. “It was a gruesome sight. But Sunne and Āni want us all to know what will happen to traitors and people that threaten their rule.”
“Yes, Father,” Lemons answered in a sick tone.
Taal stared at the blacksmith intensely. Their eyes met. Taal could see the man’s raw fear. He could feel how it felt to be in his shaking boots. Taal felt something in his soul, something deeper than Sunne, draw him to the man before him.
“Listen to me very carefully, Lemonsaley,” Taal warned. “Sunne can see everything you do and say through my eyes, but he can’t see what I am saying. He can read your lips as you speak. We have questions we are hoping you can answer for us. Do you understand?”
“I understand perfectly, Sir,” Lemons wet his lips nervously. “I will do what I can to help.”
“Excellent. Then let me begin. Did you recognise the man in the wagon?”
“No, Sir,” Lemons replied with a small, terrified shake of his head.
“Do you know anything about a priest called Nauel or a girl called Satinka?”
“No Sir,” Lemons lied. “I don’t know any priests personally, not even my own chaplain, and I’ve never met a man called Nauel. I honestly couldn’t tell you about the girl either. Satinka isn’t a name I’ve come across before.”
Taal nodded politely. His bank-slate face betrayed nothing. Sunne saw the words and processed the nod. The god approved. Except… Taal knew Lemons was lying.
“I do help kids though, sometimes, just orphans and the like,” Lemons volunteered nervously. “I was one myself, see, so I sometimes do my bit to look after street-urchins. You know: help them out and look for work for them, so they can have a chance of ending up like me instead of dead on the street. I don’t get everyone’s names though, and sometimes they just call themselves things like Apple or Spoon. If she was just a little girl there’s every possibility I could have met her and not known. But I don’t do nothing special for any kids – don’t do anything for one that I couldn’t do for another, so she wouldn’t have got any particular deal from me.” Lemons slid the box onto the wagon and wiped his brow. “What does this lass look like? And when was it you think that I might have met her?”
“About ten years ago,” Taal answered, his eyes soft.
Lemons looked away and shook his head. “That’s a long time back. I doubt I’d remember if she just looked like any other little girl.”
“She would have looked about ten, and covered in tattoos.”
“Haven’t seen anything like that.”
“Then thank you for your time, Sir.”
“Anything I can do to help, Father.”
“My name is Taal,” the young priest told him.
He held out his hand. Lemons looked surprised but he reached out and shook it all the same. Taal took the calloused blacksmith’s hand in his soft and delicate one, and he directed all the tranquillity and trust he could into the first grip. He looked Lemons in the eye again. He could see the man’s eyes soften with the sensation.
“Mister Lemonsaley, please know that you never have anything to fear from me. If you ever need anything, find me by name at the Palace.”
Taal let go, but Lemons stood a moment longer as though dazed. The priest turned his eyes from the sight. His chest clenched with fear and he hoped Sunne had not seen. With one last pat for the attention-seeking horse Taal left the courtyard and the blacksmith behind to go back to the Palace and report to Āni. He would have to be careful. He didn’t want Āni to know what he had found out.
Somewhere it trembled. A dizzy wave washed around it. A sick burning feeling rumbled. There was a splash. It broke the silence.
Guhji felt the air ripped from his lungs. He couldn’t scream as a sharp pain stabbed through him. This is it, he thought, this is where I die. In the mirror there was nothing. Sunne had abandoned him. His body arched and spasmed as he struggled to breathe. He’d chosen this. He had done all this just to avoid Āni, and now he was dying. Malkin was gone. The church in Undernal was falling apart, and now he was going to leave it all behind too. He couldn’t help but wonder if Āni would have been as bad as this. It didn’t matter though. Now he was going somewhere Āni couldn’t reach him. Except, he wasn’t that lucky. Guhji breathed again.
The sun was beginning to set a dark charcoal orange in the sky over the group. But they weren’t far from Elgárnd now. Maybe an hour at the pace they were going. Benji ploughed on ahead. He knew he wasn’t going too fast for the others yet, and the faster they walked the quicker they would be somewhere safe again. It felt like it had been a long time since they had been safe. Suddenly Sabeh stopped them.
“Wait,” the Ickian called.
Benji stopped and turned. So did the others. Sabeh stood with his feet grounded as his quick eyes darted around.
“Do you see that?” he asked.
They all tried to find what he meant.
“Something’s disturbed the water…” Satinka murmured.
Once she’d said it they could see it. The area all around them looked like moving land as the water beneath the plants bobbed up and down. They watched it for a moment but it didn’t seem to ebb.
“Don’t worry about it,” Benji told them. “Come on.”
He turned to keep going, but Sabeh wasn’t moving. Benji turned back to him again.
“A lot of things live in this marsh,” he said. “If they’re all moving around down there it’s not a big deal.”
“I think something’s wrong,” Sabeh was adamant.
“Why? Can you talk to water now?” Benji asked sarcastically.
Taum rolled his eyes at reference to his own ability. Sabeh stayed stonily silent.
“I didn’t think so,” Benji sneered.
Satinka took her boyfriend’s hand and squeezed it gently.
“What would you want us to do anyway?” she asked.
Sabeh shrugged but nodded. Even if he was right there was nothing they could do about it now. Whatever was happening was doing so under the water and there was absolutely no point jumping in to find out about it. They continued on at Benji’s insistence but the water continued to rock. The waves became stronger and Sabeh’s concern proved contagious. Watching the water move made the path easier to find in the failing light, but it set everyone’s teeth on edge as they tried not to think about what must be happening beneath the surface.
The water licked furiously at the side of the path and suddenly splashed up onto the mossy ground – just in front of Sabeh. He stared at it. The water slopped onto the path and formed tiny pools that glittered in the sunset like little drops of fire on the ground. Sabeh didn’t move to step over them. He looked out to the swamp. Benji turned back, knowing he was more annoyed by the Ickian’s behaviour than he should be.
“It’s just water! What’s‒”
Anything else Benji had to say was drowned out. An almighty splash broke the quiet of the marsh. The splash sprayed the group down with stale water and pond weed. A ferocious roar sounded above them. It echoed deafeningly around the empty marsh.
Benji wiped the muck from his eyes and looked up, freezing at the sight of what towered over them. A gigantic snake rose up from the water. Its green scaly body was as thick as a temple pillar. Pale fangs the size of a man’s arm gleamed in its mouth. It screamed into the sky and tipped its giant head down. Its monstrous black eyes looked down and found Benji. He couldn’t move. Terror gripped him as one of Brukna’s great servants lunged for him with its wide mouth agape. There wasn’t time to react. Luckily he didn’t need it. An arm caught him full in the chest, knocking him back to the ground.
Benji hit the earth and skidded back in the mud, sliding a safe distance from the fight. He looked up. The snake’s fangs had missed their original target, but one had torn a bloody gash in Elvac’s already scarred arm. The soldier had drawn his sword and lashed out at the creature to keep it back, leaving a dark slice down the side of its face. The snake went for him again, but Elvac dodged under its fangs, leaping forward under its head. As the creature pulled back to find him Elvac thrust his sword up under its jaw. Its eyes rolled up in it head and its body thrashed in the swamp, spraying marsh water everywhere.
Elvac pulled his sword back, tearing through the side of the creature’s neck. Blood spurted over him and stained a dark smear across the marsh, but he stood tall over the giant snake that lay dead. Half its body crashed over the path where it fell. Elvac stood over it for a moment, watching it as it lay there, almost as though part of him expected it to get back up. It didn’t. With a sigh he wiped his sword clean on the soggy mossy ground and dried some of the water from it with the edge of his cloak before sheathing it again.
It was all over so fast. No one else had had time to react to the fight before it was finished. Benji sat on the ground where he’d fallen. For a moment he thought about getting up and then realised he was shaking too badly to stand. Elvac looked over at him.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
Benji could barely speak. “U-Unagi don’t attack humans…”
“I’ve got some pretty substantial evidence that argues otherwise,” Elvac smiled at him.
Something about the way Elvac looked at him made Benji very aware that he was sitting on the ground covered in mud and shaking in front of the man who’d just saved his life. His moment of shame was short lived though. Elvac’s attention was quickly diverted elsewhere. Satinka ran up to the blood soaked soldier. Concern creased her face.
“Elvac are you alright?”
“I’m fine,” he replied.
“You’re injured,” she pointed out.
“It’s just a scratch,” Elvac shrugged. “Unagi bites aren’t venomous so I’ll be alright. I’ll let Francis patch me up when we get to the city.”
“You’re damn right you will!” Francis cursed. “Rushing into danger and saving everyone like that… how dare you!”
Elvac laughed at her. Her sense of mock outrage was never far off when she was scared, and the snake attack had shocked them all… mostly. Benji stood slowly and brushed himself off. He watched as Sabeh wandered over to inspect the snake. For a moment he wished it had killed him so that he wouldn’t have to live with Sabeh’s attitude. The Ickian had warned them, and Benji had blown him off. Still, what could they have done anyway? He couldn’t shake the feeling that this shouldn’t have happened. Unagi, the giant snakes of Brukna, never just attacked people randomly.
“It can’t have been a random attack…” Benji muttered.
“I don’t think it was,” Sabeh agreed. “Not really.”
Benji looked up and met the Ickian’s dark eyes. They never agreed on anything. Sabeh pointed at the side of the snake’s still body as he addressed Elvac.
“You weren’t the first one to have a go at this beast,” he said.
They crowded around to look, but the wounds Sabeh pointed to weren’t the only set. The Unagi was covered in deep tearing scratches. It looked like something had mauled it, leaving serious gashes in its flesh.
“What in Brukna’s name did that?” Benji asked.
“Something I never ever want to meet,” Arrio answered.
“It looks like rainbows…” Elvac murmured.
Everyone turned to stare at him. His eyes were glazed and he swayed slightly.
“It looks like…” Elvac trailed off as he fell.
“Elvac!” Benji cried, catching his friend before he hit the ground.
Benji knelt on the ground with his arms scooped under Elvac’s shoulders, holding the unconscious man partially upright. Elvac’s head rested back against Benji’s chest and he didn’t move.
“I thought he said Unagi bites weren’t venomous!” Satinka cried as she checked his pulse.
“They’re not,” Benji assured. His stomach fell as he saw the gash on his friend’s arm again. “But their blood is poisonous…” he whispered. “He’s got snake blood in his wound.”
Satinka looked up at him and Benji tried to hide the fear and pain in his eyes. The Syrene girl’s gaze was penetrating though.
“What do we do?” she asked.
Benji thought for a moment. Francis couldn’t help. If she could she would have come forward already. She didn’t know enough about curing Unagi poisoning. He only knew one person that did.
“We have to get him to the city,” Benji said urgently. “There’s someone there who can save him.”
Satinka nodded.
“I’ll go,” Benji offered. “I’ll run him there and come back for you guys. He doesn’t have enough time to travel like this.”
“No,” Satinka argued.
“It’s the only way to get him there in time!” Benji yelled at her.
“You’re not running off with him. We stay as a group and get there fast, or he dies.”
“Screw you witch! I’m‒”
“You’ll never make it,” she cut him off. “You’ve been travelling for days on little food and less sleep. He’s heavier than you are, and there is no way you will be able to carry him and run that distance. You will both die in the swamp. You said he doesn’t have time so stop fighting with me about this. We do it my way.”
Benji stared daggers at her.
“Give him to me,” she ordered. “Everyone else get ready to run. We’re not leaving anyone behind.”
She turned to look back at the group. Arrio slung his pack off his shoulders and handed it to Sabeh who slung it on with his other one. The Zynaldini looked down at Francis. He crouched down in front of her.
“Climb on,” he said.
“You’re not carrying me,” she protested.
“You think you can keep pace with us then?” he asked.
With a reluctant face she wrapped her pale little arms around his neck and held on as he lifted her onto his back. She was so small in comparison she almost looked like a child. He wouldn’t have any trouble carrying her. Satinka looked back to Benji who uncertainly let her take Elvac from him. She grabbed the soldier by his arms and legs and slung him over her shoulders. It looked ridiculous: this giant man being held up by such a small woman, but she seemed to have no problem carrying him. She looked down at Benji. The light in the sky was faint and fading fast.
“Run,” she told him.
He got to his feet and took off for Elgárnd. The group were hot on his heels as he ran through the swamp like his life depended on it.
Further away it sat in the dark sticky mud. It was cold and wet after the fall into the swamp. Hunger and exhaustion had gotten the better of it, and in a moment of weakness it had tumbled into the water. At least it was learning its limits though. It had so dreaded falling in the water, and now that it was out again it wanted badly not to get wet again. It had clawed and bitten the flesh of the creature in the water that had tried to kill it. The snake meat in its belly now made it feel dreadfully ill as it lay in the mud. It licked the bloody hole in its leg that the snake had bitten to try and clean it. It couldn’t travel like this. It would have to wait. Wait until it healed. Its black orb like eyes rolled in its head as it looked at the wound. Its long tongue curled out of its mouth and prodded the wound again. It wouldn’t take long to heal.
Guhji lay tangled in his blankets. Priests and doctors had come and gone from his room. They were all people trying to care for him, and people talking about what to do with him. No one could help. There was nothing anyone could do. Finally he completely understood why Malkin had kept the creature locked up so that it could be controlled while it was connected to him. The old man had been clever. He knew what he was doing. Guhji didn’t, but he was only just realising this as he lay here. He knew the truth now. Even Āni couldn’t torture him more than this. The Raven had been designed to withstand almost anything, but he was connected to it and he couldn’t. He was dying the slowest, most painful death possible, and no one could help him. They didn’t know what kind of help he needed, and he couldn’t tell them when they asked. He was trapped in his own body as the Raven healed and he remained paralysed and mute. His mind whirled, screaming and echoing inside his own skull, but no one could hear him. No one knew how much pain he was in or how mad he was going trapped inside the shell of his own tortured body. This was the price… and when he died the Raven would get to eat his body. He finally understood the deal he had made. He had joined with the Raven believing in ‘if’, but now he knew for certain it was a case of ‘when’. The Raven would make sure of that. After all, he remembered finally, it was Āni’s own magic that had helped to create it.
They sky was dark and the faint orange of the sun was long gone, but the orange glow from the lamps of Elgárnd was getting closer. Benji felt as though his legs were on fire and he struggled to breathe. He’d come close to taking a dive into the swamp several times travelling at a full run, but he’d always caught himself just in time. He would have sworn running through the marsh when he was little had been easier, but there hadn’t been nearly so much at stake then. He felt sick through his whole body and wondered if he’d faint when they finally stopped. They only thing keeping him going was sheer will power. But the gates of Elgárnd were right there.
The wall of the marsh capital towered up above them. It was made of gigantic pointed stakes that ringed around the entire city and stabbed up into the sky. Benji could see the two orange points of light from the lamps that marked the entrance. His feet slipped in the mud but he kept running, heading straight for the gap in the gate.
The moon was beginning to rise on the other side of the city and it cast a faint silvery halo around Elgárnd. Benji sprinted for the entrance. He could see the first wooden walkway. He leapt through the gate and his boot hit the planked path. It felt strange to have solid ground underfoot again. He raced on through the city. His loud footsteps echoing under the wooden walkway and the sound of the others close behind him.
Elgárnd was built on top of massive wooden piles that kept it up from the swamp. All the streets were raised walkways that acted like bridges between the small wooden huts that made up most of the city. Tiny lamps hung from the edges of rooftops and poles around the streets, and they creaked slightly in the breeze as the group rushed past them. Benji raced through the streets, keeping to the edge of town, and following the wall around the city. He headed straight for a small group of huts near the wall. His boots echoed loudly over the small bridge to the buildings, and he reached a hut that had a faint light coming out from under the door. He banged repeatedly on the door as loudly as he could.
“Open up,” he called. “Please open the door.”
He could hear someone moving inside, and then a warm light spread over them. The door opened and an elderly woman looked out. She was tall and thin, clothed in a long green dress and a pale brown shawl. Her grey hair was woven into strings of tiny braids full of handmade beads. She looked at Benji with green eyes that were not unlike his own.
“Benji?” she asked.
“Please Grandma,” he begged. “Help us. He’s dying.”
The old woman looked around her grandson to Satinka and Elvac. Her expression bore no surprise and she inclined her head to Satinka.
“This man has Unagi blood in his wound,” Satinka wasted no time. “He was infected almost an hour ago. Please help him.”
“Come in,” the old woman invited.
She walked back into her house with Satinka close behind her. Once inside Satinka lay Elvac down on a mattress in the corner and Benji’s grandmother began to inspect his wound.
Outside the rest of them caught their breath as the adrenaline slowly wore off. They’d made it exactly where they needed to be. All they could do now was wait. Arrio crouched down and let Francis slide off his back. She clambered off and stretched.
“Well that wasn’t so bad,” she commented.
“Yeah?” Taum wheezed.
The look he gave her suggested she try running the distance they just did, but she ignored him, choosing instead to peer inside at what was being done to Elvac.
“So your grandmother’s a sage?” she asked Benji.
“A shaman,” he nodded.
“That doesn’t explain you at all,” she judged.
Benji shook his head wearily at her comment but he’d lost her attention already. She moved through the door into the hut. Benji followed her with his eyes.
Elvac lay still and unmoving on the straw mattress. He was dangerously pale and looked almost dead. Satinka sat at his side. To look at her Benji would never have guessed she had been running with the rest of them. She looked calm and composed. Despite carrying Elvac the whole way she hadn’t even broken a sweat. Her small green dress was caked with mud and her bare feet and legs were filthy. She didn’t even seem to notice. She was watching Elvac too. She reached out and stroked the soldier’s blonde hair back from his face. He didn’t move or make a sound. Francis watched as Benji’s grandmother ground leaves in a small stone bowl. She poured water over it and kept grinding. Francis’s expression became alarmed.
“What are you doing?” she asked the old woman. “Isn’t that Darga?”
“It is,” the shaman replied.
“That’s a poison!” Francis cried.
“It is,” the shaman repeated.
The old woman laid her pestle aside and stood with the stone bowl. Murky dark liquid floated in it. She looked Francis in the eye.
“There is no cure for Unagi poisoning,” she said. “But Darga is more poisonous to Unagi than it is to humans. The only way I know to save a human from Unagi poison is to give them Darga, wait for the poison to kill the Unagi cells, and then try and save the person from the Darga. It is the only thing I have ever been successful trying.”
“That sounds too dangerous,” Francis protested.
“The alternative is to wait for him to die,” the old woman stated.
“Do it then,” Francis relented.
Benji’s grandmother wandered over to Satinka and sat down on the edge of the mattress.
“Lift his head, child,” she instructed.
Satinka sat on her knees and reached under Elvac’s shoulders. She hauled him up into a sitting position and rested his head up on her shoulder to steady him.
“I hope you were not too late,” the shaman whispered.
Carefully the old woman fed Elvac the Darga. He could barely swallow but they made it work. Benji watched them for what felt like hours but would only have been a few minutes. He trusted his grandmother, but he couldn’t believe he was sitting by while she poisoned his best friend. His chest ached as he leant on the doorframe and watched. He didn’t know if the pain was from the run or worry. Maybe both.
Once Elvac had been force-fed the Darga, Satinka lay him back down. Benji’s grandmother led the two girls back outside.
“Now we wait,” she told the solemn group.
“Thank you,” Sabeh said.
There wasn’t much else they could say. The old woman inclined her head to him.
“My name is Yargi,” she told them. “You may all stay with me while your friend recovers.”
She indicated at the collection of small dark huts that backed onto hers.
“Benji can show you around and find you clean garments. There is a washroom at the back. I advise that you make yourselves at home. I do not know how long you will be here. Please excuse me, I should not leave your friend for long.”
She turned away from them. The beads in her hair clinked as she walked back into the hut to watch over Elvac. Benji didn’t want to leave Elvac either, but he knew if he tried to go into her house in this state she would take the broom to him.
“Gran…” he called weakly.
She turned back to him.
“There’s… there’s the body of the Unagi to the west of the city. It’s about an hour away.”
“Thank you,” she nodded at him.
He gave her a nod before he turned away and led the others down to the adjoining huts. Taum gave him a look and he felt compelled to explain.
“Unagi are sacred,” he whispered. “They are the children of Brukna. When one dies their body rises to the surface, and it cannot be allowed to go to waste. One of my gran’s duties as shaman is to read the stones and find out if and where Unagi bodies are. Then she has to let the bridging teams know so that the body can be collected. Everything has to be used. It cannot be allowed to spoil. The meat, the skin, the bones – everything has a use.”
Taum nodded in acceptance and didn’t ask any more questions. He was probably just glad Benji was still functioning enough to remember the custom.
Benji reached the central hut. It was the largest and he opened the door to it. He knew it contained a trunk of clothes and towels which was exactly what they needed. Inside was dark but he could see enough. The room was circular with benches around the edges and a fireplace in the far wall. He moved across the room and took some wood from the basket by the fireplace and set it in the grate. As he looked for his flint and tinder he felt someone beside him.
“Here,” Satinka offered. “Let me.”
The Syrene woman reached past him and put her hands into the fireplace. Blue flames grew from her fingers and grasped at the wood, catching the edges of the dry fuel and turning orange as they began to burn it. Satinka took her hands away and within seconds they had a roaring fire burning that cast a warm golden glow around the room.
“Really?” Danni asked in disgust behind them. They both turned to look at her. She stood with an unimpressed look on her face and her hands on her hips. “We’ve spent days in that damn swamp trying to light measly damp fires and the whole time you could do that?” she demanded.
“Yes,” Satinka replied. “And I wouldn’t have used it back then even if you’d asked, and I won’t use it when we leave to travel out of the marsh again either.”
More of the group than just Danni gave her critical looks.
“I don’t want Elvac to see it,” she explained. “His mental state is fragile enough as it is. I don’t know what happened to him down in the South, but I do know that when he returned the priests in Undernal used our blue fire to torture him. I don’t know how he’d react to it and I don’t want to find out.”
Everyone just stared at her.
“We won’t ever ask you to,” Benji promised.
She nodded at them and stood. Benji moved past her to a trunk in the centre of the room and opened it. It was full of towels and bed linen all in a natural sandstone colour.
“Help yourselves,” Benji offered. “I’ll make us up some rooms. If we clean up and change she might let us see Elvac.”
“Thanks,” Sabeh replied gratefully.
“The wash huts are at the very end. The left one is the women’s and the right is the men’s,” Benji indicated. “Can you light the lamps?” he asked Satinka.
She nodded.
“Oh and some of those trunks over there should have clean dry clothes in them,” he offered.
Satinka and the others took the towels that Benji offered and the Syrene woman led the others towards the wash huts. Taum stopped at the door and turned back.
“Aren’t you coming?” he asked.
“Not yet,” Benji replied. “I’ll get some rooms sorted first. Might not have the energy later so best to do it now.”
“Do you want a hand?” Taum offered.
“I’m good,” Benji shook his head. “You go with the others. I’ll catch up.”
Taum nodded. His brown eyes had a strange knowing quality to them as he walked away, but he never pestered. It was one of the things Benji liked most about him. He was always willing to let things slide.
Benji sat down on the edge of the trunk, perching his skinny body on the hard rough wood. His shoulders slumped as he sat there and his fluffy white hair drooped around his face. He could hear the others over by the wash rooms but couldn’t make anything out. For a minute or two he just sat alone in the room with the fire.
He was home. For the first time in seven years he was home. Most of his family were away. He’d already known they would be from the last letter he received before they’d left Undernal. They were off visiting places on the west coast and had been planning on stopping by to see him at the university on their way home. He wondered what they would find when they got to Undernal now. At least his Grandmother would know the whole story. She could probably ease their minds. That way he wouldn’t have to tell them what had happened to him. They would come home and go back to the way things were. They’d never have to talk about this. They’d never have to talk about any of it.
Benji hung his head and began to cry. He couldn’t have told anyone why he was crying if they’d asked. If someone had asked he probably would have said it was because of Elvac ‒ because his friend was a few doors away from him dying and it felt like his fault. There was nothing about the Unagi attack that Benji could have prevented. Nothing he could have done to stop what happened, but still he felt responsible. He’d never wanted to hurt Elvac. The soldier was his best friend and Benji would do anything for him. Benji thought of the scars Elvac had brought home from the war, everything that must have happened to him, and everything he had lived with since. It was too much for one man. It wasn’t right that he was this close to death again after everything else. If something happened to him… if he didn’t get better…
Benji cried harder. He wiped his streaming face with his dirty hand and snuffled weakly. He wasn’t cut out for this, and he couldn’t deal with the strain of worrying about Elvac even when he wasn’t in mortal danger. Something had to be done.
Benji went outside onto the bridge and knelt by the railing. He reached down into the pool beneath him and splashed water onto his face to wash away his tears. The cold of the water stung on his skin and calmed him down. Pain was always soothing. Once he felt suitably composed he went back inside and gathered up most of the blankets from the chest. There were doors to the rest of the connecting huts from the large main room and Benji made up every single room. He couldn’t imagine they would need them all, but it made him feel better to be doing methodical light work.
Once the beds were all made he took a towel and followed the others. As he neared the wash huts he could hear annoying quantities of giggling coming from the left one. He shook his head and entered the other one. Upon opening the door he wasn’t overly surprised to find the room so steamed it was almost impossible to see.
“You’re all going to die of cold when you go back outside,” he warned them.
“I think I may be dying in here,” Sabeh’s voice floated back to him out of the steam. “But, actually, I’m not sure I mind.”
There was an approving sound somewhere from Arrio, as though bath time was the only time he’d actually felt warm since he’d left the desert. Benji didn’t say anything. He was honestly quite glad of the steam. He didn’t like people looking at him. Cautiously he undressed and made his way to the giant wooden tub in the middle of the room. He was fairly sure most of the mud had been on his clothes but he needed a wash more than anything after two weeks of travelling through the marsh.
He climbed over the edge and sunk down into the hot water. At first it stung his whole body. He felt like fire just coursed over his skin, but he didn’t mind. Slowly he adjusted to the heat of the water and leant back against the wall of the tub. Now that he was close enough he could see the rest of the guys lounging around in the water, but not very well. Everyone seemed to be off in their own private little world.
“Everyone,” Taum announced. “On the 1 to 10 relaxation scale Benji has just hit a 4. That is a new record.”
The other two laughed.
“I know how to relax,” Benji pouted.
“No you don’t,” the reply was unanimous.
Benji raised a slim white eyebrow that no one saw. He knew they thought of him as uptight, but the perfect unison of the reply made him wonder how much of that was intended as a joke. From the other room came more shushed laughter. Sabeh chuckled to himself on the other side of the pool.
“What?” Benji asked, wishing instantaneously that he hadn’t.
“My girlfriend is naked in the next room with two inclusive lesbians who haven’t had any privacy for about a week,” he replied flippantly.
“You’re disgusting,” Taum told him.
“No,” Arrio disagreed. “You know what his problem is?”
Everyone waited for the answer.
“When he was little someone told him he was funny, and it never occurred to him that they were just being polite,” Arrio finished.
Everyone in the room laughed. Once he stopped laughing Sabeh defended himself.
“I am funny,” the Ickian argued. “I’m just also unashamedly perverted, and there is nothing wrong with that.”
“Unless you happen to be someone who spends a lot of time with you,” Arrio pointed out.
“In which case it’s contagious,” Taum joked.
Silence fell in the room again. Benji wondered if he really was starting to relax when the quiet was rudely broken.
“You remember last time we actually had a decent bath?” Sabeh spoke to the room. “And Francis came over for a chat completely naked and wet?”
There were a few short sharp splashes that echoed over the sound of Sabeh laughing.
“You people are so easy to shock,” he laughed.
“You’re not funny,” Arrio told him.
“What’s the big deal?” Sabeh asked.
“It’s inappropriate,” Benji muttered.
“Yeah?” Sabeh questioned daringly.
“Please,” Arrio sighed. “Can we just sit here in peace for a moment without you turning everything into a debate?”
“All I’m saying,” Sabeh concluded. “Is that that was hilarious. She would have thought so too, and why do you lot care about seeing her tits when she clearly doesn’t care if you do?”
Silence fell. Benji suddenly remembered why he really didn’t like Sabeh. The man was a fire starter. He rocked the boat. He had these ideas about how the world should be, that were different from other people’s societal customs, and he always felt the need to argue them. For no reason other than the desire for the debate.
“I’m getting out,” Arrio announced, climbing from the water.
“I don’t get why it bothers you, Zynaldini,” Sabeh said.
“She’s my friend,” he replied as he gathered his things and left.
There was silence in the room for a moment. Hot, steamy, awkward silence.
“You’re a dick,” Taum told Sabeh.
“I’m sorry,” the Ickian apologised earnestly.
“I’m not the one you need to be apologising to,” Taum pointed out.
Slowly and quietly Sabeh climbed from the pool and gathered his things before following Arrio out. When the door was shut Taum let out a sigh and stretched out, tucking his toes under the bench opposite him and lying almost straight in the water.
“That is much better,” he told the world.
Benji chuckled.
“Don’t get me wrong, I like those guys,” Taum corrected. “But it’s been a long time since I just got to be on my own.”
“Shall I leave too?” Benji joked.
“No, no not at all,” Taum disagreed. “I don’t mind your company. Besides, we’ve lived together long enough that I’m used to it. I just like the peace and quiet of not being around those two.”
“Particularly Sabeh,” Benji agreed.
“He’s not that bad,” Taum grinned. “I find he’s great value for humour. But it’s okay, I know you don’t like him.”
“I just…” Benji struggled to defend himself.
“It’s okay.” Taum laughed. “It’s just me. You don’t need to justify anything.”
Benji smiled to himself. It was true. That was what was so great about Taum. He didn’t have to try and excuse his feelings.
“Are you alright?” Taum asked carefully.
Benji knew he was talking about how long it took him to come and join them.
“Yeah,” he replied softly.
Taum didn’t push it. He let the topic rest, so Benji figured he might as well do the same. He leant back in the pool and let the hot water ease his tired body. He might as well make the most of it.




THE SHAMAN

Benji woke with a slight splash. He looked around but the room was still steamy and the water was still hot. He heard a laugh from the other side of the pool.
“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t have let you drown,” Taum chuckled.
“Heh.” Benji shook his head to clear it. “How long was I out?”
“Not long at all,” Taum answered. “Maybe 15 minutes? I’m not keeping track in here.”
“I should really get out and see Gran,” Benji mused.
“You mean check on Elvac?” Taum said.
“Same thing,” Benji dodged the insinuation.
He quickly washed his face and hair. The hot water stung him again slightly. There was a rough cloth on the side of the tub and he used it to quickly scrub over his skin. Once he felt suitably mud and dirt free he climbed from the water. One of the sinks at the edge of the room still had warm water in it, and a razor hanging next to it. Benji took the opportunity to shave. His hair was so fine and pale that over two weeks he’d barely grown anything noticeable. Facial hair wasn’t really one of his strengths, but he knew it would be less itchy once it was gone. He finished up quickly and turned back to Taum.
“See you inside?” he checked.
“Sure,” Taum replied. “Try not to freak out too much. He’ll be okay.”
Benji didn’t promise anything. No one cared about Elvac like he did. But his friend was very sick, and every time Benji thought about it his stomach dropped out a mile and he felt like fainting.
He quickly dried off the excess water with his towel and wrapped it around his body. He gathered up his old dirty clothes and left the steamy hut. Outside the cool air hit him like ice after the warmth of the wash hut. He shivered involuntarily against the cold but knew he’d be fine once he was dressed again. He heard a door behind him and turned. Danni and Francis were leaving the other room. Both women were wrapped up in long towels and carrying wet bundles.
“Hey skinny,” Danni addressed him.
“Hey,” he replied, a little more embarrassed about being caught in just a towel than he should have been.
“Is there somewhere we can hang these to dry?” Francis asked him, holding up a bundle.
Benji realised the girls had been washing their clothes.
“Of course,” he nodded. “Come in and I’ll set up a rack by the fire.”
He led them back towards the main hut. As they reached it he saw Satinka standing at the doorway. She was dressed in a long white robe that she’d belted at the waist and her midnight hair was bound up in a long braid. She saw them coming and smiled.
“I was going to go and check on Elvac,” she told them. “I’ll wait for you, if you like?”
“Thanks.” Benji nodded. “I won’t be long.”
He moved to pass her and enter the hut but he stopped a moment.
“Your hair looks nice,” he offered. “I’ve never seen it tied back.”
She laughed. “Thanks, Arrio did it.”
In all the years Benji had known her Satinka had never tied her hair up. Back when she used to dress in her church disguise all anyone ever saw were her robes and make up. She looked quite pretty in her plain attire, and her braid pulling her long hair back from her face exposed the swirling pattern on the side of her cheek. He knew it marked her as a non-human, but felt that perhaps it wasn’t what he had once thought. It wasn’t so different from the tribal tattoos many of his own people wore, and it wasn’t unattractive. What had once been anger and disgust at her alienisms was turning to sympathy for the difficulties she was facing. His anger at her all stemmed from everything that had happened to Elvac, but…
“Thank you,” he said quietly.
She gave him a confused look.
“You were right,” he admitted. “I would never have made it here on my own with him. We would have died if it wasn’t for you. I know how I might seem sometimes. I don’t always make the most rational decisions, but I want you to know how grateful I am that you were there to make the right call. You’re a good leader, and I respect your ability to keep your head and make sure we’re all safe. He’d be dead if it wasn’t for you, so thank you, so much.”
Satinka could see around Benji to the two girls, and their shocked and gaping expressions made her smile. An apology like this from Benji was unheard of. She tiptoed up and kissed his cheek.
“You’re not the only one who cares about him,” she reminded him. “I know you think I let him down somehow, but I still love him very deeply. I don’t want anything to happen to any of you. So you’re welcome.”
He nodded sheepishly as she patted his shoulder.
“Now go put some pants on,” she instructed.
Benji laughed weakly and passed her to enter the hut. Inside the fire was still roaring. Sabeh and Arrio were sitting on two of the trunks near it still just with their towels wrapped around their waists. Sabeh looked as though he hadn’t even bothered to dry himself and his wet curls still dripped onto his shoulders. Arrio had undone his braid and was brushing his hair that had gone a dark burnt orange in the water. Ordinarily when his hair was plaited the braid reached his knees, but with it all loose it was the length of his whole body and trailed on the ground as he brushed it. Benji felt someone behind him and heard Danni’s voice.
“Francis, quiqui,” she called. “You have to come and see this.”
Benji stepped into the hut with all the girls close behind him. Francis was the last to enter and he heard her squeal of delight. He dumped his dirty clothes by the door to take out and wash later and wandered over to one of the chests. Inside he dug around for some clean clothes and pulled out a pair of mint green trousers. He pulled them on under his towel and tied the cord around his waist, holding the towel over his scarred arms.
“Damn you’re skinny boy,” Danni said behind him.
He turned and the way she eyed him up critically made him uncomfortable. It was true. He knew he looked like his skin had just been stretched over his bones. His ribs jutted out and every joint seemed strangely knobbly as though you could see how his skeleton fitted together. Still, he hated people looking at him. He shrugged at her and dug out a white linen shirt from the trunk, chucking it on and hiding his body. The shirt was too big and hung off him strangely, but he didn’t care. Danni wasn’t paying any attention to him anymore. She dug through the trunk and pulled out a white dress with flowers embroidered on the bottom.
“Do you mind?” she asked.
“Help yourself,” he replied.
Danni chucked the dress over to Francis.
“Put that on quiqui, and then you can play with him. If he doesn’t mind,” Danni said.
Francis obediently pulled the dress on over her towel and then pulled the towel out. She looked over at Arrio with hungry eyes. The Zynaldini noticed.
“I’m not a doll, chichina,” he pointed out.
Francis said nothing. Arrio sighed and held the brush out. The tiny girl chuckled in a self-satisfied manner and bounced over to him, clambering up onto the trunk behind him and taking the brush. Arrio sat patiently as she brushed.
“Wow,” she commented. “You have the nicest hair in the world.”
“And there is so much of it,” Sabeh chuckled. “While you’re there Francis, you should get a knife and cut some of it off.”
“Don’t you dare!” Arrio barked.
“I wouldn’t. Don’t worry,” Francis comforted him. She stroked his hair and ran her fingers through it as she brushed it. “It’s so manageable,” she sighed enviously. “What I wouldn’t give to have your hair.”
“Everyone always wants what they can’t have,” Satinka laughed.
“Really?” Sabeh asked. “‘cause I think I’m good.”
Sabeh gave Benji a look and he nodded as he towelled his hair dry.
“Yeah, actually I don’t care much either,” Benji agreed. He shook his head as he took the towel away and his light fine white hair stood up in all directions like reed grass.
“You are the furriest little thing,” Danni chuckled, ruffling his hair.
“Please don’t touch me,” he requested.
She laughed at him. He hung his towel over one of the chests to dry and moved over to where the others were by the fire.
Against the wall were several lengths of jaracho. Jaracho was a gigantic strong hollow grass that grew in some areas of the marsh and could be useful for a great deal of things. These particular pieces slotted together to make a rack that Benji set up a few meters from the fire for the group to hang their wet things on. He indicated to Danni, who had found dry clothes for herself, and she came over to sort out the wet clothes they’d brought in. She gathered her girlfriend’s things as well while Francis was distracted by Arrio’s fiery red hair. The small blonde girl sat transfixed behind the giant Zynaldini with his brush. Sabeh watched them with a smile.
“You doing okay there?” he asked.
“It’s actually quite relaxing,” Arrio smiled.
“Can I braid it?” Francis asked.
Arrio passed her the two black leather strips he used to tie it back. She took them and began to brush his hair back into a long tight ponytail. Satinka crossed the room and sat down next to Sabeh who put an arm around her waist. She watched Francis at work and toyed with her own braid.
“It feels strange having it done up,” she commented.
“Only because you’re not used to it,” Arrio replied. “I couldn’t leave mine undone even if I wanted to. It just becomes impossible to manage.”
“But the whole point of not cutting it is the braid, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes,” he nodded.
“It always seemed a strange custom to me,” Sabeh commented.
“Everything religious seems like a strange custom to you,” Arrio retorted.
Sabeh shrugged but didn’t argue. Satinka laughed at him and kissed him for conceding his faults.
“Fashion as a symbol of religious custom is not unusual,” Arrio continued. “Many tribes take part in it. We Zynaldini who swear ourselves to Zyki never cut our hair and bind it in a braid ‒ to symbolise the leash that binds us to the Great Beast. It shows the world that no matter how far we travel Zyki can always pull us back if he needs us.”
“Controlling much?” Sabeh asked.
Satinka slapped her boyfriend on the shoulder for his disrespect.
“You can be as dismissive as you like,” Arrio told him. “But I’ve told you before I consider this braid to be a great testament to my faith. You consider my hair ridiculously impractical, and there would be times I agree with you. For most of my life it would have been so much easier to have cut it away and be done with it. But I consider the length it grew Zyki’s attempt to test my faith, and for better or worse I will always be most loyal to my god.”
Francis smiled at this as she plaited away behind him. Sabeh just scratched his head in surrender.
“Well, actually, I just kinda have to respect that,” the Ickian gave up. “I know I’m an arse about gods, and I have my reasons for that, but I concede that I’d never expect you to think like me. Also, I kinda admire the strength of your faith. Don’t take this the wrong way, but sometimes I wonder what it would be like to have faith like that: to believe in something so strongly. I mean, when you just don’t have faith in anything… someone who’s logical and understanding still believing so fiercely ‒ that is somewhat impressive.”
“You’re damn right it is,” Arrio replied. “And you are an arse. I’m not the only one out there with unwavering faith.”
“Eh.” Sabeh pulled a face. “See, there we are, you use that term ‘unwavering faith’ and I stop trusting what you say. It can’t be unwavering. That stops you thinking critically about your god and that makes you stupid.”
“Do you want to go tell Yargi that?” Arrio asked.
“Nope,” Sabeh replied instantly.
“Because she is a shaman of Brukna,” Arrio pointed out. “And she holds true to many of the same customs I do, including wearing the traditional snake braids of many of the marsh folk.”
“Yeah,” Sabeh conceded. “But I bet her faith isn’t ‘unwavering’.”
Everyone in the room turned to Benji. He realised they were all waiting for him to settle this argument. He sighed and his shoulders slumped.
“How would I know?” he asked. “You’re all talking about the grandma I haven’t seen in seven years.”
“Really?” Satinka pestered. “You haven’t seen her in seven years?”
Benji shrugged. “Well this is the first time I’ve been home since I left for Undernal. And my parents came to visit sometimes in the city but grandma never leaves the marsh.”
“For spiritual reasons, I’m sure,” Arrio smiled.
“Or because she’s an old lady and getting in and out of this city is a mission,” Sabeh suggested.
Francis finished braiding Arrio’s hair and tied it in place with the second piece of leather.
“I have an idea,” she announced.
Everyone looked to her.
“Shut up or I will tranquilise you all.” She smiled sweetly.
Laughter ran around the room: the kind of laugher that could appreciate the joke, but also knew it was probably a very real threat.
“Nice call,” Satinka told her. “But we should be checking on Elvac now anyway.”
Everyone nodded and she stood up to go while the others started to sort themselves out. She looked down on Sabeh.
“Are you going to put some clothes on?” she inquired.
“Nope,” he answered. “I’m never getting dressed again.”
“Alright. Well don’t scare anybody,” she instructed.
He laughed and affectionately kissed her hand as she stood by him. Sabeh stood up and pulled his girlfriend into a hug as Arrio began searching for clothes. The Ickian kissed Satinka’s cheek and she smiled.
“Also,” she told him quietly, “stop hassling Arrio.”
“It’s not hassling,” he replied. “He knows I like and respect him. I can accept his faith and devotion to Zyki, just as he can accept that my strongest belief is to question everything. We agreed to disagree a long time ago.”
“And yet…” Satinka added dryly.
Arrio chuckled as he wrapped himself up in layers of winter clothing from one of the trunks. Sabeh eyed him up critically.
“I always think you’re going to melt to death,” he commented.
“And I always think you’ll freeze,” Arrio replied.
Satinka looked over at Francis.
“You’d never believe that they’re actually good friends, would you?” she drawled.
“Not tonight,” Francis agreed. “But last week sometime when we were lost in the swamp they were cuddling and that was cute.”
Everyone laughed. Even Benji felt he had to laugh at that. There was something about the flippant and straight-faced way Francis delivered her jokes that made what she was saying that much more amusing.
“Are we waiting for Taum?” Danni asked.
Benji shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think he’s enjoying the peace and quiet of being alone.”
“Yeah,” Danni related. “You people can get pretty tiresome.”
Francis wandered over to her and snuggled up against her.
“You can be so awful.” She smiled sweetly. “And so sexy when you do it.”
Danni laughed and squeezed her butt. Benji shook his head and looked away. He wasn’t a fan of public displays of affection. For some reason they just made him feel awkward. It wasn’t something he could relate to easily.
He caught Satinka’s eye across the room. She nodded her head to the door and he took the hint. He left quickly and knew she wasn’t far behind with the others. He crossed back over the bridge. The soft wood felt familiarly springy underfoot, and he couldn’t believe it had been years since he’d been here.
It was dark and the night did its best to hide the world, but he still felt like nothing had changed in the time he’d been gone. He wouldn’t be surprised if nothing had changed, at least not on the edges of the city. Yargi had left her door open, but Benji still knocked on it anyway.
“Grandma?” he inquired.
Yargi looked up at him. She sat perched on a stool by Elvac’s mattress. The soldier’s wrist was in her hand as she checked his pulse. She smiled when she saw her grandson and placed Elvac’s wrist back down, before standing up and coming over.
“Benji, darling,” she embraced him. “Are you feeling better?”
Benji hugged his grandma back. She smelt like smoke from the fires mixed with the flowers and herbs she used in her balms. It was a comforting homey smell.
“Kind of,” he replied hesitantly.
If he was totally honest he wasn’t sure what he felt. He was glad to be home and he was grateful to be safe, but the thought of Elvac was still chilling his blood. Only her assurances could comfort him on that score. Behind him footsteps sounded as the others caught up. As Benji let Yargi go and stepped back he could see her looking at the group with curious eyes. There was something more to her gaze. She wanted the group to take him back. She didn’t want to watch what was about to happen. Something was wrong.
“Grandma…?” Benji started nervously. “What’s wrong? How is he?”
Yargi took her hands from her grandson’s shoulders and walked back inside. The group trailed quietly behind her to Elvac’s bed. The old woman sat back on her stool. She checked Elvac’s pulse once more, and then finally rested her hands in her lap with a sigh.
“He’s dying,” she answered, “and there is nothing I can do.”
Everything stopped. Benji felt the whole world freeze and collapse in an instant. Hours passed in the second it took for her words to fall. Silence reigned. It was as though he had gone deaf at her statement. The universe could continue to function, but it would never affect him again. Then reality crashed back down. It was like the sound and pain of a million shards of glass exploding through his soul. Satinka rushed to the side of the bed and knelt down. She placed a hand over Elvac’s burning forehead.
“What do you mean you can’t do anything?!” Benji demanded.
Francis dodged around him to the bed and took Elvac’s pulse the way Yargi had.
“Brunka’s teeth,” the girl cursed. “His heart’s racing!”
“And I can’t stop it,” Yargi sighed. “The Darga is killing the Unagi poison, but it won’t manage in time. They’re both killing him. If I try and cure the Darga now there will still be enough Unagi poison left in his veins to kill him, but if I don’t cure the Darga he will burn out and die. I have no way of slowing his heart. The Darga will destroy his organs and kill him. There is nothing I can do now. I’m sorry, but you were too late. He is going to die. I can’t save him.”
“No!” Benji yelled much more defiantly than he intended. “He’s not going to die! You have to do something!”
“I’m sorry, Benji,” Yargi apologised. “But there is nothing… I don’t know how to slow his heart.”
“Francis?!” Benji turned on the tiny medic.
She looked at him with steely blue eyes that were glazed with a distant coldness. They served to remind him that Elvac wasn’t just his friend, but he wasn’t paying attention. His world was ending.
“What Benji?” she asked stiffly.
“Do something!” he ordered.
“Like what?” she continued in the same tone. “Have you invented some device or found some herb that will save him? If so I would be more than happy to help you with it, but I don’t know what to do.”
“But there has to be something!” he begged. “Please, someone!”
He felt borderline hysterical and didn’t know what to do. If it would have helped to have cut out his own heart and given it to the dying soldier he would have, except he didn’t know anything about medicine and the people who did weren’t helping. But there had to be something they could do. There had to.
“Get out,” said a cold voice behind them.
Everyone turned. Sabeh was standing back, holding the door open for them.
“Everyone get out,” he ordered.
For a moment no one moved in surprise. Then Satinka stood to go. Sabeh gave her an exasperated look.
“Not you,” he corrected.
“Oh,” she replied, in a tone that suggested she understood.
“Everyone else,” Sabeh nodded his head at the exit.
Benji towered over him in a blind rage. He could barely see and hear through his anger at the little self-righteous Ickian.
“How dare you‒!” he started to yell when a hand grabbed him roughly and pulled him back.
Benji looked down at the thin, wrinkled, old hand that held his arm in an iron-like grip. Yargi addressed the room as she pulled her grandson away.
“Come away, children,” she instructed. “Give them a moment.”
Yargi herded them all outside and Sabeh shut the door behind them. Looking back over his shoulder Benji caught a glimpse of Satinka climbing up onto the mattress with Elvac before the door clicked shut and blocked his view. The look he turned on his grandmother would have killed a lesser person, but she simply met his green eyes with her own.
“Their ways are not ours,” she told him simply. “You show great disrespect.”
No one said anything. Her thin mouth was set in a hard line and her eyes were like agate. She continued.
“Do you really think he does not care, or do you simply choose not to see it?”
“I…” Benji trailed off dumbfounded before the old woman.
“The latter I suppose. It doesn’t really surprise me,” Yargi sighed. She placed a hand on her grandson’s chest. “You have a great pain and anger in you, my child. You need to learn to let it go.”
“Grandma…” Benji muttered.
The door opened again. It had been closed maybe a minute but it swung back open and light from inside cast a warm glow over the bridge. Sabeh stood in the doorway again. He stepped outside but didn’t look their way.
“Where are you going?” Danni asked him.
“To find some pants,” he replied.
Sabeh disappeared over the bridge and back towards their hut. Benji peered inside. Satinka still sat on the mattress. Her eyes were closed and she held Elvac’s hands in her own. Yargi was the first to move. She passed through the doorway and headed straight for the soldier. Benji and the group followed her inside. They watched as the old woman took Elvac’s wrist from Satinka and checked his pulse. They waited. Yargi smiled.
“Nicely done,” the shaman murmured.
“Is it enough?” Satinka asked.
“Only time will tell,” Yargi replied.
Francis came back over to join them and helped Yargi check the soldier over. The small blonde medic shook her head in disbelief.
“He’s stable, for now,” she confirmed for the group. “But how did you do it?”
Satinka smiled. “If you don’t ask me I won’t lie to you.”
“Ah,” Francis muttered. “More of that mystic-magic mumbo-jumbo crap?”
Satinka smiled and sat back against the wall. She rubbed her cheek wearily and pulled her robe tighter around herself, but didn’t answer. Benji stared at Elvac as he lay at her feet. She’d done it again. He felt like he would do anything for Elvac, but every time it mattered the person who always actually did something was Satinka. She really could do anything, and for him she would. It made him feel sick.
He turned quietly and walked outside into the night. He wanted so badly to judge her ‒ to judge her and Sabeh for betraying Elvac. But all he had been able to do was yell. They were the ones who always took action – just like they had back in Undernal when they had rescued the group from the dungeons. His grandmother was right: he had a great pain and anger inside him. But he’d always had it. He didn’t know how to let it go or make it stop. He only knew the unhealthy coping mechanisms he had taught himself to survive. It wasn’t enough. But Elvac was going to be alright for the next little while, and for now that was enough.
Benji rubbed his wet eyes with his sleeve and looked out over the city. Voices sounded to his left. He looked toward them. Sabeh had found some blue trousers but from the looks of things still firmly refused to wear a shirt. He sat on the edge of the bridge by their hut with a dry and fully dressed Taum. Both of them sat dipping their toes in the water as they talked. From where he was standing Benji couldn’t make out what they said. He started toward them. As he neared they saw him approaching and Sabeh stood up to go.
“I’ll leave you guys to it,” the Ickian offered as Benji reached them.
“No, wait,” Benji stopped him.
Sabeh turned to face him.
“It was you I wanted to see, I‒” Benji stopped.
They were both looking at him in surprise. No one expected him to talk to the little dark eyed Ickian willingly.
“What happened in there?” Benji asked softly.
“She didn’t tell you?” Sabeh checked.
Benji shook his head. Sabeh raised an eyebrow at him.
“Then you really think I will?”
“I just wanted to know how you did it,” Benji defended. “I just want to know how to save him. It was magic, wasn’t it?”
“Knowing won’t help,” Sabeh told him.
Benji slumped. Arguing against Sabeh always felt pointless, as arguing with someone who has the upper hand often does. Sometimes it seemed as though the Ickian had been carved out of stone. There was something so immovable about him, as though no words or weapons had ever budged him. He was like Mount Ickiar itself. Benji hated that. He hated mountains.
“I could tell you anything right now,” Sabeh said. “Give you any situation in there and you would believe me. So bear that in mind when I tell you this: you don’t want to know.”
Benji looked back over at him. Sabeh stood against the railings of the bridge with a cold seriousness in his black eyes. Even Taum stood up to look at the strong, dark man. They both watched him, trying to comprehend the importance of his words.
“We all think that we live in a world of magic,” Sabeh continued. “And we do, but magic is not for humans. Sure, there are many who use it, but we find it or are given it ‒ we are never born with it. So instead of believing me when I tell you some story about what went on in there, please just believe me when I tell you, Benji, that knowing will bring you no sense of peace. In all likelihood it would probably make you feel worse.”
“It can’t be that bad…” Taum breathed.
“It’s not,” Sabeh replied. “But it would annoy the shit out of him if he knew.”
“Why me?” Benji asked.
The tone of Sabeh’s voice and the way he had indicated felt personal, like it was something he specifically shouldn’t know. Sabeh raised his eyebrow again.
“You serious?” he asked.
“Leave him alone,” Taum warned.
Benji watched the other two share a glance. It wasn’t a fighting look. They both seemed amused by something, something they weren’t sharing.
“Oh come on, please‒” Sabeh started to chuckle.
“Shhh,” Taum hushed him.
Surprisingly Sabeh stopped. Even he looked surprised at his own reaction to Taum’s soft interruption.
“You really don’t like people, do you?” Taum commented.
“I like people fine.” Sabeh shrugged.
“Then why do you always feel the need to challenge everything?” Taum pestered.
“I don’t!” Sabeh defended. “I’m not that bad!”
This time Benji was in on the glance. He shared a look with Taum. Sabeh was that bad.
“Your father isn’t by any chance a competitive and challenging man, is he?” Taum took the leap.
“Shut up!” Sabeh ordered. “Do not bring him into this!”
Again Benji and Taum shared a look. At Sabeh’s tone Benji was ready to let the whole thing drop, but Taum wasn’t done yet.
“And her majesty is right again…” the huntsman drawled.
“You want to know what the issue is with my father?” Sabeh threatened. The Ickian was small, only the same height as Taum, but somehow it felt like he was looming over both of them. His rage was bigger than all of them, and as he got right in their faces it felt like an avalanche of pressure raining down on them. “My father hates me,” Sabeh grated at them. “But not half as much as I hate him. That’s the issue.”
He turned his back on them and stalked off back towards Yargi’s hut. Benji let out the breath he’d been holding in. Taum rubbed his jaw thoughtfully.
“That sounds more complicated than he implies,” the huntsman suggested.
“I don’t care,” Benji told him.
“Really? I think it’s kinda interesting,” Taum mused. “I bet if we found out the story of what happened with his dad it would explain everything about him.”
“I still don’t care.”
“How can you not care?” Taum demanded. “The guy is a complete mystery!”
“I don’t like him, and I really couldn’t care less about his issues,” Benji explained. “Also, he kinda scared me for a moment then.”
“Yeah, he can be kinda scary,” Taum agreed. “Also, he could probably kill you with his bare hands.”
“Don’t say it like that,” Benji requested.
“Like what?”
“Like it’s somehow attractive that he’s this big, strong, powerful lump of muscle.”
Taum said nothing. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully again.
“I hate our little talks,” Benji grumbled.
“No you don’t,” Taum laughed.
Benji shook his head and sighed. The tall white haired boy started off towards his grandmother’s house. Taum trailed along behind him. Sabeh had already sat back down with the group by the time they got there. Yargi had everyone gathered on the floor down by the fire as she handed out bowls of soup. Sabeh was sitting with Satinka and all traces of the anger he had directed at them was gone. Francis saw them come in and smiled.
“We wondered where you’d gone. Shut the door behind you, please.”
Benji obliged and closed the door after them. Danni was eyeing up Taum.
“I see you’re done with…” she stopped suddenly. At the sight of Yargi whatever unbelievably rude comment she had been going to make died and she finished lamely. “… finding clothes.”
“Wow.” Taum laughed. “I think that’s the best insult you’ve ever thrown my way.”
“Shut up,” Danni grated.
“Both of you shut up and drink your soup,” Francis instructed.
She handed them both bowls of soup as Taum sat down with them. Benji wasn’t far behind. He took a bowl from his grandmother. It smelled delicious and familiar. Somehow he couldn’t believe it had been years since he’d had his grandmother’s soup.
“Thank you,” he said as he took the bowl.
Yargi ruffled his hair like she used to when he was a boy.
“How did you know to make so much, grandma?” he asked.
She smiled. “The stones told me I would have visitors tonight, although I didn’t expect you.”
“You use facada stones?” Sabeh asked her.
“The fortune telling ones?” Francis checked.
Yargi nodded. “I am skilled in many mystic arts. They are useful abilities to have on hand. It helps me to prepare for anything ‒ including my grandson turning up at the door with the strangest group of people in the North and a half dead soldier.”
“Oh come on,” Danni disagreed. “We’re not that strange.”
Yargi smiled at the Almenian woman as they sipped at their soup.
“You have no idea, child,” the old woman finally murmured.
Danni chose not to push it, and the others didn’t argue. They were all aware that the group had an unusual diversity about it, and anything else strange the shaman had seen in them was probably best kept private. Francis changed topic.
“How much longer should we leave Elvac before we try and cure the Darga?” the small blonde girl asked.
“I’m not sure,” Yargi replied. “I gave him quite a diluted batch so as not to kill him, but we need to give it time to work.”
The old shaman thought as she sipped her soup.
“He’s been under a while,” she conceded. “I will check on him after supper and perhaps then we can begin flushing the Darga from his system. However, if we do it too early than this has all been for nothing.”
“And if we do it too late?” Satinka asked.
“Well then, child, by your own words it is ‘too late’,” Yargi admitted.
A shiver moved around the room. Benji felt his appetite vanish, but he knew he hadn’t eaten properly all day and needed the food to keep him going. He drank his soup quickly. The faster he finished the faster he could help. As the others finished he took it upon himself to gather up the empty dishes. Danni went back for seconds. Benji thought his brain would explode. He couldn’t get mad at her though. She wasn’t really the one dragging anything out. His grandmother was the one taking her time. Danni just had the world’s craziest metabolism and an appetite to match. She finished two bowls of soup before Yargi got through one. The old lady was the last to finish, and easily the calmest person in the room. It made Benji want to grate his teeth, but he always knew to keep composed with his grandmother. He remembered what she had said to him just before about his rage. He took her bowl from her.
“Thank you Benji,” she smiled at him. “Can you take care of the washing up? I’m going to tend to your friend.”
Benji wanted to protest. He wanted to argue that he could help care for Elvac, but before he could think of the right way to phrase it Taum was at his side.
“I’ll give you a hand,” the huntsman offered.
At his proposition Benji could no longer think of anything to say and let himself be led away with the dishes.
“There’s a kitchen in the back,” Benji told his friend.
The two of them slipped into the back room as Yargi started piling tasks on the others. It was a small and plain room with panelled walls like the other huts and a thatched roof. There was a clean fire pit in the centre of the room for cooking and a bench at the back of the room with a washtub and taps. Taum chuckled.
“Everywhere humanity goes the first thing they sort out is a place to build a safe fire, a roof to cover their heads, and a means of collecting continual clean water,” he mused. “It reminds me of home.”
“How long have you been away now?” Benji asked him as he took the dishes over to the washtub.
“Only six years,” Taum shrugged. “It hasn’t been as bad as I thought it would.”
“Yeah?” Benji questioned.
Benji started rinsing the bowls out as Taum dug around in the drawers and cupboards under the bench for a dishtowel.
“Well I thought it would be really hard leaving home,” Taum admitted. “I didn’t want to go, but the decision was made for me by the elders and I had to leave.”
Benji took a moment to register. He sometimes forgot that Taum had no particular parents to speak of. The cities of Woodell and Almenir were strange places, especially by Benji’s own standards. They had been gender divided long ago, with Woodell populated almost entirely by men, as Almenir was by women.
Most of the men of Woodell were in fact the sons of Almenir that the women returned to their fathers. Sort of. All the boys of Woodell were raised by the hunters and elders of the city, and Taum was one of them. Just as Danni was a daughter of Almenir. Francis used to quietly toy with her theory that Danni and Taum were related. They looked similar enough and it was certainly possible, although she would never mention it to them. The truth was no one knew, and no one could prove it either way. For all anyone knew they could be siblings and no one would have a clue. They could have had the same father, but were too close in age to have the same mother. It was the strangest thing Benji could imagine, but it seemed to work for the Huntsmen and the Almenians. Taum was still talking.
“I guess becoming friends with you made everything that much easier,” he explained. “Once I had a good friend I felt I could rely on then being stuck in Undernal didn’t seem so bad. And you introduced me to the group which was great. I dunno… didn’t you ever feel like it was hard leaving?”
“Not really.” Benji shrugged. “I wanted to go though. I wanted to grow up and join the war and give my life a purpose. I guess I felt like I wasn’t really leaving that much behind.”
“Is that what makes it so hard to let the war go?” Taum asked.
Benji shrugged again. He hadn’t thought consciously about any of it. He didn’t want to. When he thought too hard about things he sometimes came to answers he didn’t like. He turned on the hot tap and let the steamy water begin to fill the washtub. It spilled out over the bowls and trickled down them like a waterfall. As the water filled the tub he began to scrub the bowls and pass them to Taum who waited with the dishtowel.
“She’s trying to get us out of the way, isn’t she?” Benji asked.
This time Taum shrugged.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “She’s your grandmother. Why are you asking me?”
“Because you helped drag me here out of the way,” Benji snapped.
Taum sighed and started stacking the clean dry bowls on the bench.
“She has to try and save Elvac now: no pressure or anything,” Taum explained. “And I bet that isn’t made easier by having a bunch of people staring at you, chewing their fingers off with worry. So yes, I figure she probably is trying to get us all out of the way.”
Benji clunked the last bowls in the sink as he washed them.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“For what?” Taum asked.
“Snapping,” Benji replied. “Brukna’s tail! Why am I the only person who can’t think logically?!”
“What?” Taum inquired.
“Everyone else knows what’s going on,” Benji grumbled. “You can all see the big picture and make the right calls so that everything works out. I just stumble from one bloody mess to another with no idea what I’m doing.”
“You care too much,” Taum told him. “But that’s not actually a bad thing. You just think with your heart instead of your head. More of us could probably stand to be like you.”
“Huh, then we’d all be dead,” Benji replied.
“It’s not that bad,” Taum reassured him. “You’re an amazing guy, Benji. You’ve just never had to live with this kind of pressure before, and you’re worried about what’s going to happen to everyone. Often the people who struggle to think logically in a situation do so because their feelings get in the way. I promise that’s not a bad thing.”
“That’s rubbish,” Benji disagreed. “It’s rubbish because you always keep it together and work everything out and you’re easily the most caring person I know. I’m just useless.”
Taum put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
“You’re not useless,” he murmured. “Don’t ever think that you are. You’re just down because you’re stressed and worried, but don’t be. Satinka won’t let anything happen to him. She brought him back from the brink of death in Undernal. If she has to she can do it again.”
“Do you think that’s what she did before?” Benji asked. “With his heart?”
“I don’t know,” Taum admitted. “But if she’s done it before she can do it again. He will be okay. I promise you.”
Benji finished washing the bowls and ran the water out. He dried his hands on a spare towel and turned to face Taum who was drying the last bowl.
“Thank you,” Benji said quietly for the words of comfort.
Taum smiled and put the last bowl on top of the stack. He hung the dishtowel up over a drawer handle and turned to Benji, holding his arms out.
“Hug? It’ll make you feel better,” he teased.
Benji laughed and obliged. The huntsman was small and stocky, but strong and the pat he gave Benji on the back felt like it knocked the air back into him. The embrace was quick, but it was how Taum showed he cared, and it was enough. Taum let him go and looked back at the bowls on the bench.
“Where do these live?” he asked.
“Uh,” Benji replied. “Maybe just leave them. Gran goes crazy if things go back in the wrong place. She can put them where she wants them later.”
Taum nodded and indicated at the door. They went back through to join the others.
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When Benji and Taum entered the main room only three of the others were still with Elvac. Danni and Francis had remained with Yargi, but everyone else was gone. Elvac lay unmoving on the mattress. They had undressed him and wrapped him up in blankets. Danni appeared to be cleaning up medical supplies while Francis tended to the wound on the soldier’s arm. Yargi sat by the bed holding a cool cloth to Elvac’s forehead. Judging by the rags Danni was cleaning up, the wound on his arm appeared to have seeped a great deal. However, it didn’t seem so bad now, and once Francis was done cleaning it she began to bandage it. The girls saw them standing awkwardly by the door.
“It’s alright,” Danni told them. “You don’t have to gawk.”
“How… how is he?” Benji asked as they snuck closer.
“Too early to tell,” Yargi replied. “But he’s not dead so that’s good.”
“You’re inspiring, Grandma,” Benji drawled.
“Respect your elders, Benji,” Yargi ordered.
Benji sighed and rubbed his tired face.
“Where’s Satinka?” he asked.
“She went with Arrio to sort out the washing,” Francis told him. “They probably won’t be that far away.”
Benji nodded slowly, and then he walked to the door anyway. It couldn’t hurt to bring her back. As he opened the door he almost collided with Sabeh who was entering the room. The Ickian was lugging a basket of firewood in one hand. He shoved through the door and put it down in the middle of the room.
“The wood you wanted me to collect, Shaman,” he addressed Yargi.
The old woman smiled at him and gave him a respectful nod of thanks. Benji just stared at him.
“That basket has two handles so you don’t have to carry it with one arm,” he pointed out.
Sabeh shrugged and lifted the basket with one hand again, moving it closer to the fire. His muscular torso gleamed in the orange light and rippled as he moved. It was unnatural. You could tell what was going on beneath his skin. He looked like he was built for heavy lifting. Inside Benji sneered. Sabeh probably practised lifting carts when he had nothing better to do.
He turned away and headed out the door. There was only one person he wanted to find, and that was the person who could save Elvac if the need arose. He crossed the bridge towards the huts they were staying in. As he neared the door he heard voices, but something made him stop before he reached them. Through the partially open doorway he could see Satinka and Arrio hanging up the clean washing on the clothes racks, but more importantly he could hear them.
“I’m sorry,” Satinka said softly. “I can understand why you must be angry.”
There was silence. Benji pressed himself against the wall.
“Please, just say something,” Satinka sighed. “You must have been dying to say something to me since this all happened.”
“I feel so naked around you now,” Arrio murmured.
Something about this conversation didn’t seem right. Benji gripped the wall so hard his knuckles turned white and listened. He peered through the gap at them while they hung up the wet clothes. They stood side by side, but they weren’t looking at each other.
“I told you everything,” Arrio continued. “You know everything about me. I never kept a thing from you, but I didn’t mind because it always felt equal. I felt that I could share all my secrets with you because you shared that same trust in me. Finding out the truth about you… I know I shouldn’t but I just feel so… betrayed.”
“Arrio…” Satinka whispered.
She dropped what she was holding back into the basket and turned to him, clutching at his arm.
“I’m so sorry,” she apologised. “I truly am. I never meant to hurt you, you know I didn’t.”
“I know,” he relented. “I shouldn’t feel this way. Your intent was never malicious. You were just trying to protect yourself, and I understand that, I do. It’s just… we all felt a little put out that you hadn’t trusted us. I just felt like… you told Sabeh. If you could tell him why couldn’t you tell me?”
“I thought about it,” she admitted. “I really did. I love you. You know I didn’t keep my silence because I didn’t trust you. I trust you more than anyone. I just… I was so scared. I still am. It’s so hard Arrio…”
He turned to face her and she threw her arms around his neck as he pulled her into his embrace. He kissed her cheek as she clung to him.
“I understand,” he told her. “I love you too, denden. I forgave you already, but… if I seem as though I’ve been cold it was just because all this has been hard on me too.”
“It been hard on everyone,” Satinka agreed, clinging to him. “Ever since Elvac came back nothing has been easy. But I need you if I’m going to get through this. You know Sabeh’s my world right now, but I can’t keep going if I don’t have you.”
“You don’t have to worry, denden,” Arrio held her close. “I’m not going anywhere. You’ll always have me.”
Benji crept back from the door. He knew he shouldn’t have seen that, or heard it. The whole situation just felt like a crazy dream. After the frustrating triangle between Elvac, Sabeh, and Satinka this was the last thing he’d expected to find. He couldn’t believe it. He turned and fled as quietly as he could back to Yargi’s hut, throwing himself through the doorway and slamming the door shut behind him. He leant back on it and sighed as his shoulders trembled. Once the shiver passed through his body he looked up, and remembered he wasn’t alone. The whole room was staring at him.
“You okay?” Taum asked.
Benji didn’t know what to say. He was a pretty terrible liar, but it wasn’t his business. Still, if it were the other way around…
“S-Sabeh…?” Benji stammered.
“What?” the Ickian asked.
Benji licked his lips. He wasn’t sure what to say next. With everyone staring at he felt uncomfortably nervous.
“What’s wrong?” Danni asked him. “Did you find them?”
Benji dropped his gaze to the floor. He couldn’t look at them anymore and he had no idea how to start trying to explain. An anxious sweat began to creep up his spine. Laughter broke his tension and he looked up. Sabeh was laughing at him. He wore a wicked grin and rubbed his shoulder as he chuckled.
“What did you see?” Sabeh asked.
“Uh…” Benji managed.
“It wasn’t as bad as it looked,” Sabeh told him. “Unless they were making out on the floor, in which case everyone’s about to have issues.”
“I… I don’t…” Benji stammered.
“It’s okay,” Sabeh said. “When I found out how close they were at first it freaked me out too. You don’t expect it from them, but it actually kinda makes sense.”
“It does?” Benji questioned.
“Satinka and Arrio?” Francis chimed in. “Of course. They’re super close. She’s been friends with him longer than any of us.”
“They seem weirdly close,” Sabeh continued. “But it’s actually completely platonic. They treat each other like family. If you hear what he calls her, that’s basically what their relationship is.”
“What he calls her?” Benji repeated numbly.
“He calls her denden,” Francis clarified.
“It’s the Zynaldini word for ‘little sister’,” Sabeh explained. “They’re both orphans, so when they met in Undernal they bonded and became like family.”
“That’s adorable.” Yargi smiled.
“Surprisingly, yeah,” Sabeh agreed. He scratched his chin. “Although I have a sneaking suspicion that if I ever want to marry her he expects me to ask his permission.”
Everyone except Benji laughed. Francis held her stomach as she giggled.
“Good luck with that,” she teased.
“He’s not as scary as he looks.” Sabeh grinned. “I can take him.”
“Now that is a fight I would like to see,” Danni laughed.
“No you wouldn’t,” Sabeh said under his breath as he stood up and brushed himself off. He crossed the room to the door and nodded his head at Benji. “Come with me,” the Ickian invited and stepped outside.
Benji followed him back into the night. Sabeh led him back towards the hut he’d been eavesdropping at. As they reached the bridge the strong little man turned to him.
“I have to ask you something,” Sabeh announced.
Benji met his gaze and waited politely for the question.
“You were worried Satinka was up to something,” Sabeh elaborated. “Why were you going to warn me? You don’t like me, and if it had been what you thought it would have stirred up all kinds of trouble. Why start that fire to spare me from getting played?”
“I… I guess…” Benji shrugged. “If it was me I’d want someone to tell me. It doesn’t matter who’s involved, it isn’t right to lie to someone like that.”
“Thank you,” Sabeh replied sincerely. “For what it’s worth, may the gods forbid the case ever arises, but if it did, I’d do the same for you.”
“Thank you,” Benji responded. “I think…”
Sabeh laughed and clapped him on the shoulder.
“Nothing but trust between all of us, right?” he chuckled sarcastically.
Benji rolled his eyes, but it was kind of true.
They came to the door of the hut and saw Arrio tuck the now empty washing basket out of the way. Satinka came back from the side of the room and linked her arm in his. Their past grievances were forgotten. As they moved to leave the hut they saw Sabeh and Benji waiting for them. Sabeh held his arms out wide.
“Group hug?” he asked cheekily.
“I think I’m good,” Arrio declined.
“I could go for more hugs.” Satinka smiled.
The small girl slipped her arm out from Arrio’s and wrapped herself around her boyfriend.
“You sure you don’t want to get in on this action?” Sabeh teased.
“I told you last time: I’ll be part of your group hugs when you put a shirt on,” Arrio told him with a smile.
The large Zynaldini nodded his head at Benji and started back towards the rest of the group.
“Never is a really long time!” Sabeh called after him.
Satinka laughed and kissed her boyfriend. There was something in it that Benji noticed. Something different in the way she looked at Sabeh and Arrio. He hadn’t noticed it when he’d been spying, but he could see it now. Sabeh was right not to be worried. Satinka was always very reserved about her relationship, but something in her eyes in that moment made Benji wonder if Satinka was in denial.
His talk with her back in the Yinyin grove had helped him to understand that she saw them differently. She saw them as humans ‒ as mortals. But the look in her eyes was more than she’d ever spoken. He would not have been surprised to find she was refusing to acknowledge to herself how much she cared for her human lover. It made him feel guilty as he watched them walking back to the hut. As long as she was here, pretending she was part of the North, there would always be pain for her. And he could understand what it was like to live burdened with pain, even if he didn’t understand why.
He followed them all back into the room and was relieved that no one seemed to have any intention of mentioning to Arrio and Satinka what had happened moments before. They all gathered around the fire and Benji snuck over to sit with Taum. The huntsman saw him coming and budged up as Benji knelt down beside him.
“Less awkward now?” Taum whispered to him.
Benji smiled and nodded. Although if someone brought it up it had the potential to get a lot more awkward than before. Yargi stood across the room and took another piece of wood from the basket to toss on the fire. It crashed gently into the flames and caught alight. As it burned it filled the room with a smoky sweet smell.
“What is that?” Danni asked.
“And why does it smell like I want to eat it?” Francis added.
Yargi laughed. “It’s Yinyin wood. We only take it when a tree dies, so we don’t have it very often. The sugar from the sap bleeds into the bark and burns hot and bright.”
“We were at the Yinyin grove today,” Benji murmured.
“Still a very holy place,” Yargi nodded. The old woman pulled her stool closer to the fire and sat down, tossing her long braids back over her shoulders. “You will forgive me for prying but I must ask now: what happened to so injure your friend? How did he get poisoned with Unagi blood? Why is there a dead Unagi?”
“We were attacked by a Unagi,” Francis told her. “Its fang wounded his arm and when he killed it its blood got into the wound.”
“Unagi don’t attack people,” Yargi responded.
“I told you,” Benji pointed at his grandmother as he addressed the group. “I told you they are the children of Brukna and they don’t hurt people.”
“You did,” Sabeh agreed. “But I don’t think we were the Unagi’s first encounter of the day.”
“Meaning?” Yargi asked.
“When the creature attacked us it was already wounded,” Sabeh explained. “I noticed a disturbance in the water before the attack. I think something down there tried to kill it first. To be honest I wouldn’t be surprised to find that our misfortune came from simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time. If something in the marsh tried to kill the Unagi and forced it to the surface its attack on us could simply have been an instinctive reaction as it was already under assault.”
The room watched him silently as he finished speaking.
“But what would dare attack a Unagi?” Benji asked.
“I don’t know.” Sabeh shrugged. “The marks on its body weren’t like anything else I’ve ever seen, and I don’t know much about the creatures of the marsh.”
“It wasn’t a creature of the marsh,” Benji assured.
“It looked like the world’s longest and sharpest rake,” Francis suggested.
Yargi was still staring at Sabeh. She hadn’t stopped watching him the whole time.
“Spit on the fire, son of Ragnar,” she said.
“I beg your pardon?” Sabeh checked.
“Spit on the fire,” Yargi ordered.
Sabeh did as he was told. Yargi pulled her shawl up to cover her head like a hood and watched the smoke curl up towards the ceiling. She stood and came closer. Her eyes traced the curling pale patterns in the air.
“You speak the truth,” she decided.
“I wouldn’t lie to you, Shaman,” Sabeh promised.
“I know,” she smiled. “But you do not tell the whole truth either. However, the smoke does, son of Ragnar, the smoke does.”
Sabeh said nothing, but he watched the old woman over the flames with black eyes. Benji wondered how Sabeh felt about being addressed by the name of his god. If it bothered him he clearly wasn’t going to say anything.
“He did tell you everything though,” Francis defended. “That was all that happened.”
“It was not the whole story, child,” Yargi disagreed. “It never is. No one, not even the witness of an event, can know the whole story. It is not possible.”
Francis was silent, and a small frown wrinkled her brow as she considered this. She had never been a particularly spiritual person, even before her god turned out to be a mad mass-murderer. Ideas of mysticism tended to throw her. She was much better with science. Benji could kind of understand what his grandmother meant though. Everyone’s perception of the truth would always be different depending on their own experiences. Yargi wandered away from the fire and gathered a small bowl from one of her drawers. She brought it back to the group and held it out in front of Satinka.
“Everything centres on you,” she whispered. “Please blow on the stones.”
Satinka crawled onto her knees and leant over the bowl. She breathed down over the odd painted stones inside and sat back down again. Yargi took the stones back and shook them in the bowl before casting them out on her mat. The old woman knelt on the floor and looked down at the stones. Everyone around her tried to peer in for a better look, despite none of them being able to make head nor tail of it. Yargi mused over the stones for a moment, reading what she could. The beads in her braids clinked together as she leant over the stones and the noise snapped like the crackling of the fire.
“There is a demon after you,” she said finally. “A great demon marked with three eyes and dressed in a coat of human skin.”
“That sounds like the most terrifying thing in the world,” Taum commented.
“It sounds like Sunne’s sent an assassin after us,” Arrio suggested. “Which isn’t actually unexpected.”
“A demon though.” Sabeh whistled. “That’s playing a hard game.”
“It will pursue you until it dies,” Yargi read. “But it will die, and by the hand of one of you. A great demon slayer.”
“Does it say how many of us it will kill in the process?” Sabeh asked.
“It does not,” Yargi replied.
“Well that’s a cheery notion,” Arrio drawled.
“Ah, I’m not that worried.” Sabeh yawned. “Remembering the Palace in Undernal, if it works for Sunne it can’t be that scary.”
“Most of us have slightly more intimidating memories of that place,” Benji reminded.
Sabeh shrugged. He yawned again and stretched. The idea of some creature coming to get them clearly didn’t seem to faze him. Maybe it was because he had a super-human girlfriend with magical powers. Yargi was watching Satinka. The Shaman had read the stones. She knew. No one else had noticed.
“Either way, we don’t have to worry about the demon tonight, do we?” Sabeh asked. “Because I’m thinking if no one minds I might try and get as much sleep as humanly possible before some bug-eyed rake-monster tries to kill me.”
“That’s not actually a bad idea,” Francis agreed. “Elvac’s steady for now. It might be worth seeing if we can get some sleep tonight.”
Yargi nodded at them. She continued to read the facada stones. There was clearly a lot to see. They had a story to tell, and she was skim-reading all the pages until she knew enough to understand. These stones had already told her about Satinka. They could probably tell her about everyone in the group. If she asked the right questions they might tell her truths it was safer not to know. Her concentration broke and she collected up the stones again. That was enough knowledge for one night.
“I will keep an eye on your friend,” she told them. “You should get some sleep, children. You have a long road ahead of you.”
Benji didn’t want to ask what she meant. He could tell from the silence that the others didn’t either. He could also tell when he was being dismissed. They all began to get to their feet and thanked Yargi for her help and hospitality before trailing out the door. Benji was the last to leave and he hugged his grandmother on the way out.
He followed the others up to the huts they were staying in. As he entered he saw Satinka over by the fire. She raised her hand over it and it shrank down to glowing embers. He gave her a nod as he passed her on his way to one of the rooms. Without bothering to say goodnight to anyone he slipped into the room and flopped down onto the bed. It was the most incredible feeling to have a bed to lie on again. He pulled his shirt off and hung it on the end of the bed.
The scars on his arm caught his eye. No one had seen them. They were so pale against his white skin they were almost invisible. No one ever seemed to notice them in the baths, and today he hadn’t had to worry about anyone seeing him through all that steam. He’d been careful to keep wrapped up in his towel coming back and it wasn’t the first thing anyone noticed about him when they looked anyway. No one ever saw. He traced some of the patterns with his fingers, and then sighed. It didn’t matter. Nothing did. He pulled back the blankets and climbed into the bed, nestling down in the pillows. It was so very nice to have somewhere soft to sleep again.
A few rooms over Satinka hung up her robe and pulled her blue braid over her shoulder as she slipped into bed beside Sabeh. She cuddled up against him and nuzzled his shoulder.
“You okay?” he asked.
She nodded in the dark and kissed his bronze skin.
“Are you?”
“Yeah. Yeah I’m okay. I just…” he looked troubled. “I can’t fix poison. There are so many things I can do, but that… Tink he almost died again. Every time I get so scared… It’s like the adamanthel all over again. I can’t live like this. My best needs to be good enough. It has to be.”
“It is,” she kissed his shoulder again. “We’re all still alive. He’s still alive. That’s thanks to you.”
“And Yargi. Not to mention having you around helps.” He brushed her shoulder with his thumb. “Thank you,” he sighed, “for helping me with him.”
“Sabeh you know I’d do anything to save him,” she replied. “You don’t have to thank me.”
“You don’t mind then?”
“No. We talked about this the first time when you saved him in Undernal. They all think I’m a witch anyway. What’s one more magic trick?”
He put his arms around her and pulled her close.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“You’re welcome,” she murmured. “I don’t mind hiding you.”
He shifted down the bed so his face was by hers and kissed her as she lay in his arms. She touched his face as she kissed him back, and knew he was worried about the others finding out the secret they were both sure Yargi now knew. Still, the old shaman wouldn’t say anything. She was a crafty and clever woman who knew how to keep secrets, even big ones.
Yargi sat patiently at Elvac’s bedside. The young man asleep on the mattress looked so serene. She looked over his scars with knowing eyes. Of course he looked peaceful. Death would be a mercy to him. Living was going to be the hardest battle he faced. But there was something in the set of his eyes, and something in the delicate creases on his face – it would be a battle worth fighting. A knock sounded at the door.
“Enter,” Yargi called.
The door opened and a young girl of twelve stood there. She had pale skin and golden-brown hair. Her green eyes peeked out from under the hood of her cloak.
“Shaman Yargi?”
“Hello Sofi,” Yargi smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
The light that made it into the lower parts of Āni’s tower always looked dark and silvery. In the tower light was something you had to climb towards. Āni’s personal chambers always glowed gently with their own soft ambiance. Taal was heading there now – up the eternal staircase. It wasn’t actually eternal. He’d always just called it that because it went up in a spiral for what seemed like forever. He’d been up and down it most days of his life for as long as he could remember. When he’d lived here he’d been allowed outside each day, and had taken the staircase to the gardens. Now, supposedly, he could go where he liked. That was how Āni saw it anyway.
Taal had been promised that it wouldn’t last forever. Someone had promised.
He knocked when he reached the door to Āni’s chambers. The door was quickly opened. A small boy in the doorway looked up at him with large grey eyes through silvery platinum coloured hair. He looked like he was about seven years old, although yesterday he had looked almost fourteen. That was the strange thing about Taal’s replacement. Karli aged differently from other people, or perhaps he didn’t age at all. No one knew where he was from or how old he was, but every day he woke up looking like he was somewhere between seven and fifteen years old. So it had been for seven years.
He smiled when he saw Taal. Karli always smiled at him. Taal briefly touched the boy’s shoulder as he entered the rooms, offering a distant comfort before continuing through. Āni’s office was at the end of the hall. All around Taal mirrors reflected each other like flat fractions of white light. They made Taal’s glasses gleam. He had always found the excess of mirrors disturbing, although this place was practically home. He knocked politely on Āni’s door, even though the Avatar knew he was there, and entered without waiting for a reply. Taal stood patiently in the doorway with his hands clasped before him. Slowly Āni looked up at him with his cold grey eyes.
“My Lord.” Taal nodded his head politely. “Sunne told you of my encounter with the blacksmith.”
“Taal,” Āni chuckled. “Why do you always assume our god and I speak behind your back?”
“Because you do, Sir,” Taal answered pointedly, adjusting his spectacles.
“Are you having trouble with those again?” Āni indicated the eye-glasses.
“No, Sir.”
“Then why the constant adjustments?”
“Force of habit, I suppose.”
Āni watched him carefully. Even as the Avatar stared the young priest’s hand moved unconsciously to the edge of his frames. He raised them slightly and sat them back down on the bridge of his nose: exactly where they’d been before. It was almost as though he was completely unaware that he was doing it. Āni decided to ignore it. Instead he indicated to the seat on the other side of the room. Taal moved obediently to sit in it. Moments later little Karli snuck in after him.
“So you want to talk about this blacksmith then?”
“Yes, My Lord. You were informed about the situation?”
“I was,” Āni nodded. “And?”
“Well, I assumed you would have an opinion, Sir, and that you would want a say in how this is handled.”
“I wasn’t there. Why do you think I would know more about it than you?”
Taal didn’t reply. He sat patiently and waited while Āni stared him down. The Avatar’s gaze didn’t affect Taal like it did most other people. That probably had a lot to do with how many years Taal had spent living with him. He still found the look cold and cruel; still felt a sick clench of his own mortality in his stomach when Āni watched him with that unblinking, stone-grey gaze; but he didn’t go to pieces like everyone else. He didn’t think he was going to die every time he entered the Avatar’s presence. While he sat silent under scrutiny little Karli snuck over. He tugged at Taal’s robes and clambered up onto the young priest’s lap, burying his small face and hands in Taal’s chest. The young man put his arms carefully around the boy to stop him falling off as he wriggled slightly.
“Has he been outside today?”
“I don’t think so,” Āni replied. “I do remember taking him out, but I think that was yesterday. Perhaps the day before.”
“Shall I take him down to the gardens for an hour or so? He could use the fresh air.”
“If you must. No more than an hour though. I’ll want him back soon.”
Taal nodded and picked the child up as he stood. He was the only person aside from Āni himself who was allowed anywhere near Karli. Most people in the Palace had never seen him. Karli liked Taal because they understood each other, and because Taal would take him down to the gardens some days.
“Taal,” Āni stopped him before he left. “What do you think about that blacksmith? Did you believe him?”
“I did, Sir,” Taal nodded. “In my opinion I do not think there is anything worthwhile about him to follow up on.”
“So what you saw in his eyes that made you suspicious in the first place?”
“People react to executions differently, My Lord. The common folk are very delicate in that area and you would know that the man in question seems to be against them as a rule. Also, he had lost a hand at some point in his life, so the thought occurred to me that perhaps he was particularly sensitive about dismemberment.”
“You’ve thought about this a lot,” Āni approved.
“I thought it required appropriate consideration.”
“So you think we should let it lie?”
“I do, My Lord.”
“Then I trust your judgement, Taal.”
If the young priest ever showed expressions he would have worn a look of surprise. However, his face remained as blank as it ever was.
“Thank you, My Lord.”
“Don’t thank me, Taal,” Āni purred. “We both know you’ve earned the respect I show you. You’ve been nothing but loyal to me over the years, and terribly, terribly obedient.”
Taal inclined his head at his master, trying not to dwell on the words, and began to carry Karli out.
“Remember, have him back in an hour, or I will have to punish you both,” Āni called out sweetly as he returned to his work. Taal fled.




WARNING

Sofi stood in Yargi’s doorway, looking into the room. Yargi herself stood and retrieved her cloak. The old woman completely ignored the way the girl stared at the soldier on the bed. She finished getting ready to go out.
“Who is that, Shaman Yargi?” the girl asked.
Yargi looked back at the sleeping soldier. She considered him carefully, seeing more than the naked eye could.
“A very brave and selfless young man,” she answered simply. “One I wish I had the chance to get to know.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“He’s very very sick.”
“Is he going to die?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. If he survives this he has a long and dangerous path ahead of him. I hope he makes it.”
Sofi nodded, still staring intently at the sleeping form of Elvac who lay deathly pale and motionless under the blankets. Yargi approached her and placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder.
“Shall we?”
“You knew I was coming, didn’t you?” Sofi pulled a face. “And you knew I was going to tell you that father wants to see you?”
Yargi smiled at her, but it was an unusually grim smile tonight.
“Is there anything those stones don’t tell you?” Sofi pouted.
“Not much, child,” Yargi replied darkly as she led the girl outside and closed the door behind them. “Not much.”
Yargi scanned the city with sharp eyes outside on the bridges. It was almost like she was looking for something. Satisfied that nothing moved in the night she guided Sofi away, but kept a tight hand on the girl. Their trip wasn’t a short one and they headed deep into the centre of the city.
Sofi’s father was the Chief of Elgárnd. Chief Wealian was a thin tired man in his fifties. The position of Chief was one that he had taken up graciously more than twenty years ago, and performed admirably in ever since. It hadn’t boded much in the way of stress and trouble back then, because the state of Mildidar was the realm of Brukna, and therefore issues beyond Wealian’s abilities could be taken to Brukna’s Avatar. The last ten years had been hard on the Chief. He had no one to turn to. No one but occasionally Yargi. Brukna and his Avatar hadn’t been seen since the storm. Now Wealian tried to run a failing city alone, and Sofi had become a regular visitor to the Shaman’s house whenever her father needed something.
They reached the front door and Sofi didn’t bother knocking. She led Yargi into her home and shut the door behind her. Wealian sat in an old leather armchair beside the fire. He was a desperately thin and knobbly man with tired blue eyes and skinny white eyebrows. His hair had left him a long time ago. He looked up when Yargi entered, but he didn’t smile at her.
“Shaman Yargi, thank you so much for coming at this late hour.”
“She was ready to go when I got there,” Sofi rolled her eyes. “She knew I was coming.”
“Chief Wealian,” Yargi addressed him as she removed her cloak. “I need to speak with you.”
“And I with you,” he replied, rising from his chair. “We have received a raven from Sunndan with the gravest of news–”
“It is about my grandson?”
Both Wealian and Sofi stopped and stared at her.
“You know?” Wealian asked.
“I doubt I know the details Sunndan has so kindly agreed to share with us, but the stones have told me something. I know he has been lost in the troll caves.”
Wealian had moved across the room to his desk. The hut he lived in was spacious, but the living room and office had still become one space. He picked up a letter from the top of all his paperwork. Yargi noted the quality of the paper and the broken wax seal.
“That was two weeks ago. He has fallen in with criminals and outlaws and they believe they may be headed this way. I’m sorry, Shaman, but we need to post a notice about this. The people have to know to be on the lookout for these–”
“We have more pressing concerns, Wealian.”
The Chief narrowed his eyes at her over the letter. That was twice she had interrupted him. He begrudged the Lady Shaman nothing, and looked to her for council, but he had been preparing for this conversation. He knew it was liable to be a delicate topic.
“Shaman Yargi,” he began softly, “I understand that this might be–”
“Wealian, I understand perfectly about my grandson, and I understand your concern. The stones told me that he has fallen in with some very powerful and important people, and that they became lost in the troll caves. This is similar but not quite the same as what the letter from Sunndan will have told you. The falling out that has occurred between my grandson, his friends, and the Church of Sunne arose from issues with the war in the South. You have always supported Sunne and his war, so I understand why this would be important to you, and I know that Sunndan often pressures you to cooperate. I do not envy you your job, Wealian.”
The Chief stood completely still, eyeing up the old lady. Sofi watched the tension pass between them for a moment before it became too much and she snuck off to her room.
Yargi’s green eyes were completely hard and unmoving. She wasn’t trying to be cruel or difficult, but she wasn’t pitying him or dodging issues for his sake either. She swung her hair around her shoulder and the beads clinked together as the braids drifted to her front. She sat down patiently in an armchair without an invitation.
“I do not support the war, and you know I never have,” she continued firmly. “So there is a chance that I would not have been any particular support to you in this issue anyway, but of course you will have considered that one of the accused is my very own flesh and blood. I am not dismissing your problem, or the charges that Sunndan has laid against my family – I am simply trying to explain that we have bigger and more pressing issues that are on our doorstep right now. Consider a moment: Benji has been missing for two weeks. Even if he showed up here tomorrow, which we don’t know he will, would the dear skinny runt and a rag-tag group of deserters be a problem for us?”
“The letter says they murdered dozens of priests in Undernal. That does not sound like a rag-tag group of deserters.”
“Does it really sound like my Benji either?” Yargi gave the Chief a long slow look.
Wealian sighed and lowered the letter back to the desk.
“Yargi, I’m sorry, I have to put a notice out to the public tomorrow. I can’t just ignore this letter. I have to get something out to the people.”
“Wealian, you have to get a notice out to the public at first light tomorrow.”
The look he gave her was confused. He thought they had just been disagreeing.
“Tomorrow morning as soon as the sun begins to rise you need to send a bridging team out,” Yargi instructed. “Tell them to take the road to Colo, but to turn from the road and head north when they reach the old tree. Before they reach the road to Jander, and this side of the Yinyin Grove, they will find the body of a Unagi. It is about an hour from the western gate.”
“Oh,” Wealian grimaced softly. “Of course. I’m sorry, I didn’t know one had passed. Of course that will be of top priority. I will send a group out first thing, but it doesn’t dismiss the letter–”
“The second thing you must do tomorrow morning Wealian is send out a notice across the entire town. You must put a curfew on the city. No one is allowed out after dark and it will last as long as you decree.”
“Yargi…”
“The Unagi was murdered Wealian. It did not die of natural causes. Your bridging team will find it severely mutilated and they will have to be careful to bring back all of the pieces. Don’t send anyone who is injured and who might risk an infection.”
“Murdered?! Yargi–”
“I told you we had bigger problems, Wealian. If you see any murderers walk into this city crying against Sunne feel free to arrest them, but our people are in very real danger from something else.”
“Benji would never kill a Unagi. He knows better,” Wealian muttered.
“Of course he does. Doubt me all you like, but when the body is brought back to the city tomorrow tell me you think that a human could do that kind of damage.”
“So what?” he demanded. “What did it? You walked into my home so adamant that what you had to say was more important than my information, but you’ve been dragging this out for a while, Shaman.”
“I wanted to make sure you were listening,” Yargi replied, straightening her shawl.
“Well I am. You say that a Unagi was murdered by something that wasn’t human less than two hours walk from the city. What is going on, Yargi?”
Yargi folded her hands carefully in her lap.
“There is a demon in the swamp.”
“A demon…?” Wealian’s face paled noticeably. “Like Ko? Is something making a cave in the east now?”
“No. You need not fear something that powerful. This is not a permanent change. Ko is an old and powerful Áshra. This thing is just a spawn moving through. It will not stay in Elgárnd. However, it has killed a Unagi, and it will kill people if it gets the chance. That is why the bridging team need to move during the day when it can’t sneak up on them in the swamp, and why you need to order a curfew over the city at night.”
“Will that be enough?”
Yargi shrugged. Wealian gave her an exasperated look.
“Shaman I need more than that! You are talking about something that has the potential to be incredibly dangerous. You are talking about the safety of this city and its people. If I go out and tell everyone that they have to stay inside because a demon is headed our way the panic that will cause is immense.”
“So don’t say that.”
“Yargi, please…”
“Don’t tell anyone there is a demon. You are right, Wealian. That will cause severe panic across the city. You are the Chief. You can order a curfew. Tell the people something has gone wrong and that they need to stay inside after dark. Once you have everything fixed the curfew will be lifted but for now they just need to be patient and understand that this is for their own safety.”
“What about tonight? Shaman… I called you from your house. I sent Sofi out–”
“There is nothing you can do tonight and nothing I would expect you to do. Don’t worry, Wealian. It hasn’t made it to the city yet. The Unagi didn’t go down without a fight. Tomorrow night is the night you really need to worry about.”
“Alright,” Wealian nodded. “Thank you, Shaman. I don’t suppose you can give me a timeframe for this curfew I’m about to impose on my people?”
“Hm.” Yargi thought about it. “No more than a week. Possibly only a night or two.”
Wealian was noticeably comforted by the notion. That wasn’t long.
“So there’s no reason for this to drag out then? It should all be over soon?”
“It should,” Yargi nodded. “That doesn’t mean it will be. The demon will pass through the city. It will find what it’s looking for or it won’t, but either way it will move on.”
This time Wealian nodded. He considered her words. His confidence was coming back. Although he was still pale with fear at the concept of a demon so close to the city the timeframe and solutions Yargi had given him were manageable.
“Thank you for your time, Shaman. I greatly appreciate this warning.”
“It’s what I’m here for,” Yargi replied, standing up and pulling her cloak back on as she moved to the door. Wealian hurried across the room and opened the front door for her. The still night air breathed in gently. They looked out into the darkness and the tiny lamps that dotted the bridge-streets of the marsh city.
“Are you sure it’s safe out there tonight?” he whispered.
“Yes. I am sure it’s safe tonight, but it won’t be tomorrow.” She turned back to him. “Wealian, make sure you keep Sofi in after dark.”
“Of course, Yargi.”
“Look at me, Wealian.”
Yargi grabbed his chin and directed his face to hers. He was always surprised by the strength in her old hands.
“Keep an eye on Sofi. You must watch her. She cannot be allowed out after dark. Please, understand the gravity of what I am saying. Keep your daughter under lock and key.”
Wealain looked terrified. He never missed the gravity of what Yargi told him. He stood before her trembling with tears standing out in his eyes.
“Shaman Yargi…”
“Do not let her out until I tell you it is safe. There is a red stone over your house. She is in danger.”
“I will keep her safe,” Wealian promised.
“Good,” Yargi stepped outside into the night. “Goodnight, Wealian.”
“Goodnight, Shaman.”
He watched her disappear over the bridges and then closed his door.
Sabeh could feel the moonlight on his eyelids. It made the darkness seem to glow. He opened his eyes. She stood by the window. The blinds were drawn back and the white light was luminous on her pale skin. Even from here he could tell she was angry. Furious. She was in so much pain. He climbed from the sheets and crossed the room. Gently he touched her shoulder, tracing one of the spiral patterns with his thumb. She didn’t move.
“I didn’t mean to wake you,” she apologised in an even and measured voice that was deeper than usual with the pressure of keeping it under control.
“You still can’t sleep?”
She shook her head. Her jaw was set square, almost locked in place as she tried to crush her emotions down inside her and maintain control.
“It’s like he’s waiting for me. Every time I drift off he’s there, and there is nothing I can do. It’s the most horrible… the things he does… the things I see…”
Her hands rushed to her face as she started to weep. Sabeh put his arms around her and pulled her in. Her tiny body was warm compared to his as her heart raced and fire burnt in her veins. He kept a tight and comforting grip on her as her shoulders heaved and trembled with her crying. Deep inside he felt his own anger begin to burn. He felt so helpless. This was something he knew nothing about, something he didn’t know how to fix.
“H-he’s pract-tising…” she whispered. “He wants to show me what he can do. What he’s done. He’s testing the boundaries.”
“None of it’s real,” Sabeh said as he held her. “Just remember than none of it is real.”
“I don’t have that luxury anymore.”
“Of course you do. You have to focus on that. He’s a master of dreams and illusions. That’s all this is.”
“Nauel is dead.”
Sabeh was silent. He’d been expecting that. They hadn’t had any contact with the outside world for two weeks, so information was few and far between. Mostly Sabeh just put himself in Āni’s shoes and tried to work out what he would do. He didn’t know for sure if he was right, but sending a monster assassin after Satinka and killing Nauel did seem like the logical options. Still, he had to comfort her.
“You don’t know it was real.”
“It was real. He sent me a dream of his own memories. He projected himself onto me. He made me feel like I was the one killing Nauel. The things he makes me dream… it’s psychological torture. He wouldn’t have made that up. He wants to hurt me with the truth. He doesn’t want me to be able to say it’s all just nightmares.”
Sabeh held her tighter. He didn’t know this kind of magic. He didn’t know how it was done. Āni was an Avatar who had been alive for a hundred years. He had access to powers Sabeh couldn’t properly comprehend.
“We’ll stop him,” he promised. “We can beat this.”
“What if I go crazy first?”
“You won’t.”
“He tries to make me turn on you. In my dreams he makes me think you’re all my enemies. He wants me to hurt you. He wants me to stop trusting you.”
“Well as long as you know that’s what he’s doing you can ignore him. I can’t make this stop. I’m sorry. I don’t know how. I’m worried about you. I’m worried that you’re not sleeping, and I’m worried that he’s hurting you, but I’m not worried that he’s doing any permanent damage. You’re stronger than he is. He can’t win. We won’t let him.”
Satinka said nothing. She just stayed curled up in his arms as she calmed down. Her tears had mostly stopped. Talking about it helped, but it didn’t make her want to try and go back to sleep. They stood by the window in silence for a few minutes. Sabeh held her tightly and stroked her hair as he looked out at the moonlight on the water of Elgárnd.
“You can go back to bed,” she whispered. “I’ll be alright.”
“You should come with me.”
She shook her head against his shoulder, but continued to lean in against him.
“I can’t sleep. I don’t want to try. But you should. Humans need more sleep then Syrene do anyway.”
“Yeah, I’m not going back to sleep,” he told her. “I’m far too awake to sleep. But the suggestion wasn’t for sleep, was it?”
She smiled, but didn’t say anything. He was just satisfied to see that she could smile.
“Hold on,” he instructed. She lifted her arms up and wrapped them around his neck. He lifted her up and bounced her into his arms.
“You’re always so much lighter than I expect.”
“I think the human word you’re looking for is aerodynamic. I’m designed to be airborne, remember? Also, I think you sometimes judge reality by what you can see. Your strength is greater than that of other humans. You won’t struggle with the things they do.”
As if to prove her point he removed one arm, holding her up by sitting her in the crook of his elbow.
“Show-off,” she teased, poking him in the shoulder.
He dropped her onto the mattress and she laughed. He grinned at her. He was a good distraction. He’d spent most of his life being one, even to himself. He wanted to make her laugh. Sabeh wanted Āni to know that the Avatar couldn’t get a real foothold in Satinka’s brain as long as he was there.
Āni drummed his fingers on his desk. Carefully he clipped the pocket mirror shut again. It was fun. He was all too aware that work shouldn’t be fun, and it worried him. Reliving what he had done to Nauel felt like a victory. Feeling her horror and distress at being forced to live through it too felt like even more of a victory. He needed these victories. Every little one helped. They had been undermined. Betrayed. They needed to show everyone that that kind of thing wouldn’t be tolerated. He would make anyone who supported the cause against him pay.
Another war report had come in. The first since Malkin had been killed. Āni had never possessed any particular fondness for Malkin. Neither had he particularly disliked him. He’d known him since he was just a child and Malkin had feared him instantly. That was something Āni had liked. Malkin was one of those men who had believed completely in Sunne and his ways, and he had always been unwaveringly loyal – even if it was only motivated by fear. He had also been extremely well-organised and tactical. He had done an admirable job of running the war from Undernal for the last ten years. There wasn’t anyone down there who could replace him. The most recent war report made that clear.
Sunne had told Āni that from what he could see through the eyes of the priests in the South everything was progressing as normal. But he shouldn’t have to rely on the god he served for information. They were still holding the coast. However, it had been three months since they had last broken through the base of the mountains and gotten back into the tunnels. The problem for the last ten years had been those damned-by-all-the-gods mountains. The Madjeck Mountains. They couldn’t be crossed. Which was a hindrance to the armies of the North in their battle to exterminate the Syrene, but also a blessing as it had kept them safe from the worst of the Syrene power.
This war had been moving too slowly. It wasn’t working. Sunne had made the very sudden decision that the Syrene race needed to be exterminated, and his servants had tried to implement his wishes quickly. None of them knew how to do it. The Syrene were an incredibly powerful people. By all accounts they should be able to crush humanity. So Sunne had found a way to drain their power. Still it wasn’t enough. The humans put up a fair fight against them now, but a fair fight didn’t win a war.
Humanity had had the advantage when they had taken a trained army across the ocean, followed by another trained army. The Syrene people had been farmers and merchants and fisher-folk and crafts-people. They had been surprised by the armies on their doorstep and hadn’t known what to do. They had been shocked and disorganised when war arrived. Those days were over. The Syrene had thought themselves invincible and the truth had come as a hard blow, but they had learnt that lesson well. Now they had been fighting for ten years. Now they were becoming a force to be reckoned with again.
Āni had been at a loss. He was like a man given a fork and told to dig a well. He didn’t know how to accomplish the task set before him with the tools he had been given. Yes, with enough time and patience he would manage, but there were days when it looked like an impossible chore. The Raven had been a stroke of genius, from a dark source. He couldn’t defeat Syrene with humans. So he needed something better that was designed specifically for killing Syrene. It had taken a while, and there had been numerous failures, but they had eventually managed to create one that worked.
Then she had shown up again. After all these years and the odd search they’d sent out. Āni had nearly given up on her being a menace to them at all, and then she’d proven to be more of a threat than he ever realised. He would never make that mistake again. He had her now. He could get in her mind. Piece by piece he would crush her. Good things took time. She was the last living Kakai. He would kill her, and then he would destroy her people.
The weapon he had sent after her was untested, and only a few months old in its new life, but if this worked Āni knew he had the perfect thing to send into the battle zone. It was made with care and precision. It was part demon. It was all teeth and claws. He had faith in his little monster. Failing that he had faith in himself. If the Raven failed to kill her it would at least keep her preoccupied while Āni worked his way inside her. He was making his way under her skin. He would make her his.
The Avatar sat at his desk and stroked his white goatee as he thought about it. He always got what he wanted. There was no reason this should be any different. Like usual he was already on his way to taking it. He reached out a slim olive hand and flicked the mirror back open.
The sun had set over the coast again. Khol had watched the humans move in jagged and meandering paths to the trenches where they curled up to sleep for the night. The land was stained red with the setting sun. They didn’t know what was coming for them. He almost felt bad for them. He wasn’t a monster, and the idea of burning animals alive made his stomach turn, but he had seen too much to feel any real sympathy. He had lived through too much. He was 400 years old, and this war was the worst thing he’d ever known. He knew the truth. He knew that most of the people out there had no idea what they were doing. Most of them were drugged to the point where all they could see were hallucinations, and they wouldn’t remember any of it. Their weakened minds were being guided and controlled by mages. But that didn’t defend them. That wasn’t an excuse. Those humans were here to massacre Syrene in cold blood. So, with his hand forced and his empathy destroyed, Khol would do the same. Humanity would learn.
The Tuotams were almost here. The ground trembled with their footsteps as they approached. Darkness was falling fast, and Khol was losing sight of his prey, but it mattered little. Tonight the base of the mountains would burn. The creatures out there in their trenches wouldn’t know what the sound nearing them was. They might not even be in suitable mental states to realise anything was happening. They were just monsters. Brainless, aimless beasts who lived to kill.
The moon rose over the ocean. The thumping grew louder. The ground vibrated with the approach of the Tuotams. Khol turned, and watched his new army crawl down from the mountains under the pale moonlight. Even bound to the earth they looked majestic. They kept their great wings folded close to their bodies. Their scales gleamed like diamonds and sapphires, each one patterned differently with the same design as their Mantra. Khol could see Terro in the lead as the Tuotams strode heavily forward on their four legs, tails swishing out behind them. Both Khol and Terro were notable for the unusually symmetrical blue spiralling patterns over their faces. Around him other Mantras were coming out from the caves and cracks in the mountains as their Tuotams approached. Terro brought them together.
“It’s good to see you, Terro,” Khol said, placing a hand on the smooth scales of the Tuotam’s giant snout.
“And you as well, little one,” Terro breathed. “Khol… what is that you carry in your hand?”
Khol looked down at the weapon.
“It is an axe. A human axe.”
“A wood-cutter? It is strangely vicious-looking for a wood-chopping tool, and there are no trees here Khol.”
“No,” Khol agreed quietly. “It’s not designed for chopping wood. It’s designed for chopping people.”
Terro snorted in disgust, his huge nostrils heaving under Khol’s touch.
“And those?” the Tuotam asked. “Those long blades over there? They are just blades with handles. They are also designed just for chopping people?”
“Yes,” Khol answered honestly. “Those are swords. They’re weapons. Their purpose is to kill people. We will melt them down later.”
“That is a sword…” Terro contemplated it. “I do not understand. Why create such things?”
“They came here to kill us, Terro. Of course they designed tools specifically for killing. They kill each other. They kill us. They just kill. It’s what they do.”
“But why, Khol?” Terro demanded. “Why do they do it? What have we ever done to them?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if we’ll ever know why.” Khol looked out over the landscape again and shrugged. “All we know is that they are here. We didn’t ask for this war, and when it began we didn’t know how to fight it. But we are learning, and what we have learnt from them will be their undoing.”
“They are down on the coast?”
“Yes. The ships land on the beaches, and the soldiers swarm across the land.”
Terro looked down over the edge of the mountain cliff. Khol didn’t know what his giant Tuotam’s eyes could see down in the darkness. He moved around and climbed up onto the back of Terro’s neck, sitting just in front of the wings, and positioning himself as he had always done in the day when they had flown together. It had been years since they had taken to the sky, but a Mantra was born to ride their Tuotam, and Khol was no exception. Terro stepped closer to the edge.
“I cannot see them,” Terro growled.
“They’re down there,” Khol assured him, patting the side of his gleaming neck. “I tracked their movement. I wouldn’t direct you mistakenly now. Not when you’ve come all this way to stop them.”
“That is the logical purpose, and the desired result, but time would tell if you little ones could have done that alone. I came all this way for revenge.”
With that Terro raised his head, lifting his wings up into the air, although they did not have the strength to carry him. He set his eyes on the land before him and with a drothga roar breathed hot blue fire onto the trenches before them. Beside him the other Tuotams came forward and together they set the base of the mountains alight. Under the heat of the blue Syrene fire even the stone itself bubbled and burnt. In the closest trenches the screaming began.




DISAGREEMENTS

The morning brought fog to the city of Elgárnd, but it wasn’t the kind that would stay long. Benji woke to a damp misty light and rubbed his tired eyes. He climbed from his bed and fumbled for his shirt before pulling it back on. He wandered out into the main hut but no one else seemed to be around. Still, that didn’t matter. He had no real desire to see any of them anyway. He needed to go check on Elvac. Silently he slipped out into the city and shut the door.
The fog was damp as it pressed in and kissed his skin, but it was also refreshing and helped to wake him up. It made everything seem quieter, and muffled his footsteps as he crossed the bridges. He reached his grandmother’s hut and saw that the door was slightly ajar. He knew he’d closed it last night so someone else had been through. At first he assumed it would have been his grandmother, but pushing it open he found someone else in the room.
Satinka sat by Elvac’s bed as the soldier lay sleeping. She had a serene look in her eyes as she wiped Elvac’s face with a damp cloth. Benji stepped quietly into the room, but the floorboards creaked as he moved to shut the door behind him and she looked up. Satinka smiled when she saw him.
“Morning,” she greeted him softly.
“Morning,” he replied in a similar tone.
“You’re up early,” she commented.
“What about you?” he replied pointedly.
“We couldn’t sleep.”
Benji looked around for the ‘we’ and Satinka chuckled at him.
“Sabeh went out for a run,” she elaborated. “I came through here to check on Elvac. He’s doing well, by the way.”
“Was it that obvious I wanted to ask?”
“It always is.”
Benji came over and crouched down by the bed. He squatted down on his toes and blew some of his messy white hair from his face.
“So he’ll be alright then?” he asked.
“I think so,” Satinka confirmed. “I spoke to Yargi, and she said he’s stable now. He should recover relatively quickly and then we’ll know if any lasting damage was done, but otherwise she says it’s all looking good. He’s out of any immediate danger for now anyway.”
Benji breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t even try and hide it. One of the things he was starting to like about Satinka was that he didn’t feel he had to hide things from her. She understood without judgement. It was nice sometimes to just be able to be, without feeling criticising eyes on you.
For a moment it felt as though he could tell her anything, and he almost wanted to come clean to her about his pain and fear, but the moment passed and he was ultimately glad he didn’t say anything. He always was. Any time the feeling of confession gripped him he suppressed it, and after it was gone he was always glad he hadn’t said anything. He knew he would regret it. Words weren’t something you could take back. Once a secret was learnt it couldn’t be unlearnt. He didn’t want anyone to hold that kind of power over him. That’s why they were called secrets.
Across the room the door opened and Yargi entered from the kitchen. She was carrying a small bowl in her hands. When she saw Benji she smiled and stopped.
“Good morning my dear,” she greeted him.
“Morning gran,” he replied.
The old shaman brought the bowl over to Satinka and gave it to her.
“Here you are, Kakai,” Yargi said. “Try and see if you can get him to drink it. It will help him heal.”
Satinka thanked her and took the bowl. She lifted Elvac up by his shoulders as though he was made of paper. Then she rested his body against her and opened his mouth, tipping the bowl so he could drink from it. It seemed to work. Benji sat and watched them. He barely noticed his grandmother leaving the room as he stared transfixed at the Syrene girl and the soldier. They looked like they made a good couple, but he’d always thought that. He thought about what Satinka had told him about how long she would live and it made him wonder. If she was going to live that long he could completely understand her not wanting to bond or become overly close to any humans. What he couldn’t understand was why the humans she had chosen to bond with, despite their differing lifespans, were Sabeh and Arrio when she could have had someone like Elvac. That was something Benji knew he would never understand: how Satinka could choose someone like Sabeh over someone like Elvac.
Like a curse, the front door opened and Sabeh wandered in. His wild dark curls were stuck to his face and his skin glistened with sweat and wet mist. He carried a towel in one hand that he used to dab at his body as he wandered over to them.
“How’s he doing?” Sabeh asked as he joined them.
“Much better,” Satinka replied. “I’m hopeful that he’ll wake up today so we can check him over. Also, the faster he wakes the less likely any lasting damage occurred.”
She finished helping the soldier drink from the bowl and laid him back down. Sabeh stood up at the top end of the bed and looked down on Elvac’s sleeping face. The Ickian’s expression was blank and left his face with its usual serious appearance.
“He’ll be alright,” Sabeh assured. “I know he will.”
“He has to be,” Benji agreed.
Sabeh reached out a hand as though to touch his friend, but stopped before he made contact. His hand rested hesitantly just above Elvac’s body, not touching him but not getting any closer. Sabeh took his hand back, clenching it into a fist as he sunk down on the floor beside his girlfriend.
“He’ll be alright,” Sabeh repeated, as though he could will it by saying it.
Satinka smiled softly at him and rested a comforting hand on the Ickian’s knee. Sabeh’s hand reached down and held her own. Benji turned his eyes away. From across the room the door to the kitchen opened again and Yargi entered carrying three bowls in her hands.
“I thought I heard another voice,” she chuckled. “Hello, son of Ragnar.”
“Shaman,” Sabeh bowed his head respectfully to her.
“Here,” she offered them the three bowls. “You should eat properly after your journey to the city.”
The three travellers reached up and took the bowls, offering their thanks in return. Each bowl contained a small spoon and a collection of chopped fresh fruit. The three of them sat in silence while they ate. Once Satinka had finished she sat back against Elvac’s bed and sighed.
“Wow,” she smiled. “Aside from Arrio’s cooking this might be the best food I’ve had since I came north.”
“It’s really good,” Sabeh agreed. “We don’t get fruit like this in the mountains.”
“No,” Benji nodded. “You won’t really. This fruit only grows in the marshes. You can get some things like it down in the orchards in Quam over by the Sleepy Valley, and the farms near Undernal, but mostly it remains a delicacy of those regions and Sunndan. Almost anywhere that grows fruit like this has to ship a fair amount to Sunndan.”
“That sounds about right,” Sabeh grumbled. “Three eyes controls everything anyway ‒ he might as well make sure his favourites get the best.”
“What about Almenir?” Satinka asked. “They’re not under the control of Sunne and supposedly their society flourishes.”
The guys looked at each other and shrugged.
“No idea,” Benji admitted.
“You’d have to ask Danni,” Sabeh concurred. “I only know a little of Almenir’s politics, but almost nothing of their lifestyles. It’s not information that many men come across,” he added cheekily.
“I’ll have to ask her then,” Satinka agreed. “It’s somewhere I’d like to see one day, if I can.”
“You might have to,” Sabeh told her.
They both looked at him as he slung his damp towel around his neck.
“I’m only working from the map in my head until I find a better one,” he admitted. “But that one’s pretty good anyway and I think the best way for us to travel up north will probably take us through Almenir.”
“You want to what now?” Benji asked him. “Do they let men in there?”
“Yes, it’s a city like any other. Men have just developed some odd superstitions about it that are completely unfounded. Anyway, once Elvac is healed we should head out of the marshes in a northeast direction,” Sabeh said. “I want to bypass anywhere that has anything to do with Sunne, which includes the imperial highway that runs up the middle of the world and everything west of it. It’s too dangerous to risk heading back west from where we are, even if we could get better terrain, and with the Sleepy Valley in the middle of the western coast it’s unlikely anyway. If we cut up northeast we can dodge around the edge of the Southern Dilarkyrn Forest to avoid Woodell and then head straight up to Almenir. After this place I think Almenir is the next safe city we can reach without too much trouble, and they’re bound to give us shelter.” He looked at Benji. “I know Taum was talking about staying here with you, and if that’s what he really wants I won’t try and turn him from it, but I was talking to him last night and trying to convince him to come with us. As a Dileyrian we could really use his help on this journey.”
“You what?” Benji demanded.
“We need him, Benji.” Sabeh sighed. “I don’t like to need people. If you could say something to him it would help. I know your opinion means the world to him.”
“No. I am not letting you take him off on a suicide mission. I won’t let you take Elvac for that matter either!”
“Elvac made his own choice,” Sabeh reminded him, his tone remarkably civil. “When he wakes up I would like to see you try and stop him from continuing with us. It is his life and his call, not yours.”
Benji slumped slightly, knowing that what Sabeh said was true and the odds were against him. He had been hoping for time to convince Elvac to stay in Elgárnd, but he hadn’t managed to get the words out so far, and there hadn’t been any opportunity since they got here. Now he was running out of time because Sabeh wanted to get back on the road and Elvac couldn’t even walk yet. He needed more time here while Elvac was conscious, because Sabeh and Satinka weren’t kind enough to leave the soldier behind. Still, it sounded like he had a way to stall them, for a little while at least.
“You want me to convince Taum to help you?” he said slowly. “You’re not even going to Woodell.”
“But we are going through Dilarkyrn,” Sabeh replied. “As a Dileyrian he will be invaluable. And he doesn’t have to be happy about it. This isn’t a sightseeing trip, and I’m not doing it with regard to people’s feelings. This is the safest way for the rest of the group and I’m not risking anyone’s lives so that people can visit home. I’m not stopping by Sunndan so that Satinka can run in and check on people, and I’m not stopping by Woodell for anyone either.”
“And how long have you been the leader of all of us?” Benji challenged. “Since when do you get to decide for everyone?
“Since I started this whole mission to help Satinka,” Sabeh retorted. “Last I checked I didn’t ask you lot to come. It was your call. You and Taum could have taken the road to Colo, and then you wouldn’t be involved anymore. You chose to come with us ‒ to stay with us until we got here. If you don’t like the way I run things don’t worry, because you won’t be a part of it much longer. You’re home now. Feel free to stay here.”
“Boys,” Satinka cut in curtly. “Don’t start fighting here.”
“He started it,” Benji defended.
“I will finish it,” she warned coldly. “We started this together, and we can’t turn on each other now. Also, I could snap you both like rat bones before you even realised what was happening.”
She stood without another word and took their empty bowls from them before heading back to the kitchen. Sabeh and Benji looked at each other. For a moment they both thought about restarting their disagreement, but she probably wasn’t out of earshot. Sabeh frowned.
“She probably could too,” he relented.
Benji nodded. He didn’t know as much about the girl as her boyfriend did, but he had witnessed some of her power first hand and it had been enough. She was tiny, but scary. When he looked back at the Ickian he saw Sabeh’s eyes resting on their sleeping friend again. Sabeh always tried to act like Elvac was his best friend, and the soldier seemed to reciprocate it. It made Benji’s blood boil. The idea that those two could be best friends made his stomach turn. It just wasn’t right. Elvac deserved better ‒ someone more loyal who would do anything for him, not a self-righteous know-it-all little prick. Benji wasn’t going to stay in the room with them. He couldn’t. He stood and left the building without looking back.
Outside the sunlight was starting to burn through the fog and it made the air around him bright. He walked back to the hut he shared with the others but stopped outside. He had no real desire to see any of them, and no wish for company in his present mood. It was just one of those things he couldn’t shake. More often than others he found he needed to be alone. He continued on to the wash hut and went inside. It had been cleaned out and left empty. Benji could guess who was responsible for that. Taum was usually borderline compulsive about neatness. Of course, he’d grown up in barracks.
The large wooden tub in the middle of the room sat empty and lonely in the big space. Four sinks had been placed around the room: one in each corner. They had small copper taps and tiny polished glasses above them. Benji wandered over to the closest one and looked at his reflection. He was ghostly pale and thin. His white hair stuck up from his head like feathery grass and his fringe drooped slightly down the side of his face. He looked like he’d been sent to this world to haunt it. All that stood out in the mirror were his bright green eyes, but the harder Benji looked into his own eyes the more dead they appeared. If the shaman wasn’t his grandmother she would probably have told him he was soulless. He felt that way sometimes. No soul, no god, no life. Sometimes living was just so damn hard. And there it was again: that tightness in his chest, that crushing weight over his heart. Sometimes living was just so damn hard.
Most of the morning fog had lifted by the time Taum woke. It had been a while since he’d slept that well and he knew he must have been exhausted. Combined with feeling safe again it must have put him out like a light. It had been a long time since he’d felt the kind of danger they faced now, but he didn’t like to think of that. That was a long time ago and a long way behind him. But it was getting closer. The further they travelled the closer it got. The thought brought Satinka into his mind as he climbed from the bed and dressed. She was supposed to be some kind of great mystical being, one whose power had somehow been diminished by her separation from her other half: Memnyir. Sabeh had spoken to him last night and asked him to keep travelling with them. Most of him wanted to stay here with Benji. Most of him had always wanted that. But a little bit of him remembered his home, and that bit said he should keep going. That bit was getting louder and louder.
If he helped Satinka free her people and defeat a god, and this turned out not to be the suicide mission they all thought it would be, then maybe she would return the favour. Maybe she had enough power to help free his people. It was a long shot, but the thought had been wandering in and out of his mind ever since they set off on the damned quest. He pulled on the borrowed clothes he’d taken from the night before and slung a wide coat on over it all. The coat belted at the waist with a strip of cloth. He carefully pulled it so that both tails were even before tying it neatly shut. After that he brushed his shoulder-length brown hair smooth. Now he probably looked respectable enough to face the world. He rubbed his chin. He’d only shaved the night before. It could wait.
He stepped out into the main room and checked his clothes that had been hung on the rack to dry. They were still slightly damp, but that wasn’t surprising. By the looks of things most people were up. He couldn’t imagine they would leave the doors open if they were still sleeping, and he wasn’t the kind to peek in and check. He wandered out to go and find the others. His eyes drifted in the direction of Yargi’s hut as he stepped through the door. There was a sharp sound and he realised he’d almost collided with someone when he opened the door without looking where he was going. He turned and saw Benji standing back holding his forearm.
“Oh, damn Sunne,” he cursed. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you. Did I whack you?”
“It’s okay.” Benji shook his head. “Don’t even worry. You slept late.”
“Yeah,” Taum chuckled awkwardly. “Guess I needed it. You heading back to your grandmother’s?”
Benji looked over towards the hut and his brow creased a little as Taum watched him.
“No,” Benji finally replied. “I’m heading into town. You want to come with me?”
“You’re not checking on Elvac?”
“No, he’s fine,” Benji answered dismissively.
Taum couldn’t even believe what he was hearing. This must be some kind of blasphemy. Benji spending a whole second not caught up on Elvac – a whole minute even.
“Are you heading off now?” Taum asked.
Benji nodded. “You don’t have to come. I was just offering.”
“No I’ll come!” Taum exclaimed. “Don’t worry. I’m all set. I just didn’t expect it.”
“I wanted to see something of my home since I’m back,” Benji offered the explanation. “It’s been a long time and there isn’t much else I can do.”
“I totally get that,” Taum rushed, falling in beside his friend as they crossed over the bridges toward the centre of the city. “I’d love for you to show me around.”
Benji nodded again, but his eyes were doing that thing where they clouded over like thunder was brewing behind them.
“I’d like that too,” he said softly and let the way towards the centre of Elgárnd.
Back in Yargi’s hut everyone else had finished breakfast. Francis and Satinka were patiently checking over Elvac and carefully monitoring his condition while Sabeh and Arrio reorganised the packs everyone had been carrying. Yargi herself sat in the corner darning an old dress. She had the look of a mystic about her and her shrewd eyes never missed a thing around the room. Francis sat back and sighed.
“He’s actually doing much better than I thought he would be,” she announced.
“Mmm,” Satinka agreed. “He’s lucky. His body is quite good at fighting poisons and toxins.”
“Well it’s had enough practice,” Francis commented.
Satinka said nothing. It was certainly true. Luck was one of those debatable things. Elvac was terribly unfortunate to have been the victim of so much in the last year, but he was very lucky to be alive and that was some form of luck. At least this incident wasn’t something they could try and blame on her. She knew they’d never say anything more to her about it, but she couldn’t shake the guilt she carried over everything that had happened to him in the war. The door opened at the front of the room and Danni wandered in. She appeared to be wearing a mismatch of clothes that had once belonged to a man.
“I just went back to the rooms and Taum is gone,” she announced.
Yargi looked up and nodded.
“The Dileyrian left with my grandson,” she confirmed. “They headed into the city.”
“Nice of them to invite us,” Danni grumbled.
“I should have told him not to go,” Yargi sighed. “I didn’t think. To say that you are safe in Elgárnd is a relative term. You mustn’t tell anyone where you are from. Sunne’s grip is reaching further every day. He is trying to find you.”
“Should we go and find him?” Arrio asked.
“Would you know where to look? Elgárnd is a big city. Besides, do you really want to be around him right now?” Yargi asked.
Arrio looked confused. He hadn’t seen Benji this morning and wasn’t privy to the information his grandmother had ascertained. He wasn’t sure what the comment was supposed to mean.
“I never want to be around him,” Sabeh joked. Several dark looks were cast his way. “Oh come on,” he defended. “He’s the one who hates me.”
“That may be true, son of Ragnar,” Yargi agreed. “But do you stop and consider why that is?”
A hushed and awkward silence fell across the room. No one wanted to say what they were thinking. Arrio stood quietly and shook out his long flame-coloured braid.
“I need to head into town,” he announced.
“I’ll come with you,” Sabeh offered quickly, and the two of them made for the door.
Danni shared a look with Francis who left Elvac’s side and the two of them soon followed. Yargi looked across to Satinka who still sat patiently by Elvac, her expression apathetic. The old woman shook her head and her beaded braids clinked.
“Well, now I know how to clear a room,” she sighed.
Satinka smiled. “They’re good people. They just keep to themselves and they know when something is none of their business.”
“Is it though?” Yargi’s look was very direct.
“You can’t ask these people to get involved in something as complicated as this,” Satinka replied. “It simply won’t happen. They all know what’s going on but none of them have any place getting involved. It would only cause more problems anyway.”
Yargi nodded, but it was a nod of acceptance rather than agreement. The old woman pursed her lips thoughtfully and laid down her sewing.
“Things are not always as they may seem though,” she mused.
Satinka raised an eyebrow at her and the shaman returned the look coolly.
“My child,” she reasoned. “I have often found in this life that things are fluid. They cannot stay the way they are when the form they have found is so destructive. You may find, as I do, that help will come from the most unlikely of places, and that in hindsight what was once an earth-shattering moment was the only possible solution. Fate is like that.”
“I have no idea how to help your grandson, Shaman,” Satinka replied.
“You will,” Yargi told her. “But no one is asking you to. It may be, Your Majesty, that you do not need to be the one to instigate everything.”
Satinka said nothing in reply. The use of the title was not lost on her. The old shaman picked up her sewing and continued her work. Her thin old hands were quick and the needle flashed in and out of the fabric like a darting silver snake as she fixed her hard green gaze on it. Satinka chose to let the topic of Benji’s issues drop.
The sunlight was soft and pale, and it shone through the clouds in crepuscular rays that the people referred to as fingers of god. As Taal understood it, the expression ‘fingers of god’ to describe beams of light breaking through the clouds had originated back in the days of Kina. Kina was the first god of light, and people used to see the sun shining through and say it looked like Kina’s fingers reaching down to the earth. But the days of Kina had ended a thousand years ago when he surrendered his lands to Sunne and left the North. Now Sunne was the god of light and, as Taal understood it, the world was due for a new one again.
That was the thing he felt separated him from the other priests. He believed. The priests in Sunndan served their god willingly and devoutly, for the most part. But they knew, so they didn’t have to believe. Sunne’s constant presence, watchful eyes, and guiding hand left no room for belief. Taal did believe. He believed with all his soul: just not in Sunne.
Taal’s god had spoken to him when he was just twelve years old and promised him a specific future: one with a new god and a new rule. So, for ten years now, Taal had believed. His god had never shown himself. Never been more than a soft voice in the back of his mind. There was no proof that this was more than just insanity, but Taal believed. He wasn’t the only one. He could see it in the eyes of another: that belief. Today Karli looked about ten, and he was racing around the gardens, fleeing from imagined monsters that he would later turn and do battle on. The little boy clutched at his side and collapsed in the grass.
“No, they got me!” he cried. “Taal! Taal they got me!”
“You’re getting grass stains on your white clothes,” Taal pointed out as he watched the child squirm on the ground.
Karli went limp with a sigh and flopped out spread-eagled, looking up at his babysitter.
“You are absolutely no fun. Has anyone ever told you that?”
“On the contrary, Young Master, you just told me before that being out with me is the most fun you ever have,” Taal replied calmly, adjusting his spectacles.
“Yeah. Now put that in perspective,” Karli grumbled.
Taal continued walking, but allowed himself a discreet smile.
“I saw that!” Karli rolled back onto his feet and chased after the priest. “I saw you smile then.”
“You must be mistaken. I don’t smile.”
“Not if you think anyone might be looking.”
Karli caught up with Taal and reached up to tug at his face. He tried to force a smile, but would have settled for any expression. As his hands dropped back down Taal’s face settled into its usual blank serious mould. The man was just so… empty. Karli snuck a small hand into the priest’s palm. Taal’s skin was warm and dry and his grip was soft and gentle. Karli held his hand as they walked.
“Taal? What do you think Āni would do to us if you took me back late?”
“Honestly, I’d rather not think about it.”
“He wouldn’t kill us,” Karli insisted.
“No, we’re in no danger of that,” Taal agreed. He knew it was true. Whatever happened Āni wouldn’t kill them. He wouldn’t dream of it. They were the only people he liked. But Āni had a strange concept of love, and Taal knew from experience what Āni’s love could do to a person. After all, it was the reason he had become the way he was. It had been a long time before he discovered that the way Āni treated him wasn’t love. His new god had shown him that. His true god had explained that Āni himself no longer had any idea what love was. Still, the damage had been done by then. There was no going back. There was only now. Now was proving to be an interesting time for Taal. He couldn’t get the blacksmith, Lemonsaley, out of his head. He needed to know more, but finding a way to uncover the information without incriminating the man felt near impossible.
“What are you thinking about?” Karli asked.
“A man I met in town.”
“The blacksmith?”
Taal adjusted his spectacles at the boy.
“I heard you talking to Āni about it.”
“And does Āni know you eavesdrop on him?”
“I don’t think he minds,” Karli shrugged. “Who would I tell?”
The sunlight gleamed off Taal’s glasses like mirrors. The boy had a point.
“What was he like? That blacksmith?”
“Ordinary,” Taal answered softly.
“Pfft, no one’s just ordinary,” Karli scoffed.
“Underneath their vices everyone is ordinary.”
“Have you met everyone?” Karli challenged.
“No, I haven’t,” Taal admitted. “I don’t think I could.”
“I’m going to,” Karli stated proudly. “One day I’m going to go absolutely everywhere and I’m going to meet everyone.”
“You can’t trust everyone you meet, Karli.”
“No, you can’t trust everyone you meet. I can trust who I please. It’s my choice. After all, I trust Āni, don’t I?”
“Really? You trust him?”
“Yes, and that’s even knowing about the things he’s done.” The pale little boy went quiet for a moment, and a touch of sadness crossed his face. “He killed another priest recently, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” Taal answered softly.
“Why do they do that? Why do the gods give their Avatars the power to kill and destroy so easily? What’s the point? They make them so old. They make them live until everyone they were born with has died, and their children have died, and the world they once knew is gone. Everyone Āni once knew is gone now. Maybe that’s why he’s like that. But if that’s true then why do they do it?”
“I don’t know.”
“But, why don’t they just give their Avatars normal lives? And then instead of making them godly and powerful they could imbue them with love and kindness. Also, they wouldn’t have to just have one ‒ they could have lots! Then they could all work to make the world a better place! Why don’t they do that? It makes more sense than what they’re doing now.”
The two of them had come to a stop. Karli stared out across the gardens, watching the spotlights of sunshine hit the earth as he clutched Taal’s hand. The young priest was staring at the little boy. He was watching the silvery halo of hair on the child’s head as Karli stared obliviously away from him. It wasn’t what he’d said, although the words had been crucial, but more than that it was how the boy had spoken of his ideas. It was like he had a plan that he just couldn’t make happen on his own. He needed people to listen. Karli turned back to see Taal watching him with wide eyes. It wasn’t quite an expression, but it was close.
“Taal?”
“I need to speak to Lemonsaley,” he replied instantly.
The city of Elgárnd spread out inside its walls like a spider web of bridges all crossing into each other over the water. Little ornately-carved wooden canal boats passed under the bridges as they moved people and goods around the city. Arrio, Sabeh, Danni, and Francis had fled the shaman’s hut and none of them wanted to discuss the topic any further. They simply wandered towards the heart of the city. The clouds still hung low over the houses, and the spires of a large ornamental building were lost in the pale mist.
“What is that?” Danni asked as they wandered towards it.
“A large building,” Arrio replied with a straight face.
“It’s the Church of Brukna,” Sabeh answered. “One thing you will notice about the cities of the world that are run by men: they all feel the need to build larger and more elaborate churches than each other.”
Arrio cleared his throat disapprovingly.
“What?” Sabeh bit back. “It’s true. The cities of Sunne all have the grandest buildings the world has ever seen in honour of their god. In those places the church owns the state. They’re one and the same, and the palaces of Sunne are the grandest buildings that anyone can muster. The same can almost be said for this place. The state works from the church anyway. Then you have Icecastle and Stonehall in Ickiar, and believe me, the churches there almost outshine the palaces. The only reason they don’t is because the war between the two cities leaves both kings feeling a desperate need to show the world who’s in charge. They’re both angry insecure men anyway. The only tribes which don’t seem to participate in this are Mikdyal: which is run by the people, and Almenir: which is run by strong confident women.”
Danni flashed him a dry smile at his blatant flattery and he winked at her. Arrio still didn’t look impressed. Francis touched the tall man’s arm gently.
“It’s not actually disrespectful,” she pointed out. “He isn’t attacking the gods and his comment about the churches is fair.”
“Perhaps,” he conceded. “But ‘angry insecure men’?”
Sabeh stopped and pointed at him angrily.
“Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t even try. That is a road you don’t want to go down with me. My relationship with my king is none of your business and you have no place passing judgement on me.”
“Do you have no respect for anything?” Arrio retorted. “Your relationships might be your business but they are still kings. They are the rulers of a nation. What are you?”
“I’m me,” he replied coldly. “And being born noble doesn’t make you a good man: it just gives you the power to step on other men.”
“What is your problem with authority?!”
“What is your issue with obedience?!”
Danni had backed away from the fighting men and tugged Francis back with her. She caught sight of one of the canal boats passing by at the end of the bridge.
“Sir!” she called out to the man pushing it along.
A startled young man with pale sandy hair turned to look at her.
“I don’t suppose my companion and I could get a lift with you, could we?” she asked.
He shrugged his skinny shoulders. “I’m just heading back to the markets.”
“That would be perfect,” Danni told him.
“Climb aboard,” he offered with a friendly smile.
Danni grabbed her girlfriend’s hand and pulled her down to the edge of the bridge where the man waited. She climbed the railing and dropped into the boat carefully, turning to help lower Francis in after her. The pale young man waited until they were seated and then pushed off again, using the long barge pole he held onto to move the boat through the tight canals.
Arrio and Sabeh watched slightly dumbfounded as the girls moved off downstream to escape their argument.
“Now look what you’ve done,” Arrio berated the Ickian.
For a moment Sabeh looked as though he didn’t know what to make of the Zynaldini’s hypocritical remark, then he started to laugh. Arrio caught his eye and joined in. The two of them hadn’t had a fight yet that involved them actually falling out. Arrio slapped the little Ickian on the back and the two of them turned and continued on into the city still chuckling at each other.
Back on the canal boat the young man was watching the girls with a curiosity that matched their own as they watched the city float past. Danni pointed up to the top of a foundation pole at the end of one of the bridges. A small squirrel-like creature, the colour of roast almonds with dark markings around its eyes, was clambering up the wood. Its tiny body hugged the side of the pole and its little claws held it flat to the timber as it scrambled to the top. It wiggled as it climbed and its tail, which was almost twice the size of its body, swished out behind it. Francis suppressed a squeal of delight at the sight of it and giggled as she watched it move.
“They’re called four-eyed monkeys,” their guide offered the information as he watched them, “because of the markings around their eyes. Only found in Elgárnd, and rare even in the rest of the Mildidar Marshes. They mostly just eat the insects that live in the swamp but they like to have things to climb on which is why they seem so fond of the city.”
“Oh they’re adorable!” Francis laughed as another one leapt over their heads between bridges.
“You’ll see lots of them down at the markets,” he told her. “They love it down there. They’re always pinching things off the shopkeepers, making a nuisance of themselves. To be honest they’re more of a pest than anything, but some people try and make pets out of them. They’ve been known to become quite loyal over food.”
Francis smiled at Danni. “What do you think the others would say if I trained a monkey to take with us?”
“You might be surprised,” Danni laughed. “I can see some of them growing quite attached to it.”
“Arrio would disapprove,” Francis sighed. “He wouldn’t say anything, but he’d give me that look…”
Danni suppressed her smile but Francis caught the look.
“You know that look he always gives me,” she pouted.
“I do,” Danni smiled demurely. “But he’s just protective of you. Arrio is well-mannered and chivalrous. He can’t help it. He’s painfully responsible and it’s in his nature to act as a guardian to children.”
Francis threw a dangerous look at her girlfriend, but Danni’s expression was cheeky and the tiny blonde girl knew better than to rise to the bait.
“Although,” Danni mused back on the topic of the monkey. “You’d have to make sure Benji didn’t steal it while you were sleeping and drown it. He’s an angry boy.”
“Taum and Sabeh wouldn’t let him,” Francis protested.
“All the same, it might be better if you don’t adopt a monkey,” Danni suggested. “If only for the monkey’s sake.”
“They don’t travel well either,” their guide admitted. “You’d have issues trying to take it home with you, and Almenir is still quite a journey away.”
Francis opened her mouth to point out that she wasn’t from Almenir but Danni gave her a sharp look. She remembered that Yargi had warned them not to tell anyone where they were from. They knew what that meant. That meant don’t mention Undernal. News travelled in the world. People would be finding out about the damage they had done in the military city, even if the church was trying to keep the extent of how hard they’d been hit a secret.
“How did you know we were from Almenir?” Francis asked nervously.
“Oh, well I recognised your friend as Almenian,” he nodded at Danni. “And then I just guessed because…”
“Don’t worry about it friend,” Danni grinned. “We are from Almenir. I just look more Almenian than she does.”
“I hear the journey through the forest is rough. How did you get through?”
Danni’s face became colder. She knew what he was talking about. Francis didn’t, but she tried to look like she did.
“It’s been like that for years. We all get by,” Danni replied. “The hunters of Woodell do a fine job and the city is still functioning. We travelled with several other people and bigger groups make it feel less awful. Besides, you can make some good money guiding people through safely.”
“It’s good to hear you know how to make the best of hard times,” he smiled.
“You guys don’t look like you’re doing too badly yourself, and I hear things have been deteriorating here for longer.”
“We don’t have it as bad as you lot do, I’d wager,” he shrugged. “And it’s been like this so long I barely remember what it used to be like.”
“That must be rough in its own way. To be honest with you, friend, I’ve only travelled through the southern forest once since all this started. Up in the north we’re safe, and while someone has to keep an eye out for the boys, it’s horrible down there. It’s not something you want to see if you don’t have to.”
“I can imagine,” the guide nodded. “So what brings you to Elgárnd then, if you don’t mind my asking?”
The girls exchanged a glance. Danni shrugged and tossed her brown hair from her eyes, pushing it back with her fingers in thought.
“A friend was making the trip and we decided to accompany them,” she told him honestly. “Everyone else we travelled with seems to have their hands tied up with something, so we decided to come out and see the city today.”
“And those men you were with before?”
“They’re part of our entourage,” Danni admitted with a wry grin. “They’re not so bad when they’re not fighting, and they often get on very well.”
“The Ickian’s always fighting with someone though,” Francis chuckled. “You don’t want to be the last one left with him. He seems to have a strong opinion about everything.”
“Ha,” the young man grinned. “I’ve never met an Ickian before, but you hear stories about them and they sound like a stubborn fighting people.”
“Stubborn is actually the best word to describe him,” Danni agreed.
“He’s so… immovable,” Francis pondered. “He has the soul of a mountain.”
Danni reached out and tucked one of Francis’s golden curls behind her ear with a smile.
“My little poet,” she murmured.
Francis grinned back at her, but her attention was quickly diverted to a chattering sound and three of the four-eyed monkeys bounced and leapt from one pole to a bridge to another pole. She sighed wistfully at the cute little creatures that looked back at her with big dark eyes.
“Hold on,” their guide instructed and tipped his pole as they moved under another bridge. He pushed them around a corner and the boat banged and scraped around the walls as it turned a sharp ninety-degrees in the tight space. “We’re only a few minutes from the market here. I’ll take you to the central docks. It’s easier to get to everything from there.”
He placed the pole firmly against the corner of the wall and pushed off, sending them floating down towards the centre of the city.




CITY MARKETS

Out by the eastern gate the trees had grown thick and twisted from the boggy ground. It was an area of the city that had never been properly rebuilt after the storm. The rotted wood of old houses and bridges still littered the ground, and rose out of the mud like groping limbs. It was a long way from Yargi’s hut, but Taum followed patiently as Benji strode out into the ruins. The riverman had calmed down as they walked, but the coldness in his manner had not ebbed. The silence was thick in the ruins, as Benji had no desire to talk and Taum was content to let him be. Still, Benji found he was unusually glad of the company, and he felt he owed Taum some acknowledgement of this gratitude, but as always had no idea how to show it. He turned slightly to look back at his friend following him.
“We’re not far now,” Benji told him vaguely.
“It’s okay,” Taum reassured as nonchalantly as he could, shrugging slightly. The huntsman always portrayed an air of casual ease in an attempt to dispel tension, and it was one of the reasons that Benji had found himself falling in with him. Taum was gentle and understanding in a way most people weren’t.
They continued on until they reached a cluster of trees that twisted like smoke out of the ground. Like the Yinyin Grove these trees had very little of their life left and gave off a resounding emptiness.
“We used to climb up here a lot when we were kids,” Benji sighed, placing his hand against the greying bark. His grip tightened around one of the branches. “Race you to the top?” there was a note of challenge in his voice.
Taum laughed. “Never challenge a Dileyrian.” Without taking his eyes from Benji’s face Taum jumped and raised his arms. He caught the branch without even looking to see where it was and scrambled up the tree.
Benji cursed admiringly and started after him. Benji’s own familiarity with these trees was nothing compared to Taum’s ability. The huntsman had been climbing trees his whole life, and more than that they spoke to him. He knew where every branch was and never had to look where he was going. He could have quite literally done this blindfolded. Benji scrambled desperately after him but could only follow and found himself falling further behind. About half way he looked up and caught a glimpse of Taum sitting at the top grinning down at him through the branches. He gritted his teeth and kept climbing.
“Benji?” Taum called down. “Do you trust me?”
“What?” Benji replied dumbfounded. It seemed like an odd question.
“Close your eyes,” Taum called down.
For the rest of his life Benji would never be able to explain why he did what his friend asked. It seemed like the most foolish idea in the world, but he did what he was told. He clung tightly to the branches around him as his eyelids shut them from view.
“Right hand up,” Taum instructed.
Benji carefully let go of the branch he’d been holding to raise his right arm. He felt another branch at his fingertips and closed his hand around it.
“Left hand forward,” Taum ordered.
Benji reached out in front of him and felt another branch sticking out near his face. He grabbed it.
“Right foot up and left a bit.”
Benji did as he was told and stepped up higher into the tree with his eyes closed. He was climbing without looking! At Taum’s direction he continued to climb, gaining confidence as he went. The higher he got the faster he travelled, and he never even bothered to peek. Somehow tree climbing without eyesight felt like some kind of great achievement, even if he was doing it through the skill of a Dileyrian.
“Left hand up,” the voice above him instructed.
Benji raised his hand up and felt another hand clasp his own. He opened his eyes and saw Taum grinning down at him from right above him. The huntsman pulled his friend up and Benji clambered slightly to perch up on the branch beside him. The two of them sat in the tops of the trees looking over the horizon. The trees sat right up against the wall of the city and they could look down the sheer drop. On one side the city spread out under them like a gigantic wooden maze, and on the other the marshes reached out to the edge of the world. The morning sun hit the still water all around them and lit every canal and pond like a flaming mirror of light.
“It’s beautiful,” Taum said quietly. “When you said you wanted to see the city before I didn’t realise you meant all of it at once.”
Benji grinned wryly at the comment. “Well I don’t like people,” he admitted. “So I prefer to see it like this.”
Taum tapped the toes of his boots on a branch beneath them and rested his hands in his lap.
“You’re not as bad as you think you are,” he stated.
“Meaning?” Benji asked.
Taum shrugged. “You don’t hate people as much as you think you do. You’re just easily frustrated and don’t know how to let it all out.” Taum turned quite a direct gaze his friend’s way. “You’re a very repressed person.”
“So I should be more like Sabeh?” Benji grated sarcastically.
“Everyone in the world could stand to be a little bit more like someone else,” Taum replied philosophically. “And Sabeh isn’t so bad. He’s the kind of person that grows on you over time.”
“Yeah, like cold itchy moss,” Benji drawled.
Taum chuckled but said nothing. He knew when he was fighting a losing battle.
“So why does Elvac like him so much?” Benji demanded bitterly of the universe.
“Because they’re friends who understand each other and enjoy each other’s company,” Taum answered honestly. “Elvac’s a very serious person who can appreciate Sabeh’s sarcastic sense of humour, and who finds a form of amusement and liberation in living through Sabeh’s inappropriateness.”
“But…” Benji protested weakly as though he had something to say, but the words died in his mouth.
Taum sighed and cut to the heart of the problem. “Sabeh was there when you went to check on Elvac this morning, wasn’t he?”
Benji said nothing. He just sat on the branch with his hands fidgeting in front of him as he looked out over his city.
“The only advice I can give you,” Taum offered slowly, “is not to let it bother you so much. Don’t let him get to you. Don’t give him that kind of power.” Taum reached out a hand and rested it on Benji’s forearm, covering the dark blood spots on his sleeve. “I’m here for you, if you need me. If Sabeh is really driving you crazy you can come to me and yell everything you hate about him to me, but don’t bottle it up. Don’t let it build up because that’s not helping anyone.”
Benji had let his gaze drop and stared down through the branches to the ground. He didn’t want to talk about it. He was grateful for the offer, and the comfort, but it was too hard to talk about. It always was. The words would just never come. There was something else weighing on him anyway.
“He said he wants you to keep travelling with them. He said he asked you.”
“He did,” Taum admitted. “He wants me to guide them through the forest when they leave the marshes.”
“But you won’t do it?”
“I haven’t decided.” Taum looked out into the distance. “If you want me to stay I will, but…”
“You want to go with them?” Benji accused.
“It’s not like that. I want to help them. I want to help her. There are people I need to save, but I can’t do it alone, and I think if I help her maybe she can help me…” he trailed off. “Look, it’s not really important why, but I think I have to help them. Once they’re over the river Danni can take over and I can come back here, but they have no idea what they are walking into up there and they really need me. They wouldn’t make it alone. Back when the plan was different I was happy to just let it be, but now… not so much. They need me. They don’t even know how much yet. I understand now. I have a gift that others don’t – something that I often thought of as a burden, but that comes in very useful. If something happens to them that I could have prevented just by being there I’d never be able to live with myself.”
Benji couldn’t think of anything to say. Of course Taum couldn’t let anyone get hurt. He had a gift, a power, and with that responsibility ‒ and all that other crap Benji had never had to think about. He stared blankly down through the branches waiting for the moment to pass, and tried to let the topic slip away. But he couldn’t stop thinking about Taum’s willingness to throw himself into danger just because he felt responsible ‒ just because he had a way with trees, because he could feel and understand the world around him. Benji stared down through the branches. The branches they had just climbed together.
“Could…” Benji cleared his throat. “Could you feel me climbing the tree before? Does it feel like I’m standing on you when I climb?”
“Not really.” Taum let him change the subject. “It’s sort of difficult to explain. I can feel what the trees feel so I can sense your movement, but it happens more in my mind than on my body. I mean… there’s a sensation, but it’s different with different trees too. When we were in the Tadama and I was connected to that giant old tree, and Danni kept poking it…” Taum shook his head in frustration at the memory. No one in the world could annoy him like Danni. It was like having a little sister. “That felt like there was an itch in my brain that I couldn’t scratch. Like I was being tickled.” He glowered.
Benji smiled a little, but kept his face turned down. It shouldn’t be funny.
“That was a powerful tree though,” Taum continued. “Most of the time you get a forest or a grove and they’re all mostly of one mind. I couldn’t feel you move in my brain, but I always knew where you were in relation to everything else and I was aware when you moved. Sorry… I guess it’s difficult to explain but easy to do.”
“I think I kinda understand,” Benji shrugged. “You’re pretty good at it anyway. It was kinda fun. I’ve never done anything like that before, and I always knew where you were directing me.”
“I’ve had plenty of practice. I learnt I was a Dileyrian when I was just a boy, and my best friend and I used to bind our eyes and go running through the trees. We took turns. I could always guide myself, but I had to yell directions at him. Needless to say he broke a few more bones than me in the long run.” Taum chuckled nostalgically at the memory and Benji watched his face.
“Do you miss him?” Benji asked.
“Sometimes,” Taum nodded. “We were inseparable before I was sent away. The two of us were raised by the same elder and were part of the same basic clan. We never went anywhere without each other.” Taum shrugged. “But things change, don’t they? Life moves on. You get new best friends.”
Benji noticed the way Taum smiled sideways at him and returned the look with an understanding.
“I guess you do,” he agreed.
The two of them sat in the branches and watched the sun rise higher into the sky as the morning began to burn away.
The markets of Elgárnd were a bustling crowded place. They were the only part of the city that still felt truly alive and people yearned to be amongst them. Brightly coloured stalls lined the bridges and walkways in the centre of the town, and they brimmed with all the goods you could imagine.
Danni and Francis had left their guide down by the docks and followed his directions to the main street. They still had a little bit of money left in their pockets that had come with them on their journey, and Undernal coins bought a little bit more than Elgárnd money. The first thing Danni had gone looking for was food. After two sticky-rice fish rolls and a slice of cake her hunger ebbed. Slightly. She still couldn’t help buying a small packet of sweet meats that the two of them nibbled on as they meandered their way across the bridges.
Francis was more than used to Danni’s little food quests. They’d never bothered her and, on the contrary, she found them fairly entertaining. Down in the markets there were plenty of things to keep her distracted as they walked, and she was easily distracted. Francis was one of those people who could focus with absolute unwavering intensity on anything she set her mind to, but if her mind wasn’t set it went where it pleased.
Every now and again someone would give them a curious look. For Francis it was the first time she had ever been in a city where she stood out, and it was a strangely alien experience. She knew that they were mostly looking at Danni, and that when they glanced at her they did it because she was with the Almenian and didn’t look like she was from Elgárnd. Yet, every time it happened she touched the scar at her collarbone nervously. It hadn’t bothered her until now, but with people staring she suddenly became self-conscious. She knew it was there. She knew she’d been marked as different, and it was the only new mark she bore. The only thing she could do when the city stared at her was stare back at its curiosities and wonders.
The people of Elgárnd were a peculiar mix around the markets, but each group seemed to have their own little area that specialised in various cultural goods. Near the centre of the markets had been a clique of gaudily-dressed, pushy, spice merchants with rich cloth stalls that the girls had been careful to dodge around. Many of the shop keepers sold themselves shamelessly for a sale and tried to catch anyone passing by. The trick for shoppers seemed to be sneaking through the middle of the crowds and maintaining a look of complete and disdainful disinterest.
Off to the right was a crowd of plain but noisy fruit-sellers, and down from them appeared to be a group of Zynaldini merchants. They stood almost head and shoulders above everyone else. Danni noticed the way Francis watched them curiously, but the merchants spoke quietly in their own tongue and the small blonde girl couldn’t eavesdrop.
“Do you think we’ll see any of the others here?” she asked.
Danni shrugged. “I wouldn’t be all that surprised, but it is a big place.”
The Almenian woman tossed her short brown hair from her eyes and peered around with a shrewd blue gaze. There was a woman down one of the bridges away from them at a fish stall shrieking prices at the top of her lungs.
“It’s hard to imagine Benji’s from this place,” Danni commented dryly.
“He is strangely reserved when you compare him to others,” Francis agreed. “But then, his grandmother is a shaman, and he’s a quiet and intense sort of person. He probably doesn’t come down here much. It’s not hard to see why he moved to Undernal.”
“Yeah, everyone’s serious and stiff-backed there,” Danni concurred. “And no doubt the idea of going off and dying in a war appealed to him.”
“That same war you were planning on joining?” Francis reminded pointedly.
“You didn’t want me to go,” Danni shrugged.
“Was that going to stop you when the time came?” Francis asked as they continued walking.
“I don’t know,” Danni admitted. “Maybe. But the difference is that I wanted to go down and join the war to protect the North and fight for my people. I wanted to do it to save people. Benji just wants to die tragically in Elvac’s arms.”
Francis gave her girlfriend a long hard look.
“I’m not taking it back,” Danni defended. “It’s true. No one’s arguing that Benji has issues.”
“No one is arguing,” Francis agreed. “But I thought we left his grandmother so we didn’t have to talk about that. You know me, darling, I’m more than happy to gossip about our friends, but Benji is a topic that can just get borderline disturbing.”
Danni shrugged again but didn’t push the subject. Her mind clearly wasn’t straying far though.
“I do feel sorry for Taum sometimes though,” the Almenian huntress mused. “I mean I know he isn’t doing anything to help himself, but, still…”
Francis nodded. “He knows how Benji is though. That’s why he’s never let him know how he feels.” Francis pulled a wry face. “Our whole group is a bit of a mess, isn’t it? But I still think Benji’s the worst of the lot.” She shook her head. “Let’s not talk about it.”
“What would you rather talk about?” Danni asked. “Arrio?”
Francis gave Danni a sharp but definitely confused look. Danni grinned at her.
“Why Arrio?” Francis demanded.
“There needs to be a reason other than how charming and handsome a man he is?” Danni replied innocently.
Francis snorted contemptibly at her. Danni never talked that way about men.
“Or it could be that I’m teasing you because you talk about him a lot,” Danni suggested as they passed the Zynaldini merchants.
“I do not.”
“You do.”
“I don’t!”
Danni took her girlfriend’s hand and linked it gently in her elbow as they walked.
“Actually, quiqui, you really do,” she maintained. “Back at home you used to spend every day with him. I was always listening to your stories about him.”
Francis pouted. “He is interesting though,” she finally admitted.
“There we go,” Danni chuckled.
“But he never talks about himself!” Francis whined. “He’s so serious and quiet, and you never know what’s going on behind those big dark eyes. He seems so huge and scary when you look at him, but underneath it all he’s so sweet and romantic. There’s something else about him, like… like he’s hiding from something.”
Danni had a slightly amused expression on her face but her eyes had wandered. Francis poked her in the arm.
“Are you even listening?” she demanded.
“Yes quiqui,” Danni replied blandly.
Francis punched her girlfriend’s shoulder with her tiny fist. It probably hurt her more than it hurt Danni who laughed helplessly and kissed her girlfriend’s cheek.
“Oh Fran,” she chuckled. “I do love you.”
“You better,” Francis warned sulkily.
Danni slipped her arm around her girlfriend’s tiny waist and pulled her in as Francis rested her head on Danni’s shoulder. Some people shoved passed them.
“Hey!” Danni moved to lash out, but something about the look in their eyes made her stop. She wasn’t usually a cautious person, and would always be the first to start a fight, but all around her people were moving out of the way of the group that had knocked them.
They were dressed a lot like Benji often was, with tall Unagi-skin boots and reed-bands all up their arms. They looked serious as they strolled unforgivingly through the market. Dead serious. The screaming and yelling turned to muttering in their wake. Danni and Francis stared after them, but so did everyone else in the crowd. A girl with golden-brown hair and green eyes moved up beside them.
“Who are they?” Francis asked her.
The girl looked over at them. As soon as she saw them she started unexpectedly.
“Miss?” Danni inquired.
The girl recovered quickly, but her eyes were still quite wild as she looked at them.
“They’re a bridging team,” she answered. “They were the ones who brought the Unagi back this morning.”
Danni and Francis shared a look of surprise. The girl mistook this for incomprehension and was in turn surprised by that.
“Uh, a Unagi is a child of Brukna. They’re giant snakes that live in the swamp.”
“And they went and brought one into the city?!” Danni exclaimed.
“It was dead.”
“Oh.”
“The Unagi are sacred creatures and their bodies cannot be allowed to waste. When they die they float to the surface and the bridging teams bring them back.”
“How do you use them?” Francis asked. “Their blood is poisonous, isn’t it?”
The girl gave her a very strange look.
“I’m a doctor from Almenir,” Francis lied. “I studied poisons and toxins extensively.”
“You’re both from Almenir?”
“Yeah,” Danni confirmed with more conviction. “So it’s poisonous?”
“Yes. To humans.” The girl was still eyeing them up. “Their skin we can use as other regions use leather. The meat can be fed to pets. It doesn’t poison the four-eyed monkeys, or ju-ju bears, or pieq dogs. The bones mostly get burnt. They’re good fuel for fires. Sometimes they get carved into ornaments, but they have to be carved over flame so that none of the dust or fragments are wasted.”
“So what’s with that group? Do they get to lord it over everyone just ‘cause they touched the sacred dead thing?” Danni asked.
Francis elbowed her for her insensitivity to what was clearly a sacred topic for the marsh folk, but her rebuke was completely lost on Danni who didn’t even realise.
“They’re not lording it over anyone. The Unagi they found was murdered. It was killed by something that tried to slash it to pieces. I went with my father to go and see the body when they brought it back, and it was badly torn up and mutilated.”
Danni tried to look surprised. Francis didn’t bother. She kept touching her scar nervously at the looks the girl directed at them, but the girl had stopped looking at them briefly as revulsion and nausea clouded her expression. The bridging team had long moved off by now and the noise and bustle of the crowd was starting back up. The girl turned her attention back to them.
“The Chief has ordered a curfew because of the monster. Everyone has to be inside after dark.”
“Thanks, we’ll keep that in mind,” Danni replied.
“You should.” The girl gave them one last suspicious look before moving away and disappearing into the crowd. Danni watched until she couldn’t see her anymore before shaking her head and letting out a whistle.
“Okay, now I believe Benji’s from here. That girl was weird.”
“It sounds like this place might not be at its best currently,” Francis murmured. “Do you think we should try and tell the Chief what we know about the monster that attacked the Unagi?”
“No.”
“But Dan–”
“No Francis. We shouldn’t. Firstly: we don’t know anything about it. Everything we know we were told by Yargi and if she wants she can go and visit the Chief and pass that along. Secondly: we are wanted fugitives. Yargi told us not to mention who we are or where we are from. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. Thirdly: what if we suddenly have to explain that while their sacred snake was mauled by a demon-thing that wasn’t actually what killed it? I imagine that if the truth came out the rest of the city would be a lot less understanding than Yargi. We don’t need that on top of everything else.”
Francis stayed absolutely silent. Danni sighed.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Fran. I didn’t mean to snap.”
“You didn’t,” Francis smiled gently. “It’s okay. You’re completely right.”
“You forgive me?”
“There’s nothing to forgive.” Francis kissed her.
Danni smiled and tried to tickle her just slightly in a teasing way to lighten the mood again. Francis had been dodging that for years now and knew how to get away. Danni laughed.
“Hey it’s starting to get busy here again, quiqui, do you–”
Francis had already turned away. The short attention span of the flighty golden-haired girl was quickly diverted by a stall near them. An older woman, whose already pale hair was going white, sat behind a counter. Behind her was a thin-faced young man who was watering some of the plants along the back shelf. Their counter was covered with herbs and grasses in little woven baskets with small ink and paper price tags. What had caught the attention of Francis and drawn her to the stall was a wide shallow tub. The plant growing across the top was a mossy sort with the tiniest oval leaves imaginable. The miniscule leaves were like a dark rich green carpet over the tub and sprouting out across it were small white flowers. The little flowers wouldn’t have been more than half a centimetre in diameter and each had only five tiny petals on them. The woman caught Francis looking at it and smiled.
“It’s called Star Grass,” she informed them softly.
Francis nodded. The flowers did indeed look just like tiny stars spread out over the dark green leaves beneath them, and the fragrance they gave off when she leant in closer was strong and sweet.
“It’s not just pretty to look at,” the man told them as he stopped his watering. “Star Grass is also known to have some useful medicinal properties, but it only grows in the marshes so it isn’t widely used.”
“Everything you can get in this city seems to be things you can only get here,” Danni commented.
The man shrugged. “For all that the Great Realm is united people forget that many of us are still the very different tribes we once were. What is common here often isn’t found in other parts of the land, as I’m sure many things you are familiar with from Almenir probably aren’t found in other places.”
Danni gave a conceding nod. Francis was still admiring the Star Grass.
“You said something about medicinal properties?” she asked.
The old woman nodded. “The crushed sap of the plant is useful for several things. It assists and strengthens the healing process and enhances breathing in the wounded. It can be used for many ailments but really it depends what afflicts you.”
“I’m currently curious rather than injured,” Francis smiled, but her hand went to her scar again. “I’ve spent several years now training to be a healer and new herbs always interest me.”
“It’s only two silver for a pound,” the man offered.
Danni dug into her pocket for the coins.
“Are you sure?” Francis checked.
“Yeah,” Danni shrugged. “I don’t mind and it might come in useful. Besides, if we run out of money Sabeh will just steal some more.”
Danni realised what she’d said as she handed the coins over.
“I was joking,” she clarified to the shopkeepers. “We don’t actually steal things. You just kind of have to know our friend to get it.”
The man chuckled understandingly as he scooped out some of the Star Grass and wrapped the dirt and roots in damp paper around the bottom. He handed the plant over to Francis who took it carefully in both hands and thanked him. The girls turned to go and continued on. Francis cradled her Star Grass. Once they were out of earshot she spoke again.
“You don’t actually know you were joking.”
“I know,” Danni agreed. “But when it comes to Sabeh I doubt even Satinka would know if I was joking.”
“So do I get to gossip about him now?” Francis questioned cheekily.
Danni laughed at her but said nothing. Nobody really knew anything about the Ickian. He was even more secretive than Arrio. The truth was people in their group could gossip all they liked. The whole lot of them were so guarded no one really knew enough to gossip about anything worthwhile.
“He’ll change you, you know,” Yargi said quietly.
Satinka looked up from where she sat. The hut was much the same as it had been before, but the old shaman had run out of garments to fix and now knitted quietly in the corner. Satinka sat where she always did – fixed like a statue to the side of Elvac’s bed. She had just finished changing the dressing on his arm and checking the wound under Yargi’s instruction. It was healing well and didn’t look to be suffering any signs of infection which was promising. Elvac himself continued to lie still and unmoving in the blankets. The Syrene girl was like a reptile. She could sit completely motionless for hours, almost unblinking, and waiting like this beside Elvac seemed to cause her no boredom. Only Yargi’s comment was enough to make her move. She gave the shaman a long blank look until the old woman elaborated.
“Ragnar’s son,” Yargi clarified. “He will change you.”
“He already has,” Satinka replied simply.
Yargi shook her head. “You do not have the understanding of humans that you think you do. We are so much more than you can yet see.”
“And Sabeh will be the one to show me this?” Satinka baited in an amused tone.
“He is stronger than you are,” Yargi commented gently.
Satinka laughed until she realised the old shaman wasn’t joking.
“There is more to life than a strong body and mind,” Yargi reproached. “You may think yourself superior, but there is a way in which he is stronger than you. Once you learn what that is, and understand it, only then can you see what you will need to work out.”
“I don’t think I’m superior.”
Yargi raised an eyebrow at her and Satinka flushed slightly.
“You can’t lie to me, Your Majesty.”
“You don’t understand,” Satinka grated. “You’re human. You only know humans. You don’t get it.”
“Neither do you.”
Satinka threw the old woman a dark look through her long blue black hair from where she sat curled up on the floor.
“What is it with mystics and this unsavoury habit of talking in riddles?” she asked bitterly.
“It wouldn’t be mystic if we just told you what we saw,” Yargi smiled. “We’re dreamers and shamans, not doctors and psychologists. When we look at you we see what will probably happen given the person you are. If we just analysed you, you’d never listen to us.”
Satinka grinned wryly. “I studied psychology.”
“I bet you did,” Yargi smiled cheekily.
Satinka let it lie and turned back to Elvac. She sat on the floor in her white robe with one knee raised and the other tucked around her ankle. The girl rested her cheek down on her knee under a curtain of perfect straight dark hair. Her large dark blue eyes watched the sleeping soldier softly. Yargi noticed the way she looked at him and said nothing. It wasn’t her business, but then she saw what Satinka must have seen: he was stirring. He groaned slightly and Satinka was up beside him in an instant.
“Elvac?”
“Where are we?” he asked softly.
“We’re in Elgárnd,” Satinka told him. “Staying with Benji’s grandmother.”
“How did we get here?” he asked.
“The usual way,” she smiled. “Although we had to run for the parts you don’t remember.”
“What happened?”
“How much do you remember?”
“We were walking,” he mumbled. “We weren’t far from the city and…” his eyes grew wide. “The snake! I… I killed it though…”
“You did,” Satinka agreed. “Unfortunately it turns out the Unagi have poisonous blood, and its blood got into your wound.”
Elvac sighed. “I’m dying then?”
“No,” she smiled. “I’m sorry. We were terribly inconsiderate and saved you. We ran you to Elgárnd. Benji’s grandmother Yargi is a shaman. She helped us heal you. You’re going to be fine.”
“Déjà vu,” Elvac chuckled bitterly. “Not that I’m not grateful for all the times you’ve healed poisons out of my body recently,” he began dryly. “But I wouldn’t mind it if we could just go a month without something like this happening.”
Satinka laughed. “Honestly, the rest of us wouldn’t mind that either.”
Elvac tried to sit up, but groaned and fell back into the pillows.
“I feel like there’s lead in my body.”
“Good,” Satinka replied, pushing his hair back from his face. “You should feel that way. You’ve been through a lot.”
“I would like to go through less…” he smiled at her.
Yargi came over, and neither Elvac nor Satinka had noticed she had left the room, but she carried a large serving bowl of fish stew.
“Good afternoon, soldier. It’s good to see you awake.”
Elvac scrambled weakly into a sitting position at the sight of her, and then leant back against the wall with a grimace as his body tried to explain to him that it hadn’t been prepared for that. Yargi smiled at him.
“Excellent. That range of movement is good. You are quick to recover. I like that in my patients. Here,” she sat the bowl down on his lap. “Eat that.”
“All of it?” Elvac sounded like the idea of food was something to dread.
“You may not think you feel like it, but your body needs fuel to help it heal. If you want to get better you need to eat.”
Elvac nodded gratefully and started on the giant meal.
“Thank you, Ma’am. It’s very good.”
“It’s nourishing – that’s what’s important. At least you’re not as fussy as my grandson.”
Elvac smiled and continued eating. Despite the apprehension with which he had approached the meal, his appetite grew visibly as he ate. After he had finished he wrapped up in his sheet and Satinka showed him around. The first stop was the bathroom, but Elvac had already started to look around like he was lost.
“Where are the others?” he asked.
“They all went to town,” Satinka replied. “I stayed here to keep an eye on you.”
“Thank you,” he mumbled humbly. “You didn’t have to.”
“Yes I did. I needed to know you were going to be okay.”
She led him around the few huts Yargi owned and then brought him back to the old Shaman. Yargi gave him a once over and frowned.
“You should get some more sleep.”
“I feel fine,” Elvac defended. “I’m not really tired.”
“Okay, well, humour an old lady. Go lie down and I will be over to check on you in a minute. I might have something you can take to help you get better.”
Elvac did as he was told and flopped down on the mattress again. Satinka joined Yargi at the other end of the room as the old woman beckoned to her.
“He seems to be doing very well, Shaman,” Satinka whispered. “He’s a little bit hazy but otherwise alright. Physically he’s in much better shape than I thought he would be.”
“Yes. Physically he will be up and about in no time, but be careful, Your Majesty. His mind will be quite fragile for a while. You will need to watch out for that.”
“I will,” Satinka nodded. “You said you had something for him though?”
“Yes. Rest.”
Yargi led her back over to Elvac. The soldier was fast asleep. Satinka chuckled quietly to herself as she sat down at his side again. She smiled fondly as she watched him sleep.
“He really didn’t seem that tired.”
“He didn’t think he was either,” Yargi replied. “But while his body is doing alright his mind is eager to fix itself. He needs rest, and he needs to make the most of the rest he can get here. I see many things, Kakai, and I know your journey will not be easy and simple.”
“I could practically guarantee that,” Satinka sighed bitterly. The smile didn’t slip from her face entirely though. There was still a trace of it as she watched the sleeping soldier. “What do you see for him?” Satinka didn’t take her eyes from his face as she asked the question.
The old shaman approached the bed and looked down to see what the young queen saw. Elvac lay pale and still under the blankets. His blonde hair lay like golden thread around him, so much shorter on the right, and his blue eyes were closed. Despite everything his expression was peaceful and calm. Yargi looked down on him, suddenly not wanting to see the way Satinka watched him.
“Just tell me he’ll be happy one day,” Satinka whispered.
Yargi watched the sleeping man’s face with the girl’s words strong in her mind. She had barely met the man they were caring for, but she could still see things around him: how the world was affecting him and how he was affecting the world.
“He already is,” she murmured.
Satinka looked up at her with a slight crease of incomprehension in her brow.
“It’s hard to explain,” Yargi said. “It’s not like other things I’ve seen before. There are so many emotions conflicting inside this man that they negate each other to the point of emptiness. But happiness is one of them. It’s in there. It just needs to be fuelled.”
“Can I do that?” Satinka asked.
“I don’t know, can you?”
“I don’t know either. I don’t know how much damage I did to him.”
There was silence in the hut. Outside the sunlight was strengthening and a bird chirped somewhere. The old shaman folded her hands in front of her.
“Why the guilt?” Yargi questioned. “Why do you care so much about their happiness? You said it yourself: we are just humans.”
“But that’s why it’s so important,” Satinka protested. “If he survives this, if we survive all this, if they all live long full human lives… I’ll still have at least 900 years left to live without them. By the time I die… will I even remember them? It keeps me awake at night. It preys on my thoughts. I can’t lose them… but I have to accept that there is nothing else I can do to change it.”
Yargi reached down and put a worn hand on Satinka’s white robed shoulder. The old woman’s face was sad and her expression empathetic.
“My husband died over 25 years ago,” she said softly. “It was before Benji was even born. He never knew his grandfather. It feels like a long, long time ago now, and it’s still hard.” She looked down on Satinka who gazed back painfully. “But you remember what you have to, as long as you want to. No one can keep all their memories, but what was important will stay with you.”
Satinka turned her eyes back to the sleeping Elvac and the tears that had glistened in her eyes for a second vanished as her inner resolve hardened.
“Sometimes I wish I’d just kept my distance from them,” she admitted.
Yargi squeezed her shoulder once reassuringly and turned away.
“Wish what you want, but you wouldn’t stand a chance without them,” the old shaman replied. “You forget: everything happens for a reason. Without them you would never have gained the information to start your journey ‒ you would never have made it this far. You might be a Syrene, but you can only destroy so many armies on your own before you’re overwhelmed, and you still have a long way to go.”
“You’re saying I was meant to do this with them?”
“I’m saying none of you alone understand what it really is to kill a god,” Yargi warned. “Child, you are not god slayers.”
Satinka’s eyes darkened as shadows seemed to cast over them. Her gaze was still locked on the sleeping soldier as though he had become a symbol of everything Sunne had caused. She remembered the cold and dreadful eagerness her friends had shown at the idea of killing the three-eyed god. Secretly they desired his blood as much as she did.
“We’ll see,” she replied to the shaman. “We’ll see.”
Back near the eastern gate the sun had risen scorching hot as it made its way toward the centre of the sky. The fog had burnt away and left the sky a soft empty pale blue. Benji and Taum had lost interest in playing amongst the trees and now made their way through another quiet part of town. They stopped briefly for a quick lunch at a small place Benji assured Taum was called Vi Lumin. However, the huntsman couldn’t make head or tail of the strange elongated writing of the language of the marsh people. The man who ran the little establishment seemed to know Benji well, and by the time they moved on Taum was beginning to get the impression that no one from Elgárnd had ever expected to see Benji again after he had left.
Benji led him on through the quiet suburban-type wooden streets at the edges of the town. Here and there the townspeople wandered and worked around the bridges. The most common activity around these areas seemed to be fishing, and Taum had noticed that the main source of protein in Elgárnd appeared to be fish, along with the occasional bird. The marshes weren’t the kind of land cattle could be raised on. All around them people lined the rails with their lines bobbing in the water.
Up ahead Taum saw a man baiting his hook and casting it into the water. His eyes narrowed as he watched the hook sail through the air and land with a slight plop as it sank beneath the surface of the water. He’d seen Benji fish with hooks like that before. They were part-hook part-blade, and cruelly curved in a leaf shape with a point at the base as well the hook tip. Every edge on it was sharp enough to slice with and the hook itself could dig into bone.
Benji caught Taum watching and a flicker of a grimace touched his green eyes. He knew what Taum was thinking. He knew what his friend thought every time he’d pulled out one of those hooks in the marsh. He’d barely even look at them. He never watched Benji fish, but turned his eyes away. Taum hadn’t taken to battle. It haunted him. Benji wanted to put him at ease.
“They were always originally designed to be fishing hooks,” Benji said. “But the people who use them are, well, creative about their practicality. We found that in skilled hands they can be useful for a great many things. I was always better at catching birds than fish.”
Taum was already remembering the battle on the plains of Undernal near the Troll Caves, and the skill Benji had used his own three hooks with. The young man had never been much of a fisherman in the time Taum had known him, and he hated fish. He’d only fished in the marsh because Arrio had asked him to, but he hadn’t enjoyed anything about it. Yet, back on that battlefield the riverman had shown a fair amount of talent wielding the hooks as weapons. He’d used them to pull away chunks of armour and flesh in almost equal measure. Taum suppressed a shudder at the memory, but knew he couldn’t judge. It wasn’t as though he was above killing people either. Still, despite his own prejudices, he felt that arrows were a great deal less gruesome than the Mildidar fishing hooks. A sudden thought struck him as he thought about it.
“Benji?”
The white haired man turned back to look at him as they walked.
“Wouldn’t they be completely impractical for fishing?” Taum asked, realising he’d never bothered to watch. “Those hooks, they’re sharpened all around the edges, wouldn’t that just slice through anything that bit it if you tried to pull it up?”
Benji shook his head. “You didn’t get a good look at the catches? I know I didn’t pull anything impressive, but it’s still kinda impressive compared to what you’d get in Undernal. They’re not like the fish you’d be used to. Most of what we catch has skin an inch thick and tougher than leather. The hooks don’t even cut through it very well. They hook around the jaw bone and that’s how we drag them up. You have to remember that in these marshes what we don’t catch is left down there to be food for the Unagi. They are the toughest fish you’ll ever have the displeasure of meeting.”
Taum laughed at his friend’s tone and got the impression the Elgárnd fishing life had definitely once disagreed with him. Twice if you counted his brief two week stint as fisherman for the group.
They continued on to Benji’s next destination of choice and Taum noticed that the canals in this area were smaller and shallower. It didn’t take long for them to reach a space where the area underneath the bridge they crossed was solid land. Taum was on the brink of commenting on it when he looked up and saw Benji climb the railing and leap over the edge of the bridge. Benji braced himself carefully for the landing and squelched awkwardly into the mud, but succeeded in staying upright. Taum dropped down unquestioningly beside him.
The mud wasn’t deep, it didn’t even reach their ankles, but it sucked noisily at the soles of their shoes. Benji soon wished that he had been wearing his regular boots. Those boots were back at the hut with his damp travel clothes. They were dark green, came up to mid-thigh, and made from the stretchy powerfully waterproof skin of a Unagi. Usually Benji wore them everywhere. He made a mental note to remember them next time. It wasn’t that these other boots were bad. They just weren’t quite as waterproof as he might have liked. They walked for several meters under the bridges and through the mud until Benji stopped at a hole in the ground. It had been dug into the side of a mound of wet earth beneath one of the wooden walkways and sloped down under the city in a black shadowy mass. Benji moved as though to climb down into it.
“You cannot be serious,” Taum stated incredulously.
“It’s worth it,” Benji replied as he stepped down into the hole.
The tunnel ran into the earth on a sharp slant that was angled just enough to act as a ramp, but the mud was still thick and Benji put each foot forward carefully and made sure he wouldn’t slip before moving again. He had to hunch over as he walked deeper into the hole, but the space was big enough that it wasn’t much of a squeeze. A couple of times he had to reach out and steady himself against the wall and the thick mud coated his fingers. Behind him Taum continued to follow, and a sound of immense displeasure and barely concealed disgust told Benji his friend had also reached out to the wall for support. If there was anything that Taum hated more than mess it was dirt.
“It’s just mud. It will wash off,” Benji said loud enough for him to hear.
“I hate being underground,” Taum grumbled.
“It’s worth it,” Benji repeated. “Trust me. This is where I used to come when I wanted to be on my own.”
Taum chose not to reply, but his unconvinced noises of repugnance gave enough of an opinion for him.
Benji continued down through the boggy mud. He couldn’t help but remember that this had been a lot easier when he was smaller. The tunnel was dark and Taum’s shadow behind him blocked most of the light, but he could see a faint glow ahead of him and knew they were almost there. The track wasn’t overly deep, but it went deep enough. About five metres underground Benji turned slightly and wound his way through a narrow S-shaped passage, warning Taum of the change in direction. They came out into a cavern with an area equal to three or four Elgárnd huts and Benji felt Taum stop dead behind him.
“I told you it was worth it,” he murmured.
“What are they?” Taum whispered in awe.
“We call them aliday moonous,” Benji replied. “Which quite literally means ‘light trees’.”
Both of them looked in silent amazement around the cavern for a moment. The dark space was filled with tall slim pale trees that glowed with a kind of soft white light. Their luminous trunks were smooth and straight and reached up to spread their branches across the ceiling like a blanket. The trees were scattered randomly throughout the cavern and their branches intertwined overhead. The leaves of the trees sparkled like thousands of stars clustered thickly above them. The two young men stood in awe in the darkness, their faces bathed in the pale soft light of the luminous trees.
“How did you find this place?” Taum asked softly.
“I was shown it,” Benji replied. “There are three caverns like this that I know of beneath the city, but this is the only one I’ve been to personally. Not many people know about them. I think the priests of Brukna are all told. As far as I’m aware the only person who knows how to hunt them out with any kind of skill is Brukna’s Avatar himself.”
“Did he show you?”
“No,” Benji shook his head. “One of the priests did. I never really knew the current Avatar.”
“And he’s…” Taum trailed off.
Benji nodded, still gazing seriously out at the glowing trees and their starry leaves. Taum looked out at their surroundings again and breathed deeply. He may have had an aversion to being underground, but he was still at home in a forest.
“Thank you,” he whispered. “For bringing me here. It’s a very special place.”
Benji nodded again. “I wanted to bring Elvac, but…” he sighed. “Maybe when he’s doing better. I think he’d like it here.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Taum carefully dodged around his friend’s obsession.
Benji nodded, but it was clear in his eyes that his mind was far away, back in his grandmother’s hut. Taum looked away from him. He didn’t want to see it, and Benji’s unhealthy fixation was starting to grate on his nerves. How in a place this perfect and tranquil could someone still seek their own inner turmoil? He didn’t want to know, so instead turned his mind to the voices of the trees. They were old. Older than anything he had encountered before, and their awareness spoke in a language so ancient he could barely understand it. But he didn’t need to hear what they were saying in order to understand how they felt, and as he let their consciousness wash over him he felt a rising peace.




SUSPICIONS

Near the very centre of Elgárnd a bizarrely mismatched pair were wandering across the bridges. They had heard about the curfew and the body of the Unagi through large groups that had passed them moving to and from the western gate. Mostly they had tried to stay their distance and keep to themselves. Fortunately, with everything else going on, they didn’t draw much attention. They watched a group of children several bridges over play with skipping ropes and sing an old nursery rhyme as they walked by.
“One by one, out they come. Two by two, coming for you…”
Sabeh watched them. The song was called ‘The Ten’. He’d always found it creepy.
“Three by three, try to flee. Four by four, break down the door…”
Sabeh turned away from the laughing, skipping children and their creepy nursery rhyme, and focused his attention back on the conversation he’d been having with Arrio.
“Were you really that mad at her?” Sabeh asked.
“No,” Arrio sighed. “I guess I was never really mad. It just came as a shock is all.”
The two of them had spent the morning meandering their way around the city with a wary curiosity of Elgárnd and its people. Both of them knew subconsciously where they had been headed this whole time, and neither of them had felt the need to discuss it with the other. They were close now, and the giant building loomed up in the distance – directing them towards it with its own immensity. They made a strange pair in the streets of the marsh folk: the giant dark Zynaldini man with his flaming braid and the small bronze-skinned, black-eyed Ickian. The people of the city gave them strange looks, but Arrio’s size and the oddly regal bearing he walked with kept them from becoming too curious. Sabeh’s own self-satisfied strut was usually enough to keep people at bay, and the added distance of caution his companion brought left a wolfish smirk across his face. People didn’t want to know who they were, and that was just what he wanted.
“It’s not as though I didn’t know something was up,” Arrio continued, his dark brow creased in recollection. “I knew she was keeping things from me. I just didn’t realise how big it all was. When I first realised that her secrets were going to come out I was slightly glad, but when I found out how much she’d been hiding… what it all meant…” he trailed off sadly.
“I know,” Sabeh empathised. “It takes time to adjust to it.”
“How did you cope with it?” Arrio asked. “You knew before anyone but it didn’t seem to trouble you.”
“Not openly,” Sabeh admitted. “You’ll recall I actually made the most of that situation. I had secrets to trade for hers that put us on level ground.”
For a moment Arrio just looked down on his friend in unconcealed shock at the implication that the Ickian could have enough secrets to put him on level ground with Satinka. The expression soon faded to be replaced with a wry look.
“I don’t suppose you’d ever consider telling me what those secrets are one day?” he asked.
Sabeh laughed. “Not if I can help it, my friend.”
Arrio gave him a resigned but dark look. “I don’t keep anything from you.”
“That’s a lie,” Sabeh stated directly. “But it’s also your prerogative.”
“Why all the secrecy?” Arrio demanded. “Doesn’t it get hard to keep track of?”
“Not really,” Sabeh scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “It’s all about being the person you want to be. I didn’t really like being the person I was at Stonehall, so when I moved south I tried to erase his existence a bit. I’m someone entirely different to the boy I was before, and I’m not likely to encounter anyone who’d want to challenge that all the way down here at the other end of the world.”
Arrio’s expression was overly contemplative at the explanation.
“I understand that,” he conceded. “I think I can completely appreciate it.”
The tone of comprehension and empathy in his voice brought the wolfish grin back to Sabeh’s face. Arrio had secrets of his own, after all. Except Sabeh had a habit of finding out snippets of those secrets through a certain dark-haired girl they both knew, who should probably have made a point of keeping more things to herself. He and the giant Zynaldini had a lot more in common than they realised.
Their footsteps finally slowed as they reached the giant church. It was a hall of epic proportions with domes and spires that reached up towards the clouds. The building had been painted various shades of blue and green to match its many stained-glass windows, and the colours added an oceanic quality to the alien flowing shapes of the structure. They wandered slowly towards the giant double doors, moving around the intricately carved walls. Sabeh looked at them with a slight frown creasing his face. He reached out and touched one of the designs, brushing his fingers over the paint.
“Ragnar!” he cursed. “It’s made out of wood.”
“So is every other building in the city,” Arrio pointed out.
“But isn’t it a fire hazard?” Sabeh accused.
Arrio thought about it. “I suppose they take a great deal of care and precautions around such things,” he mused. “The church would have to be a special case, but most other buildings seem to have a relatively straightforward scheme to them. There are bridges between most of the huts that could be torn down to prevent a fire from spreading too far if it started, and all the buildings are surrounded by water, so I’m sure it wouldn’t be too hard to put a blaze out.”
“It’s unnatural,” Sabeh judged.
“Where are they going to get stone from?” Arrio asked pointedly.
Sabeh considered the soft overgrown marshland around them.
“I hadn’t thought about that,” he admitted.
“I didn’t think you had,” Arrio agreed. “Besides, even if they shipped enough stone in it would be much heavier. I’m not sure that would be good for the city’s foundations, although I’m not personally sure how they were put together. It seems more sensible for them to do it this way. They’re not going to run out of wood, and it’s easier to patch and rebuild if anything does happen.”
“You know,” Sabeh mused, “sometimes you’re so practical it makes me nauseated.”
“I was raised by a practical man,” Arrio shrugged. “It’s not a bad thing to be.”
“It must be nice,” Sabeh said wistfully. “To be raised into practicality.”
“As opposed to?” Arrio asked.
“I think I was raised with the intention that I become jaded, strong, and self-loathing,” Sabeh considered.
“They are personality shades that you look good in,” Arrio replied with a straight face.
Sabeh gave his friend a sly look and then laughed. The Zynaldini cracked a small smile, but tried his best to keep it restrained as they climbed the church steps to the entrance.
The great wooden doors had long elaborate hinges that matched the curled snaky carvings of the wood, and one of them stood bolted open. The two men stepped inside out of the afternoon heat and waited for their eyes to adjust to the dimness. The main hall was vast. Fragments of eerie blue and green light filtered in and fell in waves that made the building look as though it was underwater.
At the far end of the building, behind the altar, hung the stone statue of a massive snake that coiled itself from the floor to the top of the domed ceiling. Both young men knelt briefly and made the sign of the snake in respect to the image. It was common practice in the Great Realm to know the marks of respect for the remaining five gods and how to use them within the churches of each deity.
The nave of the church was wide with two aisles down each side. Alcoves filled with serpentine statues and plaques all carved in the sloping hand of the Elgárnd language lined the walls. Hundreds of candles glittered around the hall in rows of delicate candelabra, and both the visitors took particular notice of the decorative yet protective tiles that covered the walls and floors. They also took note of the sad emptiness of the old building. The long wooden pews all stood empty, and many at the back looked as though they hadn’t been used in a long time.
Whispering and the sound of light footsteps drew their attention to the other side of the hall, and the only two other people in the building. Both were men and dressed in the dark green robes of the priests of Brukna. One of them stood lighting candles with a long match. He was a young man, in his early twenties, with dark hair and large unguarded eyes. An older man with a shaved head, almost twice the age of his companion, was whispering seriously to the younger priest. Despite the echoic quality of the church the visitors were too far away to hear what was being said on the other side of the hall. The younger priest, however, felt eyes on him and turned his strangely wide gaze to the young men across the room. Feeling caught out as their eyes met Sabeh spoke.
“Hail Brukna,” he called across the hall. His voice in the echoing hall caught the attention of the other man who turned to look at him.
“Hail Brukna,” both priests responded with polite inclines of their heads.
The initial formality satisfied, both priests turned away again, but a certain curiosity had been sparked in their gaze and that always ignited Sabeh’s own interest. The Ickian signalled Arrio to follow him and led the way across the room, his bare feet making no sound on the floor. The priests saw them approaching when they were merely feet away, and a small smiled flickered across the face of the older man as he nodded his head at them.
“Gentlemen,” he greeted them.
“Father,” they both responded politely.
“And may I inquire what brings the sons of Ragnar and Zyki so far from home?” he asked.
“It’s not so far,” Sabeh replied. “Especially when you consider that we’ve been calling Undernal home for several years now.”
“A grand city,” the priest complimented. “And indeed not overly far from our home.”
Sabeh gave a small nod of agreement, but his eyes had started to wander around the church again. He was ignoring a nervous Arrio who probably would have lied about Undernal. Sabeh had no interest in lying here. Truth for truth was how he played the game. Besides, mentioning ‘Undernal’ didn’t seem to have triggered any significant reaction. The priests had both brushed right over it.
“My name is Geo,” the older priest introduced. “And this is Oun.” He indicated his younger companion. “We are the servants of the great snake god here in Elgárnd.”
Sabeh made a noise of polite acknowledgement as his eyes scoured the room, then he sprawled himself on one of the pews beside them. It was a somewhat impressive feat, as church pews the world over are not designed for sprawling. They tend towards simple, hard, wooden planks nailed together in the interest of providing seats that will keep people straight, attentive, and most of all: awake. Sabeh, however, sprawled like a man who had practiced the art of church sprawling, and even managed to look almost comfortable. The effect was lost on no one. The Ickian, though, seemed to be reconsidering Geo’s introduction.
“Where is he?” Sabeh finally asked, steadfastly ignoring Arrio’s reproving gaze.
“I beg your pardon?” Geo apologised.
“Brukna,” Sabeh clarified casually. “You said you are the servants of the snake god. Where then, Father, is your snake god?”
The priests exchanged a cautious glance.
“Do you know something we don’t?” Geo asked.
“I don’t know, Geo,” Sabeh drawled. “Did you have any idea that Brukna’s missing?”
The priest’s face was stony, but his companion’s wide eyes gawked.
“What do you know?” Oun blurted.
“Why do you think I’m asking you?” Sabeh turned his cool black gaze to the younger man.
“Oh,” Oun flushed slightly. “Sorry.”
“Don’t apologise to him,” Arrio rebuked. “He’s an arse.”
Sabeh shrugged. “That’s fair. I can be.”
“How did you know Brukna was gone?” Geo interrupted.
“Father, I think anyone who enters Mildidar can tell that Brukna isn’t here anymore,” Arrio told him softly. “There is an emptiness in your marshes like the world has never known.”
“I wouldn’t say never…” Sabeh commented quietly.
“It gets deeper every year,” Geo sighed.
“So it’s been getting worse for ten years?” Sabeh asked.
The priests gave him a sharp look.
“A friend of ours told us,” he explained. “One of your people. He said that a great storm hit and afterwards Brukna had vanished. No one’s seen him since.”
“That’s about right,” Geo confessed. “It was just about the same time the great southern war was starting up, which must be about ten years ago now. It left a lot of people here in a state of confusion. Almost everyone at that point who didn’t stay to help rebuild went off to join the war. I think it gave them time to grieve and adapt before coming home. Disasters like that often strike at people’s hearts as much as their homes.”
Sabeh and Arrio exchanged a long look at the priest’s words.
“It would make sense…” Arrio suggested.
Sabeh shook his head. “No, not really.” He turned back to the priests. “How well do either of you remember that storm?”
“Like it was yesterday,” Oun mumbled sadly.
Geo rested his hand on the younger man’s shoulder sympathetically.
“I’m sorry,” Sabeh murmured compassionately. “Who did you lose?”
“My older brother,” Oun whispered.
“It’s hard,” Sabeh nodded empathetically. “I lost my oldest brother to the war.”
Oun nodded understandingly, but from his pale face and wide shining eyes they could tell he didn’t trust himself to speak.
“I take it Brukna had no Avatar at the time,” Sabeh sighed.
“Actually, Oun’s brother was Brukna’s Avatar,” Geo announced.
Sabeh just stared at them. His black eyes widened with a surprise Arrio had never seen before. It occurred to the Zynaldini that he had never witnessed anyone delivering news to the Ickian that he hadn’t already known or suspected. It was a refreshing change to see him taken aback, if only slightly.
“The storm managed to kill Brukna’s Avatar?” Sabeh exclaimed in a tone of incredulity.
“No,” Oun replied. “We don’t know what happened to him. It was the strangest day,” he reminisced distantly. The young man pushed his dark hair back from his face, and the flames of a hundred church candles were mirrored in his glassy eyes as he stared across the room. “The morning was still and grey. I was just a kid then so I don’t really remember what was going on too well. My brother was with us at breakfast… I remember I used to make him use his powers by throwing grapes at him.”
Sabeh smiled at the imagery.
“I still remember the way all the grapes dropped out of the air at once,” Oun recalled. “They hit the ground and bounced all over the floor, and at first I thought he was doing it just so that I would have to pick them all up. But then I saw his face. His eyes were so distant… and then he told everyone he had to go. He didn’t even say goodbye. He just walked out. We didn’t say anything. We all knew he was special now ‒ that his job as Brukna’s Avatar was of the utmost importance. I never saw him again. Less than an hour later we could see the storm clouds rolling in. They were coming quick but they weren’t the darkest grey we’d seen, and while it looked bad it didn’t appear to be an earth shattering storm.”
“Not until it hit,” Geo added darkly.
“It was like nothing we’d ever known,” Oun breathed. “It didn’t build up like most storms. It just hit us from the side like nothing before. The wind tore away roofs and flattened huts. The rain flooded the canals and washed buildings away. Part of the city wall down the south end collapsed when its foundations were washed out. Most of the city was ruined, but the edges were affected worse than the centre… it seemed to be coming from all around us.”
“And your brother was nowhere to be seen for all of it?” Sabeh asked curiously.
Oun shook his head. “Everyone asked me afterwards where he was… I didn’t know. It wasn’t too much longer we all began to realise he wasn’t around anymore… and neither was Brukna.”
“That was when most of the people left,” Geo added. “When the horrible sinking realisation that we were alone came to us, people fled to the war. It may have killed some of them, but there’s nothing like the welcoming arms of Sunne to a willing soldier.”
Sabeh nodded. “It wouldn’t have been a hard transfer either. Sunne’s had a firm grip on Mildidar for a while now.”
“Not recently though,” Arrio interjected. “Benji said there hasn’t been a priest of Sunne here since that storm.”
“Sunne’s hold on Mildidar is bigger than that,” Sabeh told him, stretching his arms out along the back of the pew. “He’s had a foothold here for… oh, the last 900 years roughly. That was when he ordered peace across the north. Mildidar was one of the areas that consisted of several warring tribes. Sunne ordered them to get together and build Elgárnd instead of killing each other. Brukna was still their god, but Sunne was the one who began to structure their lives. It happened in almost every region of the north.”
“You’re well versed in our history,” Geo nodded.
“I’m well versed in all history,” Sabeh shrugged. “I started learning young and that story is very similar across the whole of the Great Realm. It was one of the easier ones to learn.”
“The story of how Sunne came to be worshiped across the Great Realm is a popular one,” Geo admitted. “The people turned to him because he offered them peace. Although,” he grinned wryly, “they weren’t always the wisest. The tribes of Mildidar came to this spot and they built a great city, but they were so distrustful as a race they built a great wall to keep people out. It was only after they had built Elgárnd and their great wall that they realised the people they’d spent their whole lives distrusting and trying to keep out were their neighbours.”
Sabeh laughed. “Good story. I hadn’t heard that about Elgárnd before. I guess it’s nice to know that it’s not just my people capable of immense stupidity.”
“Every region did it in one way or another,” Geo told him. “When Sunne took Karm Tor he told the people each tribe could build a city with the strongest defence they would like to have – as long as they never tried to attack each other. It was quite a clever move. Each tribe was so fixated on making their city unbreachable they forgot about each other. But, then again, they tried to build Zu Tor in the river to make it unreachable twice before they realised they couldn’t stop the foundations from being swept away and decided to move safely inland.”
Sabeh chuckled. “Yeah, I knew about Zu Tor.”
Arrio, however, had a slight crease in his brow as he considered this.
“That seems ridiculous,” he judged.
“It is,” Geo agreed.
“And it would seem that way to a Zynaldini,” Sabeh concurred. “Your people have historically been overly practical about things. I guess that’s why you all make such good merchants. You never lose a copper if you don’t have to. I mean, some would say it has something to do with you all being pirates before you had to swap gods. I imagine it was pretty humbling…”
Sabeh finally trailed off at the dark look in Arrio’s eyes. Arrio was unwaveringly loyal to Zyki, but the fact that Zyki had taken the Zynaldinis and nearly wiped them out by killing his brother Thzul was a sensitive topic. The current Zynaldidnis were the chosen survivors, but it was still a dark history to have. Arrio looked away again, brushing over Sabeh’s insensitivity.
“It’s just called being sensible,” Arrio sniffed.
“Yes,” Sabeh agreed delicately. “It probably is. You would be horrified if you learnt how many people don’t know what that means. Remember, we descended from people whose favourite activity was to beat each other to death with sticks, until Sunne stopped them.”
“Why didn’t the other gods stop them?” Arrio asked.
“They didn’t care,” Sabeh shrugged. “There were other things going on, and, let’s face it, most of them are pretty bloodthirsty anyway. Most gods wouldn’t say no to a good war.”
“But Sunne did?” Arrio checked.
“Yes,” Sabeh and Geo confirmed.
“And that’s why everyone worships him?” Arrio continued.
“Yes,” they repeated.
“So why…” Arrio trailed off with a frustrated look.
“We’ve had this conversation,” Sabeh reminded him. “And when we find Sunne I promise you can ask him.”
Geo gave them a curious look, but his shrewd expression showed he didn’t want to interrupt. Oun’s blank reflective gaze caught the look.
“They want to know why Sunne started a war if he’s so peaceful,” the priest told his senior indifferently.
Everyone turned a sharp glace in the young man’s direction at his words, but he seemed oblivious.
“It was one of the last things my brother asked too,” he sighed. “The day before he left he was asking people that same question. Why would Sunne, of all the gods, want to start a war? He never seemed convinced by people’s responses either. I don’t think he really believes in monsters. He always said if the Unagi don’t qualify nothing does.”
“He was an Avatar though,” Arrio pointed out. “I doubt anything seemed like a monster to him.”
“You do realise Avatars are just ordinary people, right?” Sabeh asked.
Arrio raised an eyebrow at him. “Zyki’s Avatar usually lives to be 1000 years old, and the last one went mad and vanished into the desert 700 years ago. No living Zynaldini has met an Avatar.”
“Zyki’s a bit weird,” Sabeh shrugged. “Most Avatars are just normal people – at least to begin with anyway. They usually get a bit strange after their first 100 years. Zyki’s Avatars are the only ones that have ever made it older than 300 though. Being an Avatar is more than gaining godly powers. The point is to create a human bond to the god ‒ a gateway to them. Gods choose people they know won’t change too much. Someone they consider sensible and responsible and who will help them understand their own people.” Sabeh stopped his explanation for a moment to scratch his cheek thoughtfully. “It doesn’t make any sense though,” he continued broodingly. “Having a god disappear is one thing, having an Avatar disappear is another, but having both disappear at once… that’s just incomprehensible. If you’d asked me before we came here I would have said it wasn’t possible. The whole point of an Avatar is to make sure this doesn’t happen.”
“It didn’t sound like a normal storm though,” Arrio suggested darkly.
Sabeh grimaced half heartedly. He looked like he wanted to agree, but his expression was torn.
“It wouldn’t make any sense if it wasn’t though,” he sighed. “If it was a fight between two gods it wouldn’t have ended until one of them was dead, and that kind of thing is too big to hide. If Brukna had died in an argument with Sunne the whole world would know about it.”
“Why would Brukna and Sunne be fighting at all?” Geo demanded.
“Because Brukna might not have wanted Sunne to go to war,” Sabeh explained. “It’s not necessarily the case, and we could be completely wrong, but it just doesn’t feel like a coincidence to me anymore. Still, there’s no evidence they did have a fight. It’s just convenient that Sunne started his war once Brukna and his Avatar were out of the way.”
“What about the storm?” Arrio asked. “Isn’t that evidence?”
“Not really,” Sabeh admitted reluctantly, tugging at an earlobe. “The thing is: gods are fairly evenly matched. There is no way Sunne could have beaten Brukna and kept him down for ten years unless he’d killed him, and there is simply no way he could have done that. Besides, neither of them could summon a storm of that magnitude. Only Ragnar could cause a storm like that.”
“So in your opinion it was natural or Ragnar caused it?” Geo said in a dangerous tone.
“I didn’t say that,” Sabeh deflected. “Besides, I know Ragnar didn’t do it. He had his hands full with his own Avatar. For some reason my genius god decided to make a child his Avatar, and that kid kept him too busy to notice the start of the war.”
“Really?” Arrio asked in some surprise.
“Believe me,” Sabeh chuckled. “You give a kid the power to level a city and everyone knows about it.”
“So we’re back at square one…” Oun murmured quietly. The young man had the same glassy-eyed look as before. “For a moment I thought you might be onto something,” he sighed. “I really thought you might know something about all this that we didn’t. I guess that was foolish though. If we knew what the problem was we’d have solved it.”
“We still will,” Sabeh told him firmly. “I never leave a riddle without an answer once it has my attention, and this definitely has my attention.”
“What makes you think you can help?” Geo asked him.
Sabeh just leant back and grinned. “Oh, you would not believe the resources I have at my disposal.”
Arrio raised a dark hand and shook his head at the priests before they even managed to ask.
“Don’t,” he told them. “Don’t even bother. He won’t tell you. My little friend takes great delight rubbing his secrets in other people’s faces.”
Sabeh flashed a quick grin his way and winked. Arrio looked at him with a captious expression. There was no changing him. Sometimes he wondered if the Ickian behaved the way he did purely to annoy people.
The sun began to set early at this time of year and Benji and Taum found themselves walking in front of a peach coloured sky as they wandered home. The trip back to the northwest part of town had been a quiet one. Neither of them really wanted to say too much after their visit to the cave of the light trees. Benji’s mind was clearly on something else, and Taum was clinging to the peace of the cave. The bridges they crossed creaked in the breeze and their footsteps echoed on the wooden walkways. Benji watched the pink light of the sky bathe his city. He turned around a corner and continued on. He could almost see his grandmother’s hut from here, but he managed to keep his pace constant as anticipation drove him forward while apprehension kept him back.
“Do you think he’ll be awake?” he asked nervously.
“I don’t know,” Taum replied honestly. “I don’t know how long it will take him to get better. You could ask Satinka or your grandmother if he isn’t, I suppose. Francis might know too. I’m sure they’re taking good care of him though.”
Benji grunted. “Satinka will be trying to wake him up as fast as she can. He’s hindering her trip.”
Taum’s expression went cold. He walked a step behind Benji, so he knew his friend couldn’t see it. That was an unfair comment, and it was unworthy of him, but he wasn’t going to point that out. They turned another corner onto the last stretch home and Taum held back a sigh of relief. It would be much easier once they were back with the others. Today hadn’t quite gone exactly as he might have wished, but that wasn’t wholly unsurprising. The next bridge creaked and groaned as they crossed it and Benji sighed.
“It would be so much better if he didn’t go along,” he announced.
Taum gave him a sharp look.
“He keeps getting injured every step of the way and it isn’t good for him,” Benji continued. “Maybe it’s a sign that he should stop. I’m sure Grandma wouldn’t mind if he stayed with us, and then he wouldn’t be in danger anymore. I know he wants revenge on Sunne, even I want that too, but it’s not worth his life.”
Taum could hardly believe what he was hearing. It made sense that Benji would want to keep Elvac somewhere safe, they all knew about that already, but he was admitting he understood the soldier’s cause and still rejected it. It was the first time Taum had ever heard Benji admit that he also wanted revenge for what had happened to them. He was on that ledge: almost ready to confess that he wanted to be a part of all this too. But his survival instinct was overruling that weak desire. He knew it was a suicide mission to go up against a god. The kind of crazy stupid thing heroes did, and Benji wasn’t hero material. He was taking the safe route, hiding out and just trying to protect the people most important to him. Well, the person, Taum acknowledged bitterly. The riverman was still talking.
“I would stay and help look after him,” Benji continued. “We could just be safe here, even if everyone else ran off.”
Taum rolled his eyes. There it was.
“It’s not our quest in the first place,” Benji grumbled. “It’s not his quest. And at this rate he’ll be dead before anyone gets anywhere. I could convince him to stay and everyone would know it was for the best. Then Satinka and Sabeh could just run off on their suicide mission when they want to, without anyone to worry about. It’s actually the best option. I should have said something before. I mean… I thought about it… I just wasn’t sure if…” he trailed off.
Taum ground his teeth as they crossed the bridge towards the wash hut. His moronic friend actually sounded like he was dead set on trying this.
“Enough,” Taum announced suddenly, and more loudly than he intended.
Benji stopped and turned at his friend’s harsh tone. Taum was standing back by the door they’d collided by this morning. They’d come full circle and in the course of a day the huntsman’s eyes had gone from trusting to angry.
“You have got to stop this Benji,” he warned. “For your own sake. Elvac won’t stay here with you. He’s on this journey because he wants to be, because he feels he has to be, and I have a sneaking suspicion that only pain of death will stop him.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Benji scoffed. “Let’s be honest: he’s mostly here because he’s still mad enough to be in love with Satinka. If I point out that he’ll make her happier by getting out of her way then he would probably stay.”
“Are you that stupid?” Taum cried. “Would you keep him here and make him as self-loathing as you? Will it really make you happy to keep him miserable in your grip? You’re actually deranged. You are. You’re so blinded by your love for him that you’ve just become oblivious to what’s really going on.”
Benji froze up. For a moment Taum wondered if his friend had actually become catatonic, then his lips moved.
“Take that back,” Benji hissed.
“What?”
“Take it back!” Benji snapped. “I do not love him.”
Taum just laughed. “Yes you do. Of course you do. You’re completely obsessed with him. I’ll never forget your face back in the Undernal dungeons. I really thought for a moment down there you were going to manage to rip your shackles from the wall when you heard him screaming.”
“He was being tortured!”
“No, he was being murdered,” Taum answered coldly. “He was being murdered because whether or not they got Satinka from us Elvac still had to go. He was one of the soldiers that knew too much, and there is no world that Sunne rules that he can be allowed to live in now. But you don’t see that. You dream of some haven the two of you can hide in, but he knows better ‒ that’s why he won’t stay. You’ve always loved him and that’s made you blind to everything that’s actually going on. Well, enough is enough Benji. You’re only going to make yourself look stupid if you try and go through with your moronic plan.”
For a moment the two of them just stood facing each other. Their heated words hung in the air between them as the sky grew dark. Then Benji leapt and brought Taum to the ground with a resounding crash that echoed under the bridges. He’d never wanted to hurt anyone so badly in his life, and he pinned the huntsman to the ground as he rained punches down on his face and shoulders.
Taum cried out and tried to shove Benji off as he shielded himself, but Benji was bigger and angrier than his little friend. Taum didn’t try to fight back as the two of them grappled on the walkway. He simply tried to defend himself from Benji’s violent rage. Try though he might he couldn’t get away from Benji’s whirling fists.
Taum twisted himself sharply and managed to get out. He bolted, but a hand grabbed the back of his shirt and Benji pulled him back. Taum cried out as he fell sharply on his elbow and Benji’s knee collided with the side of his face. Then suddenly it seemed to stop. Benji felt someone grab him by the waistband: someone much, much stronger than he was. They lifted him off the ground and threw him back down: away from his victim. Benji yelled as he skidded and grazed his arm on the rough wood of the walkway.
“Enough,” a sharp voice ordered.
The command echoed deeply and froze their blood with its cold fury. Neither of them moved as Satinka stood looking down on them. She was back in her small green tunic and the patterns exposed on her arms and legs made her look fierce. Her long blue hair moved slightly in the breeze and her dark eyes flashed dangerously as she watched them.
“What is going on?” she demanded.
Neither of them spoke as they shivered on the ground. They were both dealing with the horrible realisation that they were huddled before an awesome power. As a queen, Satinka had the ability to force a certain level of submission, but as a mystical sorceress she was something else entirely and they suddenly felt quite ashamed.
“What is going on?” she repeated.
“Make him take it back,” Benji begged.
“Take what back?” Satinka asked.
And that was the clincher. He wouldn’t repeat it. Taum knew, clear as day, Benji wasn’t going to let anyone know what was going on.
“It’s nothing,” Taum defended quickly, spitting out some blood. “It’s over. We’re sorry. We won’t do it again.”
Satinka regarded them for a moment, and then seemed to decide that that was enough.
“Alright,” she relented. “Get up.”
They both got shakily to their feet as the adrenaline quickly wore off. Satinka looked at Taum.
“Go see Yargi,” she ordered.
Taum obediently hobbled off to the old woman’s hut. Satinka kept her hard gaze on Benji who was still too nervous to move.
“You come with me,” she commanded.
Satinka led the way into the hut the group had stayed in the night before. Benji trailed after her like a disobedient schoolboy. She shut the door after them with a harsh snap that made him flinch. He felt like he was going to get lashed. She looked him up and down critically.
“You’re covered in mud,” she accused. “Wipe yourself down and get changed. Your own clothes are all dry now.”
Benji started toward the drying rack, but became very conscious of her eyes on him.
“Um…” he mumbled.
“No,” she shook her head. “I know what a naked man looks like Benji. You’re not going to shock me, and I’m not having you jump out a window as soon as my back is turned.”
The look he gave her was pleading, but the expression she returned was completely heartless, and he realised quickly that she wasn’t going to relent. He tried to change clothes as modestly as possible, but hunching up made his movements awkward and her cool gaze made his awkwardness a million times worse. He left his overly large shirt on to change trousers and that made him feel better, but he couldn’t hide from her gaze as he changed shirts and he saw in her eyes as she noticed his scarring… and the fresh scab left over from this morning in the bathroom. She didn’t comment but he blushed in shame as she looked. Then he blushed more in anger at himself for blushing. Her gaze remained indifferent. She wasn’t here to judge. Satinka waited patiently as he tied his brown plaited belt around his stone-coloured tunic and slid his many reed bands tightly around his sleeves.
“What did he say to you?” she asked quietly as Benji finished dressing.
He didn’t want to answer, but suddenly alone with her the words didn’t feel quite so hard.
“He just…” Benji muttered uncertainly, keeping his gaze down. “He suggested that I love Elvac.”
“Don’t you?” Satinka asked coolly.
Benji looked up at her in surprise.
“Aside from the fact that this is common knowledge, and most people are already aware of it, I’m sure his views weren’t affecting the safety of your secret,” she said blandly.
“But I don’t!” Benji protested. “I always wanted him to end up with you. That’s what he wanted. I didn’t…” Benji floundered for words. Satinka’s expression became slightly sympathetic.
“Did it occur to you in the seconds between hearing Taum speak and starting to punch him that love doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with romance?” she asked pityingly. “Society has brainwashed you to think of romance and sex when all people say is love. It’s not even close to the same thing. We all love and care about Elvac. That’s why we want him to be happy: which is what you want. You just tend to show it in a more creepy obsessive way than most people.”
Benji stared at her for a moment, and then a dark flush crept up into his cheeks. Satinka held out her hand.
“Come with me,” she instructed, taking his hand and leading him from the hut. She walked him across the bridge to his grandmother’s house and brought him inside. He blanched slightly and felt himself cowering at Taum’s face. The huntsman’s lip was split down the middle and he had a cut on his cheek that was surrounded by bruising. A great deal of his face around his cheeks and jaw was going a dark bloody purple. Taum wouldn’t look at him, and Benji was slightly glad that Satinka had placed herself between them.
“Go wash up and get changed,” Satinka told the huntsman. “Then come back and I’ll have a look at your injuries.”
Taum did as he was told, leaving the room without a word.
“Sit,” Satinka pointed.
Benji went obediently and sat where she pointed. He noticed that Elvac still lay sleeping, but tried not to pay too much attention. Benji hunched down on the floor on the opposite side of the room from where Taum had been and stared at his knees. At the edge of his vision he saw his grandmother enter the room from her kitchen.
“Nicely done, child,” Yargi complimented.
“Thank you, Holy Shaman,” Satinka nodded her head.
Benji stayed where he was and tried not to draw any attention to himself. He knew they’d ignore him as long as he made it clear that was what he wanted. It seemed like an eternity of private silence before the door sounded again and announced Taum’s return. Benji hunched himself down tighter as he felt rather than saw Satinka lead Taum back over to the bench on the other side of the room. She sat him down and started making hissing, painful, sympathetic noises as she inspected his face.
“I think we’re going to need some ice for this,” she announced.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any,” Yargi apologised.
“Don’t worry,” Satinka replied. “The others will be back soon and I can go get some then.”
As if almost drawn by her statement voices sounded outside. They could all make out familiar girlish laughter and a recognisable voice telling a crude joke. Benji looked up as Danni and Francis came into the room. The door stood wide open behind them as they laughed wickedly to themselves. That died when they took in the view of the room. The first thing anyone entering would notice was Satinka standing over the injured Taum, and it was quite something to behold.
“Holy Sunne’s teeth!” Francis exclaimed. “Are you alright?”
“Who did this to you?” Danni demanded, cracking her knuckles.
Benji fled. No one was looking his way and no one had time to stop him before he dodged behind the girls and out the door. He sprinted the length of the walkway as fast as he could into the darkness.
“Don’t,” Taum mumbled around his bruises to stop anyone following Benji. “Let him go. He needs to calm down.”
Danni very seriously considered not obeying him as she put the fleeing Benji and Taum’s bruises together in her head with a serious frown. She looked like she wanted to chase after him, catch him, and give him some to match. Danni ordinarily wouldn’t have stood for this. However, despite appearances, situational sensitivity wasn’t completely lost on her, so she gave Taum a curt nod and folded her arms. Francis took the new cloth bag she had off her shoulder and sat it by the door as she went to inspect his injuries.
“What happened?” the little blonde medic asked.
“It’s a long story,” Taum muttered, wincing.
“I’m sure,” Danni agreed. “But I bet there’s also a really short version you could tell us.”




DECISIONS

Sofi was furious. She had been trying to get her father to listen to her all afternoon, but he kept saying he was too busy. At first she had been patient. She had waited, and helped, and waited more, but there didn’t seem to anything she could do to get his attention. He had forgotten to mention the letter from Sunndan, or any of its contents, in his message to the people when he had placed a curfew on the city. She had tried to point that out to him, but felt like he hadn’t taken her seriously when she had. He was preoccupied. He was worried. He was scared. She had been patient, but her irritation was growing, and now it was developing into rage. She had found a few too many occurrences suspicious, and didn’t like the way that Yargi seemed to be hiding something. It made matters worse in Sofi’s mind that the Shaman had then organised a curfew that meant no one could go and see what she was up to. It wasn’t spying. It was looking after the city’s best interests. She strode up to her father’s desk. He didn’t look at her.
“Sofi, darling, can you please help your mother with dinner tonight.” He phrased it as a question, but it wasn’t.
She grabbed the letter from Sunndan and shoved it under his nose. He sighed wearily.
“I said I forgot, sweetie. I’ll do it tomorrow. Honestly though we do have more pressing issues to deal with.”
“What if we don’t? Papa, what if Shaman Yargi is duping you to protect her grandson?”
“Sofi you saw the body of that Unagi they brought back! Shaman Yargi wasn’t lying. No man could have done that. Besides, she would never have been behind an attack on a child of Brukna – even to protect a member of her family. She said Benji is lost and whether or not that is true I don’t believe he would have had anything to do with this. I had to prioritise today. The safety of my city and my people comes first. The safety of my family comes first.”
He reached out to touch her arm but she shied away, still annoyed. Her green eyes were once again scanning the letter.
“You don’t think this Benji is dangerous?”
“Not to Elgárnd.”
“What about this witch it says he travels with?” Sofi demanded. “And this Ickian they say not to approach? It sounds like he’s pretty dangerous to me.”
Wealian sighed and rubbed his face wearily.
“I will circulate the notice on them all tomorrow. The city will be told to stay on the lookout for people who fit that description.”
“What if I knew where they were and we could get them now?” Sofi asked apprehensively.
“What?”
“When I went to Yargi’s last night there was a soldier there.” She kept her voice low as though she was divulging a secret, but whispered urgently. “He was sick or wounded, but he looked like he was from Undernal. Also, when I was at the markets today I ran into two women who said they were from Almenir, but they could be the women from the notice.”
“Sofi what are you saying?”
“I think Yargi’s already hiding them all. I think she has the people Sunne’s looking for and even if she didn’t hurt the Unagi I think she’s using it to distract you.”
“Shaman Yargi wouldn’t do that, Sofi. Let it be.”
“You don’t know that!” she cried. “I saw them, Papa. I saw them. I know they’re there.”
“That’s enough Sofi! Stop spying on the Shaman. This is none of your business.”
“It is my business!” she yelled. “Sunndan has walked all over us for years. They’ve been stepping on us my whole life and I’m tired of them telling us what to do and the way they treat us. I’m tired of the way they say we have to pay them tribute because we should be worshiping Sunne too, but then just ignore us like we don’t matter. They don’t even care enough to send a priest to run their church here. Let’s get these guys and finally give them something that will make them take notice of us.”
“Is that what you think? Is that really how you feel? They have a war to run, Sofi. Politics are more complicated than the way things work in the school playground.”
“No they’re not. You just pretend they are so you can feel important.”
“Sofi, I am your father. You do not get to speak to me that way.” He looked her in the eye, and his gaze was sharp and severe. “When you are Chief you will get to do things your way but you have a lot to learn before that day arrives. This is my city and I am running things how I think will best serve my people.”
“No. You’re just scared. You know I’m right but you won’t go and confront Yargi because you know I’m right! You’re afraid that we will actually find those criminals and then you’d have to do something about it. If Yargi is hiding them and helping them get to safety then you want her to succeed so that you never have to see them or deal with them. It’s just one more problem you can ignore.”
“How dare you speak to me that way?!” Wealian bellowed, rising to his feet. “Go to your room!” He grabbed Sofi by the arm and dragged her off. She struggled but he was bigger and stronger and kept a tight grip on her. He pulled her to the door of her bedroom and shoved her inside. “I have no idea what has gotten into you, young lady, but this is my house, my city, and I am your father. You will treat me with respect. I never want to hear you addressing your elders like that again. You will stay in this room until I tell you that you can come back out. I want you to think about what you have done.”
He shut the door with a tight snap and stormed back to the living room. As soon as he reached his desk his heart sank. He shouldn’t have yelled. He shouldn’t have lost his temper. He would have to get her mother to talk to her before dinner to help set things right. She was becoming so stubborn and resentful as she headed towards her teenage years. He didn’t know how to raise a daughter. She was the only child he had, and there wasn’t a manual on this kind of thing. She was growing up. He had to grow with her. He sighed. He needed fifteen minutes to calm down and then he would go and talk to his wife. She would talk to her daughter and hopefully everyone would apologise at dinner.
Back in her room Sofi punched her pillow repeatedly while she tried not to scream. Her father was an idiot. He was too scared to be successful. She had to prove to him that she was right. Well, she would. He didn’t believe her, but she would make him believe. She unlocked the latch on her window.
Khol pitied the humans. He couldn’t help it. He wanted to hate them, and he had. He wanted to slaughter them, and he had. But almost a mile of stone and rock burnt out from the base of the mountains as far as the eye could see. The screaming never stopped. Sometimes it came in waves, but Khol couldn’t ignore what they were doing. It was horrendous, and knowing that they had to do it didn’t help. Knowing that his people had to kill just to survive didn’t make him feel better about it, although he felt it should.
The Tuotams’ pace was slow going. Everything they did now was slow. They couldn’t just go out and burn everything. They didn’t have that kind of strength, so they moved methodically and meticulously over the land. They crossed the trenches one by one. Steel, stone, and flesh alike all melted, and the screaming never stopped. The whole night was lit in blue.
Someone moved in the distance behind him. Khol turned. Rekki, one of the other Tuotams stomped back along the rocks behind him. Khol smiled at her.
“Rekki.” Khol nodded.
“Khol,” she replied in kind, dipping her massive head in his direction. “There are humans making their escape. Most try to flee back from the mountains, but some few make it behind our lines.”
“Tell me Terro isn’t eating them?”
“Only the odd one or two. The ones carrying swords.”
Khol breathed heavily through his nose and looked out at the stretch of blue fire again. He couldn’t blame him. The pile of swords Terro had first seen was still lying on the ground near them. The steel glinted at him in the blue light. It was so cold, and it made his blood feel like ice. Sometimes he felt as though just looking at them was like throwing water over the fire in his veins. There had been a time when he didn’t care. The first seven years he and the other Mantras had come north time and time again. They had killed humans, taken their weapons, and used their own steel against them. Humans needed weapons because they didn’t have any fire. Syrene used the weapons as well as their fire. They were fighting for their lives, and unlike the drugged humans they knew that.
Khol remembered the last time he had held a sword. It had only been a few months ago. He hadn’t even realised he had picked it up at first. It had been back in the caves. The mountains were a hard line to hold, and sometimes humans got back into the caves. No human soldier had what it took to make it to Syrene alone. Khol often wondered how many they had missed. How many humans had died in those caves from madness, starvation, or withdrawal? He didn’t want to think about it.
The last human he had met in the caves months ago. A man, though if he was honest, barely more than a boy. He’d been covered in blood, and Khol had burned with rage at the sight. The Syrene general had grabbed a discarded weapon and lunged, swinging at him with a roar. The boy had thrown himself to the ground, out of the way of the attack. The blade had caught his long hair, and pinned it to the ground. Desperately the young human had scrambled to his knees, and the sword had torn his hair in a jagged line from his shoulder to his elbow. He’d had hair like fine gold thread, and his eyes were the colour of the summer sky, but they had been clouded – oh so clouded. The expression on his young face had been one of terror and confusion. He’d had no idea where he was or what he was doing, and he’d been unarmed. The boy carried no weapon, and he wasn’t trying to attack Khol. Khol had looked down at his own hand. Half the boy’s hair lay sheared off at his feet, and a sword hung from his fingers. A sword. Khol had dropped the weapon, reeling in disgust at the sight of it. It had clanged onto the rocky floor of the mountain cave. The boy had watched him with panicked eyes. Down a side tunnel heat had washed up in a wave, and the tell-tale blue light had risen as flames headed their way. The boy had made a strangled noise when he looked at it, as though he had tried to yell but choked. He’d bolted.
“Wait!” Khol had called out, but the young man had staggered blindly away as fast as he could. Khol had never seen him again. Whether the boy had escaped and made it back to the boats, whether someone else had slain him, or whether he was one of the people burning down in the trenches right now, Khol didn’t know. He had just remembered the young man’s fear, and his own horror. Things had changed him in the past three years. He would not use swords. Khol turned his eyes on the pile.
“Rekki, will you do me a favour?”
“Certainly, Khol.”
“Will you please melt those down?”
“The swords?”
“Yes.”
“You can’t do it yourself?”
“Unfortunately not. Our fire isn’t as strong or as hot as yours. I cannot melt that much steel. Besides, it sounds like they need me to check the tunnels.”
“Be careful, Khol,” Rekki warned. “The humans will not last. You don’t have to risk yourself.”
“If we can save any of the bodies you and the others can use them as food,” Khol told her quietly. “We don’t have a lot to eat out here.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Rekki replied. “I think I would be uncomfortable eating something that so closely resembled my own Mantra.” She dipped her head at Khol again. “It isn’t intended as an insult – it is simply fact. I do not mean to offend.”
“It’s alright. I understand, but we may not have a choice. You tell me Terro has already started. He will have a very full belly soon. It’s wasteful, but I hope it lasts him.”
“Terro is still angry,” Rekki pointed out. “He is hurting and this is his first chance to kill humans. He came north with a thirst for human blood. He will burn them until his fire runs out, and even that will not help him. Just because we are more logical than you little ones does not mean we are immune to the pangs and struggles of emotions. Terro feels them stronger than ever now. I do not have that yet. I… I just have sadness.”
Khol nodded. He knew what she meant, and he knew how she felt. The last three years he himself had taken to slaughtering without mercy. He had mindlessly killed waves of these small, weak creatures, and nothing had helped. Nothing made him feel better. Recently sadness was beginning to fill the void anger was leaving. He still felt Terro’s pain, and did not begrudge him is actions – especially when he knew that Terro was all too aware that this wouldn’t help. In the long run nothing would. It was just something he had to do now – in this moment.
Khol also understood Rekki’s sadness. They had not asked for this war. They had not sought it. They just suffered for it. He sighed and picked up an axe. They didn’t exchange anymore words. Khol turned and walked back towards the caves in the mountains. Rekki turned her fiery breath on the pile of swords, and Khol felt the heat and saw the blue light reflected off the stone all around him. He could hear the metal start to bubble as it melted. Strangely he found that helped. The pain and anguish that kept him worn down eased slightly just knowing that there were fewer swords in the world. It wasn’t much. Humans would undoubtedly make more, but in this moment it was enough.
As he ran Benji thought about Elvac. He thought about Taum. He thought about Elvac again. The soldier had been plagued by nightmares since his return from the war. They tormented him every hour – waking or sleeping. But ever since he had been poisoned he had been absolutely still. Did that mean he was suffering but so ill he couldn’t show it? Or was he finally getting some peace? Benji needed to think about these things, because his own mind was spinning out of control. His heart was racing and he had no power over how he felt about anything anymore. He was racing across bridges like his life depended on it, but inside he was falling. He didn’t understand. He didn’t understand anything anymore.
Once, while they’d been travelling through the marshes, Benji had tried to talk to Elvac about his memories of the war. He’d tried to make sense of it all.
“I think…” Elvac had told him quietly, his clouded blue eyes staring off into the distance. “I think I’m worried about them.”
“Who?” Benji had asked.
“Everyone. Everyone I left behind.”
It had been a cold grey day, and they had stopped to rest on the damp moss while Arrio had cooked up some fish for lunch. Benji would have preferred pond scum, although that was what fish tasted like anyway.
“You mean the soldiers that are still dying?”
“Not just them,” Elvac had replied. “I mean, yes, I am worried about them. Of course I’m worried about all the people like me that the church are drugging and sending off to die. All those people who don’t even know what they’re doing… and so many of them would struggle to live with themselves if they ever found out. It’s a nightmare, which is why we have to stop it. That’s a huge part of what drives me. But they’re not the only ones I worry about. I often find myself staring out at nothing and remembering things, and I worry about the Syrene people. Satinka’s people.”
Benji had unconsciously chewed his nails nervously, until he noticed they tasted like dirt and realised he was doing it. He had quickly stopped, but Elvac had been doing that thing again. He had been staring at nothing and remembering. Benji had noticed. He always did. There was a certain clouding in his eyes.
“In the Philosophies of Nagatoa-Zu he says the truth will always come out. The truth wants to be heard. It needs to be heard. It will be heard. All it needs is time. Be patient. In time it will make itself be heard. I think that’s what’s happening in my mind. My memories are returning, and they’re correcting themselves. The truth wants to be heard.” Elvac had sighed while he shredded a piece of reed-grass distractedly in his fingers. “There was this time… I remember being attacked by a man. I know that at the time I was hallucinating, but it wasn’t too bad. I was still aware enough of reality that the memory of what I must have really seen has come back. From what I can tell by piecing together fragments the Syrene people all look very similar. They are all the same colouring as Satinka. This man I met in the caves… he was tall and strong, with pale snowy skin, but he was covered in those blue tattoo markings. He had this symmetrical pattern on his face that almost completely covered it. I was unarmed and lost, probably coming off a high, when he found me. He was utterly terrifying, even just remembering the way he looked I picture him as scary. He was the one who cut my hair.”
Elvac had pulled the ragged diagonally-cut ends over his shoulder. Benji had stared at him fixatedly. The way he always did.
“He didn’t actually hurt me, but looking back I worry that he hurt himself. Maybe not physically, but something was wrong. He cut my hair. I don’t think I noticed then. I would have worked that out later. I was out of my mind and not really capable of registering things properly. Yet, that was all he did, and he started freaking out. In my memory he looks so fearsome – a real warrior. But I’ll never forget that look of disgust on his face as he threw away the sword he’d used. He looked so horrified by what had happened. I don’t understand it. Maybe I never will. But it makes me worry about what we’re doing to them. I don’t think they know why this happened. Satinka doesn’t, and everyone – even some of the priests – agree that Sunne was the one who started the war. Our side made the first move. We are killing their people, and we are hurting them in ways I don’t even know about. We’re hurting them in ways I don’t understand, and that worries me. I worry that at the end we’ll find that we did damage we can’t undo.”
Elvac was worried about damage that couldn’t be undone. Now he was unconscious and back from the brink of death again after being poisoned. He knew a lot about permanent damage. War taught you about those kinds of things. But it wasn’t the only thing that could teach that lesson. Benji knew a thing or two about permanent damage as well.
He thought about Taum. He tried to think about Elvac. Elvac made him think about Taum. He ran faster.
Yargi’s hut was still a tense space when Sabeh and Arrio finally returned. They weren’t too far behind Danni and Francis so most of the damage was still on full display. A quick look from Satinka silenced them and they knew better than to ask as Francis cleaned the cuts on Taum’s face. He gave a slight hiss of pain.
“I’m not even touching you!” Francis protested.
Danni laughed and gave Taum a sly look.
“I do the same thing,” she admitted. “You know it’s going to hurt, so why wait?”
Francis rolled her eyes at them both and continued on, heartlessly ignoring Taum’s noises of discomfort. Arrio had been looking around the room and as he opened his mouth Satinka shook her head at him. She knew who he was going to ask after, and now didn’t seem like a good time. The Syrene girl tapped her boyfriend’s shoulder and Sabeh turned to look at her.
“I need to go get some ice for Taum,” she told him. “Can you bring out a cloth?”
He nodded as she left and went straight to Yargi who gave him a towel. Fabric in hand he followed his girlfriend from the room. Only moments later they were back and Sabeh carried a collection of crushed ice in the towel. For once they all knew better than to ask, but the occasional suspicious glace was thrown Satinka’s way. She casually ignored them all. Sabeh crossed over to his injured friend.
“Here,” he instructed. “You’ll need to cover some of the worst areas like this.”
Sabeh carefully applied the wrapped ice to Taum’s bruised face. Taum gasped at the initial sharp cold, but after a moment he felt a strange tingling where Sabeh held the towel to his face. It was an odd sensation, almost warm, and then everything started to go numb.
“Hold it in place,” Sabeh instructed.
Taum reached up and took the bundle from the little Ickian. He pressed the cold ice gently against his face and held it there. When Sabeh took his hands away the tingling vanished. As his skin started to numb over he felt better, and he rested his face against the ice in his hands. It felt nice just to be sitting quietly, listening to his throbbing pain, and trying not to think about his fight with Benji. From the pale man’s expression earlier it looked like Satinka had said something quite shattering to him, but right then Taum didn’t care about that either. He just wanted to sleep.
Across the room people were turning their attention to Elvac. Satinka updated everyone on his progress, but he didn’t seem to be waking again. Without drawing attention to herself Francis borrowed a bowl and pestle from Yargi and took a small handful of something from her bag. She ground it up quietly in the corner of the room and then carefully made her way back to Satinka. She passed the bowl to the Syrene girl.
“Rub some of this on his chest,” the tiny medic ordered.
Satinka sniffed it.
“Great holy Tuotams!” she exclaimed. “That could wake a dead horse!”
Francis nodded and smiled. “Rub some on his chest. If it doesn’t help wake him at least it won’t be bad for him.”
“What’s it called?” Satinka asked as she pulled the blankets back slightly.
“Star grass,” Francis replied.
Yargi gave the little blonde girl an approving nod from the other side of the room as Satinka started to rub the crushed plant sap onto the soldier’s strong scarred chest. The sap, when crushed out, was thick and clear like gel, but with a slightly green tint from the leaves. It smelt stronger and more potent than menthol and almost brought tears to the Syrene girl’s eyes. Francis nodded encouragingly as she watched.
“If nothing else it will make him stronger,” she told them.
“That will help,” Satinka approved.
Across the room Taum slowly took the ice away from his face for a moment. It still hurt but he couldn’t hold it forever. Danni was watching him curiously.
“Wow,” she commented, peering at him. “It can’t have been as bad as I thought. You’re looking much better already.”
“I don’t feel that much better,” he groaned.
“That’s always the way, isn’t it?” Danni sighed dramatically. “When it really hurts there’s never even a mark to show for it.”
“Not for the face,” Francis disagreed coming over. “Show,” she ordered, making Taum pull the ice away again. Francis started inspecting him. “It is much better,” she approved. “The swelling’s all gone down. You look like you again. Hold the ice more round this side,” she directed.
“Ow,” he complained. “You don’t need to poke it.”
“Don’t be such a cry baby.” Francis rolled her eyes at him. “You’re actually healing much better than I thought you would. I s’pose it wasn’t so bad after all.”
“My face disagrees,” Taum retorted.
Their bickering was like a numb tingle in Elvac’s mind. He could hear their voices rising and falling in the darkness, and sighed at someone else’s small exclamations of pain. A hand touched his forehead.
“How are you feeling?” an all too familiar voice asked.
“Like my head’s been beaten with a thousand pillows,” he replied thickly.
He opened his eyes slowly and blinked as his hazy vision cleared. He could see her perfect face looking down on him, framed by her midnight hair, as he stared up at the ceiling. He remembered waking earlier, but it felt like a dream. Waking was easier the second time. He was stronger now, and able to focus on more things. He took a deep breath, feeling his lungs expanding as he took in enough oxygen to get his brain and body working as one again. There was a smell that made him want to breathe deeply. It made him feel powerful, until he worked out that something had been smeared on his chest. A little bit of him wished Francis would stop drugging him into full strength every time he got sick. He sat up, and things that he hadn’t noticed in the afternoon became important.
“Where are my pants?” he asked. “How did I get like this?”
“Don’t worry,” Sabeh laughed from the end of his bed. “We got the lesbians to clean you up.”
“That doesn’t make me worry any less,” Elvac told him.
Sabeh laughed and came around the bed to help him up.
“Come on,” he offered. “Wrap the sheet around you and I’ll help you out. We can get you clean and dressed again.” He turned to the rest of the room. “For the sake of decency please turn your heads ladies… and Taum,” he joked.
“My face is still in a towel,” Taum’s muffled voice came back to him.
Elvac stood carefully, wrapped in his sheet. He peered over at the huntsman.
“What happened to him?” he asked.
“Don’t know,” Sabeh admitted. “Her Royal Majesty has decreed that we can’t ask. From the looks of things though she beat him with a big stick.”
“That will do, Sabeh,” Satinka warned.
The Ickian grinned and bowed floridly her way, before escorting Elvac from the room. He took the soldier around to the washhouse and helped get him cleaned up and back to his senses, all the while filling him in on the few things that had happened while he’d been poisoned. By the time they made it through to the hut their clothes had been drying in, it was clear the others had come through to change back into their own garments as well. Once Elvac was washed and dressed he seemed in better spirits, and going through the motions helped to wake him up. He tightened the straps on his shoulder plates and patted himself down.
“Where’s my sword?” he asked.
“In the other room,” Sabeh answered. “We left it by your bed. In case you needed it in your coma.”
“Thanks,” Elvac replied dryly. Sometimes Sabeh’s sense of humour left something to be desired.
Once they were changed the boys went back to find the others. Inside the hut Yargi was starting up her evening fire and everyone else had changed back into their normal outfits. Arrio was tightening up the straps on one of packs, all of which were once again heavy with supplies. He looked up when they came in.
“We’re packed,” he informed them. “If you’re up for it we might as well get going again in the morning.”
Elvac nodded. He’d rested enough for now. He looked across the room to where Taum was sitting. The huntsman no longer held ice to his face and they could all see the dark purple stains across his skin. He knew they were watching and his body language was self-conscious. That was when Elvac noticed who was missing.
“Where’s Benji?” he asked.
Everyone exchanged a look.
“He ran off,” Danni answered, cracking her knuckles again. “We don’t know where he went.”
“Nobody saw where he headed?” Elvac inquired.
“He went east,” Taum said shortly. “Over towards the eastern gate.”
Elvac looked around and grabbed his sword. He buckled it on around his waist and set the scabbard comfortably.
“I’m going to find him,” he announced.
From across the room old Yargi spoke.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Her voice was warning and her green eyes pierced him from across the hut. Elvac found their bright emerald quality familiar.
“Are you going to cut his head off?” Sabeh asked cheekily.
“No,” Elvac answered curtly.
“Then why the sword?” Sabeh pestered. “We’re in a city. You’re perfectly safe.”
“I’m going to take it anyway,” Elvac replied firmly.
“Yargi’s right though,” Satinka cut in. “It might not be a good idea for you to go after him right now.”
Elvac ignored them all. Instead his eyes sought Taum. The huntsman sat behind them all at the side of the room. Almost as if he knew what Elvac wanted he looked up. His golden skin was dark with bloody bruises, and his brown eyes were filled with pain.
“He did that to you, didn’t he?” Elvac asked.
Taum nodded meekly.
“Do you know where he is?”
“Yes, I think I do,” he mumbled softly.




THE RAVEN

The cavern was cold and damp and Benji huddled down in the mud under the weight of his black misery. The magic of the light of the trees was lost in his sorrow. He wanted to cry. There was a tightness in his chest. It was as though every emotion he’d ever felt was trying to rip a hole between his lungs, and he wanted more than anything to cry.
He pulled the reed bands from the lower part of one arm and lifted his sleeve to expose his scarred forearm. It was so pale. His skin was a shade so white it almost glowed in the light. It turned his stomach. He pulled one of his hook blades from his belt and drove the point on the bottom into is arm. He cried out once as the blade pierced his flesh and a single tear fell. It dropped from his eye, barely touching his cheek, and shattered like a tiny diamond when it hit the mud. But the rest of the tears that had been building up in force were gone. The pressure in his head, behind his eyes, and through his chest had vanished as soon as his skin had split. A wave of calm washed over him as blood oozed and bubbled up around the flat metal hook. He pulled the blade from his arm, wiped it on his boot, and sheathed it again.
In the soft white light of the caves his blood looked black, and it rolled in great drips over the side of his arm to spill down in the mud with his tear. It never ceased to amaze him how soothing and relaxing that could be.
He sat for a while, watching his arm bleed, then watching as the wound slowly scabbed in the air and the trickles of blood dried on his arm. To his horror footsteps sounded in the tunnel. That thick squelching sound couldn’t mean anything else. He quickly pulled his sleeve down and tightened the reed bands around it before hiding back against the wall. Someone stopped in the mouth of the tunnel. Benji couldn’t see who they were. He was back up against the tunnel wall so he wouldn’t be seen. If they just stepped a little further out he would be able to see them.
“It really is beautiful in here, isn’t it?” a familiar voice said.
Benji felt his heart stop. He edged in closer – inching himself along until he could see into the mouth of the tunnel. It was like looking at a ghost. The soldier’s damp hair shone in the tree light, and his white scars glimmered. He was standing there like nothing had happened to him, as though he’d never been poisoned, just staring into the glowing pale trees that filled the cave.
Elvac was nobody’s fool, and he could feel Benji’s eyes on him. He turned his head and the skinny pale man shrank back fearfully from the cool blue gaze.
“What you did to Taum wasn’t very nice,” he said pointedly.
Benji opened his mouth to defend himself, but no words would come out. Elvac turned his eyes back to the cave. Benji stood and trembled and bled in the semi-darkness.
“When did you get better?” he blurted.
“Not long after you left, or so I gather,” Elvac replied. “Francis got something while she was out today that helped sort me just after you ran off.”
Benji flushed in the darkness, but Elvac wasn’t looking.
“I didn’t mean to hurt him so bad,” Benji mumbled.
“Yes you did,” Elvac told him coldly. “You never hurt a man that badly if you don’t mean to. Believe me.”
“Is he going to be alright?” Benji asked nervously.
“Physically he will be fine,” Elvac informed him. “But you have to apologise and let him see how terrible you feel.”
“I can’t,” Benji whispered.
“Why?” Elvac demanded. “Is someone going to cut out your tongue before we get back to him?”
The soldier gave his slim friend a sharp look, but Benji cowered from it instantly and Elvac turned his face away again. He sighed as he looked out into the light trees.
“You know what your problem is Benji?” he asked. “You don’t trust me.”
Benji peered cautiously at Elvac in case he hadn’t heard right. He couldn’t imagine anything less true.
“I think I’m quite good at picking friends,” Elvac continued. “But no matter who I think is worthy you still seem to have a nasty habit of hating them. All of them. And there’s one of my very good friends you hate more than anyone else, and it’s killing you.”
“He’s just so unbearable!” Benji burst out.
Elvac smiled at the trees.
“I wasn’t talking about Sabeh.”
Benji stopped. He watched and waited as the calm light brushed Elvac’s face while the soldier watched the forest.
“Nagatoa-Zu says we need to learn to let go,” Elvac quoted. “He says that to find peace within ourselves we need to learn to let absolutely everything go, and then find what is truly important to us and take only that back. Every time I look at you I’m suddenly scared that you’re on the verge of dropping dead from self-loathing. You can’t stand to be around yourself, and you wonder why other people dodge around you. Benji, for whatever reason, you hate yourself so much a normal person would have stopped living by now. Let it go. Only hold on to what’s important.”
Benji stood silent. He wasn’t sure what to say. Seconds dragged by into minutes. Nothing moved, and no one spoke.
“Benji, you trust me really, don’t you?” Elvac asked.
“More than anyone,” Benji admitted, and then wished he hadn’t said it.
“Then do something for me,” Elvac began. “Consider that I thought enough of you to call you my friend. Consider that I still feel that way.” Finally Elvac turned to look him in the eye. “Let my opinion of you, and the rest of the group, be enough for you for now. You don’t have to say anything. Just bear it in mind.”
Benji nodded slowly.
“You still have to apologise to Taum though.” Elvac remained firm on that point. The soldier held out his hand to his cowering friend. “Come on,” he invited.
Benji reached out tentatively and took Elvac’s hand. The blonde soldier’s grip was strong and firm as he led Benji out of the cave, and his skinny friend was fairly sure from the tightness that if he hadn’t agreed to come willingly Elvac would have tied him up and dragged him.
As soon as they reached the outside air of the city Benji found his overly self-conscious attitude rearing and pulled his hand back quickly from Elvac’s grasp. As soon as the soldier realised Benji wasn’t planning on bolting again he became indifferent to the action and led on.
Elvac walked slowly enough that Benji could direct him if they started to go the wrong way, but the soldier seemed to have a good sense of his bearings, and all the bridges crisscrossed anyway. Mostly they walked in silence.
Elvac was happy to let Benji spend at least this night in shame, but tomorrow the riverman would have to start paying attention to the soldier’s speech.
Still, none of this would have anything to do with Benji much longer. After the way he’d treated Taum he couldn’t expect the huntsman to stay. That meant Taum would leave with the others. Everyone was going to leave Benji soon. He wouldn’t have anyone left. Unless… unless he followed Elvac and stayed with him. Maybe that’s what the soldier thought he was going to do. It was stupid, but if Elvac wouldn’t stay with him, then maybe… that would explain why Elvac thought Benji had time to put things right.
Still, loneliness was all the riverman knew. It probably wouldn’t be hard to go back to it. The idea of joining the quest was repugnant. But… what did he have to stay for? The whole point of being back here was to keep his friends safe. If Elvac and Taum were leaving then what was the point of Benji staying somewhere he’d spent the last seven years trying to escape? He couldn’t decide what to do, and he couldn’t face Taum now. Not after what he’d done. Not brought back to the group by Elvac.
They reached the last line of walkways to Yargi’s hut and Benji felt a cold dread well up in his stomach. The closer they got the worse it felt. It was just after the wash hut that he stopped once again. Elvac turned back to look at him, but Benji just stood, hands clasped on his arms and trembling. He stared at the ground. In the darkness the water of the canals looked like oil, and the timber of the walkways looked burnt. There was a dark patch near his feet. It looked like blood in the dark. Taum had fallen here before. It could be blood.
“I can’t,” Benji shivered. “I’m not ready.”
Elvac just looked at him. There was a slight impatience in his eyes, but there was pity there too. Benji just stood on the wooden planks, hugging himself and shivering, hoping that the earth would open up and swallow him. Anything like that would do. Anything that made him disappear.
Something dripped onto his head from the eaves above him. At first he thought it was water, but there hadn’t been any rain recently. He felt wet drips in his hair and on his shoulder. Elvac was staring at him. His blue eyes were wide, but they weren’t seeing him. Benji touched the wetness in his hair as something hit the walkway before him. It thumped against the wood with a solid and wet splattering sound. Wide green eyes stared up from the planks. The dark-blonde hair of the severed head was matted with blood. Benji vaguely recognised the face. He was sure his expression matched the dead girl’s. Both their mouths were open in horror and shock.
Then the pain set in. It was a sharp searing pain just in the base of his neck by his shoulder. Something pushed down on him like the sky itself had collapsed over his head. He hit the ground with a harsh scream of agony, and was only barely aware of Elvac’s furious roar in time with another blood-curdling screech. Whatever had jumped on him leapt off, and the force crushed all the air from his lungs. He felt warm blood running down his neck from where he’d been stabbed and he focused on that feeling as he tried to come to his senses. Elvac had drawn his sword. Benji was aware of that. Whatever had got him had moved onto his friend. He could hear footsteps and yelling pounding around in his head.
Slowly he managed to look up as he got to his knees. The others had come pouring out and stood in a group across from him. Elvac stood between them all. His sword was raised against something that moved in the darkness. Something swiped at him and he deflected the blow, but it caught his face. Scratches appeared across his cheek like he’d been hit with a thorn bush and he grimaced. It came again, but this time Elvac pushed it back with a stroke of his weapon.
“Sabeh,” he yelled. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that I listened to you and didn’t take a sword.”
Sabeh chose not speak. Elvac’s sarcasm didn’t need testing at the moment. Everyone was trying to deal with what they were seeing. Sofi’s head lay in a pool of blood on the walkway. Her body was nowhere in sight. Elvac was the only one who had recovered enough not to stare. He was looking for the threat that still remained.
Whatever was attacking them was as agile and dark as the shadows it hid in. From in the group Satinka raised her hand. A soft light began to grow in it. As it spread they saw something coming their way. It was long and thick like rope and fired straight towards her, but Sabeh was there first. He snatched the end of it from the air before it could reach her. Then he froze. A look of slow comprehension mixed with unspeakable horror crossed his face. Satinka’s light grew enough to expose their enemy. Sabeh was holding its tongue.
The creature was a man – almost. Its skeletal human form was perched on the railings, and its tongue reached across the distance to Sabeh’s fist. Its mouth was lined with needlepoint fangs. With a shudder Benji realised that what had pierced his shoulder was one of the creature’s long dirk-like claws. The most frightening thing about it was its eyes. The jet black orbs rolled madly in their scarred sockets and seemed to look everywhere and nowhere at once.
Elvac raised his sword to cut through the creature’s tongue. It saw him coming and pulled the muscle back. Elvac had only a second to move out of his stroke to avoid decapitating Sabeh as he was pulled off his feet. The Ickian cried out in disgust as the creature’s tongue wrapped around his wrist to drag him closer. He twisted his body so that he could brace his feet against the walkway and pulled. The creature toppled from the railing with surprise. It wasn’t used to anything stronger than it, and didn’t seem to think such a thing should exist. It landed nimbly on the walkway.
Now it was that much closer to them all, and its mad whirling eyes were hungry. It was looking through them. Eyeing them up. It wanted someone in particular, and its strange nightmare gaze found her. At the sight of her it took its tongue back from her boyfriend.
It scooped Sofi’s head off the planks and tossed it at the group. Francis screamed and Danni pulled her back out of the way. Arrio pushed Taum and Satinka back out of the path of the horrifying projectile. The giant Zynaldini flexed a hand. He was looking for his spear. The creature was looking at him.
Satinka stepped out to meet it, light in hand. This brought its attention back to her. With its mouth closed it looked more human; which in some ways was more disturbing. The creature had a slim pale face, and a surprisingly small mouth that could stretch a great deal if it needed to. The way it looked at her was almost curious, as though it was waiting for her to do something. She didn’t move. The two of them just stared each other down.
She flinched first. It was more than a flinch. She grabbed the side of her head and winced as though in pain. The Raven knew its moment. It saw its opportunity. It lunged. For a second it looked like it was going to get her. Benji wasn’t the only one who felt a cry escape his lips.
“No!” Satinka yelled, raising her hand before her. It didn’t sound like she was yelling at the monster.
The creature dropped to the ground mid-lunge. It screamed an inhuman sound of complete agony. Blue fire erupted from its body. Satinka’s pain seemed to vanish and she stood before it. She watched as it thrashed on the bridge. The fire scorched its flesh and dripped like liquid down its limbs. Satinka raised her arms and the blue fire poured from her hands. It coated her arms in sleeves of blue flame that caused her no damage or pain. As she did it the fire consuming the Raven grew brighter and hotter. Benji raised his arm to shield his eyes from the light. He felt the heat of the blaze on his face. Unable to bear the pain the Raven threw itself over the railing. It landed with a splash in the water and all the fire disappeared.
The sudden darkness was blinding after the bright light of the blue Syrene flame. Benji could still see bright patches in front of his eyes where the light had stained them. He strained his ears but couldn’t hear anything. If that thing was coming back up it was doing so quietly. As their eyes adjusted Yargi came out from her hut carrying a torch. Once again Benji could see his friend’s faces. They all looked like they were in a state of shock, except for Satinka who just looked angry and hurt. Sabeh still sat on the ground. His expression was sick and it chilled Benji’s blood to see him so horrified. The Ickian shuddered slightly as he regained his composure. He turned his black eyes straight to Arrio.
“Grab the packs,” he ordered, climbing to his feet.
Arrio nodded once and disappeared inside. Sabeh clutched at Satinka, making sure she was alright.
“Why the packs?” Francis asked in a small voice. “We can’t go anywhere at night.”
“We have to,” Sabeh replied. “That thing has tracked our scent here.”
He looked over to where the girl’s head had fallen again, just beyond Yargi’s front door. Everyone else’s gazes followed his.
“Sofi…” the old woman whispered. “I told Wealian… I told him…”
“You know the girl that thing killed?” Sabeh asked.
“She’s the daughter of our Chief.”
Sabeh stared at the Shaman. She finally looked back at him.
“You have to go. No one can know you were here. Chief Wealian already has a warrant drafted for your arrest and delivery to Sunndan. If anyone thinks you had anything to do with this–”
“We didn’t!” Danni protested. She wasn’t about to go down for something that had nothing to do with her. She recognised the girl’s face, and knew Francis would too. They’d never learnt her name, but they had spoken. There are been a connection. Seeing her severed head was too real, and too horrible.
“The demon that killed her is here for you,” Yargi pointed out. “You can’t let anyone know. I can keep your secret, but I can’t hide you. I’m sorry. This city is about to be a difficult and dangerous place.”
Arrio ran back out of the hut with the packs in hand. Yargi met Sabeh’s eye and nodded to him.
“We’ll get out of your way Shaman,” Sabeh assured. “Thank you for everything.”
“You are welcome, son of Ragnar. Camp outside the city tonight and tomorrow you can cover enough ground during the day to get away safely.”
Benji came forward slightly as Arrio started handing out the packs. He winced and held his hand over the wound in his shoulder. Despite keeping pressure on it blood was still pouring out between his fingers. He didn’t like the idea of trying to carry a pack on that shoulder, particularly while running through a dark swamp at night. Everyone seemed to be assuming that he was coming too, even if they were only hoping he would lead them out of the marshes. It was Francis who saw him first. He’d always be slightly grateful for that.
“Oh gods!” she cried. “Benji!”
The little medic was at his side instantly, and that was when he realised how much blood had been pouring down his front from the hole in his body. He was sure it must have looked worse than it was. But it was quite a bit of blood. She made him take his hand away from the wound long enough to see it. Then she grimaced.
“It got me,” he mumbled lamely.
Francis turned back to Sabeh.
“He can’t travel like this,” she told him. “I have to patch him up and stop the bleeding first.”
“He doesn’t have to come,” Sabeh said. “Leave him here where it’s safe and Yargi can look after him.”
That was what ultimately made up Benji’s mind. Sabeh didn’t get to choose his fate.
“You’ll never make it through those swamps at night without me,” he warned.
No one moved. They hadn’t expected him to actively want to join them. He didn’t care. They were wasting precious minutes and they needed to get out of the city. He didn’t want to question Francis’s medical judgement, but he didn’t want to give himself time to back out either.
“Benji…” Francis began slowly.
“That thing could rise back out of the water any second,” Benji told her. “We don’t have time.”
She gave him a sharp look.
“I’m not letting that thing kill anyone else, Francis,” he told her. “We have to get it away from here. Besides, you heard Gran: there’s a warrant out for our arrest. This city isn’t safe for us anymore. We have to go.”
Francis didn’t look pleased. She still took a moment to grab a dressing and strap it on under his collar.
“You’re not taking a pack and don’t push yourself,” she ordered. “Keep pressure on it.”
Benji did as he was told. The others mostly looked ready to go and Arrio kept hold of the extra packs. Elvac still stood frozen from the fight. The look in his eyes was almost catatonic, and Benji knew how he felt.
“Elvac,” he muttered. “Elvac, are you alright?”
He touched the soldier’s arm and Elvac jumped slightly. Benji met his eye. Elvac nodded.
“We go this way,” he said and ran off. The others followed.
Elvac raced through the streets of Elgárnd like a man fleeing death, with the others close behind. Benji winced as he ran. The wound on his shoulder was protesting against the fierce jolting of their speed. The soldier led them east, and Benji couldn’t help wondering where Elvac was getting his direction from.
It wasn’t long before they were out the eastern gate and back into the marshlands. It would be much harder for that creature to sneak up on them out here, but Benji jumped at every noise and his skin crawled like there were eyes on him.
He looked around for a path through the swamp, but the sky was dark and the moon hadn’t risen yet to help them find their way. Elvac didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow down to let someone else lead. They wouldn’t have to go far. It wasn’t like they could outrun that monster if it came for them. They just needed to put a bit of distance between them and Elgárnd.
“Elvac!” Benji called after him. “Stop!”
Sabeh slowed down at Benji’s side.
“There’s no point going on like this,” the Ickian cursed. “We can’t see a damn thing.”
Elvac was still running.
“Elvac!” Benji bellowed.
“We have to keep going!” Elvac called back. “We can’t let it get us!”
“Sweet Brukna!” Benji cursed and took off after the soldier.
He could feel the others running just behind him as they tried to catch their tall blonde friend. Out of the corner of his eye Benji could see Satinka coming up alongside him. The tiny girl sprinted with inhuman speed.
“Elvac!” she yelled after him. “Stop!”
The command was so sharp Benji almost came to a halt himself, but Elvac didn’t even slow down.
“We can’t,” Elvac cried. “If you stop it gets you. The fire always gets you if you stop!”
The rest of them halted. His words echoed around them slightly as they realised what was happening.
“He’s hallucinating,” Satinka breathed. “He’s dreaming and he has no idea where he’s going.”
They all stared at her as they remembered what she’d said the night before about why she didn’t use her fire. She’d had to use it against the monster, but it had sent the soldier’s mind back to the war.
“Elvac!” Satinka screamed and started after him again.
They all took off after him as fast as they could, but Satinka was faster than all of them. She raced after Elvac, gaining on him as the distance from the city grew. Benji ran until his chest hurt with the effort of breathing and he could barely lift his legs. His foot slid from the edge of the path as he ran and he stumbled. He knew he wasn’t the first to almost fall into the water. Around him the group slipped as they ran and became a staggered disjointed line. Satinka was gaining on Elvac. For a moment he thought she might reach him. Then he heard her scream and a splash broke the water.
“Satinka!” Sabeh roared.
The Ickian wasn’t too far behind her. He forgot about Elvac as he raced to pull his girlfriend from the swamp. Benji stopped as he watched the others all try and get themselves together again. They were starting to realise they couldn’t catch Elvac, not at the rate he was going in this darkness. Benji heard another splash, but when he looked up there wasn’t anyone ahead of him left to be seen. Neither Elvac nor Sabeh were still above the water. His eyes searched the dark horizon for signs of where they went down. Behind him Arrio had herded the others together and brought them up to join him.
“We have to get them out,” he stated. There was an urgency in his voice that matched his steps and he ran to try and reach the others. They would only have minutes to get them all out if they were stuck beneath the surface. He didn’t stop as he brought the others together but tried to go around them all.
Benji stepped back to let them pass. That one step was his downfall. He felt the ground slip slightly under his boot as he stood on the soft mud at the edge of the path. His arms spun as he tried to get his balance back, but the pain in his shoulder threw him off and he fell backwards into the water with a resounding splash. The water was freezing and it tightened every muscle in his body. He surfaced with a gasp, floundering as he felt the reeds tugging at his boots, trying to pull him down.
Another splash sounded as he surfaced and he cursed every stupid person who’d fallen in the swamp that night. The weight of his clothes in the chill water was incredible and he could barely lift his injured arm to swim back. He took a deep breath as he felt the water drag him back down, and cursed every stupid person that had ever thought it was a good idea to build a city in the middle of a swamp.
Once again he managed to push himself up for air. Water streamed into his eyes from his face. His hair was plastered down so thick he could barely see though it. He looked for land, but couldn’t make anything out in the darkness. He tried to turn to check if he was looking the wrong way, but as he flailed in the water the pain in his shoulder flared up so badly he thought he would pass out. He could feel himself sinking under the surface again and tried to push himself up, but the cold water was in his wound and when he tried to move his arm the pain made him scream. His scream under the marsh came out in bubbles. He couldn’t gasp for anymore air. He couldn’t push himself back up and the pain seared through him, turning his vision black as he sank under the marsh.
Āni was sitting at his desk rereading a letter for the third time when he heard the door. Taal never knocked when he was bringing Karli back. If Karli was here and around to open the door Taal always knocked, but he’d never dream of knocking for the door to be opened when Āni was alone. The Avatar carefully laid the letter down in front of him and rested his hands over it, pressing his fingertips together as he waited. He could hear, practically sense, Karli moving through the halls. The child didn’t come to see him. Instead he headed towards the bedrooms. Grass stains, Āni concluded. He would have to be punished for that later.
Taal came towards the office. Āni listened carefully, a slight crease forming in his brow. The steps weren’t quite right. Taal always walked with such a calm and measured pace. This was hurried. It was barely noticeable. Only Āni would ever have picked it up. Taal was having an emotion. Something was urgent. He knocked when he reached Āni’s door. The Avatar granted him admission, and the young priest stepped inside. Taal looked normal: which was to say that he looked like a blank slate.
“Taal.”
“My Lord, I’ve been thinking about that blacksmith.”
Āni raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t expected Taal to be so forthcoming with what was on his mind. He also hadn’t expected it to be what sounded like a sudden change of heart.
“The one you said didn’t warrant any further investigation?” Āni asked.
“That’s what I’ve been thinking about,” Taal admitted. “I would like to personally head further investigation into relevant information the man may have been hiding.”
“You’ve changed your mind regarding his innocence, then?”
“No, Sir,” Taal replied. “Which is why I would like to conduct this enquiry my way, and hopefully without arousing suspicion.”
“Why are you asking to investigate someone you believe is innocent, Taal?”
“Because a certain concept occurred to me.” The young priest adjusted his spectacles. “He may not be aware that he knows anything relevant. If he encountered Kakai as a child he has no particular recollection of it. Perhaps, if I were to question him on the subject further, we might be able to uncover information that means nothing to a simple blacksmith but that carries significant weight for our cause.”
“And you want to question him without arousing suspicion?” Āni asked drolly, leaning back in his chair.
“I was thinking of perhaps commissioning some work,” Taal nodded. “Then I would have an excuse to speak to Mr Lemonsaley and determine whether or not he has information that can help us piece together how we were so cunningly duped.”
“Interesting idea,” Āni conceded.
“I, of course, would not move on any course of action without your blessing, My Lord. However, I did mention almost six months ago that we need to replace most of the candelabras on the second floor. The rust, if you recall?”
Āni smiled. The concept that Taal would hatch a scheme just to get necessary work done in the Palace threatened to cross his mind, but he ignored it. Even if it were true, the young man’s words carried weight, and it was nice to see him showing initiative.
“I want regular reports,” the Avatar ordered.
“Of course, My Lord,” Taal bowed.
“If I’m not here I want them in writing and left on my desk.”
“Of course.” Taal paused to adjust his glasses. “Uh… not here, Lord Āni?”
With a delicate gesture Āni indicated the letter lying on the desk in front of him. Taal noted the seal of Undernal.
“Ah. They ask only for a moment of your time, My Lord.”
“Which is why I can’t refuse them,” Āni grated. “Still, if I could, I wouldn’t give them a second.”
“This is not my place, and I have no desire to be rude, but I am curious as to why you hate the city so much,” Taal inquired politely.
Āni looked away from him. The Avatar clasped his hands in his lap, loosely linking his fingers as he stared across the room.
“Just… old memories.”
Taal nodded respectfully and took his leave.
Āni didn’t even turn to watch him go. Undernal had been a place he had first seen during his training to become a priest, long before his days as an Avatar. It was so long ago he sometimes felt surprise that he remembered it. But he’d heard people say the first kill stays with you until you die. Āni smiled to himself. Forever sounded too long to be plausible. Eventually time would have to wipe it.
Khol ran. His feet skidded down the rocky mountainside.
“Terro!” he called.
The great Tuotam turned and watched him approach with large sapphire-blue eyes. He tilted his head and his scales glinted in the cold blue light.
“Khol. There were groups that got around us and made it back into the tunnels. Some of you little ones have already put forward a chase. We do not need enemies at our backs, however few and sick-in-the-mind they may be.”
Khol gave him a brief nod and laid a hand on his gleaming shoulder as he hurried on beyond the group of Tuotams.
The mountains rose up into the darkness like an infinite wall. Even in the day the peaks were usually lost in cloud. The only way over such vast rocky summits was flight – something no one had had access to for over a decade. So the alternative was to travel under the mountains. They used the old Java Kun tunnels to travel back and forth from the war-zone to the city of Syrene. The Tuotams had travelled through those tunnels to get here as well, although they had been forced to burn the tunnels wider in many places. The few Java Kun left had been happy to help clear the path. That left Khol nervous. The road to Syrene now stuck out like a beacon. Even to the drug-addled minds of humans the wider tunnels were an obvious path. Khol couldn’t risk them making it to the city – however slim a risk it was.
The tunnels were dark and cool after the leagues of burning rock at the base of the mountains. Khol stepped lightly, listening intently for anything. If there was a sound he would hear it. Syrene had better hearing than humans. Using that skill was one of the keys to staying alive. Humans also had little in the way of stealth. In truth they simply weren’t at their best when their brains couldn’t function properly. Not that those who sent them to die cared about that. Humans had numbers and they had force. For ten years now that had been enough to hold their own. That was why the Tuotams had come to join the battle.
Yelling came from one of the tunnels. Khol turned towards the sound and sprinted after it. Steel rang out on steel from deep in the tunnel. A cry of pain sounded. Khol rounded the corner.
Yuhio was pinned back against the wall trying to fight off six bellowing humans. A long gash ran down one of his arms. He lifted his hand and one of the human warriors rattled in their armour as they started to burn. Yuhio parried an attack from another soldier, even as he continued to burn the first. Another human lashed out. Their sword pierced his side and he yelled in pain, sinking to his knees as the last of his strength went into the fire that took out one of his assailants. One of the five still standing raised their blade, screaming in a berserk frenzy.
Khol charged forward and roared. There were only three Mantras alive who could perform a drothga: Khol was one of them. He roared and it sounded as though Terro roared through him. The very earth seemed to shake and the humans before him lost their footing as they tried to protect their ears. Khol was on them in seconds. He swung his axe with both hands, cleanly removing a human’s head in one swipe. Hot blood sprayed over him and he could smell the metal in it.
The other humans were recovering and standing. Khol threw a hand out and a vortex of blue flame shot down the tunnel behind him, knocking three of the soldiers back down and burning them. He focused, and let flames grow from the earth where they fell. He didn’t have the strength in his fire to melt their steel armour, but he didn’t have to – they would still roast alive in it. Their screams rose up: terrified and agonised. Khol had no time for pity or regret. Against drug-crazed humans in these tunnels you killed or you died. Those were the only options.
The last human standing rushed him with a sword. He was bellowing something incomprehensible, and Khol didn’t have the energy to burn the sword from his hands. The Syrene general raised his axe and blocked the blow. The shock went through his elbows and he grunted with the force of holding the human back. He was still stronger though. He shoved, throwing the soldier back. The human regained his footing quickly. All the chemical reactions happening inside him kept him agile and strong. He stared Khol down – sneering at him, but not really seeing him. He had cold grey eyes that matched his sword. That sword. Khol felt his face tighten in hatred at the sight of it.
The human yelled and attacked again. Without control of his mind he didn’t have patience. Khol dodged him, moving as fast as his weakened form would allow. He swung his axe around as he side-stepped. The soldier’s lunge connected with the full force of Khol’s blow and the axe sliced through the armour and embedded itself in the man’s chest. He dropped like a rock, pulling the axe out of Khol’s hands.
The general stood for a moment, panting and leaning against the cold cave wall. All the screaming had stopped now, and the fires burning under the three dead soldiers were gently fading down. The area stank of roast meat and hot blood. Khol breathed heavily and wiped some of the blood spray from his face. Against the wall Yuhio groaned and clutched at his side where he’d been stabbed. Khol approached him.
“Yuhio.”
“Khol,” the injured man winced. “I owe you my life.”
“Not for the first time,” Khol replied, ripping a length off Yuhio’s cloak to bandage the wound. “It’s not too bad. That will patch up nicely in a couple of days. I’ve told you before to wear human steel. It might not be comfortable, but it will protect you from injuries like this.”
“It’s blasphemous,” Yuhio spat. “I’d rather die than wear human amour.”
“Well you’re much more likely to,” Khol sighed, tying the makeshift bandage around his friend’s torso. His fingers fumbled with the knot in the faint blue light. They shook with weariness. “How many more humans got down here?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know how many humans a day get themselves trapped in these caves, Khol. It’s hard to tell.”
Khol nodded and helped Yuhio to his feet, pulling his arm around his own shoulder and taking most of his weight.
“Just help me back to the entrance. From there I’ll–”
“Shhhh!”
“What? Khol, what did you–”
“Listen! Do you hear that?”
Khol didn’t look to see if Yuhio was answering with an expression. He was staring off around the tunnels, listening intently. He knew that sound: crying. Keeping a tight grip on Yuhio he started off quietly and headed toward the noise. Whatever made the sound was trying to stay silent, but wasn’t managing to. They moved softly back down the tunnels. Khol led them both around several corners before they reached a small alcove tucked into one of the walls. He edged up to it. Arms threw themselves up in his face with a cry, shielding the person huddled on the ground beneath them.
“Please!” a human woman cried. “Please, please don’t kill me! Please don’t kill me!”




THE CAVERNS OF BRUKNA

The great marble halls of Sunndan gleamed in the morning sun. Āni strode through to the main hall where his usual table awaited him. Unusually the table was accompanied by a man in armour, who stood to the side. Āni ordered one of the priests to organise for tea to be brought through, before sitting down comfortably and inviting the general to sit with him. The man was visibly sweating.
“No thank you, My Lord. I won’t be staying.”
“You will if I want you to, General,” Āni purred.
“I don’t doubt, but it’s not in your best interests to do that. You will want me to be on my way. There will be things I need to organise.”
“Really?” Now he was curious. “The messenger said you wanted to speak to me.”
“No.”
Āni raised one perfect white eyebrow.
“No, My Lord Āni, I do not want to speak to you. I have to speak to you. It is a point of necessity. No one else is prepared to deliver this news, so I must.”
Despite the general’s ominous tone Āni laughed. He couldn’t help it.
“Oh my dear man, that’s quite refreshing to hear,” he chuckled. “Of course you don’t want to speak to me. You’re terrified of me.”
At this point a trembling priestess brought through a tray of tea. The long stretch from the door to the table was agonising as she crossed what must have felt like an eternity with the china rattling. She carefully laid the tray on the table before the Avatar and bowed to him as she stepped away.
“Mother,” he addressed her. He raised a hand and she straightened, going awkwardly and lopsidedly rigid. “I despise that noise. You will never be able to make it again.”
She couldn’t respond. Her jaw appeared to be locked. Slowly and stiffly she turned around. When she walked it was with measured and rigid movements. She looked like a robot as she slowly and painfully, but quietly, left the hall.
The general stood, rubbing his mouth fearfully. Āni turned his attention back to the armoured man. Playtime was over.
“So, what’s happening to my war, General?” he asked in his deep measured voice.
The general turned his eyes to the floor and tried not to move for fear of clinking in his steel.
“The base of the Madjeck Mountains in Dryemskape is burning. The wall of blue fire is moving towards us. We cannot breach it and I don’t know how many soldiers we’ve already lost to it.”
Āni stopped, hand part-way to the teapot. The general had his full and undivided attention now. There was nothing the man would have wanted less. Sweat was dripping down his spine under Āni’s gaze. He focused all his attention on not shaking.
“They’re there, My Lord,” he wheezed in terror. “They’ve made it to this side of the mountains. The dragons have come for us.”
“That’s not possible. They cannot cross the mountains if they can’t fly. There’s no way they can walk over them.”
“I don’t know how they made it, My Lord, but they have. The dragons are burning through our ranks and we cannot stop them. We have no way to kill a dragon. Their hide is impenetrable. That’s why we battle their riders, but now the dragons are protecting them too. My Lord Āni, we’re losing.”
Losing? They couldn’t be losing. They didn’t lose.
“Fix it,” Āni whispered.
“I beg your pardon, My Lord?”
“FIX IT!” Āni bellowed, smashing the tray to the floor. The white aura flared up around him and the glow consumed his eyes.
The general bolted. He ran faster than he’d ever run before and leapt through the door with a crash. Behind him Āni was rising in a nimbus of white light – destroying everything in the room. The Avatar roared in fury. The table was overturned and statues crumbled at his wrath. He worked his way systematically around the room, leaving nothing unscathed, but the grand hall was a large and mostly unadorned space. It didn’t take long for Āni to run out of things to destroy. He whirled around, looking for something new to break. Taal stood in the room, near the door that he had closed behind him. He adjusted his spectacles.
“You’re in fine form today, Lord Āni.”
Āni settled back to the earth as the glow faded out. He began to laugh. Āni had a laugh that struck horror in the hearts of those who heard it. It was so honest. It was so cruel.
“Come here, Taal,” he beckoned.
Like so many times before Taal was drawn across the floor, his steps scuffing ever-so-slightly. He reached the Avatar, who was standing in the wreckage of the tantrum. Āni lost all sense of personal space where Taal was concerned, and the young man was not permitted to stop a polite distance back. He was pulled in. Āni rested a cold hand against the side of his face, and pulled his forehead against his own.
“Oh, Taal… things are falling apart.”
Taal didn’t say anything. He didn’t show any expression. He’d probably been down here working on his candelabra plan. Āni traced his cheek with his fingers.
“You’re such a good boy…” he purred.
He shoved Taal to the floor. The young man didn’t even wince as he crashed to his hands and knees on the boiling tea and broken china.
“Clean that up,” Āni ordered, walking away.
Everything was cold. It was the kind of cold that could possibly be damp as well. Benji rolled over onto his back. He wasn’t dead, but he couldn’t think of a single good reason for why that was. Whatever he was lying on was hard. When he touched it with his hand it felt like stone. He opened his eyes and sat up. They were in a cave. It was a large natural-looking grey rock formation that networked off into tunnels around the walls. Green light filtered in from the cracks in the stone and lit the cavern with a bright gentle glow. As he looked around he saw Satinka sitting away from the sleeping forms of their friends. She looked over at him and he crawled towards her.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“Alright, all things considered,” he replied.
The first thing he noticed looking at her was how dry and clean she appeared, despite that fact that his last memory involved falling in the swamp.
“How did we get here?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “This is where I woke up. I can’t see the sun but I think that was about twelve hours ago.”
“You’ve been awake for twelve hours?” Benji asked.
She nodded. “No one else has woken up though. You’re the first.”
Benji looked around nervously again. Satinka watched him curiously.
“You know where we are, don’t you?” she asked.
“I think so,” he whispered. “We have to get out of here. Human’s can’t be here.”
“Actually,” she disagreed. “If we couldn’t be here we wouldn’t be.”
“Shouldn’t then,” he hissed.
“Same difference,” she shrugged. “Someone went to a great deal of effort to get us here and take care of us. It’s possible that we’ve been here for a long time now, and I want to find out a great deal more before I go looking for a way out.”
“What do you mean?” Benji asked.
She nodded her head at him and he looked down on himself. Like her he was clean and dry, and there wasn’t any blood on his clothes anymore. Even his off-white tunic and the pale green shirt he wore under it weren’t blood-stained. He pulled his collar back and looked at his wound. There was a tiny mark like a scab on his skin with a border of light scarring, but there was no pain anymore and his arm had a full range of movement again. Quickly he turned and his eyes sought Elvac. The soldier lay passed out on the floor a few meters away, and the scratches on his cheek from the fight were long gone.
“How long have we been down here?” he asked in a hoarse voice.
Satinka shrugged. “I have no idea,” she admitted. “But either we’ve been here a very long time, or someone has been taking a very special kind of care with us. Either way, I’d quite like to find out.”
Benji nodded quietly. He peered around again, watching the way the green light filtered in through the cracks.
“We really shouldn’t be here,” he muttered. “People are warned never to come here.”
“I thought humans just went where they pleased,” Satinka teased him.
“These are the Caverns of Brukna,” Benji replied seriously. “The haven of the Snake God himself.”
“How do you know that if people aren’t supposed to come here?” she asked.
Benji sat in front of her and crossed his legs, almost as though he was back as school.
“And then the Great Snake went forth unto the vast caverns under the marshes,” he recited. “There he dwelt for many eons beyond the care of the world. His essence seeped into the very rock and his dreams grew up to form the land of Mildidar. Sacred were the caverns of the Snake God, and those who tried to reach them were cast back and drowned beneath the waters of Brukna. The only humans ever to step within the holy stone walls are the chosen ones of the Snake: the children he endows with his own great power. The light of their souls forever fill the home of the god, and their green light is death to unworthy eyes.”
A dry chuckle sounded behind him. He turned to see Sabeh lying on his back grinning at the ceiling.
“It’s from the Book of the Gods,” Benji told him stiffly. “In the‒”
“First Account of Days,” Sabeh cut in. “Third section in the second chapter. I know. I recognised it. When I was a boy the priests made me read that thing over and over until I thought my eyes would bleed.”
Benji glared at him.
“Do you know what I’ve found though,” Sabeh mused. “Every time some old prophet told me I was doing something forbidden, it usually meant I was about to have a great deal of fun.”
Benji breathed in through his nose, trying to ignore the obnoxious man lying on the floor. From off to the side he heard Arrio speak.
“I’ll hold his arms, you can punch him in the face,” the Zynaldini offered.
Sabeh laughed at them. He must have known how badly they wanted to do it, but he knew they wouldn’t. Benji felt a slight sense of déjà vu sneaking up on him as he remembered the way they had all lain awake in the marsh a few nights ago pretending to sleep. He looked over at Satinka and the small smile playing about her lips suggested that she also recognised the similarities.
“Is… is anyone still asleep?” he asked.
“Elvac, Taum and Danni are,” Sabeh answered from where he lay. “Aren’t they, Francis?”
The cave was silent.
“Aren’t they, Francis?” he repeated.
Her obscene reply told him exactly where to go. He laughed at her and it just made her curse more.
Taum awoke with a start to the torrent of violent obscenities issuing from the tiny girl’s mouth. Only two smallish bruises remained from the injuries Benji had inflicted upon him. One followed the edge of his jaw and the other sat sharply on his cheekbone. However, they were  still freshly purple. He looked around wildly inside the cave, and his eyes fell on the now quietly grumbling form of Francis who looked like she was still trying to sleep. Danni opened an eye and grinned at him.
“You get used to it,” the Almenian smiled. “She hates being woken.”
“Especially when they last damn thing I remember was drowning in shitty pond weed,” Francis grated angrily.
“We are remarkably clean of pond scum,” Arrio agreed as he sat up and looked around. “And I can’t imagine getting us down here was an easy task. It’s not like we could have ended up here by accident.”
“Depends who did it,” Sabeh pointed out. “We are in the caverns of a god, and we’re not alone.”
Everyone began to look around urgently at his words. Sabeh rolled his eyes.
“You people never use your other senses, do you?” he drawled.
“There’s something here,” Taum announced. “A presence.”
Sabeh nodded. “And a presence like this usually means a god.”
“But why?” Benji asked.
“Because they’re all powerful beings and that reflects itself in their aura, which is large enough to encompass whole areas,” Sabeh answered.
“No,” Benji growled. “Why would Brukna be down here? Why would he have been hiding down here for ten years? And why doesn’t his power still reach the marshes from here the way it used to?”
“Those are all excellent questions,” Sabeh agreed, getting to his feet. “Why don’t we go ask him?” The Ickian brushed himself off while he waited for the others to stand. They just stared at him.
“One does not simply walk up to a god and ask him questions,” Arrio said pointedly.
“Actually,” Sabeh laughed. “I think you’ll find one does. And eight definitely do, as long as someone can wake up Elvac.”
The group exchanged glances. There were a lot of different issues running through their minds, but Satinka spoke first.
“Sabeh,” she said softly. “We don’t know what state his mind is in. If we wake him up and he hasn’t had time to sort himself out it could be awful for everyone. He might just run off again.”
“Also,” Danni joined in. “I don’t know how you feel, but I think the decision that we were put here was unanimous, and I don’t really fancy getting myself lost in caves. Neither chasing Elvac nor looking for a god in this place sounds like a good idea. Someone knows we are here. If we move… we could spend forever wandering these caves.”
A shudder ran around the room at the thought of an eternity spent under cold stone.
“Yeah,” Sabeh responded, entirely unconvinced. “We go that way.” He pointed down one of the tunnels.
“Why?” Arrio asked. “Do you have a map?”
“Even better,” the Ickian replied. “I’ve got a vibe. I’m getting vibes from that way.”
“I’m not going anywhere based on your vibes,” Arrio said. “Danni’s right. Someone knows where we are here.”
“Still working on the assumption of a god,” Sabeh began. “No matter where we go in these caves they will know where we are. Brukna will be aware of everything that happens down here.”
“Fair point,” Satinka conceded.
“Good,” Sabeh replied in a tone that settled it.
The Ickian started off towards the tunnel he’d pointed to, but stopped halfway there and turned to look back. The rest of them were all still sitting or lying where he’d left them.
“Really?” he sighed.
“Yep,” Satinka replied. “Let us know if you find anything, dear.”
He glowered at her but she simply ignored it. Sabeh whirled around and stalked off muttering. Satinka sat daintily on the stone floor inspecting her fingernails. Benji soon became aware that he was watching her. Despite having made the realisation he couldn’t tear his eyes away. She looked up into his gaze and gave him an enquiring look.
“Yes?”
“Why… why didn’t you go with him?” Benji worked out what troubled him. “Don’t you trust him?”
“Of course I do,” she replied. “I trust him completely. If he thinks there’s something down there I’m certain there will be. I just don’t care enough to go and find out what it is myself. He can do the exploring if he wants to.”
“Aren’t you worried he’ll get lost?”
“No,” she smiled. “It would take a lot for him to get lost in a cave. Believe it or not he is even more confident underground than he lets on.”
Benji recalled the certainty with which the Ickian had helped guide them through the troll caves they’d run into on their way out of Undernal. It was as though he had the ability to sense how they’d all fitted together. Satinka had also appeared to understand the way with which he had avoided dead ends. He wondered if she could explain it.
“Do you remember how you were back in the troll caves?” he asked curiously. “Can you sense these caves in the same way?”
“A little. I do have a slight gift with caves, but it’s nothing impressive.” Satinka replied. “I just have an awareness of them. Memnyir and I spent a lot of our time in caves when we were growing up. She was the one who taught me how to get a feel for them. Ultimately a cave is a cave no matter where it is or who it belongs to. These ones feel similar to the network of caves the Java Kun were living in. There’s even a large cavern like the one they built Xychtch in, but it’s far from this one.”
Benji tried to watch how she managed to say the name of the Java Kun city, but like the times it had been spoken before, the very idea of trying to pronounce it twisted his tongue. He thought about the similarities of the caves and the placement of them around the marshes, and was going to ask Satinka about them when someone else called her name.
From somewhere down in the caves Sabeh yelled for her and his voice echoed back up to them. Everyone turned to look down the tunnel, but no one moved. Satinka got to her feet and started down after him. On an impulse Benji followed her. She didn’t comment on his company as she led the way down into the tunnels.
The rock in the passages seemed to press in on them more fully, even though the tunnels were wide. It wasn’t long before they found Sabeh. He was squatted down on his toes at the point where the tunnel branched off in four different directions, and there was something beside him. As they neared him Benji caught a glimpse of what the Ickian’s body shielded and he started violently. The white robe was rumpled and dirty but still easily recognisable with its gold trim and pattern of holy symbols. The sight of it was like a sharp jolt in Benji’s mind and it triggered the memory of the name he couldn’t remember the day before.
“Yoki,” he said suddenly. “His name was Father Yoki.”
Sabeh turned to look at him and Benji felt his heart stop. When the small man moved he revealed the wearer of the robe was little more than a skeleton, and the dirty old leather bound journal Sabeh held in his hand was all too familiar.
“You knew him?” Sabeh asked.
“He…” Benji wet his lips, unable to take his eyes off the skeleton. “He was the priest of Sunne in Elgárnd when I was a child ‒ the one who left ten years ago. I… I thought he went back to Sunndan after the storm.”
“So did the rest of Elgárnd,” Sabeh nodded. “That’s where he told everyone he was going. He didn’t get that far though.”
“Clearly,” Satinka commented, her eyes also on the skeleton in priest’s robes.
“He didn’t return by choice,” Sabeh said.
He held up the journal to his girlfriend, open on the page he’d been reading. She took it from him carefully and her eyes scoured the page.
“What does it say?” Benji asked quietly.
“It’s a letter to Sunne,” Sabeh told him.
Satinka began to read it aloud.
“By now you know that I have betrayed you, my god, so there is no use dwelling on any apology I may have considered. In truth, I’m not entirely sure I would have apologised, and I write this with the intention that you see it through my eyes before I die. I need you to know why.

I have served you my whole life. Since I was a boy your message of peace has inspired me, and I have sought to bring your wisdom to all the world. This is why I cannot follow you anymore. This is why I cannot return to you now. Your battle with the Syrene is personal, and there is no justification you can give me that will allow me to bless it.

I have seen first-hand what you have done to Mildidar and Brukna to make your war possible and it has frozen my heart. That you have broken the child queen of the South and turned your three eyes to the slaughter of her people is the horror that plagues my every sleeping hour. So, whether you care for my message or not, I need you to know that the priests you are losing now are the ones who served you for the god you were, not the hand of genocide that you are becoming.

If my eyes are reading this then I know yours are too and I pray, Sunne, that you will understand my words and heed their warning. Brukna has warned me what will come to pass should your war continue, and should you succeed you will surely end not just the human race but all things.

The Snake God is kind, even to one that has served his enemy, and he has promised me his company in my last days and an easy painless death to escape your punishment. My eyes have seen these words and so I know yours have too. This will be our last communication, but I hope one day to find eternal peace in the knowledge that you have heeded my words. If the god who once stopped the wars of the North is still in there I know he will hear me, but if he is gone and madness is all that remains then let there be one with the strength to stop you before it is too late. These are my last prayers. Let there still be a god to answer them.”

Satinka stopped and looked up at them.
“He knew,” Benji murmured. “He knew what was happening and came here to die instead of returning to Sunndan. Brukna was down here with him ten years ago after the storm.”
“It sounds like Brukna’s still down here,” Satinka agreed. “Yoki knew he would be killed by Sunne, but he also knew from Sunne where to find Brukna and so he came down here instead. It says ‘I have seen first hand what you have done to Mildidar and Brukna to make your war possible’. He must have meant the storm.”
Sabeh made an unconvinced sound. They both turned to look at him. He sat perched on the ground biting a knuckle in frustration.
“We’re missing something,” he grumbled. “Something important. Yoki knew something we don’t. He makes it sound like something was done to Mildidar and Brukna by Sunne, but gods are evenly matched ‒ so to speak ‒ and there is no way Sunne could have done something to Brukna that would have kept him down here for ten years.”
“So what are you saying?” Benji asked.
“That we’re missing something,” Sabeh repeated with a grimace. “Yoki knew Sunne did something, but he doesn’t leave us any clues as to what it might have been. We need more information.”
“You were going to ask Brukna, weren’t you?” Benji reminded acidly. “Why don’t you still do that?”
Sabeh nodded. His expression was approving as he remembered. The others may have been scathing, but he seemingly had no issues about confronting a god, and it would be the quickest way to get answers as long as they could find him. Still, there was no sense of direction to him. If Brukna was down here he wasn’t giving away any hints as to his location. Satinka lifted her head suddenly in a sharp jerk.
“Did you hear that?” she asked.
Both the men looked at her, but neither of them made a sound of confirmation.
“It’s something…” she whispered, looking around. “Something familiar…”
“That way,” Sabeh pointed down one of the branching tunnels. “I’m getting something from that direction.”
Benji’s eyes followed the direction Sabeh pointed. It looked like any other stone passage, but for just a second he thought he saw a flicker of bluish light on the wall, and he knew the others must have seen it too.
“It can’t be…” Satinka murmured.
In a flash she was on her feet and racing down the tunnel. Sabeh and Benji leapt up and chased her down the passage. The tunnel wasn’t long, and they’d reached her by the time she stopped. They fell in behind her and Benji tried his best not to leave his mouth hanging open at the sight.
They stood at the end of the stone path looking out into a large elliptical cavern. The ceiling was a gigantic dome of smooth grey rock, and the pale blue patterns of reflected water danced continuously across its surface. The floor of the cavern was a giant dark lake that lay like a sheet of glass. Not even a ripple seemed to flaw its perfect surface. Benji could see the path before his feet disappear into the clear water and as it vanished he realised how deep into the dark depths the lake must go. At the far end of the cavern the path seemed to reappear in the mouth of a dark cave. Satinka stared at the whole space with a wonder in her eyes Benji knew he could never fully comprehend.
“I can’t believe this is here,” she breathed in awe. “I didn’t think there were any of them in the North.”
“What is it?” Sabeh whispered.
“It’s a spirit lake,” she answered with wonder. “And that,” she pointed to the cave, “is a Kadakai.”
“A what?” Sabeh asked.
“Kadakai,” she repeated softly. “A dream cave.”
The Syrene Kakai stared in awe at the holy place before them. Benji tried to appreciate what the place must have meant to her. She had told him Syrene didn’t have gods, but he knew that look. He had seen it in the eyes of men before. This was her church, her sanctuary. For a moment the two men just stood and looked out over the lake. They didn’t need to know what it was to appreciate its majesty, and now didn’t feel like a good time to try and talk to Satinka. After a minute or so she turned to them.
“Bring Elvac,” she told them. “Don’t wake him if you don’t have to, but bring him here.”
They didn’t even question her order until they were halfway back to the others. Partway up the path Sabeh slowed slightly and scratched his cheek in thought. Benji knew how he felt. They hadn’t even asked why. They’d just run off when she told them to. He didn’t want to say anything but Sabeh grinned wryly at him.
“Well, she is a queen,” he chuckled.
“I almost forget that most of the time,” Benji admitted.
“She’s never really had to act like one,” Sabeh shrugged. “She was stranded here almost as soon as she inherited the crown, and then spent half her life pretending not to be a queen. Still, she has that commanding presence – that divine right by power.”
With a chill Benji remembered the moment she had stood over him on the walkway by his grandmother’s hut and agreed. He remembered that flash in her eyes when she’d looked at him, like blue fire in her gaze. Like the blue fire she’d burned that creature with. He was more than willing to admit she scared him now. He was almost more scared of her than the monster she’d scorched. That cold regal fury that had flowed from her body; that expressionless hard face that had looked down on him as he lay at her feet; it had made him feel merely human. That wasn’t a concept he was familiar with. It came back to him with a cold bitter clarity, and as they entered the cavern again Benji made a special point of not looking at Taum. They crossed straight towards Elvac. The soldier looked to be still asleep, but his expression was not a peaceful one.
“What’s down there?” Arrio asked as they returned.
“The long-dead remains of a priest of Sunne,” Sabeh answered. “He opposed Sunne’s vision to exterminate the Syrene and fled the wrath of his god to die at the side of Brukna. We found his journal.”
“Wait,” Arrio frowned. “The one who left ten years ago?”
“Apparently,” Sabeh nodded. “We’re not sure what happened, but it sounds like Brukna was also against the war and things went terribly wrong.”
“That would be why Sunne never sent another priest here,” Arrio concluded. “If his last one went rogue he wouldn’t waste another one if he believed he could just let Mildidar rot off the side of the world.”
Benji clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. Arrio caught the action out of the corner of his eye.
“Sorry,” the Zynaldini apologised. “I didn’t mean‒”
“Don’t be,” Benji told him. “You’re probably right.” Slowly he let his fists unclench and sighed. It wasn’t like the thought hadn’t already occurred to him deep down anyway. He was finding it harder and harder to pretend he wasn’t furious at the god who had ruined his life and, according to recent discoveries, the lives of his people.
Sunne had destroyed his home ten years ago, done something awful to his god, and almost a decade later the three eyed god had tried to kill all his friends and driven them from their homes. Mildidar had been suffering for ten years because of Sunne. Still, this wasn’t his quest. He was just helping the people who were willing to be open about the vengeance they desired. He was trying to help the people he cared about. Benji crouched down beside Elvac and looked up at Arrio.
“Will you help me carry him?” he asked. “Satinka’s found a magic lake and she asked us to take him down there. She said we didn’t have to wake him.”
“Why doesn’t she just come and get him?” Arrio asked.
“I didn’t ask,” Benji admitted. “Would you like to go down and check with her, or would you just like to help me do what she ordered?”
“Okay,” Arrio relented, getting up. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”
Sabeh chuckled at them from the position where he stood several feet back. Benji turned his head to glare at him.
“You could help,” he pointed out.
“I don’t think so,” Sabeh replied. “I’m waiting for something.”
“For what?” Arrio asked as he reached down to grab Elvac’s shoulders.
As Arrio tried to get his hands under the steel shoulder guards Elvac wore the soldier started. Arrio leapt back in surprise as Elvac woke and Benji stopped reaching to pick up his feet instantly. Elvac sat up with a jolt as he opened his eyes.
If Benji hadn’t been looking into the soldier’s blue eyes at that moment he knew he would have died. He cried out and leapt back, throwing himself to the floor and out of Elvac’s range as the soldier stood. Elvac drew his sword and swung it with a furious roar through the space Benji had just been standing in. Benji rolled quickly to look behind him, but Elvac’s attention had left him now that he wasn’t in the soldier’s direct line of sight. His blue eyes were blank and they seemed to stare at nothing, as though he couldn’t see what was happening around him. The others had all scampered back from him and Elvac took off toward the tunnels. He picked up speed as he ran, but halfway across the room Sabeh stepped out and caught him full in the chest with enough force to knock him down.
“I was waiting for that,” Sabeh answered blandly.
The Ickian was on top of Elvac before he had time to regain his feet. Sabeh punched him sharply on the front of his wrist, causing him to drop his sword with a cry of pain. Elvac moved to get up but Sabeh kept him down with his knee on the soldier’s chest. The Ickian slapped his friend sharply across the face.
“Elvac!” he said commandingly as he hit him.
Elvac blinked blindly at him for a moment.
“Sabeh?”
Sabeh waited a moment until he was satisfied that Elvac was actually coherent. Slowly he picked up his friend’s sword and climbed off him.
“Well the next plan of attack was spitting on you,” he joked. Sabeh stood cautiously. His small sturdy frame was still tensed for further action, should it be required. Elvac’s sword looked strangely large in his hand, but he kept a tight grip on it, and held its point so low it was barely off the floor. Elvac lay on the ground and put a hand to his forehead with a groan.
“How are you feeling?” Sabeh asked.
“Like you hit me on the head,” Elvac sighed.
“No, but I thought about it,” Sabeh admitted. He held up the sword and weighed it in his grip before taking a few practice swings with it. “This is actually quite a big blade,” he mused. “You could really do some damage with it.”
“I have,” Elvac remarked bitterly.
Sabeh looked critically down the sword. “There’re a few nicks in it you need to polish out.”
“I’ll get around to it,” Elvac sighed, still covering his eyes delicately with his hand.
Sabeh nodded approvingly and lowered the point again. He held out his other hand to his friend lying on the ground.
“Come on,” he invited. “Satinka wants to see you.”
Elvac reached out and took Sabeh’s hand. The little Ickian helped pull him to his feet. Once he was sure the soldier was still steady upright, Sabeh began to lead him carefully down towards the tunnels.
Everyone watched in a daze as their tall blonde friend went from mad killer to tired veteran in a heartbeat. For a moment Benji remained sprawled on the floor as the event sunk in. Then he leapt to his feet and started after them. This time everyone else followed him down the passage too. Curiosity was getting the better of all of them.
Benji led them down the tunnels, catching up with Sabeh and Elvac but maintaining a careful distance from them. They turned down the split passage towards the Kadakai and Benji came around the corner just as Sabeh and Elvac reached Satinka. The cavern was just as he remembered it and once again the magic of the place struck a chord in his very being. He could feel the reactions of the others ripple out behind him. Satinka stood at the very end of the path with the dark water of the lake up to her knees. She turned back to face the others and Benji started slightly when he saw her eyes. It wasn’t that they looked any different. If anyone had asked him he wouldn’t have been able to tell them exactly what had changed, but he knew he saw the Syrene Kakai in her eyes: she was a creature of true magic.
In awe at her presence he leant slightly sideways in the passage against the wall and watched as she smiled at Elvac. She signalled at the soldier, but whatever she said was so softly spoken that the words never reached the ears of the others. Elvac removed his cloak, unbuckling the silver wolf head plate from his shoulder with care. Hesitantly he stepped forward to join Satinka in the water. He gently sloshed over to her and she took his hand, leading him slightly further into the lake.
Benji could feel the others pressing in behind him, peering at the strange pair in the lake, but none of them dared to go past him. Sabeh still stood at the edge of the water, leaning on Elvac’s sword like some self-appointed bodyguard. Satinka stopped when the water reached the bottom of her small green tunic and turned to Elvac. Carefully she helped lower him down until he was lying on the surface of the lake. A look passed between them, a bond of trust, then she pushed him under the surface and held him down. For a moment there was nothing, until it became clear Elvac was moving. He was struggling and thrashing under the water as Satinka held him down.
Benji took an almost involuntary lurching step forward, but stopped himself at a cold black-eyed look from Sabeh. He stared at the two people in the lake. Something was moving in the water. Dark shapes were swirling and writhing around Elvac as Satinka held him under. The look on her face was calm and serious as she regarded the shapes, and her small strong arms were unyielding. Benji watched as the forms began to stretch and dissipate in the water. As they faded there was a sound. Briefly Benji thought he heard screaming and the ring of steel on steel. Then the sound was gone, and so were the shapes.
Satinka took her arms back and Elvac burst from the water in a wave. He threw himself gasping back onto the rocky path. On his hands and knees he shivered as he caught his breath and dripped all over the stone. Satinka walked towards him, but she didn’t leave the lake. Her footsteps were slow and steady. She barely moved the water as she walked. She stopped near the soldier. Her expression remained the same and her eyes were unreadable. He looked back at her with doubt and wonder in his gaze. She raised her hand toward him and as it neared him blue flames curled out from her palm to coat her hand. He flinched as he looked at it, but he didn’t panic and he didn’t run. He reached out a hand towards it, but flinched again and drew his fingers back as soon as they were close enough to feel the heat. Satinka remained steady. Once again Elvac reached his hand out. This time he pushed through the heat and as his hand touched hers the flame vanished. His whole body sagged with relief and she reached out to touch his face with a smile as he sank dripping back to the floor. Elvac sat on the ground, leaning back against the tunnel wall as he continued to breathe heavily.
“Will I be alright now?” he asked.
“That’s entirely up to you,” Satinka replied. “The spirit lake is made out of magic. It’s more power than water some people think. The magic has the ability to sap the pain from your body, even pain so deep you didn’t know you had it. We both know the only thing that can fix you is you, but this will ease your inner turmoil. If I’m going to get free and beat Sunne I will need all my magic, and I don’t want the sight of it to send you to your death. We’re in this together. I hope it helps against the nightmares.”
Elvac smiled as he sat with his arms resting on his knees. The gratitude in his eyes said it all. Satinka smiled at him. Her expression had every faith that he would be just fine. Sabeh caught her look with a twinkle in his eye and held his hand out to help her from the water. She didn’t take it, but looked past him and her dark blue eyes found Benji and ensnared him in a powerful gaze.
“Come join me,” she invited.
He stumbled forward unwillingly. He didn’t want to go but found his mind was no longer in control of his feet. Finally, he froze at the water’s edge and stopped himself.
“I don’t have any nightmares,” he muttered.
She came closer and the wisdom in her eyes as she forced him to look at her was unbearable.
“Benji, you have more nightmares than most people could comprehend,” she told him softly. “Your grandmother was right: there is a great anger in you.”
She held her hand out. He wanted to run. He wanted to turn and flee screaming back into the caves. He wanted to run until he made it home where he could hide under the blankets of his bed in a room where her gaze would never find him again. But instead he took her hand, despite all the screaming protests of his mind.
She led him down into the water. He knew what was coming. He’d already seen it done. However, this time was slightly different. He felt the cool water cover his body as he lay down, and felt her strong hands on his chest. He took a deep breath and she pushed him under the water.
He didn’t struggle. There wasn’t any survival instinct in him that wanted to be spared. She wasn’t trying to battle his nightmares of dying like the ones that Elvac had fought: she was fighting his nightmares of living. In his nightmares if he drowned here that would be a blessing.
There were no shadows to chase out of his mind. No dark shapes lurking under the water with him. Instead his scars began to glow. He could see them under his clothes, shining like little lights. They began to grow in intensity. He knew Satinka could see them through the water now. A moment later they were bright enough that he was sure the others could see them too. That was the moment he began to struggle. He didn’t want them to see his scars. They were his secret, and he was ashamed of them. The knowledge hit him like a rock. He was ashamed of them. He was ashamed of himself and the emptiness he had invited into his life. He didn’t want to be this way. He just didn’t know how to let it go. But at least now he knew that he could.
He stopped struggling and let a small stream of bubbles escape his lips. The water moved gently around him and he let it wash over him. He let it wash through him. Then Satinka’s hands were gone and the glow vanished. He rose slowly to the surface and sat up, shaking the water from his face and pushing his white hair back. He looked up and saw her smile at him. Her large dark eyes understood. The look he returned was accepting, if perhaps slightly rueful. She nodded once and looked out over the lake. As he looked up he saw the others following her gaze. They weren’t looking at him. They were looking beyond him.
He turned to look behind him and froze. There was a man there. He was a bit over thirty, with long black hair tied back in strings of thin snake-braids and a short beard. Over loose fitting black clothes he wore a rich green robe open at the front. He had serious dark eyes that looked out at the world with undisguised suspicion. None of these things mattered though. Benji barely even noticed them. There was only one thing about this man that Benji was paying any attention to, and that was the man’s position to the lake. He was standing barefoot on the water.




SNAKE GOD

They stared at the stranger on the water. He began to walk towards them. His bare feet made no sound as he trod across the surface of the lake, but pools of ripples formed in the path of his footsteps. Benji sat with the water still up to his shoulders. His mouth hung agape as he watched the man walk towards them. Slowly he backed up out of the water as the stranger came closer. As Benji backed away Sabeh came forward. They passed each other and Sabeh stood close enough for the water to touch his toes.
“You must be Brukna’s Avatar,” Sabeh addressed him.
“You are well informed, son of Ragnar,” the man said in a deep rich voice.
“You’re standing on water,” Sabeh pointed out wryly.
“It’s easier than swimming,” the man smiled.
The Avatar reached Satinka and stopped.
“Your Majesty,” he bowed.
“My Lord Avatar,” she inclined her head.
He held out his hand to her. When she reached out and took it she stepped up, moving to join him on the surface of the lake. The corners of his mouth twitched slightly in a smile as she gripped his hand tightly to avoid sinking back under the surface.
“I won’t drop you,” he promised, and led her back to the pathway.
Sabeh met them as they stepped back onto the stone and the others watched in what was fast becoming complete incredulity. The Avatar looked over at the dripping Benji and Elvac and raised his hand.
It was the weirdest sensation Benji had ever felt. The water was pulled from his clothes and hair and he could feel himself becoming dry as it was sucked from his body. All the water that came off them began to form a giant sphere before their eyes. The Avatar moved his hand and the water rushed back through the air to join the lake. Benji realised his mouth was hanging open again, and there was nothing he could do about it.
“Apologies,” the man said. “But it can be so hard to get dry down in these caves if you take the time to try and do it naturally.”
Benji was still too frozen in shock to reply, but Sabeh stepped forward and held out his hand.
“Sabeh of Stonehall,” he introduced himself.
“Saka,” the Avatar replied shaking his hand. “Your reputation precedes you, Sabeh. How fares your father?”
“Badly, I hope,” Sabeh smiled. “I pray every night that he will grow festering boils in many unpleasant places, but I don’t think Ragnar likes me enough to make it happen.”
Saka laughed. “Indeed, but Ragnar has never been a god who condones petty vengeance.”
“No,” Sabeh agreed dryly. “If I want his support I probably have to get brutally violent. He wouldn’t be able to say no to me if I wanted to cut off my father’s head and prop it up on a stick at the edge of the city.”
“You come from a blood-thirsty people,” Saka nodded.
“Eh,” Sabeh shrugged. “There’s not a lot else to drink up in the mountains and it helps us keep warm in the endless winter.”
“You have a very dry sense of humour,” Saka smiled.
“Some people appreciate it,” Sabeh replied. “And sarcasm has always been a lifelong friend to me.”
“I have also had time to appreciate its certain humour,” Saka admitted. He looked around the tunnel with sharp dark eyes. “I will concede though that my taste in jokes has probably dropped rapidly after ten years living in a cave.”
“I can see how that would happen,” Sabeh nodded.
Back at the end of the tunnel Francis finally managed to shake off her stupor. Everyone had been so stunned by everything that had happened to them since the attack in Elgárnd that they were struggling to cope with what was occurring around them now. However, the blasé conversation that was occurring in front of them had managed to stir Francis into awareness again.
“You’ve been stuck in a cave for ten years?!” she blurted.
Her sudden exclamation seemed to rouse everybody and they all managed to watch with proper conscious interest as Saka turned to her.
“Yes,” he nodded politely.
“Wow,” Francis breathed.
It seemed fairly impressive to all of them that he had managed such a strange and astounding feat. Francis was going in another direction with it entirely though.
“Wow, you look really, really good for someone who’s been living in a cave for ten years,” she said appreciatively.
He flashed her a quick grin.
“I mean,” she continued contemplatively. “I’m not even a beard person, but you are rocking that beard. I’m not even really a guy person, but you certainly have something going there.”
Saka raised his eyebrows questioningly at Sabeh who grinned at him.
“Don’t worry,” the Ickian chuckled. “She’s always like that. You get used to it. Just try not let it go to your head.”
Saka turned to the young queen at his side.
“You travel with some strange people, Your Majesty.”
“Yes,” she agreed whimsically. “But then, I’m quite a strange person too. You never know, our oddities might come in handy during our travels. We do have a long way to go.”
Saka nodded.
“I am aware of your quest, however, my master wishes to speak with you before you leave,” he requested.
“Of course,” Satinka agreed. “I have much I wish to discuss with him as well.”
Saka offered her his arm and she linked her hand in his elbow. Together they started off through the tunnels. The others scrambled out of their way and began to form up behind them, following the Avatar through his home.
Benji felt like he was going into shock. He didn’t know what to do. His Avatar? Right here in the flesh? He scrambled in line with the others. He had so many questions, but he was too awestruck to ask any of them. He wasn’t worthy enough to be here. He wasn’t worthy enough to speak to his Avatar and ask his questions.
Sabeh fell in at the back behind Elvac and Benji. He handed the soldier back his sword. Elvac took it gratefully and re-sheathed it.
“I don’t know how many more surprises I can take,” Elvac sighed wearily.
“It’s not all that surprising,” Sabeh commented. “We knew Brukna and his Avatar were missing. Given that we were expecting to find Brukna here it would be strange if hadn’t found Saka as well.”
“We did?” Elvac asked incredulously. “We were?”
“Oh yeah,” Sabeh remembered. “You were asleep for all of that.”
Elvac glowered at him with an expression of extreme annoyance on his face.
When they reached the split in the passages Saka turned and, instead of taking them back to the room they’d woken in, he led them down a tunnel that dipped further underground. The passage wove and twisted under the earth and Saka ignored several other paths as he directed them on. It didn’t take long in these snaking tunnels for Benji to start to feel truly lost. Up ahead Satinka began a conversation with their host.
“May I ask you something, my Lord Avatar?” she inquired.
“Of course,” he replied.
“How long have we been down here?” she asked. “What I mean is: did you bring us here? And did you or time heal my friends’ wounds?”
“I brought you here,” he smiled. “We have felt you moving through the marshes for some time but we are unable to contact much above the surface. We had to wait for you to come to us. You don’t have to worry about losing months down here Satinka. You’ve only been here little more than a day.”
His answer seemed to satisfy her greatly and she relaxed knowing that they hadn’t lost much time by falling into the swamp.
“You healed everyone then?” she asked. “I gather as an Avatar of the swamp you have the power to cure.”
Saka grimaced slightly.
“It is not what it could be,” he answered. “I did heal your friends, but it took almost eleven hours, and only one of them was seriously injured. Every Avatar is given a range of appropriate abilities by their god. As with all things we excel at some skills and don’t at others. My predecessor was a soothsayer. He excelled at the healing and fortune-telling arts. Unfortunately those are the areas I am particularly unskilled in. I have more of an ability with natural magic. I communicate with the swamp in all its forms and can manipulate the structure of things ‒ before I became Brukna’s Avatar I was much a man of science and so the mystic aspects were something I always struggled with.”
“I can understand that,” Francis said sympathetically. “Before we left I was studying medicine, and magic was something I had accepted but not entirely believed in.”
“It isn’t a common thing among humans,” Saka agreed. “There are the occasional wizards, and of course the five Avatars, but mostly magic is the realm of the southern people. We’re only forced to believe in it by the presence of the gods. If Brukna hadn’t offered me this position I may have spent the rest of my life as a sceptic, and I think he knew that. I probably used to share a lot of your beliefs.”
“I like you,” Francis smiled cheekily. “And you smell really good for someone who’s been stuck in a cave.”
“Okay Missy,” Danni said, picking the tiny woman up and moving her a few feet back. “I think we need to keep you away from the attractive man with the magical powers.”
“Why sweetie?” Francis asked teasingly. “Are you jealous?”
“Only a little bit,” Danni admitted. “Mostly I just don’t want you to start making him uncomfortable when he can probably throw you across a room with his mind.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Saka assured. “Could I do that?” he wondered aloud.
Satinka smiled sideways at him as she watched him contemplate the idea. The Avatar rubbed his dark beard thoughtfully.
“Technically I think I could,” he mused. “I’ve never tried to throw a human across a room before. The science of it is sound enough, but actually managing it…”
“You’re applying science to magic?” Satinka laughed at him.
“There’s a certain logic to it,” Saka told her simply. “I am not a god so I can’t simply will something to be. I can’t wave my hand and have things just happen. There are limits. I can manipulate water and liquid particles, so to move a human I just have to work out if I can control enough of them to make them move where I want them to. I guess it wouldn’t be too hard… as I said, I think the basic principle is sound enough. I’d just have to try‒”
Satinka patted his arm gently. “These are the first humans you’ve seen in ten years. Maybe don’t start off by asking them if they’d like to volunteer to be thrown across a room.”
“You’re probably right,” he sighed.
Reluctantly he let the subject drop, but Satinka had to try and suppress a smile at the thoughtful look in his stern eyes. The tunnel began to level out again and they entered a massive stone chamber. Unlike the other domed caves this room had a flat ceiling that was held up by two rows of gigantic ornate pillars. A dozen of the columns stretched down each side, and each one was almost more intricate and incredible than the next. In the middle of the room was a raised staircase that finished in a large platform on which a giant stone table sat. Several elaborate stone benches had been placed around the table, and everything was lit by the glowing green cracks that appeared around the edges of the pillars and ceiling. On the table itself were what appeared from this distance to be platters, and they were all being nudged around by tiny chattering strings of white fluff.
“The laidys!” Benji exclaimed. “They’ve been down here with you all this time?”
“They have,” Saka nodded.
The chattering creatures saw them and then swarmed towards them. They seemed to float through the air, wiggling their little bodies like snakes and flying towards them. They were tiny, only about five inches long and covered in soft white fur. The little magic snakes stopped in front of them and made small chittering sounds at Saka, he communicated with them briefly in those small light noises and then they sped back to the table.
“You’ll have to forgive them,” he apologised. “It’s the first time they’ve had real company in ten years as well, and they do so love to gossip.”
Saka stepped down into the room and led the way over to the table.
“Please, my friends,” he invited. “You must be hungry. You were asleep for a while.”
They followed him up to the table, but couldn’t stop looking around the great hall in wonder. At the table they all gathered around on the benches and admired the platters of steamed fish with fruit and nuts. The aromas the dishes gave off were warm and sweet and they all began to realise how hungry they were. Danni was the first in. She didn’t need to be told twice.
“It’s simple fare,” Saka admitted as he sat down. “We can’t go and collect anything from the surface ourselves so the pickings can be interesting, but it will keep a man alive.”
“It smells impressive,” Arrio approved.
Saka smiled his way and inclined his head politely at the compliment. Satinka had seated herself next to the Avatar and was still gazing around the hall in admiration.
“I can’t believe Brukna has a dinning hall down here,” she chuckled.
“He doesn’t,” Saka admitted. “This is usually just the room he slithers around in when he’s feeling angry or restless.”
“But it must have taken a thousand slaves a thousand years to build something like this,” Danni protested around a mouthful. A quiet Taum gave her a disgusted look at the state of her manners before an Avatar. As usual she didn’t notice.
“Actually,” Saka confessed as he reached for a slice of fruit. “I just did it yesterday.”
Everyone at the table stared at him. He ate his piece of fruit under scrutiny and shrugged at them.
“I get really bored sometimes,” he told them casually. They kept staring. “Really bored.”
Benji could see a slight hint of madness in the Avatar’s eyes as he said it, as though remembering how much time he’d been down here triggered something. It faded quickly. Saka was a logical man. He kept tight grip on his sanity.
“Playing with the caves gives me something to do,” he continued. “Usually this space is empty, but being stuck down here all the time I became really good at manipulating rock and stone.”
“Okay, wait,” Sabeh interrupted. “I’m sorry. I’m sure that was going to be a really interesting story about carving stone with your mind, and you can come back to it later, but something is bothering me, and it’s been bothering me for a while now so I have to ask. What do you mean stuck down here? How are you stuck down here?”
Saka pushed his braids back from his face as he leant forward on the table. He rubbed his beard thoughtfully.
“I guess it’s a kind of spell, or enchantment,” he said. “To be honest I maybe should have given it more thought over the years than I have, but as I know how it works I haven’t thought much beyond that.”
“There’s a spell over this place to stop you getting out?” Satinka asked.
He nodded. Her expression suddenly became worried, and he touched her shoulder apologetically.
“You don’t have to worry,” he told her. “The spell over this place is restricted to Brukna. You and your friends can leave when you want.”
She nodded and relaxed slightly.
“When can we see Brukna?” she asked.
“When he wakes up,” Saka replied, leaning back on his bench. “He’s resting at the moment.”
“And you can’t wake him for us?” she checked.
“Your Majesty,” he smiled, “let me give you a piece of advice I have held onto all my life: never wake a sleeping snake ‒ especially one that can crush you into oblivion with its thoughts.”
“Fair enough,” she conceded, delicately picking at one of the fish frames.
“Also,” Sabeh came back into the conversation. “That gives us more time to talk about this spell thing.” He looked across to Satinka. “Sorry duril, but it’s been driving me mad. I have to know what’s going on.”
Saka nodded to him and regarded him with his serious eyes. He leant forward on the table again to meet Sabeh’s eye.
“You know about the war to the south?” he asked.
“More about it than is healthy if Sunne ever catches up with me,” Sabeh confirmed.
“You know how it started?”
“Sunne faked a diplomatic meeting with the South to separate Satinka and Memnyir,” Sabeh started. “With Memnyir in his grasp he drained the Syrene of their power and started a war on them with drugged human soldiers.”
“Basically,” Saka agreed. “So you were aware that it was planned?”
“I figured it must have been,” Sabeh nodded. “Satinka and Memnyir were set up, and that requires planning.”
“We knew about it as soon as it happened,” Saka sighed. “Sunne had gone to a great deal of trouble to keep it all hidden, and he is greatly skilled in such arts, but Brukna is the god of the oracle and he realised what had happened. Sunne had planned his war and made the first move by the time we found out, but Brukna was furious and he moved to stop the three eyed god of light.” Saka sighed and ran his fingers through his black braids. “The storm that ravaged Mildidar was their argument. While neither of them have any particular ability with storms, when two gods release that much energy at each other nature finds its own way to deal with it.”
“So how come they didn’t destroy each other and the world?” Sabeh asked. “If two gods fought each other the outcome would be cataclysmic.”
“It never got that far,” Saka replied. “Before it could get that bad Brukna, and all the sources of his power, were driven into the caverns under the marshes and locked down here, unable to escape.”
“By Sunne?” Sabeh asked.
Saka nodded.
“That’s not possible,” Sabeh argued. “The gods are evenly matched enough that Sunne couldn’t hold Brukna under here. Not for ten years. There’s simply no way.”
“You’re not listening properly.” Saka smiled at him. “You have all the information Sabeh, you’re just not thinking about it right. Sunne isn’t using his magic to keep us down here. Just before they fought Sunne came into a great deal of new power.”
There was a sharp crack that echoed around the room like a scream. They all looked to Satinka who sat with her white-knuckled hands clenching the stone table so hard she had broken it in her fist. Her face was grim and pale, and bore a look of outrage so fierce it chilled the bone.
“The Syrene,” Sabeh whispered. “Sunne’s draining their power to stop them from fighting him, and he’s using their power to keep Brukna in check.”
Saka nodded. He reached over and gently took the piece of stone from Satinka. She didn’t fight him. He held the piece of stone back to the table and moved his fingers over it smoothly. When he took his hand back the table was fixed as though it had never been broken. He looked to Satinka’s hurt face with his serious eyes.
“You’re on a mission to stop Sunne ‒ to kill him,” he said. “When you free Memnyir and get her back you also free us, and should you need us then you only have to ask.”
“Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I am. It’s my fault you’re stuck down here.”
“I don’t see it that way,” Saka answered gracefully in his rich voice.
“You don’t have to be stuck,” she told him carefully. “If Memnyir and I die that would also free you.”
He didn’t answer, but his eyes agreed.
“You could kill me here and free yourself,” she pointed out.
“No,” he said cautiously. “I couldn’t. But you make a good point.” His eyes fell on the small blue crystal she wore around her neck. Saka leant towards her and looked closely at it, reaching out and holding it in his hand. He looked up at her from under his dark eyebrows. “So it’s true what they say about Syrene? This is part of your egg?”
“Part of what?” Francis asked.
“Her egg,” Saka replied without taking his eyes off the tiny crystal. “Syrene are born in pairs from an egg. The Mantra and the Tuotam hatch from the same egg, it bonds them and strengthens them. And the Mantra always keeps a piece of their egg with them for life. But what Syrene consider egg fragments, humans call gemstones. So the interesting thing about a Syrene egg…” he trailed off with the crystal still in his hand. He tilted his fingers slightly and a dark green light seemed to pass over the gem. It returned to its natural dark blue. “… is how I can treat it like stone.”
“Wait! An egg?!” Benji overcame his anxiety in the wake of this new information. “Seriously, an egg? What in the name of–”
Saka looked straight up at him. His dark eyes pierced Benji’s green ones and the timid young man fell silent instantly. He dropped his gaze. He couldn’t look his Avatar in the eye. This man spoke for his god, and his god was on Satinka’s side. Benji knew he had been wrong. Shame filled him at the thought that he had been going against his god’s wishes, even if he had been doing it without knowing. He needed to be told what to do, but he didn’t have it in him to ask.
Everyone around the table looked like they wanted to comment on the idea that Satinka hatched from an egg too, but Sabeh had his sharp stare on to match Saka’s and they knew better than to mention it.
“You never told them?” Saka asked her.
Satinka shrugged nervously and cast awkward glances back at the group.
“I want them to like me,” she whispered barely audibly. “I don’t want to scare them with what they perceive as alienisms.”
Everyone was silent. Benji wondered how much more she was hiding from them because she was worried about being judged. Arrio was the one who sighed first.
“The manner in which we are born does not define us,” he said philosophically.
Saka gave him a rueful smile. The rest of the table relaxed slightly behind the shield Arrio had given them. As the tension dispersed Saka let go of the crystal and leant back from the Syrene girl, but his eyes still met hers.
“I will know, Kakai, if you die now,” he told her. “When I come into my freedom, and I will, I will know if it was by your hand or Sunne’s.”
She nodded to him. There didn’t seem like much to say. His words implied a truth she already knew. There was no turning back and no escape. Either Sunne would die or she would, but there would be no peaceful solution to this now. And knowing how her people’s power was being used only made her resolve stronger.
Around the table everyone else was quietly adapting to all the new information they were getting. Benji shivered as he thought about the danger his friends were putting themselves in. The danger he had to finally admit he was thinking about putting himself in. He was doing what he could now to help the people he cared about, but… he cared about his people. He cared about Mildidar. Yet, here he was choosing not to help them when his friends were practically marching him forward in the name of their cause. How could he keep telling himself he was trying to help the people he cared about if he stayed behind? Still, trying to save his people probably meant certain death. He decided at that point that if they survived this he might retire young. Very young. Maybe take up fishing again.
The only person who remained unfazed was Sabeh, and that was because nothing ever seemed to surprise him. Currently, the little Ickian was peering at a grape in his fingers. He appeared to be considering it quite hard, but he was also smiling. With a sly twinkle in his eye he threw the grape straight at Saka. The Avatar didn’t even seem to be watching, but he raised his hand as though he knew and the grape stopped, hovering in the air between the two men. Slowly Saka turned to look at the grinning little man. The Avatar’s eyes were shrewd. He considered the grape, and the young man. He smiled.
“You met my brother,” he said softly. “How is Oun?”
“Well,” Sabeh answered. “Although a little spacey.”
“Still the same then,” Saka smiled. “He must be your age now I guess. It’s so strange. He was just a boy when I left. What’s he doing? Is he well?”
“He seems to be,” Sabeh replied. “He’s a priest now, working with a man called Geo.”
Saka nodded. “I liked Geo. He was an interesting man when I knew him.”
“Don’t you hear anything from the outside world?” Satinka asked him.
“Only what the rocks and the water tell me,” he answered. “I often sleep in the Kadakai, but I can’t always tell if my dreams are real or not. Some I think must be. Others are a complete mess. That’s the problem with mystic caves: their magic doesn’t know if it’s natural or spiritual. It ends up all over the place.”
“It probably doesn’t help that you sleep there,” Satinka told him. “We never sleep in the kadakais back home. If you’re not in control of your thoughts they just do as they please.”
Bored with the conversation Sabeh threw another grape. It stopped and hung in the air beside its peer. He was clearly enjoying himself.
“You do that very well,” he grinned.
“Years of practice,” Saka smiled.
“Yeah but, stopping grapes is easy enough,” Sabeh said. “It’s the way you manage to keep them so neat in the air.”
“Well, the trick is to think of them not as individual grapes but as little pieces of one thing,” Saka replied. “The power of the Avatar is all about how you use your mind: your ability is only as limitless as your imagination. Mostly, I mean. There are lots of things I can’t do that I’ve thought of, but you get where I’m going with this.”
“Yeah,” Sabeh nodded understandingly. “I get it. That’s a neat concept. I’d never thought about it like that before.”
“You probably don’t spend much time levitating grapes,” Saka pointed out.
“Fair point,” Sabeh conceded.
“It’s strange,” Saka murmured. “To think you’re a part of a race of only five people in the world.”
“But you’re not,” Benji said quietly.
Saka turned to look at him and Benji made sure he kept his eyes cast down at the table. He couldn’t look up into that serious and holy gaze again. The Avatar smiled at him.
“True,” he acknowledged. “I am also one of the marsh folk of Elgárnd, but I have failed those people. I have let their city wither and let their hearts grow empty. The point of an Avatar is to care for the people when the god is busy. I have failed my own people, but for better or worse I am still an Avatar – still one of a small selection of people chosen to be something more than human. We number even less than five now. Ragnar and Sunne both have living Avatars, but no one knows if Zyki does anymore, and Ahkma’s last Avatar died very recently.”
“Two years ago,” Danni told him, grabbing another handful of food and shoving it straight in her mouth.
“No,” he said with incredulity.
Danni nodded adamantly while she chewed and swallowed before speaking again. Taum looked grateful for that small mercy.
“I made a quick trip home for her funeral. That was during midterm break two years ago.”
“By the gods,” Saka sighed. “How time flies when one is stuck in a cave. I liked her though, Lady Tamil. I only met her a few times but she was a lovely old woman. I was so sorry to hear of her passing.”
“I don’t think she was sorry though,” Danni smiled, lifting another slice of fish from a platter. “She lived a good life and she was 236. I can imagine you get tired of living after that long.”
“Yes,” Saka nodded understandingly. “I sometimes consider my extended lifespan with some dread. My great-grandmother lived to be 105 and I don’t think she was overly thrilled. Knowing that all going well I should hit at least 250 sometimes fills me with dread.”
“You’ll find something to live for,” Sabeh told him calmly. “Every Avatar does, and you’ve still got a long time to find it.”
“You sound so sure,” he smiled.
Sabeh shrugged. “I’m one of those other people who wish that they had more time.”
Saka cast a quick glance in Satinka’s direction and nodded.
“I can see why,” he agreed. As the conversation lulled momentarily Saka’s eyes became distant and clouded. The grapes he had held hovering dropped onto the table and rolled over it. Sabeh and Arrio were the first to react. They remembered the story Oun had told them and started to stand slowly, caution written on their faces. Saka turned to Satinka as his eyes focused again.
“Brukna is awake,” he announced. “He wants to see you.”
The sky was dark and overcast. Taal had the carriage that took him from the Palace let him out a block from the smithy. He didn’t want to intimidate Lemonsaley. He was hoping that he would find an ally in the blacksmith, but their dealings would have to be carefully constructed. For now he had Āni’s complete trust, so he couldn’t do anything to jeopardise and lose that trust. Yet, here he was, meeting someone he was going to try and convert for another god. Still, it was something that had to be done.
The smithy itself appeared to be locked up when Taal arrived, so he knocked politely on the door and waited. It would have been awkward to have made the trip for nothing. However, the door eventually opened, and he recognised Lemonsaley’s face peering at him through the crack. As soon as the blacksmith saw who it was he tried to slam the door shut. Taal stuck his foot in the way. He leant on the door to try and keep it open.
“Go away!” Lemons yelled. “Leave me alone!”
“Let me in, Sir,” Taal requested.
“No. I know who you are. I asked about you. You work for Āni himself! You’re here to take me away because you think I’m some kind of traitor!”
“I have no such intentions.”
“Don’t lie to me,” Lemons spat. “I did my research after last time. You’re Āni’s right hand man.”
“That is true. I also take care of the occasional trivial matters that the Lord Avatar does not concern himself with: such as building repairs and fixture replacements.”
Lemons confidence weakened at Taal’s tone, and the priest chose that moment to jolt the door, sending Lemons crashing to the floor in his house. Taal pushed the door all the way open and stood over the startled blacksmith.
“I am here, Lemonsaley, to place an order for 82 candelabras.”
“82…” Lemons repeated numbly.
“Yes. I am aware it is a strange number. It’s just that we need almost an entire floor refurnished. Here, I think I wrote it down for you.” Taal rummaged in the pockets of his robe for a moment and pulled out a scrap of paper. He handed it to the man still sitting on the floor. Lemons noticed the young man’s hands appeared blistered and scratched. “There we are: 82. And, you can see, I drew a little sketch of the design we’re after on the bottom there,” he pointed. “I’m sure it’s not above your level of skill, and we will, of course, pay you generously for the work.”
Lemons sat where he’d fallen on the floor staring numbly at the piece of paper. This was clearly not what he’d been expecting. Now Taal had damage control to take care of.
“Tell me, Mr Lemonsaley,” he adjusted his spectacles, “what on earth got you so riled up at my appearance? You don’t have anything to hide, do you?”
Lemons looked up at him. Taal’s words may have bordered on accusatory, but his eyes were saying ‘think very carefully when you answer’. His tone was as neutral as ever.
“I…” Lemons wet his lips nervously. “I panicked. You hear stories, y’know, about people who get taken up to the Palace and are never seen again. Also, knowing who you were… it just…”
“Who I am?”
“Well, yeah. You’re Āni’s right hand man. You’re the only person who works directly for him. What would someone like you be doing down here with the likes of me?”
“And you assumed kidnap?”
“Well I sure as Sunne’s own sight didn’t expect candelabras!”
“But you can do them?”
“Uh, yes Father, yes I can.”
“Good,” Taal said with more gusto than usual, which didn’t take much. “If you can start as soon as possible I will be in touch shortly.”
“Yes, Father,” Lemons nodded.
“Oh, and Mr Lemonsaley, don’t try and lock me out again. Do I really look like the kidnapping type to you?”
Lemons looked him up and down. Taal had a willowy figure with delicate features. He was someone whose severity was all that stopped him from still looking like a child. That and the spectacles. They seemed to help. It was a scholarly look. Even with one hand Lemons could have broken him in half.
“No, Father.”
“Also, if I turn up at some point with some strong burly men, try to keep your head. I imagine 82 candelabras have some weight, which I will not be lifting and carrying myself. Hence the possible future presence of strong people.”
“Yes, Father,” Lemons smiled.
“Excellent. I’m glad we understand each other.” Taal gave the room a quick glance over, before his eyes fell back to the man who still remained sitting on the floor. “I was hoping this meeting would go far smoother, Lemonsaley. I guess this misunderstanding was just one of those unfortunate incidences. Oh well, until next time.”
Taal turned in the doorway. It was clear to him that the damage the church had done to this man was something that had to be overcome. Hopefully that wasn’t something that was obvious to Sunne. Lemons had played his cards well, whether he knew it or not. Sunne knew that there were rumours about his Avatar. The god wasn’t stupid. He knew what the people thought. That meant Lemonsaley’s fear could be plausibly put down to the reasons he had given without too much suspicion. Hopefully he would start to trust Taal a bit more.
“Father,” Lemons murmured from the floor.
Taal turned back to him.
“I… I don’t understand,” Lemons muttered. “How‒ why‒ what are you doing? You’re the one person who has Āni’s ear, that’s what they say, so how are you the guy making furniture orders?”
“I am one of the younger members of our order, so I am responsible for more of the mundane areas of the Church and Palace, like, as you say, furniture orders and general building maintenance and upkeep.”
“Then, how come you get access to the Avatar himself?”
Taal’s face darkened for a moment, but he barely let it show. Lemons didn’t seem to notice. He was still hanging on every word.
“Have you ever heard of Āni’s slaves?” Taal whispered.
Lemonsaley’s face blanched.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
“You’re…” Lemons breathed.
“From what you have heard about them do I look like I fit the description?” Taal asked pointedly.
Lemons was silent for a moment, as though wondering if he dared speak.
“You’re… you’re too…”
“I was one,” Taal cut over him to spare the man his discomfort. “I used to be. When I was replaced they fortunately found other uses for me. That is why I am both a lowly priest and the only member of the clergy Lord Āni will willingly speak to. It’s a curious and varied position.”
Lemons was still staring at him with a strange mixture of horror, pity and awe. Taal hadn’t counted on that. Hopefully in the long run the pity and awe would outweigh the horror. He couldn’t come back from the admission. He just had to hope Lemons could let it go and look past it. Still, in a way it was useful.
“Lemonsaley,” he said softly, keeping his eyes turned away. “I know you lied about Nauel and Satinka. I have kept your secret and have no intention of betraying you. I hope that my revelation can put us on equal ground. I would very much like to work with you given the chance. On multiple projects.”
Taal didn’t look back to see the blacksmith’s reaction. He left the house without another word and shut the door tightly behind him. The young priest walked back to the carriage slowly. He was in no hurry to report back to Āni. The words he had departed with were laying heavily on his mind. He had never spoken his betrayal out loud before. It was a first for him: an uncomfortable first. If anyone had heard it… if anyone had seen it… even if he himself had seen it, then he was doomed. It preyed on his mind sometimes: the knowledge that his own eyes could betray him. And sometimes he found the idea that perhaps Sunne could read his thoughts and destroy him for them all too real. He felt like his other god could know what he was thinking and feeling. Did that mean Sunne was just biding his time? It was a stupid concept, but still… he could feel it crawling under his skin.
Inside the house Lemons was a mess of emotions. He didn’t know what to think or feel. He felt like he was being guided. It was strange. It was also a lot to take in. There was a knock at the door. He wondered what the young priest had forgotten. He pulled the door open. His entire world shattered. He froze. Never in his life had he felt the way he did right now.
“Good day, Mr Lemonsaley,” the man on the other side of the door smiled pleasantly.
Lemons felt his eyes start to roll up in his head as he almost fainted. That voice was deep and powerful. It washed over him like nothing he’d ever experienced. He was being sucked dry and drowned with presence at the same time. Desperately he clutched at the door with his one hand to keep himself upright. This was it. He was going to die.
“I understand you have been commissioned to do some work for us,” Āni purred.
Lemons thought he was going to have a seizure. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move, except for the occasional spasm-like twitch that wracked his body as he tried painfully to stand.
“I am eager to see your contributions to our great church, my good man, and I want you to know that I am leaving you in the hands of one of Sunne’s finest servants. I raised him myself, so should you so much as consider crossing him know that I will be the one you answer to.”
Lemons knees buckled and he crashed down on them. Āni reached out and grabbed him by the hair.
“Taal is trusting and foolish. I am not. I want to see your lying eyes for myself.”
Ani’s grip was like iron as he pulled Lemons’s face back by his hair. His grey eyes bore down into the terrified eyes of the blacksmith. Lemons felt him slip through his vision, and just like that Āni was inside him. He could feel something slithering through his soul and his mind. It had the power to kill him right there – without leaving a mark on his body. And then it was gone. He felt it pull back out. He was regaining control of his body. Āni stood over him with a sneer of contempt on his olive face. Whatever he had been looking for he hadn’t been able to find it. The Avatar let go of the blacksmith and pushed him back. Āni straightened himself neatly and ran his fingers through his pristine white hair, smoothing it back.
“I look forward to working with you in the future, Mr Lemonsaley. Cooperate with Father Taal and I imagine we will remain on good terms.”
All of a sudden the Avatar was gone. Remain on good terms? What in the name of the great lord Sunne were bad terms?! Lemons pushed his door shut and staggered back from it. He stared at the door as though waiting for it to explode. As though waiting for Āni to return. He didn’t. Sunne’s Avatar had vanished. He wasn’t there so Lemons stopped trying to fight him. His energy ran out. He fainted.
Saka led them down from the table and through a series of passages out the other side of the hall. These tunnels were darker than the others and long stretches without any of the glowing cracks were common. They all shuffled along behind the Avatar, trusting his leadership especially in the dark. Saka was tall and broad across the shoulders which made some of the smaller passages slow going but allowed everyone to keep up easily. The Avatar grimaced.
“Sometimes I think he hides down here because he doesn’t want me to find him,” Saka grumbled.
He slipped carefully through a thin opening into a dark passage. Up ahead was a long crack in the wall that let a thin stream of green light in, but it was far dimmer than the others they had seen. Saka led them towards it, setting a slow and cautious pace. The tunnel got wider the further they went, but Saka’s stride continued to slow.
He reached the space just after the glowing crack where the passage seemed to change again and stopped. The others were just behind him and Benji knew they could all feel the strange sensation he did. It was as though a great pressure had been building on them as they travelled through the tunnels, and at this moment it was almost strong enough to drive him to his knees. There was a sense of presence that was crushing down around them with unyielding force.
“My Lord Brukna,” Saka bowed.
For a moment nothing seemed to happen, and then something shifted. It was monstrous. The concept of size was something that had never even occurred to it before. The form was simply as big as it needed to be to hold that much power. It wasn’t that the passage ahead of them changed as they had thought. It just seemed to open up into another cavern, but the god took up so much space that the cavern was obsolete. In the dark it was almost impossible to see what was going on, but they could all sense it shifting and hear the echoing rustle of gigantic scales rubbing against each other as the coils of the snake god touched.
Benji felt compelled to fall to his knees, but he couldn’t even manage that. He was standing in the presence of his god. The Snake God, the great Lord Brukna, was right before him. He should be prostrating himself on the floor before his god, but he was completely frozen. This was the most incredible, most holy, and most terrifying moment of his life. All hail the great Snake God, his mind intoned.
“Saka,” Brukna acknowledged. “You bring important people into my company.”
The god’s voice was like thunder. It seemed to come from everywhere at once and Benji felt it vibrating all around him. Not content with its effect on the world the voice of the god echoed even inside his head and the force of hearing it made his knees tremble.
“My Lady Satinka,” the god addressed the young queen.
“My Lord Brukna,” Satinka bowed politely. “You wanted to see us.”
“I need to talk to you, Kakai,” Brukna stated. “There are things moving that are more important than you realise, and you need to know them.”
“I will hear the words of the Snake God,” Satinka replied almost ritualistically.
“Whether you want to or not,” Saka muttered quietly.
“You’re still not funny, Saka,” the god told him.
The Avatar rolled his eyes.
“My son has told you what keeps us trapped here?” Brukna continued.
“He has,” Satinka admitted. “I’m sorry.”
“Your apology is of no moment, Kakai,” Brukna told her. “It is the work of my brother that enslaves us both.”
“I seek his head for this enslavement,” Satinka replied coldly.
“And thus the circle is completed,” Brukna sighed. “Fate again weaves the world as she wants it to be.”
“My Lord Brukna,” Satinka began. “You know why Sunne is killing my people, don’t you?”
“The answer will bring you much anger,” Brukna warned her.
“Everything about this war brings me much anger,” she replied.
“Sunne seeks the destruction of your people to save himself,” Brukna told her. “My brother came across a prophecy that claimed he would lose his life by the hand of a Syrene.”
“That’s what Yoki meant when he called Sunne’s battle with the Syrene ‘personal’ in his diary,” Sabeh cut in. “He knew Sunne was trying to eliminate all the Syrene so that that couldn’t happen.”
“It is as you say, son of Ragnar,” Brukna agreed. “And in springing his trap on the Syrene Kakai my brother sealed his fate.”
“He didn’t think of that?” Satinka asked, and her voice did indeed sound angry. “He didn’t realise that if he tried to kill my people we would do everything in our power to slay him, thus confirming the prophecy?”
“When you consider yourself invincible the threat of death can make you irrational,” Brukna replied. “And my brother was definitely feeling irrational when you stood before him in his hall ten years ago.”
“I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on the prophet either,” she grated. “If they’d kept their mouth shut this never would have happened.”
“Yes,” Brukna agreed. “The prophet in question is a demon most people wouldn’t mind sinking their fangs into. He probably knew the damage that telling Sunne would cause, which is why he did it.”
“And that didn’t occur to Sunne either?” Satinka asked through clenched teeth.
“Ko is incapable of lying, even though he is a demon. So Sunne knew that, damaging or not, what he heard was the truth,” Brukna said.
“Wait,” Sabeh interrupted. “Ko was the demon who made this prophecy? What was Sunne doing talking to Ko?”
“That’s what we’d all like to know,” Saka answered darkly. “But the why of everything that has happened is fast becoming irrelevant. The what is becoming a great deal more important.”
“My son is right,” Brukna agreed. “What is important now is stopping Sunne before he succeeds, and making sure the worst does not come to pass. Kakai, this is important.”
“I know it is,” she replied. “I will save my people.”
“No, Kakai,” Brukna ordered. “Above all else you must save yourself. We have seen what will come to pass if you fall and we know what your death will bring.”
“But…” Satinka protested in confusion.
It was Saka who met her eye. His serious face was grave and she could see the importance of those words in his stern gaze.
“If you die so does Memnyir,” he told her softly. “When Memnyir dies Sunne’s power over the Syrene stops and your people become free.”
Benji’s eyes narrowed as he watched the conversation unfold. His people weren’t making a very good argument. As far as he was aware that was exactly what Satinka wanted. Saka wasn’t finished though.
“Without you to stop them, and without a Kakai to direct them, the Syrene will lead an attack against mankind,” Saka continued. “Humanity would not stand a chance against the armies of the Syrene and they would perish in fire within the space of months. The entire northern continent will burn.”
Satinka’s eyes widened at the thought, and a chill ran through the group as they considered this, but Saka still wasn’t finished.
“With the north burning the gods would be forced to rise up,” Saka persisted. “And when they moved to attack, the other races of the south would fear an invasion and move to ally with the Syrene. The battle that would ensue between the gods and the southern races would tear the world apart. The kind of power we are talking about is far beyond the comprehension of man ‒ who by this point would no longer exist. Under the force of that war the world would tear apart. We’re talking about an apocalyptic catastrophe ‒ the end of days.”
Satinka just stared at him wide-eyed and stunned. No one moved as they tried to comprehend what the Avatar had said. Saka reached out and touched Satinka’s shoulder.
“Never before in the history of the world has anyone ever been as important as you are now,” he told her gently. “But no pressure.”
Unable to laugh Satinka just fell numbly into his arms and clung to him.
“You needed to know this Kakai,” Brukna told her seriously. “Again my son fails an inappropriate attempt at humour, but it is true. Your death before the fall of Sunne is a signal that the end of all things is at hand.”
Saka patted her back gently as he held her sympathetically. The little girl buried her face in his chest as she clung to him and began to sob.




BLESSING OF THE SWAMP

It took them a while to calm Satinka down. Saka held her while she cried but it wasn’t long before he took matters into his own hands. At first it just seemed as though she was crying herself out, but a faint whispering echo that started up faded again when she fell asleep.
Sabeh took the sleeping girl from the arms of the Avatar and wrapped her in a spare cloak from one of the packs before laying her down on the floor to rest.
The others had all remained quiet in the aftermath of Brukna’s earth-shattering announcement. It was quite a lot to take in. They sat in silence around the walls of the passageway, thinking about what they now knew. The horror Saka had prophesised was a lot to come to terms with, and it wasn’t even necessarily their burden. The weight of the world quite literally rested on Satinka’s heartbeat.
Benji walked away from the others. He stood awkwardly a few meters down the passage from them. He didn’t want to face them and look at them, but he wasn’t sure he could turn his back on the great hulking form of his god. It would be blasphemous. So he stood side-on, leaning against the wall and trying to look out into the darkness. A small part of him felt bad for Satinka. Benji knew he made mistakes and bad decisions sometimes, but he didn’t think of himself as a malicious person. He wouldn’t wish the revelation bestowed on Satinka on anyone – not even her boyfriend. It was rough… and… well, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything he could do.
He looked back down toward Brunka, and tried to see his god’s form under the cloak of darkness that blanketed the caves. This was the biggest moment of his life, and he’d never felt so unworthy. He looked away again. So many people wondered what they would do if they met their god. Benji had sometimes wondered himself, but now his mind had gone blank. He didn’t know what to do or say, and he didn’t know if he should try.
Footsteps approached him. He was so used to that sound being Taum, but this wasn’t Taum. Saka stopped at his side, and his gaze followed Benji’s into the darkness of the tunnel. Benji felt himself freeze up and stared resolutely away. The Avatar would move on. He wouldn’t have anything to say to him. Benji wasn’t worth his attention.
“How goes it, clansman?”
Benji looked around startled. There definitely didn’t seem to be anyone else around that the Avatar could be addressing, but Benji pointed to himself just in case. Saka chuckled softly.
“Yes, you,” he clarified.
“I… you… you shouldn’t call me that,” Benji muttered awkwardly. “I’m not…”
“You look like you have more Elgárnd blood than me. What’s wrong?”
Benji stayed silent. He didn’t know what to say. Saka shouldn’t even be talking to him.
“Are you mad?” Saka asked. “Are you mad at us for not being there?”
“No! Yes... No. I was.” Benji knew he sounded confused and conflicted, but he was. “I was angry. Before I came down here and found out what had happened I was so furious, so crushed, that you had abandoned us. Now I know you didn’t really… but I’m not one to talk. I abandoned Elgárnd when the going got tough. I ran away. I moved to Undernal seven years ago, and never planned on returning. I didn’t ever think I’d come back. I can’t be mad at you for something I did…”
“Actually, you can.” Saka shrugged. “I mean, why not? I can’t imagine what this must be like for the people of Mildidar. Your frustration is justified. By all means, take a swing at me on behalf of Elgárnd.”
“Wha– no! My Lord Avatar!”
“Call me Saka,” he laughed.
“But… but you’re Brukna’s Avatar… you’re the speaker for our god…”
“He speaks pretty well on his own. You want to go talk to him?” Saka offered, pointing back down behind them. “I can take you to say hi.”
Benji shook his head mutely. His eyes were wide with terror at the concept. Speaking to Saka was bad enough, but speaking to Brukna was just beyond him. Sabeh was wrong: you don’t just walk up to a god. Saka was still smiling at him, but it was a gentle smile now. There was an understanding in his black eyes.
“What’s your name, clansman?”
“B-Benji…”
“Benji…? You’re not Shaman Yargi’s little grandson, are you?”
Benji blushed and nodded. Saka laughed and shook his head.
“Ah, Benji… this world is so tiny. It is so very tiny. One day you’ll know.”
“Know what?” Benji mumbled nervously.
“How it all fits together. How all this works.” Saka sighed as he gazed into the depths of the tunnel. “You don’t have to be scared of me, Benji. You already walk with people in and above my league.”
Benji turned to look behind him. Satinka lay asleep on the ground, away from most of the group. Sabeh sat with her.
“You don’t really like her, do you?” Saka asked quietly.
“No, I do,” Benji defended instantly without thinking. “Well… I did. I did like her. We used to be friends. But she’s not actually that person. She’s someone else.”
“So?”
“I don’t know her anymore!”
“What’s different about her? What is she now that she wasn’t before?”
Benji thought about it. Nothing. She was Syrene. She wasn’t human. Those were the things he was trying to hold against her in his defence of Elvac. But she’d always been those things – he just hadn’t known about it. His anger towards her over everything that had happened to Elvac had been dwindling, because she was the one who always saved him and helped him. That was something he’d wanted to hold against her as well, but… but everything Taum had said had opened his eyes. He wanted to hate Satinka because of her relationship with Sabeh and its damaging consequences to Elvac, but that was his problem. He was ‘obsessed’, as Taum had put it. That’s what people thought. He didn’t want to be that way. He didn’t want to struggle with emotions he didn’t understand and couldn’t control all the time. Satinka had tried to help him too, by dunking him in the magic lake. It wasn’t enough.
“What do I do?” Benji asked.
Saka shrugged at him.
“I don’t really know what you’re asking. You don’t have to like her though. So you two don’t get along – that’s life sometimes.”
“No, that’s not what I mean. I can get along with her just fine. I choose not to because… well probably because… I don’t know. I’m made of mistakes.”
“You’re a little rough on yourself, don’t you think?”
“Not really. You don’t have to live with me. I can’t escape me. I’m stuck with me all the time and I can’t make myself go away. I hate myself.”
“That… doesn’t sound healthy.”
“It’s not.”
Saka rested a hand on his shoulder.
“Admitting it is the first step,” the Avatar stated proudly. “Now, what are you going to do?”
“That’s what I was asking you.”
“I can’t heal mental stuff,” Saka told him. “You have to fix that on your own.”
“How?”
Saka thought about it. Benji was firmly aware of the Avatar’s hand still resting on his shoulder. Saka probably thought he was crazy.
“If you could make the world the way you wanted it just by wishing, what would you wish for?” Saka asked.
“I… I’d want things to be fixed. I’d wish for Sunne to be gone, so that I can go back to school and have everything go back to normal. And then Satinka can go home and the war would be over so people would stop dying. You guys could come back and fix Mildidar.” Benji thought about it. “I’d wish for Satinka to beat Sunne, so that Mildidar, Undernal, the South – everything could just be put right again, and none of us would be in danger anymore.”
“Cute,” Saka approved. “You don’t have magical wish powers though. So, instead, what can you do to make that happen?”
“Nothing really,” Benji shrugged.
“Really? You don’t think you can do anything?”
“Well… no. I can’t make anything happen. I’m more of a hindrance than a help.”
“I bet if I asked the people sitting behind us they’d disagree with that theory. Well, most of them. Those girls seem a bit sassy. Benji, kid, look at me.”
Saka kept his hand tightly on Benji’s shoulder as he turned him to face his gaze. There was something so serious in the Avatar’s eyes.
“I’m not going to tell you what I think you should do, because I’m not you and that won’t help anyone. But you need to think about what you can do to fix the problems you perceive, otherwise you’ll just keep hating yourself for doing nothing and feeling useless.”
“I can’t help them,” Benji muttered. “I don’t have any powers or skills that would be useful to them. Not like Taum…”
“Stop trying to be like other people. You’d be surprised what you’ve got. That soldier – the blonde one you try so hard not to look at. You think he’s some magical super-wizard who’s expecting to get to the end of the world and kill a god all by himself? Or do you think he’s just trying to do his part and help out because these people are his friends?”
Benji stared at Saka. He didn’t have it in him to even be worried that he was staring at the great Avatar. Why did everyone else have all the logical answers? How did they do it?
“Again,” Saka sighed, “I’m not going to tell you what to do. But think about that. Keep it in mind. And overlook the fact that I’ve been stuck in a cave for ten years and have started to go a little bit crazy.”
Saka clapped him firmly and reassuringly on the shoulder before walking away. Benji stared after him numbly and leant back against the wall, sinking down it to the floor. It was a lot to take in.
The Avatar was moving back over towards Sabeh. He had stayed at Satinka’s side to be there when she woke, leaning back against the tunnel wall with an oddly calm look on his face. Saka wandered over to join him. The Avatar sat down beside the little Ickian, rumpling his green robe as he slid down the wall. The dark-haired men sat and watched the little queen sleep.
“Will you leave when she wakes?” Saka asked.
“Probably,” Sabeh answered. “Unless her and Brukna have more to discuss. It’s going to take us a very long time to get to the Five Stars of the North, and the faster we get there the sooner this will all be over. One way or another.”
Saka nodded. “I can show you a way to the eastern coast, but after that I won’t be able to help you.”
Sabeh turned to look at him curiously. This was something he had already known.
“You’ll have to look after her for us,” Saka told him seriously.
“You have my word nothing will happen to her,” Sabeh promised. “She means more to me than anyone, and anything that wants to kill her will have to fight me first.”
“Good,” Saka smiled. “No offence, but we’re all replaceable.”
“None taken,” Sabeh replied. “I’ve always known that.”
“I suppose your father always made sure you knew you were replaceable,” Saka said sympathetically.
“You talk like you met him,” Sabeh commented.
“No,” Saka replied. “But I met your eldest brother once. He came south a lot. I liked him. He was just like you, and the image he painted of your old man was quite vivid. I meant to ask you how he was.”
“Dead,” Sabeh answered. “He died in one of the first waves of the war.”
“I’m so sorry,” Saka murmured.
“So am I,” Sabeh sighed.
The conversation dropped awkwardly the way talk does when death is mentioned. The two men went back to sitting in silence beside the sleeping girl.
“I’m sorry we had to tell her,” Saka apologised. “Do you think she’ll be okay?”
“She’ll be fine,” Sabeh reassured him. “She always is. Having the weight of the world on her shoulders is nothing new. Once she sleeps it off she’ll be back to her normal angry self.”
“Does she know you talk about her like that?” Saka grinned.
“Of course,” Sabeh snorted. “She says the same things about me all the time.”
“You two seem strangely alike,” Saka smiled.
Sabeh shrugged. “It helps us get along, and it’s nice to have things in common. You don’t have to worry about her though. She’ll be alright, and I personally agree with you: it’s better that she knows. Although, I have been wondering… what exactly was your plan to tell her? We came very close to never finding you.”
“We trusted that you’d find us,” Saka shrugged. “We figured you were clever enough to work out what had happened and where we were, given that you knew the truth about the war.”
Sabeh laughed at him. “Ever the optimist, aren’t you?”
“Isn’t that what happened?” Saka asked slyly.
“No,” Sabeh went for brutal honesty. “Actually we were being chased through the swamp and fell in the water.”
“Not quite as flattering,” Saka smiled. “But maybe fate made sure you fell in so that I would find you.”
“If you want to believe that,” Sabeh chuckled.
“She has a hand in everything,” Saka told him warningly. “Only a fool ignores that.”
“Then maybe I’m a fool,” Sabeh admitted. “But fate didn’t make that thing that chased us: Sunne did.”
“You mean that demon that’s been stalking through the swamps?” Saka asked.
Sabeh gave him a sharp look.
“I can feel it moving through the water and over the earth like a disease,” Saka glowered. “It leaves a trail of darkness everywhere it steps.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Sabeh sighed. “But it’s not a demon.”
“It looked pretty demonic,” Francis commented not far from them.
“It did,” Sabeh agreed. “But it used to be a man.”
The whole room turned to stare at him. Benji remembered the creature that had attacked them in the city. While he appreciated that it was humanoid in shape, nothing about it actually seemed human. The person closest to where Benji had sat was Elvac, and he felt the blonde man lean forward to look at Sabeh.
“You think it was one of those things?” Elvac asked. “That he made one that worked?”
“Isn’t that what it looked like to you?” Sabeh retorted darkly.
“What’s this?” Saka interrupted.
“Sunne’s been experimenting on humans,” Sabeh told them in a deadly tone. “He takes people he thinks no one will miss and mutates them in all sorts of sick ways. He’s been trying to make an assassin. Something demonic and unstoppable, but still something he can control: something that could kill a Syrene.”
“How do you know about this?” Arrio asked sharply.
“The House of Cards,” Elvac said quietly. “When Satinka and I went there with Sabeh we saw the failed experiments.”
“Failed experiments?” Saka inquired in a dread tone.
“A man called Maykner set up a place in Undernal,” Elvac explained. “It’s got a reputation ‒ the kind that’s designed to keep people away, but instead of being that kind of place it’s where Maykner hides and cares for the people Sunne has mutilated and altered.”
“There’s not really a lot that can be done,” Sabeh stated coldly. “Anyone who ends up there is usually so damaged they don’t live for long, and their mind is completely destroyed. A lot of them die faster if their body rejects the mutation as well. My old flatmate died that way. That’s how I found out about Maykner.”
“That creature we saw,” Elvac whispered. “It looked like all those people in the House of Cards put together: except this one wasn’t dying.”
“It was when Satinka set it on fire,” Francis said.
“That won’t do us much good,” Sabeh growled. “If Sunne’s sent it after her that means it’s a monster that’s worked and all the experimental mutations have taken hold: including regeneration.”
“One of the mutations Sunne tried to mix with humans was regeneration?” Elvac asked.
Sabeh nodded. “I’ve seen a few of them. Don’t you remember that girl on the meat hook?”
Elvac shuddered in response and no one wanted to ask.
“So Sunne has created his very own loyal demon,” Saka mused, his expression grave.
“I don’t know about loyal,” Sabeh replied. “But he can control it. He wouldn’t have let it out if he couldn’t.”
Brukna was the next to speak. The god had maintained silence while Satinka slept but he spoke again in his earth shattering voice.
“To consort with demons goes too far,” the god condemned. “And to hurt the people you are sworn to protect violates your right as their god.” He paused and shifted again, his great body rustling in the darkness. “Wake the Syrene Kakai.”
Saka obediently got to his knees and moved next to Satinka. He placed a hand gently on her shoulder.
“Satinka?” he murmured. “Your Majesty?”
She stirred slightly under his touch.
“Child, are you alright?” he asked.
She opened her eyes sleepily and looked up at him.
“Saka?”
“How are you feeling?” he inquired.
She ignored his question and smiled at him.
“You should smile more, My Lord,” she said. “Your eyes are so serious.”
“Are you and your friends just about done commenting on my appearance?” he asked.
“Maybe give us another five minutes,” she teased.
He shook his head irritably but there was a resigned set to his shoulders that suggested he had long given in.
Brukna spoke again. “Kakai,” he thundered calmly. “You are composed?”
“Yes, My Lord Brukna,” she declared, scrambling to her feet and approaching the god.
“Good,” Brukna decided. “I hope my words did not cause you too much pain, but you must understand why you had to hear them.”
“I think I do understand,” she agreed reluctantly.
“It has been brought to my attention that a demonic creature has been constructed for the purpose of hunting you down and murdering you. Sunne has turned on his own kind in his desperation to be rid of the Syrene race. He is too easily swayed by the voice of his child. Even here I can feel Āni trying to reach you. That human is evil. He is the one who organised the demon mutation.”
“I believe so,” she concurred.
“Then I must do my part in stopping this creature,” the god stated. “You may touch this form.”
Cautiously Satinka reached out a hand. She laid her palm nervously on the great scales of the snake god. A green light formed up from under her hand and grew quickly to envelop her whole body. It burned brightly around her and then vanished just as suddenly as it had appeared. Saka moved quickly and caught her as she slumped weakly from the contact with the god.
Benji didn’t envy her the experience. Being this close to Brukna was enough for any normal person. He was glad Saka hadn’t insisted he go near the god before. Brukna was holy. His voice, his body, his presence: they were not for the likes of ordinary people. But Benji had to concede that Satinka wasn’t ordinary. Maybe one day something would change in him, and he wouldn’t be ordinary either.
Saka pulled the tiny woman to her feet and she steadied herself against him, quickly regaining her composure.
“I cannot go with you, Kakai,” Brukna told her. “I cannot aid you outside these caves, nor can my Avatar, but I grant you a moment of strength. Should this demon catch you: with the taste of your blood shall my poison infect its body and lay it low. I give you this blessing and the blessing of the swamp to guide your journey.”
“Thank you, My Lord Brukna,” she bowed gratefully. “I swear that whatever power rests within me I will use it to save this world. I will not let it end in fire.”
“Then the spirits willing we will meet again,” the god responded. “I look forward to your return, Kakai, and I wish you only the best. My son will lead you from the caves. He can escort you safely to the surface.”
Saka bowed at his god’s instruction, and they all heard the dismissal in Brukna’s voice. It was time to be moving on. Sabeh picked up the cloak he had wrapped Satinka in and everyone climbed to their feet, readying themselves to leave.
Benji stood, but now that he was looking he couldn’t tear his eyes from the god. That voice was inside him and all around him. That presence was a part of him. This was what had called to him in the Tadama. He didn’t know how he knew – maybe Brukna was placing the thoughts in his head, but Benji knew his god knew him. Brukna knew his name, and he also knew Benji equally feared and admired him. He didn’t want Brukna’s attention, but the god was pleased with his awe.
“Be well, my children,” Brukna blessed them. “Be well and we shall meet anon.”
The great snake moved and the sound of his scales shook the cavern. Saka came forward and gave Benji a look. Benji was so consumed he could barely return it. Saka squeezed his shoulder as he passed by. Benji finally tore his eyes away from the god and followed Saka away. Saka urged them back out of the tunnel and away from the restless god. The further they got the more the pressure seemed to ease and it felt as though they could breathe again.
Benji slipped behind to the back of the group. The others would want to discuss what had happened and what they were going to do now. He didn’t want to talk. There was too much going on inside his head for him to focus on anything else. He had a lot to consider. He didn’t know what he was doing yet, but he had a feeling that he would have to make the call sooner rather than later. He just didn’t want to make the wrong one.
He could hear Saka’s voice in his head. He could hear him as though it was Brukna himself: everyone was just trying to play their part. Benji was trying to play his part – he just didn’t know what genre this was, what character he was supposed to be, or what any of his lines were. If he’d asked Elvac, the soldier would have quoted from his little blue book and told him that life was just like that. Saka seemed to be under the impression that you could choose your part. That was what Benji found dwelling in his mind as the Avatar led them through the caves.
“We go this way,” Saka directed them. “It should be the shortest route to the east. I can take you under the marshes to the coast. It will save you days of travel.”
“We would be eternally grateful,” Satinka told him.
“I’d settle for momentarily grateful,” Saka smiled.
Sabeh clapped him on the shoulder.
“Brukna’s right,” he said. “You haven’t quite got the hang of jokes.”
Saka shrugged.
“Snakes have absolutely no sense of humour at all, and they’re all I’ve had to talk to for ten years. If I don’t practice terrible jokes I worry I’ll lose my humanity altogether.”
“I like your jokes,” Francis stated sweetly.
“Then perhaps, my lady, when this is all over, I can find the time to regale you with my whole collection,” he said extravagantly.
Danni sighed very loudly and wearily behind them. Francis ignored her.
“They can’t all be bad,” the small blonde girl said primly.
As though he was being tested, Saka smiled slyly, hiding the expression from the others by leading them through the dark.
“Two muffins are in an oven,” he began. “One turns to the other and says: ‘it’s getting kind of hot in here’‒”
“Please, Ragnar, no,” Sabeh wailed behind them.
At his despairing cry Saka burst out laughing – clearly entertained only by the little man’s agony. Benji noted again the strange contrast of serious magician and crazy hermit. Saka’s amused laughter echoed back down the halls as he led them on through the stone caverns of the snake god.




NO CERTAINTIES

The sky was bright as the blanket of low white cloud reflected the sun’s light down on the city. Taal was back in his carriage. Lemons had sent a message to the Palace to say that the first candelabrum was done and did someone want to check the design before he made another 81 pieces. Someone did. Particularly because the main purpose of this exercise was to give Taal an excuse to see more of Lemons.
Once again the priest got his driver to park a block from the smithy. Some things would probably never change. Āni didn’t want Taal out walking the city, and Taal didn’t want to reach Lemons with a carriage. So, at Taal’s request, the nice old man who drove him around was kind enough to stop and wait a block from where the priest was conducting his business. The walk took no more than a few minutes and as he arrived Taal could hear Lemons at work. The blacksmith saw the priest coming across the small courtyard and set aside his tools. He removed his apron as Taal reached the door.
“Lemonsaley,” Taal addressed him.
“Father,” Lemons offered his good hand for the priest to shake.
He looked strange. There was something about him that was welcoming, dedicated, but also utterly terrified. He was trying to keep a lid on his fear though. Taal knew that fear: Āni. The priest’s usually expressionless face became stonily more expressionless. He took Lemons’s hand in his own, and tried to convey his support and comfort in the touch. The blacksmith’s grip was warm and firm, almost reassuring.
“Please,” he invited the young priest inside.
Taal followed him into the workshop and quickly noted a three-branch candelabrum on a back workbench as he eyed up all the reflective surfaces in the room. It was almost as bad as a room full of mirrors. Taal couldn’t signal a warning to Lemons without arousing suspicion, so he just had to hope the blacksmith wouldn’t say anything incriminating. Lemons knew about the blessing of Sunne. He knew anything Taal saw would be carried back. Hopefully he could behave in a more contained manner this time, and they could establish a stronger bond of trust. Also, if Lemons really had seen Āni then they were walking on thin ice. Taal didn’t want to ask. For now he would just begin to assume that Āni didn’t trust him. He would have to play his cards even more carefully than before. But Lemons was here and still alive. That meant Āni hadn’t been able to prove anything. All these thoughts whirled in his mind, and his face didn’t even flicker.
“Is this the piece?” Taal asked, indicating the candelabrum on the bench.
“It is,” Lemons nodded. He took the priest over and picked up the object to let him inspect it. “You’ll see that for the most part I followed your design, but that I added a bit more detail here and here.”
“It’s lovely.”
“You sound surprised.”
“Let’s just say it’s even nicer than I thought it would be,” Taal clarified.
“Thank you. I’m glad you approve. I can redo them without the design if you would like. I just felt it added to the aesthetic to give it additional ornamental value. However, I did try and keep the pattern discrete. A few years ago I did a set for some people who wanted a wedding gift. The filigree they were after was horrendously ostentatious. I felt that probably wasn’t appropriate for a part of society that is actually sophisticated: like the church.”
Taal almost smiled, and he didn’t even try to hide it. It wasn’t close enough to an expression for anyone to notice. Lemons didn’t realise he was giving himself away. It probably wasn’t something Sunne would notice, as his grasp on humanity was limited in the way that only a god’s understanding could be. Lemons had dealt with the church before. It was in the language he used with Taal. The way he spoke to the priest suggested a higher education and instruction regarding how to behave amongst the city’s ‘nobility’ ‒ the families of the church. This wasn’t anything Taal didn’t already know given that he was aware of Lemonsaley’s contact with Nauel. Still, it was somewhat amusing to imagine Lemons using some of those words with his everyday contacts in the city.
“I like it just the way it is,” Taal responded softly. “Can you make the rest to match?”
“Of course, Father.”
“Excellent. I have yet to discuss prices with you. That will have to be remedied, and I am grateful you started work without forcing me to answer that question first. I am, however, still debating that with some of my superiors. We disagree on what would be appropriate, but now that you have produced an example I can show them I should be able to bring them around to my way of thinking. I can see the respect in your work, Lemonsaley. Nothing but the best.”
“Even for people I think are plotting to kidnap and murder me,” Lemons joked.
“I think you can consider yourself safe for the next 81 pieces,” Taal cracked with a straight face and level tone. “Besides, if we do anything to you, you can always come back as a lion and take revenge.”
Lemons gave him a strange look. Taal felt he was relatively safe in assuming the blacksmith knew what a lion was, which meant there was something else about the comment he didn’t understand.
“Reincarnation?” Taal hesitated.
Lemons stared at him blankly.
“You’ve never heard of it?”
“What is it?”
“It’s a system of belief that suggests that when we die we are reborn as something else. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it.”
“That’s insane,” Lemons objected. “You mean that we’re not looked after by our gods?”
“Does anyone know for certain?” Taal pointed out. “You know that girl I mentioned, Satinka, her people believe in reincarnation. They have no gods to speak of, so their belief system is built on a very specific form of reincarnation.”
“So it’s an alien religion?”
“Have you heard of Kina?”
“The father god?” Lemons checked. “The one who was the god of light before Sunne?”
“The same. It was also the belief system he encouraged. The first known record of a religion promoting reincarnation in the North was related to Kina, and it is the oldest record anyone has found in all of human history.”
“So it’s the religion of a god who’s been gone for a thousand years, and a southern alien race. It’s only connection to the North in the last ten centuries is a girl I’ve already told you I don’t know, and you’re surprised that it’s something I’ve never heard of?”
“Well, when you put it like that…” Taal muttered defensively. He’d found it strange because he knew Lemons had met and helped Satinka, but that was information that he wasn’t supposed to know. It was also occurring to him now that perhaps Lemons didn’t actually know much about the girl he’d helped. For some reason he’d been assuming that the blacksmith knew as much as he did, which didn’t make a lot of sense. It was Taal’s job to make Satinka’s life his business, but for her relationship with Lemons the deal had probably been for them to know as little about each other as possible.
“How do you know so much about it all?” Lemons asked him.
“It’s my business to know.”
“Well, for the record, my business doesn’t usually bring in information regarding religious practices.”
“Point taken,” Taal nodded. “I shouldn’t have been surprised.” The young priest regarded the candelabrum in his hand again for a moment before setting it back down. “I don’t suppose you do deliveries?” he asked.
“Up to the Palace?”
“Ideally. I was just wondering if I could get you to deliver the first dozen once you have completed them. I would quite like to see how they look in the space, if you don’t mind.”
“I could do that,” Lemons conceded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I can probably have them ready in a week.”
“Wonderful. I’ll be in touch.”
Taal shook the blacksmith’s hand again and moved toward the door. Lemons politely showed him out, but the two of them stopped and looked out across the courtyard together.
“Father, what are we doing?” Lemons whispered from just behind him.
“Don’t be afraid, Lemonsaley.”
“Don’t be afraid?! How can I not be afraid?!” he hissed. “Do you have any idea what you have dragged me into?!”
“I’m sorry.”
“If you’re trying to trick me into getting myself killed–”
“I’m not. I don’t want you to get hurt. Lemonsaley… just do as I say. Follow my instructions to the letter and I will be able to protect you from Āni. I promise.” Taal felt a large knot tie itself in his stomach. That wasn’t a promise he could keep, and he shouldn’t have made it, but he needed Lemons on his side.
Lemons was tense and uncomfortable behind him. He was scared, and he was right to be scared. Āni could crush them both into oblivion. It was just that Lemons couldn’t seem to think straight when Taal was around. For reasons unknown logic abandoned him in the young priest’s presence. His heart felt compelled to tell him things that his brain screamed resistance at.
“I don’t understand what’s going on,” he admitted nervously.
“You will when you come to the Palace,” Taal murmured back. “It took me a while to come up with a plan to get you there without causing any of my brethren to become suspicious. There is someone you need to meet: someone more important than me.”
He could feel Lemons take a slow breath as he stiffened slightly.
“It isn’t a trap, Lemonsaley. I’m not talking about Āni. This is something you have to see to believe, and I still don’t know how I’m going to pull it off, but I know I need to. I don’t know exactly what it is that makes you so important, but something is telling me you need to be a part of this.”
“Does that something have a name?”
“Perhaps. This is bigger than both of us, Lemonsaley. You know I’m right. I know you can feel it too. You trust me for reasons you can’t quite explain. Tell me I’m wrong.”
There was a slight pause, but Lemons had already resigned himself to this.
“You’re not wrong,” Lemons answered softly. “I… I heard something… while I was working on that piece. I heard… a voice. They told me that the era of Sunne is coming to an end.”
“Then you have heard him too. You know he is guiding us.”
“Who?”
Taal turned back to him, aware that if he stood in the doorway looking out over the courtyard for too long it would start to feel suspicious.
“All will be explained when you come to meet me in a week.” Taal reached up and clasped the blacksmith’s shoulder. “Until next time, Lemonsaley.”
“Until next time, Father,” Lemons nodded his head respectfully. There was a new look in his eye: a deep trust that hadn’t been there before. Lemons wanted to trust Taal, and the only thing standing between them was Āni. If it weren’t for the Avatar the two would have been fine friends. Maybe they still could be. Sometimes all it took was to prove to someone that they weren’t alone. Lemons would have been worried about hearing a voice – knowing he wasn’t the only one was probably a consolation.
Taal turned away again and crossed the little courtyard without looking back. He started down the street towards his carriage. A week’s time: that wasn’t much. It would work though. He couldn’t explain how he knew that, but he did. Things would work for them. He just wasn’t sure how yet. Events were coming together in a pattern, the way they were supposed to, and while Taal hadn’t seen the whole pattern yet he was fairly sure he was listening to someone who had.
Hours seemed to pass in the tunnels. Often Benji couldn’t make head nor tail of where they were going, but they all trusted Saka and he never seemed to doubt his direction. There was a strange sensation sometimes, especially in the darker passageways they took, as though the stone around them was moving as they walked. Benji wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that was the case. They had a lot of ground to cover if Saka intended for them to come out near the east coast and it was entirely possible that the Avatar was cheating a little to get them there. If they were walking on a conveyer belt of moving stone they would get there much faster. His suspicions were confirmed when they reached a long, straight, and wide tunnel after only a matter of hours. There was a small point of colour at the end of it. It looked miniscule, but it was natural light.
“This is the last stretch to the coast,” Saka told them.
He stopped at the entrance. The passage was wide enough for three people at least to walk side by side. Satinka came up next to him.
“Can you walk it with us?” she asked.
“I can go part way,” he admitted. “But the lock on me is strong and I cannot leave the passage.”
Once again, just like the time they’d met, Satinka linked her arm in his.
“Walk with us a way, My Lord Avatar,” she requested.
He obliged and escorted her down the tunnel with the others wandering up behind them.
Benji watched the two in the lead. There was someone he trusted completely and would do anything for, and someone he felt very conflicted about. Yet, despite those conflictions, he knew that he trusted her too. Sometimes he didn’t like her. Sometimes he was afraid of her. Sometimes she was very pleasant and they got on well. But he knew now that he did at least trust her, regardless of whatever else was going on between them.
He remembered his conversation with Taum in the swamps a few nights ago. He had challenged Satinka’s story, and he had challenged the concept that she was in the right. He didn’t feel bad that he’d done it – which was a step up on his usual shame ladder, but he knew he’d been wrong and he could concede that. Hearing the story spoken by his own god, seeing what had been done to Mildidar, and learning that it really was Sunne behind it all: the knowledge was changing him. He could feel it. He didn’t know what he’d turn out to be when the moment came, but he had a feeling that if he was still alive in a year he’d be able to look back on the person he was now and laugh. It was almost impossible to imagine, but by Brukna’s voice it was a refreshing thought.
Inside the tunnel none of them spoke. There probably wasn’t anything they felt they could say. Soon they would leave the safety of the caves and be back on their journey, and none of them would have felt comfortable leaving Saka behind in his cold, stone prison. But there was nothing they could do, and if anything was going to work out Satinka had to get to the Five Stars of the North.
They were more than halfway up the passage when Saka stopped. At first Benji assumed the Avatar couldn’t go on from here, but then he saw his face. Saka’s usually serious eyes were narrowed – angry even. The way he stood was tensed, and he almost seemed to move Satinka behind him.
“Do you feel that?” he asked, his deep voice warning.
“What?” she replied.
“The demon,” he hissed coldly.
“Are you sure?” Francis demanded.
“I know its scent,” Saka growled. “It’s here.”
He pushed the group towards the light.
“Go,” he ordered. “Once you get ahead of me I can seal the passage and keep it here.”
“We’re not leaving you to fight it alone,” Satinka retorted hotly.
“Yes,” Saka disagreed. “You are. If I have to I can make you.”
“You wouldn’t,” she snapped.
“I would,” he said. “But I won’t have to. You’ll go because I tell you to.”
“You clearly don’t know me very well.”
Saka reached out and pulled her in. He kissed her forehead gently and looked her in the eye.
“You will leave here child, because if you die and let the world turn to ash I will never ever forgive you,” he said sternly.
She looked completely crestfallen.
“Good luck, Your Majesty, I hope we meet again.”
“We will,” she promised.
He nodded.
“Now go, all of you,” he ordered sharply.
Slowly they turned away from him. Everyone was reluctant to leave but aware they were wasting precious seconds. Benji let his gaze linger as he passed by, and then stopped a moment. Saka looked at him, and then held out his hand. Benji shook it as he held the Avatar’s gaze with his own. Something passed between them in that look.
“Thank you,” Benji murmured.
“No, thank you,” Saka replied.
As Benji’s hand slipped back out of Saka’s grip the moment was broken and he turned to go. He knew what Saka had said to him though. It wasn’t a certainty, but it was an answer.
Sabeh was the last one to go. He paused a moment and turned to the Avatar, clasping his hand.
“Kick its arse,” he told him.
Saka grinned wickedly.
“All the best, son of Ragnar.”
“All the best, son of Brukna,” Sabeh responded.
Sabeh clapped Saka on the shoulder one last time and took off after the others. Saka watched them go. He waited until there was a good ten meters between himself and the travellers, then he lifted his hand and the entire space between them filled with earth as the ground rose up to fill the passage. It blocked out all the light and hid the outside world, but it would keep them safe for now.
Somewhere in the darkness something growled. Saka raised his hand and a sliver of the wall flew out to form a stone staff in his hand. His eyes began to glow with a green light, and a faint green nimbus surrounded him. He could feel the creature moving near him, its essence poisoning the earth, but it wasn’t in the tunnel with them… it was‒
Saka raised the hand not holding the staff and twisted it in the air. From inside the wall beside him a large piece of rock hurled itself into the Raven with enough force to bring it crashing into the tunnel. Its skinny mangled body hit the ground and rolled limply over. It recovered from the shock as it got to its hands and knees and looked up, tilting its head curiously at its attacker. Its black orb eyes rolled in its head as it watched the Avatar before it. Saka stared it down: his eyes filled with burning green light. The Raven pounced.
Saka tried to smack it away with his staff, but the Raven took the blow. It shoved back against the staff with more force than Saka thought possible from its skeletal frame. He hit the wall as the wind was knocked out of him, but he didn’t have time to be stunned. A whirlwind of claws and teeth was coming at him. Saka lunged and rolled. Pain stung him and he felt blood. One of the creature’s claws had caught his cheek. Sunne-be-damned that thing was fast! Blood dripped into his beard as he tipped back up to his feet. The Raven pounced again and Saka only just had enough time to throw his hand up. A wall rose out of the stone just in time to protect him. The Raven smashed into the wall at full force and shattered it. Fortunately the blow stunned it for the second Saka needed to put some distance between him and the monster. He scrambled back and threw another wall up behind him as the Raven lunged again. It smashed through that wall as well, but the constant hindrances keeping it from its latest meal made it angry.
Saka straightened up and composed himself. He had just ended up blocked by the cave-in he had created to protect the others. The Raven was between him and the rest of the tunnel, and he couldn’t move fast enough to get around it. Speed and reflexes were allies of the monster. If Saka tried to use them he would end up mincemeat. He threw up another wall as the Raven came at him again with a furious snarl. The creature smashed through the rock wall and shuddered slightly in the ruins of the stone. Pale dust coated its dirty black hair and clothes. Brute force wasn’t working either. He didn’t have anything else, and there wasn’t enough distance between them for Saka to recover. He was out of practice, and it had demon reflexes. The damn thing was just too fast! He had mere seconds to end this.
Saka raised his hand as it jumped again and clenched his fist. A great creaking sound came from above them and the Raven was snatched mid-air. Great roots broke through the stone and tangled themselves around the creature. They grabbed its body and limbs and squeezed and pulled it. It was becoming rabid with frustration. Its small mouth opened impossibly wide to expose rows of needle sharp fangs and it began to bite and claw furiously at the thick woody roots holding it up. There were burn marks on its skin. It was still healing from its encounter with Satinka, but only barely. It regenerated fast. It was close now, so close, and Saka knew it. He leant against the wall as he caught his breath. Roughly he wiped the blood from his cheek. If this didn’t work he was dead. There were no other distractions to save him.
The creature sprayed splinters like a wood chipper as it screamed and fought its prison of roots. Suddenly it broke free with a roar. It pushed itself through the air straight at the Avatar. Saka closed his eyes and waited. One shot. The last possible moment. The Raven’s black orb eyes burned with glee as it flew towards him. Saka could feel it almost upon him, and he dropped straight into the earth. He could feel the stone pass through his body as he sank beneath it, and the earth carried him down the tunnel. He rose back up from the ground almost thirty meters back towards the caverns – near the entrance to the tunnel.
Back down at the area he had blocked he could see the Raven pawing at the dirt. The Raven stopped suddenly and turned. The green nimbus around Saka had attracted its attention. Down the other end of the tunnel it could see its enemy: the man with the eyes of burning green light who had vanished. It tilted its head as it regarded him, trying to work out how he’d got all the way down there. Saka raised a hand.
“Demon scum,” he growled.
The Avatar brought his hand down and collapsed the rest of the tunnel on top of the monster.
Part of the tunnel had continued to collapse after Saka had sealed it and the group set off at a run towards the exit. The foulest noises came muffled through the blockade behind them and Benji recognised the howl of the creature that was after them. Halfway to the exit the ground began to shake fiercely and they knew something intense was going on behind them in the caverns. They raced towards the light and burst from the tunnel into the world outside.
Everyone landed with soft thumps as another rock fall back in the tunnel caused the ground to shake. They were sitting on sand. Soft white sand that the waves of the eastern sea were rolling onto as the sun rose behind it.
When Saka had said the tunnel would take them to the coast Benji hadn’t realised that he’d meant quite this far. Any further out and they’d have been swimming back to shore. He held up a handful of sand and watched it run through his fingers in a daze. Beside him Satinka scrambled to her feet and peered back into the remains of the tunnel.
“The whole tunnel’s caved in,” she said. “I can feel… it’s blocked all the way back to the caverns.”
“If that thing’s in there it’s never getting out,” Sabeh commented, also peering in.
Satinka looked worried. “Do you think he’s okay?”
“Of course he is,” Sabeh laughed. “On his home ground, at the centre of his power, in the very lair of his god – that thing wasn’t going to stand a chance. He’s probably dropped the tunnel on it and gone home to get rid of the dinning hall before Brukna sees it.”
Satinka smiled and nodded, but she didn’t move. Sabeh put his arms around her waist and kissed her shoulder.
“I wish he could have come with us too,” he admitted.
“It would have been handy to have a useful guy around,” Francis sighed wistfully.
“Hey!” Sabeh turned on her sourly.
She giggled and poked her tongue out at him cheekily.
“You could always grow a beard for me,” she teased.
“Nope,” Satinka silenced that possibility.
Everything was back to normal Benji thought as the conversation went on without him. He got to his feet and turned his back on the ocean. Behind them sand dunes rose up and coarse grass grew out of them in clumps. After that the grass turned to reeds and the marshlands stretched on forever, and somewhere in that distance was Elgárnd. He sighed as he looked out back the way they had come. Suddenly someone was at his side, he turned with a smile, but it was Satinka not Taum. Benji’s stomach dropped as he remembered ‒ not everything was back to normal. Not yet. She regarded him coolly, and then looked back over Mildidar.
“We’ll be moving on soon,” she told him. “Sabeh’s going to round everyone up and see how much distance we can cover before the sun gets too high.”
Benji nodded.
“You don’t have to come,” she murmured. “If you want to go back no one would blame you. You have a home, somewhere you could be safe. I’m not asking you to fight my battles. No one would hold it against you if you went back to Elgárnd.”
Benji thought about it. He considered what she was offering and he sighed.
“No,” he declined. “I can’t.”
She looked at him with some surprise, and even he was slightly doubtful of this new attitude that was coming over him.
“Saka was right,” Benji admitted. “About the way things happen. About me. About what has to be done and who has to do it. If I was meant to stay at Elgárnd I never would have ended up in those caverns with you. Someone has to represent my people and their sufferings in this fight against Sunne, and while I’m probably no one’s first choice, I’m the only one above ground who knows what’s going on. Besides, I was the one who cut up the yinyin fruit: I knew what that meant.”
He turned his eyes away from the swamps behind them and saw Satinka smiling at him. She looked proud. He hated that.
“Don’t,” he warned dryly. “That little speech might have made me sound good, but let’s not forget I might be arrested if I try and go home. Gran wasn’t clear about it, but I’m pretty sure that Sunne has put a warrant out on us. Also, Saka asked me to do this. Not in so many words, but… He wants someone to stick up for Mildidar in this fight, and I was the only person he had to pick from. I’m just trying to do what my god asked of me and not end up arrested and killed. So I haven’t really grown up that much.”
“In time,” she patted his shoulder. “Every little bit counts.”
As they turned around back to the group Benji saw the others all brushing off the packs and making sure they were ready. Taum was talking to Sabeh and the two of them seemed to be discussing routes. Benji suddenly felt incredibly nauseous. Satinka caught his eye again, but now her look was stern.
“I…” he stammered. “If… uh… do… do you think he might wait a little? For my apology I mean? I’m just… not sure what to say…”
“Benji,” she said seriously. “Taum will wait until his deathbed for your apology, but the faster you grow some balls and do it, the faster you’ll be happy. It doesn’t have to be eloquent: just earnest.”
He nodded and swallowed nervously. Now wasn’t the right time. Now did not feel like a good time. Maybe later today. Or tomorrow. Tomorrow would be a new day. He looked out at the sunrise and felt a little bit of the tension ease at its pale beauty. 
Further up the beach Taum tightened his pack on his shoulders and looked to the north. He hadn’t spoken since the attack in Elgárnd, and the set of his brown eyes was hard and injured.
“We’ll follow the beach up,” he called to the others. “I don’t know this coast all that well so I don’t know how far north the tunnel came out. Hopefully it won’t take us too long to get to the forest. I promise I can get us through there safely.”
The others quickly gathered up all their belongings and started out along the beach in the soft light of the rising sun, leaving trails of footprints in the sand that the evening tide would wash away.
The light in the halls was brighter than it needed to be, but that was because the priests of Undernal were in the habit of lighting too many candles. Āni hated Undernal. He never came here if he didn’t have to. As the Avatar of Sunne he ruled Sunndan with an iron fist, and all of the god’s lands answered to him. So, unfortunately, he sometimes had to visit Undernal.
He had left behind his hundredth year, and didn’t look a day over forty. He would be one of the Avatars that lived a long time, so long as Sunne considered him useful, which meant that when Sunne told him to go to Undernal, Āni stepped through his portal mirror and arrived at the seaside city. The priests here fawned dreadfully. Once they were sure he knew where he was going they had all scampered out of the way. They were afraid of him, and he liked that.
He finally reached the stout wooden door at the end of the passage and opened it. He didn’t knock. Āni never knocked for anyone. The room stank and a brief crease appeared in his face as his nose wrinkled momentarily. Several incense candles were the only source of light in here and even they were doing little to ease the stench. A few priests were kneeling by a bed and all of them cowered when they saw Āni standing in the doorway. He stepped into the room slowly, his regal white robes brushing against the floor as he walked. He approached the bed and looked down on Guhji. The man was a disaster of a human being.
“He… he’s connected to the Raven, My Lord,” one of the priests stammered. “He’s using it to try and kill the Kakai.”
“I know that,” Āni told him scathingly.
The priest shrunk back from him and the edge of the Avatar’s mouth tugged slightly with a cold smile.
“He’s dying,” another priest murmured.
Āni raised a hand over Guhji’s body and held it there. For a moment his eyes flickered with a white light, then he lowered his hand.
“He’s not dying,” Āni told them. “He’s stable, which means so is the Raven. It will recover, which means he can look forward to more torture in the future.” Āni smiled a cold smiled with his mouth, though his eyes hadn’t smiled in more than seventy years. “There is a good chance his mind will go soon. The human body can only take so much pain before the capacity for thought dissolves. That won’t be important though. As long as no one kills him we can still control the Raven through him. You must let me know instantly if he dies.”
“Yes, My Lord,” the priests answered.
Āni turned to leave but stopped again in the doorway. He might have to come back here at some point. Steps should be taken.
“Get him in a room with windows,” he ordered. “Ones you can open all the way. And for Sunne’s sake air this damn room out.”
“Yes, My Lord,” the priests obeyed.
Āni left the room on swift feet. The Raven was only three months old and it had never been used for anything before. They had been planning to test it in the war, but stopping Satinka was more important. She couldn’t be allowed to reach Sunne. The Raven would recover. It would learn and adapt. Then it would kill her like it was supposed to.
Āni swept up the corridor towards the room of the mirror and everyone in his way scrambled desperately out of it – forgetting dignity. One of them wasn’t fast enough. An old priest was still scuttling away, but Āni had to slow his pace so as not to crash into him. That wasn’t acceptable. He looked the old man in the eye. No one would ever have seen anything happen. Not Sunne nor any onlookers would have seen more than the two men exchange a glance. But Āni used that. He let his mind slip straight through the old man’s eyes and enter his brain. He could feel it. It was as though the other man’s mind was a glass orb, and Āni’s own mind was a hand gently slipping around it – grasping it. He tightened his grip and smashed the old priest’s mind like a crystal goblet. The old man’s eyes went vacant and Āni continued walking as though nothing had happened. The Avatar stepped through the mirror without changing pace.
Back in his own quarters in Sunndan he stepped through the wardrobe doorway and shut the doors on the mirror behind him. He breathed a sigh of relief. Something about that place bothered him. Something old and barely remembered, but still something strong.
In the corner of the room sat a young man with platinum blonde hair. Karli looked almost fourteen today. He wasn’t dressed, but that was because he wasn’t allowed to be. He was being punished over the grass stains he had acquired the other day. Āni wouldn’t give him new clothes until the grass stains came out of the old ones. That punishment had always worked on Taal. As a child Taal had only gone through the process three times before he had learnt, but Karli didn’t learn. He didn’t get cold the way that Taal did. He had never begged for a blanket the way that Taal used to. The boy looked up from his book.
“Short visit,” he stated. “How was the trip?”
Āni was silent as he held the doors closed. He leant against them and continued to breathe. It was a slow and measured movement and sound. It was calming. Sunne and his Undernalian jesters wouldn’t take long to realise one of their own was brain-dead. People would be suspicious. Accusations would be made and theories would be concocted. No one would be able to prove anything though. No one would ever know for sure. They never did. It wasn’t like this was the first time. Āni smiled to himself at the thought. It was quite something to kill a man under the eyes of hundreds of witnesses and never be caught. The stupid and the weak wouldn’t be tolerated, and he was the judge and jury.
“Āni…?” Karli’s voice came again softly.
The child’s tone reminded him why he’d actually been away and his smile vanished to be replaced with a grimace. Breathing wasn’t enough to calm him, but his frustration and fear were mellowed under an ocean of options. He wasn’t beaten. Not yet. Not until he was dead.
“Things aren’t going as planned, Karli,” Āni muttered. “It’s all falling apart.”
“What is?”
“Everything. The tides have turned in the war. The Syrene march slowly but surely through our ranks and we have nothing that can stop those all-holy-Sunne-be-damned dragons! They’re invincible. If we don’t put an end to that race they will come north and destroy everything.”
“How can you be sure?”
“I’ve lived long enough to know that things find a way. They want to wipe out humanity, and we want to be rid of them. Sunne has ordered me to destroy their race. I have to do as he bids. Their pride was their weakness. They never thought they’d come under attack. They learn and adapt so quickly though. Too quickly. If they take back the coast they will learn to build boats: they will cross the ocean. If they get the power of flight back all will be lost. Nothing could stop them.”
“But you think that killing the girl will?”
“It’s our only chance. She is the Kakai.” Āni gazed thoughtfully across his room as he considered that. “Do you know anything about the Syrene, Karli? Have I ever taught you?”
The boy shook his head.
“The word Kakai is interesting. It is the term given to their leader – a leader that inherits the title through birth. We translate it to mean ruler, king, queen, emperor or empress – whatever takes our fancy at the time. Whatever we feel is most applicable to our interpretation of the Syrene people and their society. But, to the best of my knowledge, if you were to directly translate the word rather than try and apply our meanings and customs to theirs then I believe the direct translation is: heart.”
Karli watched him solemnly with big grey eyes. He didn’t look surprised. He never did. He was a pure, innocent, and accepting child.
“So you’re trying to kill their heart?”
“It’s the only option I haven’t tried. We know there must be a connection there because otherwise we couldn’t drain Memnyir and affect her kind. If I destroy the heart of their people, while they have no heir and no replacement, the Syrene will be without a heart to their species. I have to trust that will put them in their place.”
“And the Raven is what you’re using to try and kill the heart?”
“For now it is the best weapon I have. But…” Āni sighed in frustration. He needed someone else to kill. “If anything she is beating it. We’ve never been able to test it on a Syrene before. The stupid bloody thing keeps getting defeated. Every time it fails I have to go to Undernal.”
Āni reached into his pocket and pulled out the mirror. He flicked it open with his thumb. The smooth glass surface reflected back up at him. The long dark hair was like a perfectly straight crack from one edge of the frame to the other. She was awake presently, and fighting a mind that was awake was too hard. But she was slipping. Slowly. He was in there now. Every time he made her dream he got that much closer to breaking her, and she got that much closer to breaking. He would find her weaknesses, and he would use them. He could still beat the Syrene. He just needed some help.
“Pack my bags,” Āni ordered.
“You don’t have to stay there,” Karli murmured. Even as he said it he wished he hadn’t. If Āni went away Taal would look after him. He liked Taal, and the young priest had things he wanted Karli to help with. The boy knew Taal was hoping Āni would go away, but he hadn’t said anything. He didn’t want to make trouble.
“I’m not,” Āni answered. “I need to take a journey. I’m going somewhere my mirrors can’t take me.”
“Where are you going?” the boy asked quietly, obediently putting down his book and getting to his feet.
Āni sighed and looked out the window. The moon gleamed off Crescent Lake and the rest of the world was lost in darkness.
“I think it’s time I paid another visit to our friend Ko,” the Avatar announced.
Here ends the second book of the War of the North Saga. The story continues in book three: Forest of Ghosts.
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_______________________
 
Kate Haley is a speculative fiction author who works predominantly in fantasy and horror. While currently content to fill her days with writing and table-top RPGs, her grander plans involve world domination. Something akin to the tyranny of the greatest city atop the Disc would be an acceptable standard. She believes a super-villainous overlord would be an upgrade, given that our current villains lack style and imagination.  
After all, super-villainy requires Presentation.  
If you like her references, consider visiting her website www.katehaleyauthor.com for short fictions and merchandise, and join the mailing list for early access and exclusive cool stuff.  You can also get in touch through the website regarding her work, your position in future slave armies, or a general interest in all things nerdy and wonderful.
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